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The New USAgenda: Militarising Space

Ajey Lele

Space science, like nuclear science and all technology, has no
conscience of its own. Whether it will become a force for good or ill
depends on man, and only if the United Sates occupies a position of pre-
eminence can we help decide whether this new ocean will be a sea of
peace or a new terrifying theatre of war.

President John F. Kennedy
Addressto RiceUniversity
September 12, 1962

TheBushAdminigrationispreparingashiftinUSpolicy todlow for protection
of existing and futuristic space assets. Convinced by thelogic of securing spaceto
deter probable attack, the USAir Force has sought Presidential approval for a
national security directive. Theofficial view of theAir Forceisthat sincetheUS
depends so crucially on space capabilities, it must, remain prepared to confront
adversaries on the high ground of space. Correspondingly, the Department of
Defence (DoD) isoutlining anew policy which may just stop short of putting
weaponsinto outer space. However, according to aNew York Timesreport,* the
BushAdminigrationisclosetoimplementing anew space policy that could move
the US closer to placing offensive and defensive weaponsin space.

If implemented, the Bush directivewould bearadica departurefromtheone
articulated by Clintonin 1996, which concentrated moretowards peaceful usesof
space technologies. From amilitary perspective, Clinton emphasised a less
aggressive use of space. Itinvolved spy satellitessupport for military operations,
armscontrol and non-proliferation pacts. In contrast, the new policy isexpected
tonot only call for militarising space but dso talk of having freeaccessin spacefor
protecting US space assets. Theglobal reaction haslargely been oneof concern
and dismay. Many analystsfeel that the US proposed space policy would pave
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theway for deployment of both defensive and offensive weaponsin space. The
Bush Administration, however will face opposition fromitsalliesand potential
enemiesdike.

Russiahasaready reacted very strongly to thisproposd. Itssenior counsdllor
intheWashington embassy stated, “\Weintend to work through diplomatic channels
to urgethe US not to movetowardsfiel ding weaponsin space. But, if diplomacy
faillsthenwewill not hesitateto react possibly with forceif the US successfully
puts‘ combat weapons' inthe space.”? Russiahasvoluntarily declared inthe past
that it will not bethefirst to weaponise space and thwart the USfromitsdesireto
pursuing any such plans. Also, the scientific community withinthe US, convinced
that themove would be prohibitively expensive and could trigger an uncalled for
arms race, has warned against putting weapons in space. Indeed, any future
deployment of spacewegponsisexpected to facefinancid, technologicd, politica
anddiplomatic hurdles.

Onthedomestic front, the Democratsarelikely to resist any movetowards
Space weaponisation asit would tantamount to overruling the Clinton policy.
Notwithstanding thesedifficulties, the Bush Administration isconvinced about its
space policiesand will not hesitate to go the extramileto achieveitsdesired
objective. TheUSadminigtration isof the opinion that new thregtstoitssatellites
have emerged since the space doctrine wasast reviewed in 1996 and that its
gpaceassetsmust beprotected at al cogts. It hasbeen argued that since significant
changes have occurred over the last decade or so with some countriestaking
greater interest in space and in possession of technologiesthat can threaten US
space systems, an updated space policy isthe need of the hour.

Both the Gulf Wars (1991 and 2003) and theAfghanistan conflict provedtoa
great extent that space observationsarean integral part of modern day conflict.
Spaceisconsidered asthefourth dimension of thewarfare. In both thewars, the
US space-based assetshad the asymmetric advantage over their enemy particularly
inthearenaof reconnaissance, intelligence gathering and navigation. Now, it gppears
that the Bush Administration wantsto enhance thisasymmetry further by putting
offensve and defensive weaponsinto outer space.

The base document for thisforthcoming space directiveisaJanuary 2001
report of anational commission (headed by Donald Rumsfeld) on the use of space
for nationa security needs, which hasrecommended that themilitary should‘ ensure
that the president will havetheoptionto deploy wegponsinspace . Infact, Rumsfeld
fearsthat ‘ space could be the next Pearl Harbour for the US'. In 2002, after
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welghing thereport of the Rumsfel d space commission, President Bushwithdrew
fromthe30-year-oldAntibalistic MissleTreaty (ABM) with Russia, which banned
space-based weapons.

