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■■ The Obama Administration has 
put the U.S. missile defense pro-
gram on a downward spiral.
■■ This downward spiral is being 
accelerated by the application of 
sequestration. Preserving national 
security requires that Congress do 
its best to halt this downward spi-
ral in drafting defense authoriza-
tion and appropriation legislation 
for FY 2014.
■■ Necessary elements are: stron-
ger missile defense capabilities 
to protect the U.S. homeland; 
space-based sensors and inter-
ceptors; MEADS; more SM-3 
interceptors; programs to counter 
ballistic missiles in the boost and 
ascent phases of flight, includ-
ing electromagnetic pulse (EMP) 
attacks; and maintaining funding 
for U.S.–Israeli missile defense 
cooperation.
■■ The U.S. faces very real threats 
that only a viable missile defense 
enterprise can adequately 
address. Yet President Obama 
continues to request reductions 
in the country’s missile defense 
budget.

Abstract
In response to threatening statements by the North Korean regime, 
President Obama announced significant enhancements to U.S. mis-
sile defense. The immediate steps included forward deploying missile 
defense–capable ships to East Asia, transferring a THAAD battery 
to Guam, and sending another x-band missile defense radar to Ja-
pan. The most prominent of the mid-term steps was an additional 14 
ground-based midcourse defense (GMD) interceptors in Alaska. This 
step was announced by Defense Secretary Hagel on March 15, 2013, 
and represented a reversal of President Obama’s 2009 scaling back 
of the domestic GMD deployment plan of the second Bush Adminis-
tration. Yet, President Obama’s proposed FY 2014 budget for missile 
defense is strangely disconnected from his recent announcements. The 
new budget proposes to reduce the already inadequate missile defense 
budget of $10.3 billion in FY 2012 to $9.7 billion in FY 2013, and to 
$9.2 billion in FY 2014. The lower funding levels do not even reflect 
the automatic spending reductions of sequestration in FY 2013 or FY 
2014. Announcing changes without subsequent budgetary actions 
does not protect Americans.

In response to recent bellicose statements by the govern-
ment of North Korea, it was entirely appropriate that the Obama 
Administration announced steps, both immediate and for the years 
ahead, to bolster U.S. missile defense capabilities. The immediate steps 
included forward deploying missile defense–capable surface ships to 
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the East Asia region, transferring a Terminal High 
Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) battery to Guam, and 
sending an additional x-band missile defense radar 
to Japan. The most prominent of the mid-term steps 
was to field 14 additional ground-based midcourse 
defense (GMD) interceptors in Alaska for the pur-
pose of countering North Korean long-range missiles 
that are capable of reaching U.S. territory. This step 
was announced by Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel 
on March 15, 2013, and represented a reversal of the 
Obama Administration’s 2009 decision to scale back 
the domestic GMD deployment plan of the second 
Bush Administration.1

It is for these reasons that the Obama 
Administration’s proposed budget for the mis-
sile defense program for fiscal year (FY) 2014 and 
beyond is so strangely disconnected from its recent 
announcements. According to the Office of the 
Secretary of Defense, the new budget proposes to 
reduce the already inadequate missile defense bud-
get of a bit more than $10.3 billion in FY 2012 to $9.7 
billion in FY 2013, and down further to less than $9.2 
billion in FY 2014.2 Worse, the lower funding levels 
do not reflect the application of automatic spending 
reductions, called sequestration, in either FY 2013 
or FY 2014. Sequestration, which applies a reduction 
of roughly 9 percent to the requested level across all 
applicable missile defense programs, projects, and 
activities, is already under way in FY 2013. 

Continued sequestration in FY 2014 is a real 
possibility, and could range as high as 13 percent, 
depending on how the Administration handles the 
still-pending plan for funding overseas contingency 
operations (OCO).3 When the effects of sequestra-
tion are quantified, the missile defense budget in FY 
2013 will fall to somewhat more than $8.8 billion in 
FY 2013, and as low as $8 billion in FY 2014. If so, 
the missile defense budget will fall by more than $2 
billion over the span of just two years. This is not in 
keeping with the steps to mobilize and expand cer-
tain elements of U.S. missile defense capabilities 

taken in recent weeks, which logically should lead 
to increases, not decreases, in the missile defense 
budget. Indeed, it is unlikely that these actions can 
be sustained in the future under this budget, par-
ticularly if sequestration continues. Accordingly, 
Congress should not simply rubber-stamp the 
Obama Administration’s proposed missile defense 
program for FY 2014 and beyond—Congress must 
protect this program.

