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HANDLINGAR

I will confine myself to some brief
 remarks with the purpose of remind-
 ing you about the historical develop-

ment of the missile defence issue and also
about some of the terminology that Dr.
Rotfeld may want to use in his speech.

During the 1960s, the growing capa-
city of the Soviet intercontinental missile
forces began to pose a serious threat to
the homeland of the United States which
had until then been virtually immune to
all kinds of military assault. The logical
result of this was to seek some means of
active defence against nuclear missiles, as
passive protection in the form of shelters
etc. would always prove inadequate. By
the end of the 1960s, the US had deve-
loped at least two types of defence missiles
which might serve in an anti-ballistic miss-
ile or ABM system. These missiles were
nuclear-tipped and meant to destroy
incoming enemy ICBMs (Inter-Conti-
nental Ballistic Missiles) by near nuclear
explosions at such an altitude that the ef-
fects at ground level would be negligible.

At the same time, however, there were
concerns that the introduction of ABM
systems might spur further steps in the
arms race, and also some misgivings about
the cost and efficiency of such systems.
For these and other reasons, the US and
the Soviet Union agreed in 1972 to
conclude a treaty – the ABM Treaty or
ABMT – limiting the ABM systems to two
on each side. One system would protect
the capital of the country and the other an
ICBM installation which provided the
means for a second strike, if need be. Thus,
the real import of the ABMT was to codify
the “balance of terror” or Mutual Assured
Destruction (MAD) doctrine. This did not
change by the Vladivostok Agreement of
1974, which confined the number of
allowed ABM installations to one on each
side. The US built an ABM system to
protect the Grand Forks ICBM field in
North Dakota, but dismantled it as early
as in 1976, mainly for financial reasons.
The Soviet Union installed its system aro-
und Moscow, and this is still in place,
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although there are reasons to believe that
it is no longer in the best condition.

The next step was taken in 1983, when
US president Ronald Reagan announced
his Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI). It
has been said that Reagan particularly
disliked the MAD doctrine, which he
found morally revolting, and at the same
time held unlimited faith in the American
ability to come up with “technical fixes”.
SDI comprised a number of more or less
exotic weapons and support systems
including particle beams and lasers, with
some systems space-based. This induced
media to nickname SDI “Star Wars”. But
there was also the idea to develop “kinetic-
energy” or KE weapons, which would
perform their mission simply by colliding
with and smashing incoming enemy
warheads. By contrast to the earlier ABM
systems, the use of nuclear explosions was
not foreseen in the SDI plans.

SDI created a great deal of research
and development, but it soon turned out
that many of the proposed technologies
were impractical or outright impossible.
By 1991, when the Soviet Union had col-
lapsed and the threat of a major nuclear
exchange seemed very remote, but the
experiences from the Kuwait war were
fresh in mind, the US missile defence
efforts were redirected and renamed
GPALS, short for Global Protection
Against Limited Strikes. The aim was now
to provide a shield against accidental or
unauthorised attacks by Russian missiles
as well as intentional attacks from “rogue

states” or more formally “states of con-
cern”, i.e. states with a capacity to build
long-range missiles and possibly also
weapons of mass destruction, but outside
the circle of established nuclear-weapon
states, sometimes also outside the network
of arms limitation treaties and often openly
inimical to the United States. The war
against Iraq over Kuwait and the sub-
sequent findings of UNSCOM had shown
that threats from such states needed to be
taken seriously. On the technology level,
the only alternative remaining from the
SDI program was the KE weapons.1 Short-
range weapons of this kind had proven
useful – but not useful enough – in the
Kuwait war.

It soon became clear that even the
GPALS program in its original form was
too ambitious, and the emphasis was put
on shorter-range defence systems intended
to protect US and allied forces engaged
in various parts of the world. These sys-
tems were then referred to as TMD, Thea-
tre Missile Defence, as opposed to NMD,
National Missile Defense, i.e. systems for
the protection of the homeland. NMD with
the purpose of covering the entire US
territory was, and still is, prohibited by the
ABM Treaty. Some research regarding
NMD was nevertheless continued.

TMD as such was originally consid-
ered relatively uncontroversial from a po-
litical point of view. However, the deve-
lopment of TMD soon began to proceed
along two different lines, which in the US
became known as “Lower Tier” (LT) and

1 Unless some very secret programs exist, cf. Witalis, Erik: “The Space Weapon Background to a
Kerntechnik Paper about a New Type of Nuclear Fusion Reactor”, KKrVAHT, no. 3, 2001, pp. 91–
100.
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“Upper Tier” (UT) systems, the dividing
line being at what altitude defence mis-
siles will intercept the offensive warheads.
LT works below and UT above 40 km alti-
tude, which means that UT systems cover
a much larger area than LT ones. How-
ever, it was probable that success regar-
ding UT systems would also open the door
to NMD development, given that the ne-
cessary resources were provided. This in-
sight stimulated US research and develop-
ment in the field and more money was al-
located to it. The same insight began to
worry the Russians, who were and are very
eager to retain the ABM Treaty as it now
stands.

During the 1990s differences of opi-
nion concerning a potential US NMD have
become more clearly – sometimes vehe-
mently – stated in the international forum,
as research and development in the US has
progressed and as the ambitions of the US
Government have been expressed more
distinctly. A turning point in the latter res-
pect was the adoption, in May 1999, by
US Congress of a bill stating that it is the
policy of the United States to establish “as
soon as is technologically possible” a mis-
sile defence system that could defend the
entire US territory. If and when this be-

comes technically possible – which re-
mains to be seen – the Congress decision
means that the ABM Treaty must be
abandoned or amended.

Finally, a brief summary of the criti-
cisms expressed against the NMD plans:
Domestic critics in the US have main-
tained that NMD is unnecessary, costly
and possibly inefficient. Russia is, as
already stated, keen on the retention of the
ABMT, if for no other reason then at least
because that Treaty provides a formal ack-
nowledgement of Russia’s superpower
status as heir to the Soviet Union. China
considers that the NMD is mainly intended
to negate the Chinese offensive nuclear
forces and thus to create an unattainable
strategic superiority vis-à-vis China. Criti-
cism in Europe has different vantage
points: some NATO states have expressed
fears that an American NMD would
enhance US isolationism and lead to
”decoupling” from European security
problems, while non-allied states such as
Sweden put the emphasis on the negative
impact an NMD might have on interna-
tional disarmament efforts.

 With this I will leave the floor to Dr.
Rotfeld.
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