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Threats From The Sea – And Still No Defense

The front page of this morning’s Washington Post revealed again how ballistic missiles, as well as other threatening cargo, can be transported by ships.  Reported is a 1999 discovery by customs agents in India of a “hidden missile factory” on a North Korean freighter – apparently on its way to Libya, according to unnamed U.S. intelligence officials. Indian technical experts are reported to have concluded that the equipment was “unimpeachable and irrefutable evidence” of a plan to transfer not just missiles but missile making capability.

The missiles of concern in this incident could reach only 300-500 miles range, not enough to reach the U.S. from Libya.  But North Korea has long been working to build a longer-range missile capability and such North Korean proliferation bodes ill for future developments that could threaten us.  In 1998 – the year before this incident, North Korea launched a three-stage missile over Japan and almost to U.S. territory, so its commerce in missile technology with Libya, Iran, Pakistan, Syria, etc. is a troubling proliferation reality.  

Furthermore, if such short-range missiles were clandestinely transported to near our coasts, they might be launched to attack major American cities. That shipping assembled ballistic missiles is not novel was demonstrated last December – so the 1999 Indian incident did not lead North Korea to stop this class of its proliferation activities.  Almost 4 years after the above incident, Spanish Navy personnel and U.S. Navy Seals boarded in the Gulf of Aden a ship from North Korea carrying 15 Scud missiles to Yemen. Scud smuggling is a reality.

As Deputy Defense Secretary Paul Wolfowitz pointed out last year, Scuds were launched from ships forty years ago.  Launching ballistic missiles from ships at sea is not a technological challenge. The trick for the terrorist is getting close to targets of interest – say near the U.S. coasts, where most of our population lives. In both of the above incidents, we discovered the clandestine cargo – in time to keep it far away from U.S. coastal areas.  However, that may not always be the case. 

If such a launch were to occur, we still have no defense against it.  This is an unsettling situation, to say the least.  Defense Secretary Rumsfeld surely understands that this is a possible threat – before either of the above two mentioned events, his 1998 bipartisan commission on the ballistic missile threat pointed out that the threat of short-range missile attack from the sea already existed in 1998 – actually long before 1998.

Yet on Secretary Rumsfeld’s watch, the Pentagon has done nothing to deal with this known threat – doubly unsettling since this absolutely total vulnerability could be ended within nine months for a very modest investment.  For over two years, High Frontier has been pointing out that the U.S. Navy could modify its existing Standard Missile air defense system to give it a limited capability against this existing threat for less than $50 million. This claim was based on public statements over two years ago by the director of the Navy’s missile defense programs. And there have been additional substantive studies that back up his claims. 

To be sure, such a defense capability would be far from perfect, but it would be better than nothing, which is what we have today.  It could be a meaningful stop-gap measure until we can build truly effective defenses against such a threat.

High Frontier urges Secretary Rumsfeld to look into the reasons that this possibility stagnates in the Pentagon bureaucracy.
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