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T H E L A T E S T major twist in the 
10-year saga of the M X mis­
sile took place last A p r i l 11 

when the President's Commission on 
Strategic Forces—headed by General 
Brent Scowcroft ( U S A F Ret)—issued 
its report The document, whose "ap­
proach" President Reagan has assured 
Congress he shares, represents the most 
recent attempt to find a formula for 
selling the M X to the public and on Capi­
tol H ill In this it may well succeed, for 
it is a shrewdly crafted political package 
designed to appeal to several different 
constituencies simultaneously But as a 
tramewoi k lor thinking about the near-

term futureofU S strategic forces, the 
Scowcroft findings are far from com­
pelling They seem to be a recipe for ac­
quiring the M X , nothing more 

The background to the Commission's 
formation is crucial to understanding 
its recommendations Only six months 
ago, on November 22,1982, President 
Reagan announced in a televised speech 
that he wanted to produce the M X and 
to deploy it in a new way The missiles 
were to be housed in closely based si­
los—underground concrete shelters lo­
cated so near to one another that, in 
the event of a Soviet attack, the effects 
from the explosions of the first incom­
ing warheads would destroy those fol­
lowing This "fratricide," the theory 
went, would ensure the survival of a sig­
nificant percentage of the M X "dense-
pack " 

The President's address was long 
and impassioned, outlining what he 
perceived as the USSR ' s military ad­
vantages to demonstrate the urgent ne­
cessity for modernizing America's nu­
clear systems Nonetheless, the initia­
tive quickly backfired Upon scrutiny, 
it was evident that, owing to certain 
technical deficiencies, closely spaced 
basing would provide a relatively inef­

fective safeguard for the M X The plan 
became a cartoonists' delight, subject 
to widespread ridicule under the label 
"dunce pack " The President's propos­
al thus appeared to have been hasty and 
ill-considered, and was widely attrib­
uted to his need to offer some alterna­
tive after having repudiated the Car­
ter Administrat ion 's mobile multiple 
protective shelter scheme (Carter's 
idea, incidentally, though politically 
and financially costly, could possibly 
have assured the M X some reasonable 
degree of survivability ) 

Reflecting the general mood, the 
House of Representatives last Decem­
ber 7 voted 245-176 against any appro­
priation for M X production Alloca­
tions for missile-related engineering 
and flight testing were passed, but on 
the condition that they be withheld until 
the Administration had found a more 
credible basing mode The Commission 
was Reagan's response to this impasse 
Besides General Scowcroft, a former 
National Security Adviser, the distm-
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guished bipartisan group included for­
mer Secretaries of Defense H a r o l d 
Brown, Melvin R Lai rd , Donald H 
Rumsfeld, and James R Schlesinger, 
plus former Secretaries of State Alex­
ander M H a i g a n d H e n r y A Kissinger 
Its mandate was, in Scowcroft's words, 
"to examine the future of our I C B M 
force and to recommend basing alter­
natives " In the political context of the 
moment, this really meant finding a ra­
tionale and a basing mechanism for the 
M X that would be acceptable to a ma­
jority in Congress 

This was no easy assignment The 
M X had been extensively studied in the 
decade since it came into the limelight 
Vir tual ly every conceivable potential 
deployment pattern had already been 
analyzed in detail The Defense Depart­
ment alone had issued thousands of 
pages of reports on the weapon, and 
in 1980 the Office of Technology A s ­
sessment had done a lengthy study of 
basing modes Other official commis­
sions had investigated the M X dilemma 
as well, notably the two convened 
under the chairmanship of physicist 
Charles Townes as part of President 
Carter's effort to muster a consensus 
behind his own M X policy It was hard 
to imagine how the Scowcroft C o m ­
mission could come up with something 
new in a few months 

The tack taken this time, though, 
was different Rather than seeking a 
technical solution to the problem of in­
tercontinental ballistic missile ( I C B M ) 
vulnerability—as all the previous pan­
els, studies and reports had done—the 
Scowcroft Commission primarily aim­
ed at facilitating a political compromise 
on the M X , while offering some guide­
lines for the future development of 
U S strategic forces 

