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The Vision Thing – 20-Years And Counting

“I have become more and more deeply convinced that the human spirit must be capable of rising above dealing with other nations and human beings by threatening their existence. . . . One of the most important contributions we can make is, of course, to lower the level of arms. . . . If the Soviet Union will join us, we will have succeeded in stabilizing the nuclear balance.  Nevertheless, it will still be necessary to rely on the spectre of retaliation, or mutual threat.  And that is a sad commentary on the human condition.

“Wouldn’t it be better to save lives than to avenge them?  Are we not capable of demonstrating our peaceful intention by applying all our abilities and ingenuity to achieving a truly lasting stability?

“I think we are.  Indeed we must. . . . Let me share with you a vision of the future which offers hope.  It is that we embrace a program to counter the awesome Soviet missile threat with measures that are defensive. . . . What if free people could live secure in the knowledge that their security did not rest upon the threat of instant U.S. retaliation to deter Soviet attack, that we could intercept and destroy ballistic missiles before they reached our soil or that of our allies?

“I know this is a formidable task, one that may not be accomplished before the end of this century.  Yet, current technology has attained a level of sophistication where it is reasonable for us to begin this effort. . . . Isn’t it worth every investment necessary to free the world from the threat of nuclear war?

“. . . My fellow Americans, tonight we’re launching an effort which holds the promise of changing the course of human history.  There are risks, and results will take time.  But I believe we can do it.” 

President Ronald Reagan, March 23, 1983

Ronald Reagan had it right.  His Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), launched 20-years ago on Sunday, showed that the technology could end America’s vulnerability to even a single ballistic missile. As the first Bush administration ended 10-years later, SDI technology was ready to be fielded in a global defense capable to defend the United States and our overseas troops, friends and allies – at least from limited ballistic missile attack.

But then the Clinton administration killed the most advanced programs – by “taking the stars out of Star Wars,” as Defense Secretary Les Aspin derisively boasted.  All space defense programs were killed – even the most advanced SDI technology, which was associated with these programs, was scuttled even though it was a great enabler of other ways to base defensive interceptors. Approved SDI funding was cut dramatically – for a ground-based homeland defense (then fully approved by Congress) by 80 percent; for theater defenses (the Clinton administration’s alleged top priority) by 25 percent; and for cutting edge science and technology (S&T) demonstrations by over 95 percent.

Most importantly, the Clinton administration purged the Pentagon of the key SDI concepts, associated technology, and most, if not all, who shared Reagan’s vision and understood what had been accomplished during the SDI years. The Clinton years were spent “strengthening the ABM Treaty” that blocked even the testing of the most effective defense concepts. Only system concepts permitted by the Treaty’s terms were explored – as business returned to usual as defined before Reagan initiated SDI, which many believe played a major role in bringing an end to the Soviet Union.

Now we have another President who shares Reagan’s vision for protecting the American people from missile attack. On December 13, 2001, President George W. Bush gave Russia 6 months notice that the U.S. would withdraw from the ABM Treaty – and on June 13, 2002, America was free for the first time in 30 years to employ its best technology to defend the American people against ballistic missiles. Finally, American engineers and scientists are free to press toward the vision, stated 20 years ago by President Reagan – to end America’s vulnerability to even a single ballistic missile and to leave the Cold War’s Mutual Assured Destruction (MAD) doctrine in the dustbin of history along with the Soviet Union. 

Now the key remaining problem is two-fold – to overcome: 1) bureaucratic inertia from 30 years ago that blocked even testing the most effective defense concepts and 2) the Pentagon’s collective amnesia resulting from the Clinton purge of SDI’s most advanced technology. President Bush has clearly indicated he wants to field a global defense to protect Americans at home and our overseas troops, friends and allies – the very global defense concept that was the focus of his father’s administration. But the Pentagon is belatedly relearning just how confining the ABM Treaty was and seems oblivious to SDI advances from the decade after Ronald Reagan’s famous speech. The Pentagon is focused on minor modifications to the Clinton ground-based defense plan that was designed more to be consistent with the Treaty’s ban on effective defenses than by technical requirements for building them – or by S&T possibilities known a decade ago.

President Bush has again taken the lead – seeking to fulfill his campaign promise to build effective defenses, “by the earliest possible date.” Last December 17, he directed the Pentagon to field, by 2004-5, 16 ground-based interceptors in Alaska, 4 ground-based interceptors in California, and 20 sea-based interceptors on 3 Aegis cruisers. 
By doing sea-based defenses right, the Pentagon could revive the best SDI technology. But will the Pentagon exploit SDI technology advanced for space-based defenses to make a sea-based global defense all that it can be – or will progress continue to be hampered by the legacy of the Clinton purge of SDI?  It’s the vision thing, you see.
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