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The ABM Treaty: 25 Years of Vulnerability

 Introduction

This past Friday at the United Nations, Secretary of State Madeleine Albright and the Foreign Ministers of Russia, Ukraine, Belarus and Kazakhstan signed an agreement to "strengthen" the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty—an ill-conceived Cold War treaty when it was ratified by the United States 25 years ago today.

To "strengthen" a treaty that already mandates America’s vulnerability to ballistic missile attack is unconscionable. If ratified by the Senate (only 34 Senators need vote "no" to deny it), we will still be as vulnerable as ever before to Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles (ICBMs). By making the ABM Treaty into a theater ballistic missile treaty, the amended treaty will not permit our troops the best and most affordable defenses against shorter-range missiles.

This is truly madness. If ever the Mutual Assured Destruction, or MAD, theory on which was based the ABM Treaty made sense, it does no longer. In today’s world, numerous rogue states are obtaining chemical, biological and nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles to deliver them. We should be building the best defenses we can, as fast as we can, for all Americans—rather than dumbing down even so-called theater defenses for our overseas troops just so that we can assure that they can’t protect Americans at home. And it is ludicrous to be spending American taxpayer dollars to protect our overseas friends and allies while leaving America totally vulnerable to even a single ballistic missile.

What the Treaty Amendments Would Do

There are two objectives behind the Administration’s maneuver: 1) to extend the treaty to apply to Russia, Ukraine, Belarus and Kazakhstan, all former members of the Soviet Union—turning an already difficult-to-amend bilateral treaty into a practically impossible-to-amend multilateral treaty; and 2) to put new limitations on the ability of the member countries to research, build and deploy Theater Missile Defenses (TMD) against missiles of less-than-intercontinental range. A major thrust of this second part of the amendment would limit the technological capability of the system to ensure that it could not intercept longer range missiles traveling faster than a certain speed to make sure that ICBMs can get through to their targets—your home town, for example. And it would ban space-based defenses, the most effective, least costly way to defend all Americans at home and abroad from ballistic missiles launched from anywhere on Earth.

Why What the Treaty Amendments Do is Not in our Best Interest

One of the many objections to the Administration’s plans is that the ABM Treaty is no longer a help, if it ever was, to our security. Instead, it is being used to justify leaving Americans vulnerable to ballistic missile attack. And if pressed by political realities to build a defense, the Administration will focus on one treaty-compliant (non-functioning) ABM site in Grand Forks, ND. Should this site be reactivated to the full extent allowed by the Treaty—at great expense (ground-based defenses are the most expensive way to defend large areas, and they are ineffective against likely countermeasures), Alaska and Hawaii would be left undefended.

 "Why not just put another site in Alaska and Hawaii, then?" This would violate explicit provisions of the ABM Treaty. "So, why not just use ship-based theater defenses to protect Alaska and Hawaii just as is intended for Japan and our European allies and friends?" This would violate the ABM Treaty, as interpreted by the Administration and reinforced by the proposed amendments. Indeed, except for these restraints, ship-based defenses could defend the entire U.S. beginning in 3-4 years—and for much less cost than the Administration’s so-called National Missile Defense program, which is headed toward too little defense, too late. Indeed, within the Clinton Administration’s current NMD budget, the U.S. could build very effective global defenses, initially from the sea and then from space—except for the ABM Treaty.

It should be understood that other members of the proposed TMD treaty are not likely to abide by the same standards of compliance as the U.S. Ever since the inception of the ABM Treaty, the U.S. has been holding itself to a far stricter standard than the Soviet Union (now Russia.) Also, it has been well-documented (see for example, William T. Lee’s book The ABM Treaty Charade: A Study in Elite Illusion and Delusion) that the Soviets knowingly violated the treaty by, among other things, deploying an illegal radar system at Krasnoyarsk. The result: Russia will most assuredly deploy much more effective ABM and TMD systems than the U.S. because of our timidity and achieve a superior warfighting stance vis-à-vis ours! That’s what the Clinton Administration has said it was trying to avoid by signing these amendments!

What Must Be Done to Defend America from Ballistic Missile Attack

On CNN’s "Capital Gang Sunday" on September 28, moderator James Glassman of the Washington Post eloquently summarized our views on the events of last week:

 "What would happen if a nuclear missile headed for the U.S.? Polls show that the vast majority of Americans think we would just shoot it down. The problem is we can’t. We agreed in the ABM Treaty with the Soviets not to protect citizens against missiles. Now such a policy may have made sense before 1989, but it is insane today. But instead of ending the ABM Treaty, Secretary of State, Madeleine Albright, reaffirmed it last week. That is incredibly dangerous. Being defenseless against missiles is no defense policy."

The combined voice of members of the electorate can persuade our lawmakers to do the right thing and reject the feel-good, ineffectual arms control so favored by the Clinton Administration. If elected officials learn of their constituents’ outrage at being left defenseless, they will not likely approve these ABM Treaty amendments. This is a golden opportunity to put ballistic missile defense on the right track.

To get involved, write your Senator (address the letter to "The Honorable…; United States Senate; Washington, DC 20510; Dear Senator…) or call them at (202) 224-3121.
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