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Lessons From North Korean Scud Shipment to Yemen
The papers are full of authoritative reports on the recent interdiction of the North Korean vessel, So San, sailing unmarked and carrying over a dozen Scud missiles to Yemen, it turns out.  Most of these stories point again to the nature of the proliferation problem – a very troublesome one indeed.  The incident also points to additional lessons.

This incident again demonstrates the fact that North Korea is a well-known merchant of the technology for weapons of mass destruction and their means of delivery – and the failure of sanctions and diplomatic means in stopping its bad behavior.   A few weeks ago, Defense Secretary Don Rumsfeld called North Korea a “danger to the world” as the “single biggest proliferator of ballistic missiles and technologies related to ballistic missiles.”

This incident also demonstrates political difficulties that can follow from even a successful interdiction at sea.  We let the North Korean ship continue on its merry way when the Yemeni government protested that it was legally buying those dozen or so North Korean Scuds we found on-board.  This protest is at least inconsistent with former stated Yemeni policy – according to former Assistant Secretary of State Robert J. Einhorn (as reported in today’s Washington Post), they wrote in 2001 to the U.S. Ambassador in Sanaa that it was “neither the policy nor practice of the government of Yemen to import” such materials from North Korea.  Yet, according to White House spokesman Ari Fleischer, the cargo will continue on its way to Yemen because “there is no provision under international law prohibiting Yemen from accepting delivery of missiles from North Korea.”

Also widely reported is that the U.S. backed away from a confrontation with Yemen because they have committed to be allied with us in the War on Terrorism.  The Yemeni government has its hands full with the haven of terrorists within its borders – witness the October 2000 al Qaeda suicide boat in the Yemeni port of Aden that rammed the USS Cole, killing 17 American sailors.  Perhaps Yemen will live up to its assurances that this time it will not ally themselves with Iraq if our current confrontation with Iraq expands into open warfare – but Yemen reportedly backed Saddam Hussein in the 1991 Gulf War.  Diplomacy does indeed sometimes make for strange bedfellows.

Under-reported good news in this incident is that our intelligence network apparently worked well.  We apparently used early information to track the So San to within 600 miles of Yemen before interdicting it.  Furthermore, the press reports that we were confident enough of our information to raise the issue with the Yemeni government before taking action – and when it denied any involvement, we acted.  One has to wonder why our erstwhile ally in the war on terror initially denied knowledge of its approaching Scud cargo and then later insisted on its right under international law to receive its lawful purchase.  For what purpose does Yemen need Scuds, anyway?

Mostly missed from the press accounts is the confirmation of recent claims by Defense Secretary Don Rumsfeld and his Deputy that ballistic missiles can be hidden on-board ships, erected, launched, and hidden again.  Scuds were launched from a ship in the 1940s.  While our intelligence was right-on in detecting hidden missile cargo this time – and that is comforting, one must wonder whether we will always be so fortunate.  And even if we do have our suspicions, this experience poses difficult questions, e.g., “Can we act in time to board and remove threatening missiles, say transported to a few hundred miles off our coasts?  Just how far does international law constrain our right of self-defense?”  

While we ponder such questions, we should also wonder why we do not act with the greatest dispatch possible to build defenses against such missiles that could threaten American cities from hundreds of miles off our coasts.  Just a couple of weeks ago, the Navy demonstrated again that it is possible to intercept rockets as they rise from their launch pads – as they did with earlier generation technology in the 1960s.  We should empower the Navy to give us this capability as soon as possible! 

Over 18 months ago, RAdm. Rod Rempt told a Capitol Hill breakfast club that it was possible to modify the Navy’s existing air defense missile to provide a rudimentary boost-phase defense capability within a year for $100-200 million – and then that initial capability could be improved.  So for about 2-percent of the funds already appropriated for missile defense this coming year, we could end our absolute vulnerability to the kind of threat posed by the recent demonstration of hidden Scuds-on-ships.  What are we waiting on?
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