Missile Defense on a Downward Spiral 
As the U.S. response to North Korea’s threats 

demonstrates, merely making up for lost ground in 
the missile defense program will not keep the U.S. 
ahead of its adversaries. That would require deci-
sively reversing the Obama Administration’s course 
of insufficient funding for missile defense, thereby 
putting the nation on a path to more robust defens-
es that would protect and defend the U.S. and its 
friends and allies, and that would dissuade potential 
enemies from investing in offensive missile capabili-
ties. A fully funded missile defense program would 
require a total of more than $11 billion in FY 2014. 
Unfortunately, the Obama Administration’s practi-
cal position of seeking the continuing application of 
sequestration to the overall defense program, while 
denying that this is its policy, puts this level of fund-
ing far out of reach.

It is, therefore, important for Congress to exam-
ine what an ideal missile defense program looks like 
in order to provide longer-term guidance for restor-
ing the program at a later time. Further, there are ele-
ments of an ideal program that could still be applied 
to the FY 2014 defense budget program, despite the 
ongoing application of sequestration. To that end, 
the Independent Working Group’s 2009 report is 
an excellent resource for Congress as it considers 
missile defense legislation as part of the National 
Defense Authorization Act for FY 2014.4

Programmatic Weaknesses and Partial 
Remedies. Given the inadequate level of resources 

1.	 News release, “DOD News Briefing on Missile Defense from the Pentagon,” U.S. Department of Defense, March 15, 2013, http://www.defense.
gov/transcripts/transcript.aspx?transcriptid=5205 (accessed May 13, 2013).

2.	 U.S. Department of Defense, “Fiscal Year 2014 Budget Request: Program Acquisition Cost by Weapons System,” April 2013, p. 4–2,  
http://comptroller.defense.gov/defbudget/fy2014/FY2014_Weapons.pdf (accessed May 13, 2013).

3.	 The FY 2014 budget requires an amendment to establish a firm funding level for OCO, which will also require clarification of how 
sequestration, if at all, will be applied to the OCO account.

4.	 Institute for Foreign Policy Analysis, “Missile Defense, the Space Relationship & the Twenty-First Century, 2009 Report,” Independent 
Working Group, January 2009, p. xii, at http://www.ifpa.org/pdf/IWG2009.pdf (accessed May 13, 2013). 
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devoted to missile defense under sequestration, it 
should surprise no one that the Administration’s 
missile defense program not only suffers from glar-
ing weaknesses, but also ones that are obscure. 
Fortunately, there are some steps that Congress can 
take to limit the worst of the damage in drafting the 
National Defense Authorization Act for FY 2014. 
The following are the most important weaknesses, 
along with suggested partial remedies:

The Obama Administration’s missile defense 
program is unbalanced between the commit-
ment to defend the U.S. homeland against mis-
sile attack and the commitment to defend 
U.S. forces and allies against such attacks in 
important regions. The Obama Administration 
missile defense program is overwhelmingly biased 
against providing a defense against long-range 
missile attacks on the American homeland, most 
prominently in the area of financial resources. This 
remains the case after Secretary Hagel’s March 
15 announcement of the plan to reverse an earlier 
reduction in the GMD force and field 14 additional 
GMD interceptors in Alaska.  

Given the imbalance in the missile defense pro-
gram, Congress is all but compelled to respond by 
increasing its commitment to homeland defense. 
Rebalancing the missile defense program recog-
nizes that a strong alliance structure depends on 
upholding the principle that the security of all alli-
ance members is indivisible. A strong defense of the 
U.S. homeland will serve to bolster the American 
commitment to the defense of its friends and allies 
by securing the U.S. position to assist its allies. 
Accordingly, Congress needs to embrace Secretary 
Hagel’s initiative to restore the number of GMD 
interceptors in Alaska and California to the 44 that 
were originally planned by the Bush Administration. 
In doing so, Congress needs to recognize that 
sequestration-level funding for the GMD program 
in FY 2014 will permit only tentative steps in this 
direction. The continued application of sequestra-
tion beyond FY 2014 will render the Hagel initiative 
unviable. 

