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Ladies and gentlemen, I am delighted to be here with you today. I speak to many groups about national missile defense, World Affairs Councils are special. One of your core purposes is to "expand public understanding of international issues." 

That is precisely why I am here today. 

I want to issue a call to action - to you and your sister organizations across our country - not necessarily to support my position, but rather to help make the American people part of the decision process on an issue that will affect not only us in this room, but all Americans, and perhaps future generations as well. 

Last week, President Bush formally announced his intent, "when ready," to deploy a world-wide ballistic missile defense to protect the United States, our allies, and our troops overseas. 

President Bush's speech left little doubt about two things: he intends to deploy some sort of system; and he intends to dispense with - or "move beyond," as he put it - the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty. 

The columnist Charles Krauthammer summed up the President's speech with approval, calling it "the end of arms control as we know it." 

Mr. Krauthammer added: "The new Bush Doctrine holds that, when it comes to designing our nuclear forces, we build to suit. We will build defensive missiles to suit our needs. We will build offensive missiles to suit our needs." 

Ladies and gentlemen, make no mistake about it. That is a massive shift in policy. For better or for worse, it will overturn a strategic doctrine that has kept the peace for over 40 years. 

If it succeeds, it may guard against a devastating missile attack and lead other countries to turn away from nuclear weapons. If it fails, it could lead other countries to build more missiles and could increase the risk of a nuclear war. 

Where do the American people stand on this issue? They haven't said much. But here's a brief snapshot of what the latest polls show. 

In a recent New York Times poll, 64 percent said that "the United States currently has...a missile defense system to protect against nuclear attacks." Only 21 percent knew that we do not have such a system. 

In the same poll, 60 percent said they have heard or read "not much" or "nothing at all" about the current missile defense debate. Only 7 percent claimed to have heard or read "a lot" about this. 

I think it is the civic duty of each of us in this room to attempt to rectify that knowledge gap. There is simply too much at stake to leave missile defense to the "nuclear theologians." The American people must have a say in decisions that will affect their well-being for decades to come. 

On the other hand, the American public, even though relatively uninformed, appears to have a very pragmatic approach to missile defense. 

In principle, Americans support the idea of a national missile defense. But they are less supportive when told - accurately - that it will cost $100 billion. And they are evenly divided when told - again, accurately - that many prominent scientists doubt that the system will work. 

Americans are also cautious about proceeding with a national missile defense if it requires breaking an existing treaty. When asked whether they would still support missile defense under that circumstance, only a third say yes. 

This pragmatic approach strikes me as both profoundly sensible and an excellent guide for missile defense policy. 

What we need now is for the American people to realize that they can apply their intuitive grasp of world affairs even to the supposedly "highly technical" issue of national missile defense. 

Let me attempt, therefore, to outline the major issues on missile defense - not necessarily to convince you that my view is the correct one, but mainly to convince you that while missile defense is rocket science, deciding whether or how to deploy it is well within the grasp of an informed public. 

Let's start with the question that most people get wrong. We do not now have a national missile defense. 

Why not? 

One reason is simple: as I said, national missile defense really is rocket science. Early missile defenses - like the system we built in North Dakota a generation ago - carried nuclear warheads, because they couldn't be sure of getting very close to their targets. 

Nobody was sure what would happen, however, if we set off a bunch of nuclear weapons in the upper atmosphere. And this approach to defense did not exactly give the American people a feeling of enhanced security. So we scrapped the whole system, soon after we had deployed it. 

Since then, we have spent over $100 billion trying to build a non-nuclear national missile defense. And we still don't have one. It isn't easy to "hit a bullet with a bullet," as they say, or with a laser. 

A second reason why we don't have a national missile defense is the cost. As Time Magazine says, "building a missile shield is a challenge on a par with building the atom bomb and putting a man on the moon." 

We're rich enough to do that if we really want to, but the price is big enough that we notice it. 

We also notice the other things that we could do with that money - what economists call the "opportunity costs." 

A third reason why we don't have a national missile defense today is the fear that it would lead to a new arms race. 

In 1972, when President Richard Nixon signed the ABM Treaty, the major concern was that if one side were to build a national missile defense, the other would simply build enough new missiles to overcome the defense - leaving both sides poorer, but no more secure. 

The fourth big reason why we don't have a national missile defense today is the fear that it could lead to nuclear instability. During the Cold War, we feared that if we began to build a national missile defense, the Soviet Union would see that as a hostile act. 

After all, a missile defense might enable us to attack the Soviets and get away with it. Rather than let that happen, the Soviets might have considered a pre-emptive strike against us. 

At a minimum, we feared the Soviets would guard against a U.S. attack by putting their forces on a hair-trigger alert - even though that would increase the risk of accidental war. 

And that risk was a legitimate concern. One time a U.S. radar mistook a flock of geese for a flock of missiles. More recently, a Russian radar mistook a Norwegian sounding rocket for an American attack. 

OK, that's why we don't have national missile defense now. But the Cold War is over, and technology marches on. 

Should there be a missile defense in our future? 

The President has concluded that he wants a national missile defense and also that the ABM Treaty should not be allowed to stand in the way. 