The Commission had to be cognizant, 
above all , of the Reagan Administra­
tion's unwavering commitment to the 
controversial weapon A recommenda­
tion against deployment might embar­
rass the White House and place one 
more obstacle in its path, but there was 
no chance of altering the Chief Execu­
tive's course In addition, the Presi­
dent's determination had to be recon­
ciled with Congress' skepticism to some 

extent, since Reagan'sgoalcouldnot be 
achieved unless at least 30 Representa­
tives were persuaded to change their 
votes on funding Further, the C o m ­
mission had to bear in mind the grow­
ing support, both on Capitol H i l l and in 
the country as a whole, for meaningful 
arms control—symbolized at present 
by the concept of a nuclear freeze 

Scowcroft and his colleagues respond­
ed to these conflicting considerations 
with considerable deftness After three 
months of deliberations, they issued a 
report that has at its heart three steps 
they insist are inseparable 

1. One hundred M X missiles should 
be built and installed in existing M i n -
uteman III silos 

2. Work should begin on the de­
velopment of a small, single warhead 
missile for possible deployment m the 
1990s 

3. The United States should vigor­
ously pursue arms control accords that 
focus on constraining warheads as op­
posed to launchers, and that are design­
ed to encourage the shift toward single 
warhead weapons 

The political virtue of this prescrip­
tion is obvious To backers of the M X , 
it gives the M X , to the increasingly 
numerous advocates of a "Midget -
man" missile, it holds out the prospect 
that one will soon be introduced, to 
supporters of arms control, it dangles 
the possibility of a strategic future 
where nuclear Irrnitation will play acen-
tral role The calculation is that each 
camp will tolerate the elements it 
doesn't like in order to gain what it 
wants A n d in thus meeting an exceed­
ingly difficult challenge the Commis­
sion has served President Reagan well 

B U T L E A V I N G politics aside, we 
are faced with the strategic 
substance of the Scowcroft 

report Does it add up to a program that 
those who previously doubted the value 
of the M X ought to find persuasive'' 
Upon close examination, there are strong 
reasons for answering in the negative 

To begin with, the attention accord­
ed the report's more sweeping long-
term suggestions for small missiles and 
rigorous arms control efforts has tend­

ed to obscure the fact that its implica­
tions for this decade stray little, i f at 
all , from the status quo The main com­
ponents of Reagan's strategic policy 
are endorsed, including of course the 
immediate deployment of the M X Crit­
ics are asked to go along now in ex­
change for the prospect of a small missile 
10 years hence and the promise of strin­
gent pursuit of arms control at some 
unspecified point in the future 

Yet there is a distinct possibility that 
neither will ever come to pass The sin­
gle warhead missile does not inspire 
much enthusiasm in the Pentagon It 
also depends on substantial arms re­
ductions Under present conditions, it 
would be easily offset by Soviet I C B M s 
equipped with multiple independently 
targeted re-entry vehicle ( M I R V ) war­
heads Arms control is in turn con­
tingent on the positions of both the 
U S and the Soviet leadership Even 
granting the Reagan Administration 
the best of intentions, it cannot guaran­
tee that the Kremlin will accept the am­
bitious agreements envisioned by the 
Scowcroft report 

In concrete terms, therefore, all the 
Commission has said is that 100 M X 
should be placed in Minuteman silos 
Moreover, it presents a fairly conven­
tional case m support of this course A 
grab bag of p r o - M X arguments are 
gathered together, none of them new 
or more convincingly stated than they 
have been in the past The Commission 
at one point suggests that I C B M s are a 
hedge against the emergence of vulner­
abilities in the strategic submarine 
force It goes on to undermine itself, 
however, by concluding that subma­
rines will continue to have a high degree 
of survivability for a long time, and that 
in any case the current I C B M arsenal 
can provide the hedge just as well with­
out the M X The Commission also re­
marks that the existence of the I C B M 
force serves to complicate possible So­
viet plans of attack, but again this is not 
an argument for the M X in particular 

Then there is the bargaining chip 
theory, holding that the M X is neces­
sary to give the Soviets the incentive to 
negotiate seriously on strategic arms 
This is critical to the whole Scowcroft 