By way of reference, the Department of Defense 
funded the GMD program at more than $1.1 billion 
in FY 2012.5  Last year, the Administration request 
proposed allocating $903 million to the program 
in FY 2013.6 Congress chose to increase this to 
$978 million. The application of sequestration will 
bring this congressional funding level back down 
to less than the Administration’s requested level. 
Regarding FY 2014, the Administration is request-
ing somewhat more that $1 billion.7 It is possible 
that sequestration will again bring the funding level 
down to below $900 million in FY 2014. The best 
that Congress can do under this circumstance is to 
establish a level of funding for the GMD program in 
FY 2014 that is high enough to permit some limited 
initial steps under Secretary Hagel’s initiative even 
after sequestration, and hope that sequestration will 
eventually be set aside.

Further, the U.S. needs better geographic balance 
in its homeland missile defense capabilities. North 
Korea is not the only missile threat. Iran, in particu-
lar, has been improving its ballistic missile capability. 
The current GMD system is more focused on coun-
tering North Korean long-range missiles and defend-
ing the western portions of U.S. territory. This leaves 
the eastern United States less well defended against 
a future long-range Iranian missile. The geograph-
ic imbalance caused Congress, last year, to include 
a provision in the National Defense Authorization 
Act to undertake environmental impact studies in 
preparation for the fielding of GMD interceptors on 
the East Coast.8 Congress should continue to press 
for more robust missile defense capabilities to pro-
tect the eastern portion of the U.S. from long-range 
missile strikes to the extent permitted by the budget 
circumstance.

In this regard, there is a cheaper and faster option 
for defending the eastern portion of the U.S., as well 
as the Gulf Coast region, against missile strikes. 
That option is to pursue missile defense systems 
that provide protection to both the U.S. homeland 
and vital regions. This starts with the sea-based sys-
tem. With software modifications, new command 

5.	 U.S. Department of Defense, “Fiscal Year 2014 Budget Request: Program Acquisition Cost by Weapons System,” p. 4-7.

6.	 Ibid.

7.	 Ibid.

8.	 Section 227 of the National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2013 (Public Law 112–239), http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/BILLS-
112hr4310enr/pdf/BILLS-112hr4310enr.pdf (accessed May 13, 2013).
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and control arrangements, and access to off-board 
sensor data, the existing Standard Missile-3 (SM-
3) Block IA interceptor could intercept long-range 
ballistic missiles in the late midcourse phase.9 The 
successful interception of an out-of-control U.S. sat-
ellite in early 2008 demonstrated this capability. 
Specifically, Congress should insist that the Navy 
conduct an intercept test of either the Block IA or 
Block 1B interceptor aimed at a long-range target 
missile as soon as feasible. Further, a constellation 
of space-based missile defense interceptors will pro-
vide protection both in various regions and for the 
homeland, including interception of shorter-range 
missiles launched from ships off the coast carrying 
electromagnetic pulse (EMP) warheads.

The Obama Administration’s missile defense 
program makes an inadequate commitment to 
space-based missile defense capabilities. The 
Obama Administration has yet to recognize that 
missile defense interceptors in space would provide 
the best possible protection to both the U.S. and its 
allies against missile attack. Given that the 2010 
Ballistic Missile Defense Review Report states that 
it is not the purpose of the U.S. missile defense pro-
gram to deploy a system that could counter Chinese 
and Russian long-range missiles,10 it is reasonable 
to conclude that the Obama Administration errone-
ously believes that space-based interceptors would 
be destabilizing.

Congress’s proper response to the Obama 
Administration’s unwillingness to pursue an acqui-
sition program for space-based interceptors is to 
require it to do so by law. What is not necessary, 
although it would remain marginally helpful, is to 
require another feasibility study for space-based 
interceptors. An exhaustive series of such studies 
was undertaken in the late 1980s and early 1990s 