TheABM tregty barred the placement of not only missile defence components
(such asradars) in space but also of space based weapons (such as conventional
kinetic energy kill vehicles (KKV's) or space based lasers (SBLs) intended to
intercept warheadsor rockets. The USwithdrawa fromthe ABM treaty in 2002
had sounded theaarm bellsabout itsintent. Now Pentagon official sadmit that the
air force' sdetermination to fiel d space weapons had a so been accel erated by its
faillureto build an earth-based missile defence system after 22-yearsand nearly
$100 billionin expenditure. Presently, it appearsthat the USis planning to take
thisbold initiative becauseit isawarethat it can work thisout within the gamut of
existing UN treatieson thisissue. It seesno need for new space arms-control
agreements. The USis already party to the 1967 Outer Space Treaty, which
prohibitsonly stationing weapons of mass destructionin space and presently no
treaty existsto ded with other methods of weaponising the space. Technically, the
US cannot be faulted on their proposed space agenda.

Themilitarisation of gpaceisnot asmplemission. It will require new weapons,
new satellites, and moreimportantly hundredsof billionsof dollars. TheUShas
had space-based weapon systems on its drawing board for years, including
miniature satel litesthat can attack other satellites, high-powered lasers, and even
aspace planethat can drop weaponsfrom orbit. Some are expected to be ready
for deployment in about 18 months. The space weapons debate began in earnest
inthelate 1960s, after theUSand USSR tested their first anti-satellite systemsin
1959 and 1968, respectively. Subsequently, theissuelost steam and particularly
after the end of Cold War, it was expected that weaponisation of spacewould
never becomearedlity. Therecent demand by the USAir Forcebringstheissue
back to centre-stage. It appearsthat the administration may betoying with anidea
of making space the battleground of the future. The Bush Administration
understandsthat no immediatethreat toits space assetsisinthe offing fromany
nation-state. Also, noterrorist organisationisat present capable of posing athreat
to the space assets. Clearly, USintentions of exploring the possibility of space
weaponisation emerge out of itsfuturistic concerns.

Itisinteresting to notethat the Rumsfeld commission cameinto being much
before 9/11. When Rumsfeld voiced an opinion that “ space could beAmerica's
next Pearl Harbour” he wasreferring to space as a soft underbelly of the US.
Apart from Russia, theUSischary of China. Over thelast few years, Chinahas
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been diligently developing its space infrastructure with greater emphasison
indigenoustechnology and hasemerged asaforceto reckonwithin‘military
space’ . Reportsindicate that Chinahas completed ground testsfor an advanced
anti-satellite (ASAT) wesapon called ‘ Parasitic Satellite’.

Chinaisdeveloping ASAT systemswith both long and short-term strategic
objectives. Thelong-term objectivesare probably to break the USmonopoly in
thisfield. Chinaunderstandsthat compared tothe US, it lagsfar behindin termsof
assetsand technol ogy inthe space arenaand hencethe best way to challengethe
sole space superpower isto possess of fensive anti-space-based weapons. It is
alsointheprocessof building lasersto destroy satellites.

China, quiteclearly, isdoing abalancing act on the spacefront. Overtly, itis
spearheading aninternationa movement to ban conventional wegponsfrom space
along with Russiaand few other countries. At the sametime, asreportssugges, it
isdiscretely devel oping anti-space-based technol ogy and formulating tacticsin
order totarget American military assets.® Chinaunderstandsthe critical advantage
theUShadinthe 1991 Gulf War aswell asin Kosovo, Afghanistan and therecent
war inlrag. China sPLA feelsthat if aconflict breaksout inthe Taiwan theatre,
then it can neutralise or destroy US space assets, and deny the Pentagon the
asymmetric advantagein space.

Russia, in contrast, even though it hasahistory of development of ASAT
systems, continuesto respect theA SAT weapon-testing moratorium which begun
in 1983. However, if the need arises, Russiais capable of developing ASAT
technol ogieswithin ashort period of time. Although no new-dedicated ASAT
programmeshasbeeninitiated by the USin therecent past, theBush Adminigration
isincreasing funding for research and devel opmentsin related technol ogies.
According to somereports, the Pentagon has already spent billions of dollars
devel oping space weapons and preparing plansto deploy them.*

It appears that apart from the Chinese and Russian concerns, the US is
convinced that weaker nations also may carry out surprise attacksin spaceto
neutralisethebig powers nuclear war-fighting advantages. Hence, the best way
to secure USinterestsin spaceisaplanned transition from space superiority to
space dominance.

The Bush Administration hasmade arrangementsin the defence budget for
gpace-based weaponsto defend satellites, strike ground targetsand defend against
missile attacks. However, themagjor hurdlein getting the new spaceinitiative off
the ground would be convincing Congressto approveits enormous pricetag,
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whichistentatively estimated at between $220 billion and onetrilliondollars. If
Bush managesto passthishurdlesuccesstully, thenit could bethebeginning of the
biggest and costliest space armsracein the post-Cold War era.
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