6 The New Leader 



package, for it brings the M X portion 
into harmony with the other two It is 
what enables the Commissioners to de­
vote much of their report to demon­
strating the desirability of single war­
head missiles, while nonetheless push­
ing for the 10-warhead M X Where 
some might sense a contradiction, they 
assert that the elimination of multiple 
warhead missiles must be negotiated 
before a single warhead environment 
can be created, and that the USSR will 
never give up its large M I R V e d I C B M s 
unless the Umted States has similar 
weapons o f its own to trade away— 
consequently, the M X is an unavoid­
able step on the road toward a small 
missile 

The general line of reasoning here is 
plausible and impossible to disprove 
We may, on the other hand, contest the 
presumption that out of the entire 
panoply of U S nuclear weapons de­
ployed or under development, only the 
M X wil l suffice to press the Soviet U n ­
ion toward a meaningful arms treaty 
S A L T I and SALT n indicate, too, that it 
has in the past been possible to reach 
agreement in spite of significant asym­
metries in the two sides' strategic 
strengths If that is no longer true, it 
seems highly dubious that 100 M X could 
bring the Russians to the table anyway, 
considering that they would hardly bal­
ance more than 600 large, M I R V e d So­
viet I C B M s 

One of the several other arguments 
the Commission advances is that the 
M X deployment has become a test 
o f national w i l l , so canceling it now 
would send the wrong signal to Mos­
cow Yet this can be said to defend any 
weapon in the developmental stage 
Certainly, the United States did not re­
vise its estimate of the Soviet national 
will when the Kremlin decided against 
procuring the ineffective SS-16 missile 
Particularly during the present period 
o f strategic buildup, we ought not to 
convince ourselves that making defense 
decisions on their merits will adversely 
affect the image of American power 

More seriously, the Commission con­
tends that the M X is needed to match 
the U S S R ' s ability to quickly destroy 
haid targets The belief that Soviet su­

periority in this area provides political 
advantages, and gives the Kremlin dan­
gerous escalatory options that the U S 
cannot meet, has long been a central 
tenet of M X supporters But the Soviet 
hard-target ki l l capability could be sub­
stantially neutralized i f the U S would 
reduce the role of vulnerable fixed-site, 
land-based systems in its forces Sec­
ond, current U S systems—namely the 
modernized Minuteman III—already 
possess a capacity for hitting hardened 
Soviet targets, the M X would simply 

give us more Finally, the Trident II 
missile scheduled to be available in the 
late 1980s will perform basically the 
same function as the M X in this respect, 
while being survivably based on sub­
marines 

T H E LAST major point the C o m ­
mission raises in the M X ' s fa­
vor echoes the President's ear­

lier claim that the nation's I C B M force 
must be modernized In response, it 
bears observing that the M X will re­
place only 100 of the 1,000 existing M i n -
utemen, and the scrapped missiles will 
be the relatively new Minuteman I l ls , 
not the older Minuteman l is It is hard 
to understand how such modernization 
can indeed be imperative 

A n d what of the "window of vulner­
ability" that the M X was supposed to 
close'' For five years the President has 
been harping on this The Scowcroft 
panel dismissed the problem as over­
blown when looked at in the context of 
overall U S capabilities Far from find­
ing a survivable basing mode for the 
M X , it said there is no technological 
solution to the vulnerability of the M X 
or any other I C B M , and maintained 
that the insufficiency is less dangerous 
than we have recently been led to be­
lieve In other words, if the M X is de­
ployed, as the Commission advises, it 
will be nearly as vulnerable as the Mrn-
utemen A n d if one accepts President 
Reagan's estimate of the vulnerability 
window, we will be putting a high-value 
target where it can easily be hit 

In sum, the Scowcroft Commission 
has not really changed the character of 
the M X debate It offers an improbable 
bargain that gains the M X in the short-
term against an uncertain payoff in 
the distant future The key elements of 
its case for going ahead with the M X — 
the bargaining chip, and the need for 
prompt hard-target kill capability—re­
main controversial The Commission 
did perform a valuable national ser\ ice 
in putting the I C B M \ ulnerabilit\ issue 
into a reasonable perspective, and it 
e\ meed great political skill under t n me 
conditions Still, it hasn't gi\en those 
who opposed the M \ bctore am rea­
son to be in ta\or ot it now 
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