under the Brilliant Pebbles program, which demon-
strated that there were no “show stoppers” for deploy-
ment of space-based interceptors both in terms of 
effectiveness and cost.11 In accordance with these 
positive studies, the Pentagon’s Defense Acquisition 
Board (DAB) approved an acquisition plan for 
Brilliant Pebbles in 1990, and the Under Secretary 
of Defense for Acquisition directed execution of the 
plan.12 Further, two contractor teams expressed 
their willingness to accept firm fixed-price contracts 
for the delivery of the interceptors under the plan.13 
Accordingly, Congress could include a provision 
in the National Defense Authorization Act for FY 
2014 that directs the Under Secretary of Defense for 
Acquisition, Technology and Logistics to direct the 
execution of an updated version of the 1990 plan to 
acquire space-based interceptors under the Brilliant 
Pebbles program. Structurally, this directive should 
take the same form as the memorandum signed out 
by the Under Secretary in 1990. This same provi-
sion should instruct the Under Secretary of Defense 
(Comptroller) to propose a proper funding plan to 
support the acquisition plan in the FY 2015 defense 
budget request and the accompanying future years 
defense plan (FYDP), with the stipulation that this 
funding should not assume the continuing applica-
tion of sequestration in FY 2015 and beyond. Then, 
Congress may decide how to proceed in actually 
funding the program in its authorization and appro-
priations bills. The acquisition cost of a 1,000 inter-
ceptor constellation (with one replacement intercep-
tor for each), which excludes launch and operating 
costs, will be approximately $17 billion.14

Congress should also consider rationalizing the 
Missile Defense Agency’s (MDA) program for fielding 
space-based missile defense sensors. Currently, the 
MDA operates two Space Tracking and Surveillance 

9.	 Vice Admiral J. D. Williams, USN (Ret.), “Improving Aegis Ballistic Missile Defense Command and Control,” Heritage Foundation Special 
Report No. 89, May 2, 2011, pp. 10–11, http://www.heritage.org/Research/Reports/2011/05/Improving-Aegis-Ballistic-Missile-Defense-
Command-and-Control.

10.	 U.S. Department of Defense, “Ballistic Missile Defense Review Report,” February 2010, p. 13, http://www.defense.gov/bmdr/docs/BMDR%20
as%20of%2026JAN10%200630_for%20web.pdf (accessed May 13, 2013).

11.	 Institute for Foreign Policy Analysis, “Missile Defense, the Space Relationship & the Twenty-First Century,” pp. 28–29.

12.	 Under Secretary of Defense for Acquisition, “Memorandum for Director, Strategic Defense Initiative Organization; Chairman, Strategic 
Systems Subcommittee,” June 19, 1990.

13.	 Institute for Foreign Policy Analysis, “Missile Defense, the Space Relationship, & the Twenty-First Century,” pp. 28–29.

14.	 Ibid.
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System (STSS) demonstration satellites.15 These sat-
ellites were used in a highly successful intercept test 
of the sea-based missile defense system on February 
12, 2013.16 The satellites provided precise track-
ing data to the SM-3 Block IA interceptor in a way 
that it could be launched long before the ship’s own 
radar could pick up the target. Nevertheless, the 
MDA was planning to develop a new system called 
the Precision Tracking Space System (PTSS) to suc-
ceed STSS.17 This year, the MDA is reversing itself 
and proposing to terminate the PTSS.18 Given the 
positive performance of STSS, it was unclear why 
the MDA felt compelled to move to the PTSS satel-
lites. The problem now is that the MDA is propos-
ing to resort to only ground-based radar to perform 
the same mission. This assertion that ground-based 
radar can perform the same mission is mislead-
ing. Ground-based radar cannot perform the same 
mission in the same way that was demonstrated by 
the use of the STSS demonstrators on February 12. 
Therefore, a plausible alternative for Congress is to 
take the funds that the Administration would other-
wise have given to the PTSS program and use them 
to start building a constellation of STSS satellites on 
a spiral-development basis.

The Obama Administration is terminating 
MEADS. The Obama Administration has pledged to 
cooperate with U.S. allies in developing and fielding 
ballistic missile defense (BMD) capabilities. At best, 
its record in this area has been spotty. A casualty 

of this spotty record is the Medium Extended Air 
Defense System (MEADS) program. On February 11, 
2011, the Defense Department announced that the 
U.S. was walking away from the MEADS program, 
which left its international partners, Germany and 
Italy, hanging.19 The Defense Department plans 
to exit the program by 2014 for budgetary reasons, 
programmatic shortcomings, and the existence of 
alternatives. In the interim, the U.S. has continued 
to participate. For FY 2013, the MDA is committed 
to spending $400 million on the program to dem-
onstrate the system’s capabilities in the context of 
identifying elements of the program that may be 

