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The Year Ahead for Defending America
We live in a dangerous world – in many ways more dangerous and unpredictable than was the U.S.-Soviet stand-off of the Cold War – and 2003 is likely to be a year of considerable unease, if not additional attacks on America.  

The new year begins with additional U.S. troops heading to the Middle East to back up President Bush’s promise to disarm Iraq and remove Saddam Hussein from power if Iraq does not accommodate U.S. demands.  And North Korea recently acknowledged its illegal program to produce enriched uranium for nuclear weapons; reneged on the 1994 Agreed Framework under which it promised to stop making plutonium for nuclear weapons; and kicked out the U.N. inspectors that were monitoring, however ineffectively, North Korea’s compliance with the Non-Proliferation Treaty.  

And these are only two – although among the most important – of a growing list of problems complicating the extended war on terrorism promised by President Bush in the wake of September 11, 2001.  In fact, they are tightly related to the war on terrorism – which promises to be an exceedingly untidy, uncertain, and lengthy business.

We learned from the unprecedented intrusive inspections after the 1991 Gulf War that Iraq was on the verge of testing a nuclear device before the allied forces stopped that effort – which had involved 20,000 scientists and engineers working so clandestinely that they were not detected by U.N. inspectors who for years “verified” Iraqi compliance with the Non-Proliferation Treaty, not by the U.S. intelligence community – and perhaps most impressively not by the Israeli Mossad.   

The known history of the clandestine Iraqi biological weapons program is also very troublesome.  U.S. officials and former U.N. inspectors say that Iraq worked under the noses of U.N. inspection teams from 1991 through 1998 to improve the biological weapons they had during the 1991 Gulf War. Iraq’s clandestine development capability was illustrated by revelations after the 1995 defection of Saddam Hussein’s son-in-law, who had directed Iraq’s germ warfare programs.  Iraq admitted then that it was brewing thousands of gallons of deadly germs and toxins – including anthrax, which in an attack by a still undetermined terrorist (or terrorist cell) killed seven people in last year’s U.S. mail attack; botulinum toxin, nature’s most deadly poison; Clostridium perfringens, a flesh eating bacterium that causes gas gangrene; and aflatoxin, a fungal poison that causes liver cancer – and loading some of them into bombs and missile warheads. 

Recently, U.N. inspectors returned to Iraq for the first time since they were expelled in 1998 – but this effort is likely to be too little, too late.   Secretary of State Colin Powell said recently, “Before the inspectors were forced to leave Iraq [in 1998], they concluded that Iraq could have produced 26,000 liters of anthrax.  That is three times the amount Iraq had declared.  Yet the Iraqi declaration [in response to recent U.N. demands] is silent on this stockpile, which alone would be enough to kill several million people.”  Iraq’s claims to have ended its biological weapons programs are probably false.  

U.S. troops are being vaccinated against anthrax and smallpox and outfitted with protective gear in preparation for a possible conflict with Iraq.  But these are not the only possible bioagents that Iraq might use, and such precautions have not been taken to protect all U.S. and allied personnel who will be key to success in a war against Iraq.  

The Israelis are preparing for the possibility that such weapons might rain down on their territory – delivered again by the Scuds used the 1991 Gulf War.  This time, they will employ their “Arrow” missile defense (built largely with U.S. funds) in addition to U.S. Patriots now improved to be more effective than they were in the 1991 Gulf War.   

The Iraqis could also deliver these weapons to substantially greater distances by various means, including ballistic and cruise missiles on-board ships.  For example, millions of U.S. citizens could be threatened by such missiles launched from container ships a few hundred miles off our coasts – and we remain defenseless against this threat.

That such is not an idle threat was recently demonstrated by a shipment of 15 Scuds from North Korea to Yemen, a well-known Middle Eastern haven for terrorists and now America’s alleged ally in its war on terrorism.  What would stop the Yemenis from transferring Scuds to al Qaeda operatives – say to be then transported via one of their 15 cargo freighters or more numerous smaller vessels, which, as the December 31, 2002, Washington Post reported, compose a matter of serious concern to the U.S. government?

And North Korea is itself a serious and growing problem – as recently illustrated when North Korea directed that U.N. inspectors withdraw, a move denounced by the White House as an attempt to “advance North Korea’s nuclear weapons program.”  North Korea, which the CIA years ago judged may have already built one or two nuclear weapons, in October admitted its secret effort to enrich uranium for nuclear weapons.  Then, toward the end of last year, North Korean technicians removed the U.N. seals and cameras from a 5-megawatt research reactor at Yongbyon and from canisters holding some 8000 spent fuel rods estimated to contain enough plutonium for at least two additional nuclear bombs.  They then began installing fresh fuel rods in the reactor.

