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Navy Hits in Ascent Phase:  An Important Step for “Minutemen” of our Time!
On November 22, the Navy made it three hits in a row from the USS Lake Erie a few hundred miles from Hawaii, with its intercept of a ballistic missile fired from the Navy’s Pacific Missile Range on western Kauai.   The earlier tests this year (in January and June) hit their target missiles above the atmosphere in space, after they had reached their highest points and were on the way back down.  This time, the intercept occurred in space as the target missile was still rising – in its ascent phase.  According to a Pentagon spokesman, the USS Lake Erie fire control officer had a window of only 70 to 85 seconds to detect the target and launch his interceptor.  

This is an important achievement and should be applauded.  On the other hand, one has to wonder why it has taken so long to get to this welcome stage – and whether the “powers that be” will now at long last place the warranted top priority on making sea-based defenses all they can be as soon as possible.   After all, the USS Barney used its air defense interceptor to intercept boosting rockets in the mid-1960s, as was pointed out in High Frontier’s Issue Paper on August 8, 2002.  And High Frontier has emphasized for years that the Navy’s Aegis Fleet, in which the American taxpayer has invested over $60 billion dollars, provides a ready infrastructure for rapidly and inexpensively building a global defense.  

Ambassador Henry F. Cooper, High Frontier’s Chairman and Director of the Strategic Defense Initiative during the first Bush Administration, observes, “On January 20, 1993, I left to the Clinton Administration a fully funded program that could have deployed a sea-based theater missile defense capability by the mid-1990s – if only it had been continued.  But the program was delayed and underfunded – and, in 1995, the “Navy Theater Wide” system design was dumbed-down so that it could defend our overseas troops, friends and allies but not Americans at home.   A sea-based system with even this reduced capability was further delayed by over a dozen critical reviews after 1995, all of which recommended that it proceed.  In the late 1990s, congressionally mandated studies showed that sea-based defenses could play an important role in defending the U.S. homeland as well as our overseas troops, friends and allies – and could do so relatively quickly.  But little was done to take advantage of this inherent capability – probably because of the ABM Treaty.   Now that President Bush has discarded the Treaty, the Navy programs should be accelerated.”

Whatever may have gone before, the three successful Navy demonstrations this year set a stage for programmatic acceleration.  This also would be responsive to the recent Defense Science Board summer study, which recommended that greater emphasis be given to developing boost- and ascent-phase sea-based defenses.  So the time is ripe for moving ahead as quickly as possible to build an initial operating capability – and then to improve it as quickly as possible.  

Such accelerated development is also timely as the possibility of war with Iraq grows.  Indeed, there are press reports that the Navy is preparing to use its Aegis system to help protect Israel and other states in the region in the event of such a war.  Defense officials have said that an emergency Aegis deployment to the eastern Mediterranean by January is being planned to help defend against short- to medium-range missiles.  Officials said the Navy has completed a series of tests to determine the operability of the Aegis system with other missile defense assets and is expected to participate in Israeli exercises.  Israel has already deployed its Arrow system, largely paid for by the American taxpayer, and the Patriot used in the 1991 Gulf War.

We should also move quickly to provide a sea-based component to the defense of the American homeland.  Probably the earliest such defense would adapt the existing Aegis air defense system to provide an early boost-and ascent-phase defense against short-range ballistic missiles fired from container ships near our coasts.  Defense Secretary Rumsfeld recently called attention to this existing threat when he told the Pentagon press corps on September 16 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.”

As we have been repeating for well over a year, the Navy has found that about 60 existing Standard Missile II, Block IV air defense interceptors can be given a rudimentary boost-phase intercept capability within a year for $100-200 million.   We may need such a capability much sooner – and it is long past time to press it into action.  

Those who man such defenses will be the Minutemen of our time – literally.  They will have only about a minute to shoot down threatening ballistic missiles launched off our coasts at our cities.  It can be done – as was demonstrated last week off the Hawaii shores.  Let’s get them at their stations as soon as possible. 
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