“harvested” for use in existing air defense architec-
tures. For understandable, if misplaced, reasons, 
some Members of Congress are skeptical about con-
tinued funding for a program that the U.S. intends to 
exit. Indeed, a split emerged between congressional 
authorizers and appropriators over the issue. The 
National Defense Authorization Act for FY 2013 con-
tained a provision to end all funding for the MEADS 
program.20 The Consolidated and Continuing 
Appropriations Act of 2013, by contrast, funded 
the MEADS program for the current fiscal year at 
slightly less than the requested level.21  Secretary 
Hagel informed the German and Italian Defense 
Ministers through a letter dated April 8, 2013, that 
the Department of Defense would fund the MEADS 
program in FY 2013 at the appropriated level, less 
the sequestration amount.22

15.	 Lt. General Patrick J. O’Reilly, “Unclassified Statement Before the House Armed Services Committee Subcommittee on Strategic Forces 
Regarding the Fiscal Year 2013 Budget Request,” March 6, 2012, pp. 10–11, http://www.mda.mil/global/documents/pdf/ps_oreilly_030612_
HASC.pdf (accessed May 13, 2013). 

16.	 Baker Spring, “Missile Defense Test Successful, but Future of Program in Doubt,” The Heritage Foundation, The Foundry, February 20, 2013, 
http://blog.heritage.org/2013/02/20/missile-defense-tests-successful-bbut-future-of-program-in-doubt/.

17.	 O’Reilly, “Unclassified Statement Before the House Armed Services Committee Subcommittee on Strategic Forces Regarding the Fiscal Year 
2013 Budget Request,” pp. 12–13.

18.	 U.S. Department of Defense, “United States Department of Defense Fiscal Year 2014 Budget Request: Overview,” April 2013, p. 3–1,  
http://comptroller.defense.gov/defbudget/fy2014/FY2014_Budget_Request_Overview_Book.pdf (accessed May 13, 2013). 

19.	 Office of the Secretary of Defense, “Medium Extended Air Defense System (MEADS) Fact Sheet,” http://www.acq.osd.mil/docs/U%20S%20_
MEADS_Decision_Fact_Sheet_Feb_11_2011.pdf?transcriptid=4648 (accessed April 30, 2013).

20.	 Section 221 of the National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2013 (Public Law 112–239), http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/BILLS-
112hr4310enr/pdf/BILLS-112hr4310enr.pdf (accessed May 13, 2013).

21.	 Title IV of Division C of The Consolidated and Continuing Appropriations Act, 2013 (Public Law 113–6), http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/
BILLS-113hr933enr/pdf/BILLS-113hr933enr.pdf (accessed April 25, 2013), and “Explanatory Statement Submitted by Mr. Rogers of Kentucky, 
Chairman of the House Committee on Appropriations, Regarding H.R. 933, the Department of Defense, Military Construction and Veterans’ 
Affairs, and Full-Year Continuing Appropriations Act, 2013,” p. 210, http://docs.house.gov/billsthisweek/20130304/113-HR933-ExState.pdf 
(accessed April 25, 2013).

22.	 Jeremy Herb, “Pentagon Opts to Fund Controversial Multi-Nation Missile Defense Program,” The Hill DEFCON Hill blog, April 9, 2013, http://
thehill.com/blogs/defcon-hill/army/292695-pentagon-opts-to-fund-controversial-missile-defense-program (accessed April 25, 2013).



6

BACKGROUNDER | NO. 2798
May 20, 2013

In general terms, the Defense Department’s and 
congressional criticisms of the MEADS program do 
not stand up to scrutiny. The U.S. has already bud-
geted somewhat more than $2 billion for MEADS. 
Furthermore, two important U.S. allies have been 
sharing the cost of development from the outset. 
The program completed its design review in August 
2010.  MEADS had a successful flight test at White 
Sands Missile Range in New Mexico on November 17, 
2011.23 Further, it performed a successful intercept 
test against an air-breathing target on December 3, 
2012.24 Another intercept test is scheduled for later 
this year. As a result, MEADS is pointing toward 
a more advanced battlefield missile defense sys-
tem. For example, this system could provide a bet-
ter defense against combined ballistic and cruise 
missile attacks. Both Congress and the Obama 
Administration should reverse course and state that 
it is their intention to advance the MEADS program 
to procurement, if Germany and Italy stand by their 
stated commitments to the program. 