North Korea also has long been developing and selling to anyone with money ballistic missiles that could be used to carry nuclear weapons, as well as other weapons of mass destruction – which North Korea is also producing.  On August 31, 1998, North Korea surprised the U.S. intelligence community by launching a three-stage Taepo Dong rocket over Japan and almost to Hawaii.  This direct threat – which North Korea may export to others – can only grow in 2003.

Meanwhile, the initial efforts to improve America’s survivability in the face of these and other growing threats are slow in getting started.  After the November elections gave the Republicans leadership of the Senate and the House, Congress finally agreed to establish the Homeland Security Department, bringing together some 22 disparate agencies with major responsibilities for protecting America. Hopefully, this new Cabinet-level department will provide coherent programs to accomplish this objective – but major organizational and planning obstacles must be overcome.  

Sound programs and funding are urgently needed to enable the “first responders” at the state and local levels to train and assure an effective response to terrorist attacks, especially those involving weapons of mass destruction.  Vital equipment is missing.  Hopefully, there will be a bipartisan effort in Congress to work with the Bush administration to provide the necessary improvements on an urgent time frame, especially to fix clearly high priority shortcomings. 

For example, much is being written about the difficult problem of protecting America from threats from the sea – delivered by numerous ships that enter U.S. ports every day carrying cargo that is mostly unknown.  A key problem in discovering weapons of mass destruction is that they can be carried in quite small packages and hidden in or among about 20,000 containers delivered to U.S. ports each day.

The good news is that U.S. intelligence seems to be improving – and sometimes at least can give sufficient warning to intercept such ships before they reach U.S. ports.  For example, in the case of the North Korean shipment of Scuds to Yemen mentioned above, warning was sufficient to intercept the ship some 600 miles off the coast of Yemen.  The bad news, at least in that instance, is that the ship could not be detained under international law; and so it and its Scud cargo continued merrily on its way to Yemen – whatever the ultimate destination of those 15 Scuds may be.

The currently existing threat of ballistic missiles that could be launched from ships off our coasts is particularly troublesome, since today we have no defense against it.  Furthermore, the Pentagon’s announced programs to build missile defenses seem not to be particularly concerned about this troublesome threat. 

To be sure, 2002 was a banner year for moving President Bush’s missile defense agenda forward.  On December 13, 2001, President Bush fulfilled his campaign pledge by formally announcing his intention to exercise the U.S. right to withdraw in six months from the ABM Treaty – which for 30 years precluded America’s engineers from even testing the most effective ways to defend against ballistic missiles.  And last June 13th, the President was true to his word in spite of the naysayers who claimed all sorts of disastrous consequences would follow – he discarded the Treaty and instructed the Pentagon to build effective defenses possible as quickly as possible.  (The naysayers were wrong, by the way.)

During the subsequent six months, the Pentagon’s Missile Defense Agency began to discover just how debilitating the Treaty constraints had been and initiated efforts to take advantage of the new-found freedom to exploit fully the best technology and to build the most effective defenses.  Still, there remains great bureaucratic impedance to significant improvements, because 30 years of ABM Treaty constraints has so molded a dominant mode of thinking.  And there is surprising collective amnesia regarding the improvements made possible by technology developed during the Reagan and first Bush administrations, no doubt resulting from a decade of technological stagnation since the Clinton administration “took the stars out of Star Wars” – as President Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative was derisively labeled.

But there is a new wind blowing!  On December 17, 2002, President Bush’s made a most welcome announcement – that the Pentagon would begin fielding an initial set of missile defense capabilities by 2004-5, including 16 ground-based interceptors in Alaska, 4 ground-based interceptors in California, and 20 sea-based interceptors on three ships to intercept short and medium range missiles.  And a few days later, Pentagon missile defense officials announced plans to field a “space-based test bed” to prove out the technology for space-based interceptors. 

The ground-based interceptors are to have the “reach” needed to intercept long-range ballistic missiles launched at U.S. cities from North Korea (and other states), but they will not be able to intercept short- and medium-range missiles launched at U.S. coastal cities from nearby ships.  Sea-based interceptors can have this capability if based in the right places – and if the Navy’s development program goes well, the resulting interceptors can be carried by any of a large number of U.S. warships deployed around the world to provide a “global defense” against missiles of all ranges that might be launched at U.S. cities and our overseas troops, friends, and allies.  And the Pentagon’s plan to begin testing space-based defenses should eventually lead to the most effective global defenses – as was learned over a decade ago.

Progress in fielding the most effective defenses can be accelerated if the technology discarded by the Clinton administration is revived and fully exploited.  Furthermore, that more effective technology can be exploited to defend the American homeland within the President’s indicated 2004-5 timeframe, if sound programs are initiated soon and fully funded.  Indeed, the needed programs could be set in place by the 20th anniversary of Ronald Reagan’s visionary March 23, 1983, speech that called on America’s best and brightest to end America’s vulnerability to even a single ballistic missile.  Winning this one for the Gipper is a worthy objective!  
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