Is he making the right call? Frankly, one can question some of his basic premises. Let me note three of them. 

First, the President said he wanted: 

"...to complete the work of changing our relationship [with Russia] from one based on a nuclear balance of terror, to one based on common responsibilities and common interests." 

He also committed himself: 

"...to achieving a credible deterrent with the lowest-possible number of nuclear weapons consistent with our national security needs." 

But so long as the President pursues a limited national missile defense, rather than Ronald Reagan's dream of a "Star Wars" shield against all missiles, the "nuclear balance of terror" will still be central to strategic stability between the United States, Russia and China. 

That is clear from his statement that nuclear weapons will remain an element in our own "credible deterrent." 

Moving away from the "nuclear balance of terror" will require not just new weapons, but also greater trust between the United States, Russia and China. To achieve that level of trust, we will have to truly take into account the concerns that those countries raise - regarding missile defense, and on other issues as well. 

Second, the President spoke of "some of the world's least-responsible states," that have ballistic missile technology and have or seek nuclear weapons. Often, we call these countries "rogue states." The threat posed by these states was cited as the reason why we need a national missile defense. 

He made no mention, however, of other means of reducing that threat - such as negotiating a verifiable end to North Korea's long-range ballistic missile programs and to its export of ballistic missile technology. 

North Korea wants food aid and free launches of its satellites, in return for ending its long-range missile programs. Its president told Europeans recently that he would maintain a moratorium on long-range missile tests. I think that means he really wants a deal with us. 

Should we strike a deal with North Korea? Removing the threat of a North Korean ICBM and stopping the flow of its missiles and technology to countries like Iran will give us more time to field the best defense and to make it one that other countries could accept as well. 

Certainly, we ought to resume negotiations with North Korea, rather than merely using the threat of its missiles to justify defenses that we all know will take years to deploy. 

Third, the President warned that these "least-responsible states" were ones "for whom terror and blackmail are a way of life." That' s true. 

But it's also true that these states understand force. North Korea has not invaded South Korea in fifty years - because it knows that with our help, South Korea would win that war. Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait, but he held back from using his chemical weapons - because the first President Bush made clear that if those weapons were used, we would retaliate massively. 

When we speak directly, and back up our words with military forces, even rogue states understand. Deterrence works - even with Saddam Hussein. 

Will the President succeed? The answer to that question will depend on the details of the missile defense system that he finally picks and on how he proposes to get from here to there. 

But now is the time for the American people to consider how the President should evaluate the missile defense recommendations he gets - and how we should judge his eventual proposal. 

The overarching question is whether a national missile defense will make our country more secure, or less so. 

A second, fundamental question is whether our national security would be better served by investing in a national missile defense, or rather by using that money to combat such other threats as shorter-range missiles, cruise missiles, and weapons of mass destruction smuggled into our country in some nameless boat, aircraft, or truck. 

Intelligence analysts and our Joint Chiefs of Staff tell us that those other threats are all more likely ways for an enemy to attack us with a nuclear, chemical or biological weapon. 

Let's go back and look at the reasons why we don't yet have a national missile defense. Is the technology much better than it was a generation ago? 

To some degree, the answer is "yes." A limited missile defense that does not depend upon nuclear warheads is at least a reasonable objective now, although still far from a reality. 

We're making real progress on theater missile defenses to protect our troops overseas, and that is all to the good. 

But the first three tests of a national missile defense went so poorly that we have had no further tests in the last ten months. 

Even sympathetic analysts, like former Air Force Chief of Staff General Larry Welch, say that more testing - and more realistic testing - is needed. 

General Welch and Philip Coyle, the former head of Operational Test and Evaluation for the Pentagon, also highlight the riskiness of pressing for results - or making a decision on deployment - before a system has been fully tested. 

Recently, Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld said that missile defenses "need not be 100 percent perfect, ...and they are certainly unlikely to be in their early stages of evolution." 

Press stories say that Rumsfeld may propose a very small initial missile defense - only 10 or 20 interceptors, of the sort that we have been testing - largely because that system could be fielded before the end of President Bush's term of office. 

We all know that no weapons system is perfect. But what degree of imperfection is permissible? So far, at least, the Pentagon's system has been highly imperfect. 

If somebody tries to sell us an "imperfect" defense, we should all ask why that defense would be worth the price. Americans should demand an answer, moreover, that is based on our national security - and not on the length of a President's term in office. 

What about costs - and "opportunity costs?" Will a national missile defense be the best use of our money? This will be harder to judge. 

Realistic cost estimates begin at $60 billion for the Pentagon's system. They might well reach half a trillion dollars for the system that the President would like to build - not only to protect the United States from the primitive missiles of a rogue state, but also to protect our friends and allies, and also to protect against an accidental launch of very sophisticated missiles by a country like Russia. 

At one level, even half a trillion dollars could be affordable. That's around a third of the tax cut that the President has proposed. Unless the money comes out of that tax cut, however, it will come instead at the expense of other programs, including other national security programs. 

Are we better off spending this much on a national missile defense? Or should we spend at least some of it on modernizing our armed forces to meet those more likely challenges, including terrorism? 