This is particularly important now because then-
Defense Secretary Leon Panetta informed Senator 
John McCain (R–AZ) in a November 14, 2011, let-
ter that one of the potential longer-term effects of 
sequestration would be termination of the European 
Phased Adaptive Approach (EPAA) cooperative mis-
sile defense program with U.S. allies in Europe.25 
Sequestration is now underway and MEADS may 
represent the sole logical fallback option for any 
significant development and procurement coopera-
tion with any European allies in the area of missile 
defense.

The Obama Administration is planning to 
buy an insufficient number of SM-3 intercep-
tors. The Obama Administration’s missile defense 
program puts the Aegis missile defense system at 
the center of its Phased Adaptive Approach (PAA) 

to missile defense. As pointed out above, howev-
er, Secretary Panetta indicated in 2011 that with 
sequestration the Obama Administration may ter-
minate the European component of the PAA. Thus, 
it is uncertain what will happen to the SM-3 pro-
curement program with sequestration now in effect. 
In its proposed FY 2013 budget, the Administration 
asked for $389 million to procure 29 SM-3 Block 
IB interceptors in FY 2013.26 With sequestration, it 
could be the case that the Navy will procure 26 inter-
ceptors during this fiscal year. The request for FY 
2014 indicates that the Administration will seek 52 
interceptors, but this does not account for the impact 
of sequestration. Last year, the Administration pro-
posed buying 397 SM-3 interceptors of all types 
cumulatively by FY 2017,27 yet, in order to provide 
adequate protection the U.S. should buy at least 500 
SM-3 interceptor missiles. This will require that 
funding for other defense programs be used to offset 
this higher cost. 

The Obama Administration is not making 
an adequate commitment to boost-phase inter-
cept capabilities. Since the Obama Administration 
downgraded the airborne laser (ABL) program and 
cancelled the kinetic energy interceptor (KEI) pro-
gram in FY 2010, the boost-phase missile defense 
elements of the layered missile defense concept have 
essentially been eliminated, and the Administration 
has done nothing to advance space-based intercep-
tor development. Indeed, the MDA budget no lon-
ger includes a boost-phase line item. This is noth-
ing short of an abandonment of the layered missile 
defense concept that represents the most effective 
ballistic missile defense system design for protect-
ing Americans, America’s deployed forces, and 
America’s allies.

In 2011, however, the MDA and Air Force agreed 
to develop the Airborne Weapon Layer, an airborne 

23.	 Ann Roosevelt, “A Successful First Flight Test for MEADS at White Sands Missile Range,” Defense Daily, November 18, 2011, http://www.
defensedaily.com/publications/dd/15878.html (accessed April 30, 2013).

24.	 “MEADS Destroys Airbreathing Target in First Intercept Test,” Space and Missile Defense Report, December 3, 2012, http://www.defensedaily.
com/publications/smr/19947.html (accessed April 25, 2013).

25.	 News release, “Statement by Senators McCain and Graham on Secretary Panetta’s Letter Detailing ‘Devastating’ Impact of 
Sequester,” U.S. Senator John McCain, November 14, 2011, http://www.mccain.senate.gov/public/index.cfm?FuseAction=PressOffice.
PressReleases&ContentRecord_id=a4074315-fd3e-2e65-2330-62b95da3b0e9&Region_id=&Issue_id= (accessed April 25, 2013). 

26.	 Office of the Under Secretary of Defense (Comptroller), “Program Acquisition Costs by Weapon System,” February 2012, p. 4–3, http://
comptroller.defense.gov/defbudget/fy2013/FY2013_Weapons.pdf (accessed April 30, 2013).

27.	 Missile Defense Agency, “Missile Defense Agency (MDA) Fiscal Year 2013 Budget Outline,” February 2012, p. 6, http://www.mda.mil/lobal/
documents/pdf/budgetfy13.pdf (accessed April 29, 2013).
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missile that could shoot down missiles in this early 
stage of flight.28 It is based on the Network Centric 
Airborne Defense Element (NCADE), an earlier pro-
gram that conducted a successful intercept in 2009.29 
Nevertheless, there was no programmatic funding 
for this technology in FY 2013, and it appears there 
will be none in FY 2014.

