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What About a Near-Term Defense Against the Container Ship Scud Threat?

On September 16, 2002, Defense Secretary Don Rumsfeld told the press that “Countries have placed ballistic missiles in ships – dime a dozen – all over the world.  At any given time, there’s any number off our coasts – coming, going.  On transporter-erector-launchers, they simply erect it, fire off a ballistic missile, put it down, cover it up.  Their radar signature’s not any different than 50 others in close proximity.”

Last Thursday, Deputy Defense Secretary Paul Wolfowitz again identified this threat in his speech to a Frontiers of Freedom Conference on Capitol Hill:  “The United States test launched a captured German V-2 rocket from the deck of a ship in 1947. And recently we have observed indications of an outlaw state attempting to do the same thing with a short-range ballistic missile from a ship. We need to ensure defense capabilities against a range of novel threats and enemy concepts of operation, not just the classic scenarios.”

In response to questions about this “outlaw state” and about the possibility of one of these states being able to base ballistic missiles in a third country that may not even know that they're being used as a platform for missiles aimed at the United States, Secretary Wolfowitze clarified that “we need to be thinking out of the box” and “recognize the potential for things to develop in ways that we don't anticipate. . . We need to remember that there was a time when we said, I believe it was March of 1962, that it was inconceivable the Soviet Union would put missiles in Cuba. I believe in the 1980s when Saudi Arabia acquired long-range ballistic missiles from the Peoples Republic of China it took us completely by surprise –we think a relatively harmless surprise, but nonetheless a surprise.”

In response to further questions about this threat and whether it could be defended against sooner that 2004 – when he had anticipated an emergency sea-based defense could be operational, Secretary Wolfowitz indicated that he did not think so.  “I would say in terms of the problem I mentioned about the possible ship-based missiles, it's not one that I would want to divert large resources into right now based on what we think we know. But we're always learning new things.”  He also said he would not call it a “near-term” threat, but that countries we are concerned about now were aware of this “distinct possibility.”  And while he hoped we would get “further indication” if they were developing this threat, he also noted that we “can’t count on it” – we had repeatedly been surprised, as he had learned from his participation in the 1998 Rumsfeld Commission on the Ballistic Missile Threat.  He noted that we have often learned years after the fact when some countries had actually initiated and sometimes achieved threatening capabilities.

It has been almost 2 years since Rear Admiral Rod Rempt publicly stated at a Capitol Hill breakfast missile defense meeting that, for $100-200 million, the Navy could adapt its existing air defense interceptor system (the Standard Missile 2 – Block IV, or SM-2 Blk IV) within a year to provide a limited sea-based boost-phase defense.  This admittedly limited defense would help counter the threat to American coastal cities identified by Secretary Rumsfeld and Deputy Secretary Wolfowitz.  Even a little defense would be better than none – which is what we now have – especially as we contemplate war against Iraq.

Indeed, with the right priority from Secretary Rumsfeld and the Chief of Naval Operations, such a limited sea-based defense can likely be made operational within 4-6 months for even less than $100 million – time converts to money.  Specifically, what is required is to: Modify the SPY-1 radar software and the track filters/logic so that vertically accelerating threatening rockets can be identified; Refine the SM-2 Blk IV interceptor’s flyout characteristics; Demonstrate its high altitude intercept potential; and Validate operational feasibility with fully integrated tests.  

The Navy has studied this option – with technical inputs from MIT’s Lincoln Laboratories, the Applied Physics Laboratory, and Lockheed Martin – and it can be done.  This shouldn’t be surprising; High Frontier’s August 8 Issue Paper pointed to the USS Barney’s “proof-of-principle” test in the mid-1960s – with far less sophisticated computers, radar, and interceptors than with today’s SM-2 Blk IV system.  The powers that be should take another look.

High Frontier’s Chairman and former SDI Director, Ambassador Hank Cooper, recalls that former British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher on the heels of the 1991 Gulf War urged him to press for rapid technical achievements made possible by the focused attention that always comes in times of national crisis – as she had learned during the 1982 Falklands War.  As U.S. leaders contemplate a war with Iraq in the not too distant future and consider our current total vulnerability to missile attack, they should heed her wise counsel and rapidly take all possible steps to protect America’s coastal cities, including from Scuds launched from ships among the 140 that approach U.S. ports each day.
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