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 On the Legacy of Ronald Reagan’s SDI Vision

By Ambassador Henry F. Cooper

I’m pleased to join in singing President Ronald Reagan’s praises, especially in recalling his speech that initiated the Strategic Defense Initiative 20-years ago.  I wish Gen. Danny Graham, High Frontier’s founder, were here to recall his efforts that set the stage for this speech – especially in the preceding year when, at President Reagan’s request, he and his High Frontier team took the pulse of the American people to demonstrate they would support SDI.  And High Frontier’s first report advocating SDI, published by the Heritage Foundation, was the centerpiece for that 1982 grassroots effort.

We all recall Reagan’s persistent vision that the best national security policy was “Peace Through Strength” and his willingness to take head-on the Mutual Assured Destruction (MAD) crowd – those wedded to the idea that “stability” rests on keeping the American people vulnerable. They consented to the idea of strategic defenses only to protect our strategic offensive forces, so they could retaliate to underwrite MAD. But actually building even such defenses was not taken seriously after the MAD doctrine was enshrined in the ABM Treaty that precluded even the testing of the most effective defenses – mobile systems based at sea, in the air and space, and on the ground. 

After the ABM Treaty precluded fielding an effective defense, serious science and technology efforts to examine the most effective defense concepts were dramatically scaled back in the so-called “breakout safeguard” efforts of the Army’s missile development activities in Huntsville, Alabama – which focused on defending Minuteman silos rather than the American people.  Since the Treaty would not permit effective systems to be built even for that purpose, the best and the brightest scientists and engineers soon moved on to other subjects – most people want to work toward goals that can actually be realized rather than academic subjects that, as in this case, received little political or financial backing.

President Reagan wanted an effective defense rather than to rely solely on threats of retaliation, as his important speech made clear. With SDI focused on protecting the American people, he sought to change the dynamic by challenging America’s scientists and engineers to take off the blinders and work toward that objective.

Many think SDI was just a political ploy – intended to challenge the Soviets, as indeed it did. We’ll not soon forget Reykjavik and SDI’s role in ending the “evil empire.” The MAD crowd would have you believe the end of the Cold War came simply because “containment” worked – and they downplay the fact that Reagan’s successful policies called for confronting the Soviet Union, not containing it. And certainly SDI had a major role in Reagan’s strategy of confrontation.

Reagan’s SDI also achieved its stated technical purpose. By the end of his presidency, it was widely recognized that the primary roadblock to building effective defenses was political, not technical.  In his campaign for the presidency, George H.W. Bush observed that what was required to begin deploying defenses was political will and he committed to developing an appropriate architecture by the end of his first term and to beginning deployment by the end of his second – which regrettably was not to be.  

By the end of the first Bush administration, the SDI community had provided a program, approved by both the Pentagon’s acquisition bureaucracy and the Congress, to build global defenses, including for the American people.  In the Missile Defense Acts of 1991 and 1992, SDI was given a mandate to build as soon as possible a ground-based U.S. homeland defense – in an architecture that included 5-6 sites and 1000 interceptors – and to conduct “robustly funded” technology demonstrations of space-based interceptors.

I’ll never forget the meeting in Senator Malcolm Wallop’s office in late 1991, when we “cut the deal” with the Democrats (then in the majority) that removed the Brilliant Pebbles space-based interceptor program from its fully approved Major Defense Acquisition Program status in exchange for a commitment to begin deploying ground-based defenses, then less mature both technologically and programmatically. I consented to this deal because I believed that we could maintain a viable technology program with the $300 million appropriated for Pebbles demonstration efforts and restore it to its appropriate acquisition status within a few years – at least under a friendly political regime.

It is important to observe that we were also annually investing well over $1 billion in other science and technology programs – for a total approximately equivalent to the initial (1984) SDI budget derived from a redistribution of programs from DARPA and the services;  we were engaged in high-level negotiations with the Russians – the Ross-Mamedov Talks – aimed at alleviating the ABM Treaty constraints and for the U.S. and Russia to work together to build a Joint Global Defense, as Boris Yeltsin proposed in January 1992. As 1992 ended, I believed that we could have reached agreement within a short time – perhaps months – that would have shifted the underlying doctrine from MAD to MAS, Mutual Assured Survival, which many of our Russian friends were positively considering.  

But the Clinton administration immediately abandoned all that had been achieved – as Defense Secretary Aspin taunted, they “took the stars out of Star Wars.” They killed the key technology efforts and purged the missile defense programs of related science and technology and key personnel. Specifically, they killed the most mature system concept, the Brilliant Pebbles space-based interceptor; cut by 80-percent the Congressionally approved ground-based interceptor program – the contractor proposals to begin implementing that Congressionally mandated program were returned unopened; cut by 25-percent theater defense programs – the Clinton’s administration’s advertised top priority; and cut by over 95-percent – from about $1.5 billion to about $50 million-a-year – very important science and technology programs.