The cost of the Obama Administration’s reluc-
tance to pursue boost-phase missile defense systems 
is now there for all to see. All the way back in 2007, 
the top U.S. commander in South Korea, General  
B. B. Bell, stated, “Intercepting these [North Korean] 
missiles during their boost phase while still over 
North Korean territory would be a huge combat mul-
tiplier for me.”30 

Accordingly, Congress must re-invigorate the 
boost-phase missile defense development and 
deployment program by pursuing airborne, sea-
based, and space-based options in this area.  An 
important step may be taken in this restoration by 
providing a modest amount of development money 
to a revived version of the Airborne Weapon Layer 
program. This should be achievable even with the 
continued application of sequestration to most 
defense accounts. 

The Obama Administration ignores missile 
defense options for addressing the EMP threat 
by dismissing ascent-phase missile defense 
capabilities. The 2004 report of the Commission 
to Assess the Threat to the United States from 
Electromagnetic Pulse Attack clearly showed that 
the EMP threat is extremely serious and that the 
U.S. is vulnerable to an EMP attack.31 Nevertheless, 
the Obama Administration has not paid much atten-
tion to the EMP capabilities of existing and potential 
enemies. Thus, it has not designed effective missile 

defense capabilities, and its missile defense policies 
and plans do not establish specific mission require-
ments for responding to EMP attacks. Indeed, a 
September 2011 report of a Defense Science Board 
Task Force states that the early intercept of ballis-
tic missiles, which is essential to providing a defense 
against EMP attacks with ballistic missiles, “is not 
a particularly useful goal or protocol for design of a 
regional BMD system.”32

The Defense Science Board Task Force also stat-
ed that “the feasibility of achieving the very high 
regional missile burnout velocity, depending upon 
siting, far in excess of what has currently been 
achieved, to provide this [homeland defense] benefit 
over a large portion of the U.S. is uncertain.”33 In fact, 
it is not uncertain at all. The Navy conducted a suc-
cessful ascent-phase intercept test against a short-
range missile with its standard missile interceptor 
in November 2002.34 Upgrading the Aegis-based 
BMD system and establishing an East Coast test 
bed for missile defense would provide a substantive 
capability to address the EMP threat.  Accordingly, 
Congress should adopt a “sense of the Congress” 
resolution that commends the Navy for its earlier 
successful ascent-phase test. Since the adoption of 
such a resolution involves no expenditure of defense 
appropriations, the ongoing application of seques-
tration will be irrelevant to the initiative.

The initial missile defense budget may 
underfund the cooperative program with Israel. 
Congress voted to provide almost $269 million to the 
U.S.–Israeli missile defense cooperation program 
for the current fiscal year. In addition, Congress 
funded the cooperative procurement program with 
Israel for Iron Dome interceptors, which are used 
to counter short-range missiles and rockets, at $211 

28.	 Carlo Munoz, “Air Force, MDA Ink Agreement on New Ballistic Missile Program,” Space and Missile Defense Report, March 28, 2011,  
http://www.defensedaily.com/publications/smr/13046.html (accessed April 30, 2013).

29.	 Ibid.

30.	 As quoted in John J. Miller, “Peace Through Light,” National Review, August 13, 2007, http://www.heymiller.com/2010/01/peace-through-
light/ (accessed April 30, 2013).

31.	 Commission to Assess the Threat to the United States from Electromagnetic Pulse (EMP) Attack, “Executive Report,” 2004,  
http://empcommission.org/docs/empc_exec_rpt.pdf (accessed April 30, 2013). Henry F. Cooper and Robert L. Pfaltzgraff, Jr., “Countering the 
EMP Threat: The Role of Missile Defense,” Independent Working Group, Institute for Foreign Policy Analysis, 2010, http://www.ifpa.org/pdf/
IWGWhitePaper.pdf (accessed May 20, 2013).

32.	 Defense Science Board Task Force, “Science and Technology Issues of Early Intercept Ballistic Missile Defense Feasibility,” September 2011,  
p. 7, http://www.acq.osd.mil/dsb/reports/ADA552472.pdf (accessed April 30, 2013).