Clearly, questions of costs and "opportunity costs" require complex analysis - and that analysis is still incomplete. But they are certainly questions that we should require our leaders to answer before we sign on the dotted line. 

And a dose of the American people's pragmatism might do a world of good here. 

What about the fear that a national missile defense would lead to a new arms race? The end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union have changed that picture. 

While Russia may react negatively to U.S. deployment of a national missile defense, that reaction is not likely to lead to an arms race so long as the U.S. defense is clearly a limited one. 

China's reaction, however, could lead to an arms race - not with the United States, but with China's neighbors. 

We don't know how China will react to even a limited U.S. missile defense. But U.S. intelligence experts reportedly expect a ten-fold increase in China's ICBM warheads if we deploy a defense. They also reportedly say that could prompt India to respond, and an increase in India's nuclear-tipped missiles would lead Pakistan to join the race. 

Why should Americans care about this? Two reasons: 

First, Asian arms races could spark a nuclear war, breaching the firebreak against nuclear war that we have maintained for 56 years. 

Second, countries like Taiwan, the two Koreas, or Japan might decide that they needed nuclear weapons because Asia has become such a dangerous neighborhood. That would end nuclear non-proliferation world-wide, and leave us much less secure than we are today. 

So, the arms race concern of a generation ago has gone away. But the concern about nuclear instability is no longer just a U.S.-Soviet matter. Today it is a global issue. 

And while Russia is unlikely to respond to a U.S. missile defense with a new arms race, its reaction could also lead to nuclear instability. This may seem odd, in a post-Cold War world in which President Bush rightly says that we no longer view Russia as an enemy. 

But remember those "nuclear theologians" I mentioned a few minutes ago. Russia has them, just as we do. And those strategists are paid to think not about what is likely, but rather about what could happen as a result of a U.S. missile defense. 

In U.S. eyes, Russia remains a major nuclear power with over 6,000 strategic nuclear warheads - easily more than enough to overpower any limited U.S. missile defense. In Russian eyes, however, its power is eroding. 

Due to economic problems, few of Russia's bombers, submarines or mobile ICBM's are on station at any given time. And its silo-based missiles are vulnerable to a U.S. attack, because its missile attack warning system is in a shambles. 

Russian officials may finally accept our expressions of intent not to upset the U.S.-Russian strategic balance. But they wonder why we would break a major treaty to achieve such a modest objective. And they fear a future in which our intent could change . 

Given that mind-set, how might Russia react to a U.S. missile defense? One way is by preserving their strategic force levels to the maximum possible extent, despite any unilateral U.S. force reductions. If you see your forces as vulnerable, then numbers really matter. 

And if the United States withdraws from the ABM Treaty, Russia may no longer view the START treaties as binding. 

Russia could also maintain its ICBM's with multiple warheads, or put more warheads on its new SS-27 missile. Multiple warheads will increase its ability to respond to a nuclear attack - but only if their missiles are not destroyed in a first strike. So Russia could put them on a hair-trigger alert. 

That might make Russia feel secure, but it would also raise the risk of accidental war. That 's why the START 2 treaty did away with multiple-warhead ICBM's. 

Finally, the Russians could end U.S.-Russian cooperation on programs that help secure the Russian arsenal, or they - or the Chinese - could sabotage our non-proliferation efforts elsewhere by engaging in unsavory deals, as they have in the past with countries like Iran and Libya. 

Where does all this leave us? It leaves us with a tough policy problem, which should not be surprising. If this were an easy question, we wouldn't be in our fourth decade of debates on it. 

A case can be made for seeking a defense against the few missiles that a rogue state might use to threaten us. That threat is not just around the corner, however, especially if the Administration will seize the opportunity to reach a verifiable agreement to end North Korea's long-range missile programs. 

We should proceed toward any deployment with care and deliberation, rather than with artificial urgency. The devil is in the details. 

The trick will be to move from "pure" deterrence to deterrence that is based partly on defense - without undue cost for ourselves, and without prompting destabilizing reactions on the part of others. That will be no simple matter. 

Part of the answer will lie in the type of missile defense we select. One option is "boost-phase interceptors" that would shoot down a missile shortly after launch. They would pose less of a threat to Russia or China's deterrent capabilities and would shoot down the missile before it could release decoys. 

There are technological and policy challenges to that option, too. We have yet to solve the challenges posed by any of the options. They will all require major investments, and they will all take quite a few years to bring to fruition. 

I do not have all the answers on missile defense. But I do know that the American public must become engaged on this issue. There is still time to master its implications, but not much time. 

Within a few months, the Administration may select a missile defense architecture. By the end of this year, the Administration could announce its intent to withdraw from the ABM Treaty. By this time next year, the major budget votes may be taken. 

Your presence here reinforces my belief that Americans care about nuclear stability and our role in maintaining it. Together, we have a responsibility to help them make their voices heard. 

The decisions we will take on missile defense - whichever way they go - must be American decisions, taken with the support and participation of informed citizens. That is precisely your group's purpose, and that is why I simply had to speak with you today. 

Thank you.