It is important to recognize the severe damage to overall Defense Department efforts resulting from the Clinton purge of SDI’s key technical personnel and S&T programs – which drew their heritage from the DARPA and service programs that formed the basis of the SDI initial effort in 1984.  This was an enormous hit, still not rectified by the current Bush administration.  After a decade of neglect, the impact of the Clinton purge casts an ominous shadow where DoD programs seem oblivious to: 1) the military benefits of decade-old technology better than what is being used in today’s missile defense programs, and 2) key defense-related technology now being advanced in the private sector to which even our potential adversaries have access – and in some cases serious interest.

The Clinton administration also dropped the high-level talks with the Russians – when Presidents Yeltsin and Clinton met in Vancouver in April 1993, the Russians wanted to continue the Ross-Mamedov talks; and apparently we had no one on our side of the table who even knew what Yeltsin was talking about. A great opportunity for the U.S. was lost when the Clinton administration quickly changed the agenda from Mutual Assured Survival back to Mutual Assured Destruction.  Many Clinton spokesmen seemed never to tire of the mantra of “strengthening the ABM Treaty” as the “cornerstone of strategic stability” – Cold War code words for MAD. This undercut our Russian friends who had accepted the Reagan-Bush I agenda of working cooperatively toward a joint global defense and were only quibbling over details.  

Furthermore, it is fair to say that only because of persistent Congressional prodding after the 1994 elections did any serious effort to defend the American people continue. The Clinton administration worked just as tirelessly to assure that whatever was done would require at most minor changes to their beloved ABM Treaty and its objective of not permitting an effective defense of the American people.

Now we again have a President who shares the Reagan vision. President George W.  Bush has repeatedly called for an effective global defense that protects Americans at home and our overseas troops, friends and allies against attack with missiles of all ranges. As he promised, he abandoned the ABM Treaty last June and in December directed that, by 2004-5, the Pentagon field 20 ground-based interceptors – 16 in Alaska and 4 in California – and 20 sea-based interceptors on 3 ships.  The Bush plans also call for space-based interceptors – but so far Pentagon programs do not suggest a revival of a serious effort. As noted above there is no apparent effort to revive a serious science and technology program directed at the cutting edge technologies – or even decade-old technology that was cast off during the Clinton purge of anything that might be closely identified with Reagan’s SDI.

The challenge for the friends of SDI is now to overcome: 1) the bureaucratic impedance resulting from 30-years of ABM Treaty restraints that limited even the testing of concepts for the most effective defenses; and 2) collective amnesia from the Clinton purge of the people, concepts and technology advanced by Ronald Reagan’s vision and SDI program. 

The Pentagon’s missile defense programs still focus on minor modifications to the Clinton defense programs designed to make at most minor modifications to ABM Treaty-compliant defense concepts. We need again to issue Ronald Reagan’s challenge to the best and brightest – now to build the most effective global defenses possible as soon as possible, without consideration to the MAD idea (still alive in some quarters) that there is virtue to keeping the American people vulnerable.

In particular, it is very important to exploit fully President Bush’s mandate to field a sea-based defense in the next two years.  This is the pathfinder program because it is the first system-level effort to exploit the freedom from the ABM Treaty’s ban on testing mobile defenses for the American people.  Making sure that this sea-based defense is operationally flexible and given the best possible capability to protect U.S. cities will be very important in setting the stage for even more effective mobile defenses – e.g., including those in space. For example, making sure these sea-based defenses enable continuing Fleet flexibility will require light-weight, very effective technologies that were the key product of Reagan’s SDI program, but then purged by the Clinton administration and not yet revived by the Bush administration.

Ronald Reagan had it right – while returning to his vision, we again need the best technology created by his SDI to field the very best defenses possible, as quickly as we can. Thanks to President Bush’s leadership, we are free to do this without the ABM Treaty burden and its underlying doctrine that made a virtue of keeping the American people vulnerable to ballistic missiles. As Reagan believed 20-years ago, America’s scientists and engineers can deliver for his vision!

� Adapted from a March 21, 2003 talk at the Heritage Foundation commemorating the 20th Anniversary of President Reagan’s March 23, 1983 speech, which initiated the SDI.  Ambassador Cooper joined Dr. Robert G. Joseph, Assistant to President Bush on Proliferation Strategy, Counter-proliferation and Homeland Defense, and Lyn Nofzenger, close political advisor to Ronald Reagan.
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