33.	 Ibid., p. 23.

34.	 Navy News Service, “Sea-Based Missile Defense Test Successful,” November 22, 2002, http://www.navy.mil/search/display.asp?story_
id=4741&page=4 (accessed April 30, 2013).
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million in FY 2013. Both funding levels, however, 
will be reduced by sequestration. Regarding FY 2014, 
the Administration is seeking $220 million for the 
Iron Dome cooperative procurement program with 
Israel.35 It appears the Administration is requesting 
$96 million for U.S.–Israeli missile defense coopera-
tion outside Iron Dome.36

The U.S. has a long history of cooperating with 
Israel on missile defense. Given the threats that Israel 
faces, and the demonstrated success of the Iron Dome 
system since last year, this cooperation should con-
tinue at no less than present levels. While recogniz-
ing the funding challenge posed by sequestration, 
Congress should fund the U.S.–Israeli missile defense 
cooperation program, including Iron Dome, at a level 
that at least matches this year’s funding.

The Need Is Great
The federal government has a constitutional obli-

gation to defend the American people to the best of 
its ability. It also has international security obliga-
tions to U.S. friends and allies around the world, 
including cooperative missile defense programs. 
The history of President Obama’s overall missile 
defense policy has demonstrated that he is insuffi-
ciently committed to the program. The continuing 
application of sequestration makes it all but impos-
sible for Congress to remedy the weaknesses that 
President Obama’s policies have created in the mis-
sile defense program.

The best that Congress can do at the moment 
is to take partial steps to hold the missile defense 
program together despite sequestration. Congress 
should use this year’s national defense authorizing 
and appropriating legislation to:

■■ Restore balance between homeland and 
regional missile defense capabilities by fund-
ing the initial steps in Secretary Hagel’s proposal 
to restore the number of fielded GMD interceptors 
in the U.S. to 44, as proposed by President George 
W. Bush, testing early models of the standard 
missile against long-range targets, and develop-
ing missile defense systems that will fulfill both 

homeland and regional missions.  This effort to 
restore balance between national and regional 
missile defense should include an effort to estab-
lish a better balance between missile defense for 
the western half of the U.S, primarily against 
North Korea, and the eastern and southern U.S., 
primarily against Iran.

■■ Direct the approval of an acquisition plan 
for space-based missile defense interceptors 
based on the acquisition plan approved for Bril-
liant Pebbles in 1990, and build a constellation of 
STSS satellites, which Congress can use to con-
sider funding options in the course of delibera-
tions on FY 2015 defense legislation.

■■ Re-establish the procurement status for the 
MEADS program.

■■ Set a goal of procuring no fewer than 500 
standard missile interceptors by FY 2017.

■■ Restore the commitment to build a layered 
missile defense system by developing sea-
based, airborne, and space-based missile 
defense systems for boost-phase and ascent-
phase intercepts, starting with the restora-
tion of the Airborne Weapon Layer program. 
Congress should also commend the Navy for con-
ducting a successful ascent-phase intercept of 
a short-range missile in 2002, recognizing that 
such demonstrated capability will provide the 
foundation for fielding a missile defense system 
to protect the U.S. from an EMP weapon deliv-
ered by a short-range or medium-range missile 
launch from a ship off the U.S. coast.

■■ Maintain at least the present level of funding 
for the missile defense cooperation program 
with Israel, including for the Iron Dome sys-
tem, in FY 2014.

The nation still faces very real threats that only 
a viable missile defense enterprise can adequately 

35.	 Tony Cappacio, “Pentagon Seeks $220 Million for Israel’s Iron Dome System,” Bloomberg, April 16, 2013, http://www.bloomberg.com/
news/2013-04-16/pentagon-seeks-220-million-for-israel-s-iron-dome-system.html (accessed April 29, 2013).

36.	 Hearing, Fiscal Year 2014 Defense Authorization, Subcommittee on Strategic Forces, Committee on Armed Services, U.S. House of 
Representatives, webcast, May 8, 2013, http://armedservices.granicus.com/MediaPlayer.php?view_id=2&clip_id=219 (accessed May 14, 
2013).
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address. Announcing a change without subsequent 
budgetary actions does not protect Americans; the 
policy must be supported. The common defense 
requires no less.

—Baker Spring is F. M. Kirby Research Fellow in 
National Security Policy in the Douglas and Sarah Al-
lison Center for Foreign Policy Studies, a division of 
the Kathryn and Shelby Cullom Davis Institute for In-
ternational Studies, at The Heritage Foundation. 


