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The current US debate on national missile defense
(NMD) has centered largely on two inter-related
issues: (1) the likely impact on Russia’s and

China’s strategic nuclear arsenals; and (2) the implica-
tions for US-Russian arms control treaties (particularly
START I and II and the Anti-Ballistic Missile [ABM]
Treaty).2  While these issues are important to global
security in the early 21st century, they miss a key yet
under-researched problem: the possible impact of NMD
deployment on nonproliferation regimes and norms.
Much discussion has focused on whether the powerful
states will adjust their existing strategic arsenals to as-
sure that their missiles can penetrate any US NMD
shield, while little analysis has been devoted to the re-
actions of a broader set of states in regards to their non-
proliferation commitments. But the integrity and
long-term viability of nonproliferation treaties and re-
gimes could eventually have a much greater impact on
the future international security environment facing the
United States than the initial military responses of ei-
ther Russia or China. Thus, the perceptions of other
states—particularly those that do not possess nuclear

weapons—matter. These concerns are the main focus of
this article.

In the views of many states, nonproliferation treaties
and regimes provide the primary means of restraining
the global proliferation of weapons of mass destruction
(WMD). They also provide the only internationally ac-
cepted means for conducting inspections in cases of sus-
pected cheating and for strengthening international
norms against the transfer of WMD-related technology.
In the current NMD debate, however, these regimes and
the compliance of member states are taken for granted,
despite the fact that many of these countries see US ef-
forts to revise (or withdraw from) the ABM Treaty and
deploy NMD unilaterally as a violation of existing non-
proliferation norms. These states see the various trea-
ties that exist in the nonproliferation field as inextricably
linked. They believe that, if one falls, then the credibil-
ity of the others is jeopardized.

In the current US NMD debate, there has been a
marked absence of consideration of the views of the 182
non-nuclear weapon states (NNWS) that are members
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of the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weap-
ons (NPT). Taken together, their continued embrace of
nonproliferation norms internationally represents the
single largest force promoting global proliferation re-
straint. These states are the main repository of the strong
nonproliferation “norm” that exists in the international
community in regards to WMD, which serves not only
global security but also US national interests.

However, commitments by these states to nonprolif-
eration agreements are not frozen in time or indefinite
in nature. Each of the major arms control and nonprolif-
eration regimes has withdrawal clauses that allow coun-
tries to leave these regimes if their “supreme national
interests” are threatened. A US decision to leave the
ABM Treaty in order to deploy NMD, for example, could
be met with similar responses by other states in regards
to other treaties, due to changes in their security envi-
ronment. With three months’ notice, the NPT could dis-
solve entirely. This risk highlights the importance of
maintaining the nonproliferation norms that have been
established over the past 30 years.

For this reason, a central point of departure for this
article is the assumption that any possible NMD deploy-
ment—as with all past military innovations in history—
will take place not in a static environment, but instead
in a dynamic one. This study considers likely national
responses in the context not simply of the strategic
nuclear deployments of a few states, but of membership
in and compliance with nonproliferation treaties, orga-
nizations, and regimes by a much larger group of coun-
tries. For both supporters and opponents of NMD alike,
this exercise should help make possible a more complete
evaluation of the policy implications of NMD deploy-
ment.

Surprisingly, neither supporters nor critics of NMD
have paid much attention to the possible impact of NMD
deployment on the key regimes seeking to stem prolif-
eration, including the Missile Technology Control Re-
gime (MTCR), the main agreement aimed at curbing the
spread of ballistic missiles, or on incipient regimes like
the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) and pro-
posed Fissile Material Cut-Off Treaty. Similarly, almost
no discussion in the current NMD debate has focused
on an important, but overlooked regime: the Outer Space
Treaty. Some of the worst threats to global security may
be realized if states decide to interpret NMD as a signal
that past restraint has gone by the wayside in regards to
military testing and deployments in space.

In addition, while initial “first order” reactions by
Russia and China have been widely discussed in terms
of military deployments, little attention has been paid
to their equally (if not more) important “second order”
reactions. Russia and China are major supplier states in
the missile field. Whether they decide to comply with
the NPT and the MTCR may in the long run affect the
future security environment more significantly than even
their own deployments.

If the nonproliferation regime is going to survive any
future NMD deployment with its current norms of re-
straint intact, most states will have to see NMD either
as non-threatening or as part of a gradual transition to a
more defensive-oriented world, with accompanying of-
fensive reductions. If NMD is embraced by states col-
lectively as a positive development, it need not harm
nonproliferation regimes and norms. However, as will
be shown below, statements from various countries sug-
gest that such an outcome is very unlikely. This is why
further examination of the possible impact of NMD on
nonproliferation norms is needed. It is also why various
alternative approaches to combating missile prolifera-
tion (a legitimate concern of the United States and many
other countries) need to be studied. Unfortunately, this
is an area where the arms control community has offered
few substantive proposals.

 In order to accomplish the series of tasks laid out
above, this article first explores briefly the nature of fore-
casting in the NMD debate. It shows how all three of
the major schools of thought in the US debate tend to
analyze NMD deployment in static terms. It then con-
siders the perspectives of the NNWS in the context of
nonproliferation norms, in order to provide a fuller
range of relevant opinions on NMD than is normally dis-
cussed. These states, unlike Russia and China, have no
reason to fear NMD in terms of possible threats to their
nuclear arsenals, and yet the vast majority oppose it. Un-
derstanding why is important if the United States wants
to maintain the integrity of the global nonproliferation
norm and the strength of existing regimes. Next, the
analysis turns to the specific nonproliferation treaties
and regimes that might be affected by NMD deployment,
asking how behavioral change in terms of regime mem-
bership and compliance might affect the future interna-
tional security environment. Finally, the article proposes
an alternative approach to combating missile prolifera-
tion by combining treaty-compliant military means and
enhanced nonproliferation measures.
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Although the article deals with the broader question
of the future international security environment, the pri-
mary reference point in the analysis will be the narrower
issue of how changes in this environment serve or do
not serve US security interests. The reason for adopting
this perspective is the simple fact that the decision to
deploy or not deploy NMD will be made by the US gov-
ernment based on its determination of its national inter-
ests, not those of other states.

FORECASTING NONPROLIFERATION
IMPLICATIONS OF NMD

The development of defenses—from air defenses in
the 1940s and 1950s, to point defenses against missiles
during the 1960s and 1970s, to concepts of national mis-
sile defense in the 1980s and 1990s—has long been at-
tractive to those, who on strategic or moral grounds, have
opposed US reliance on nuclear deterrence as a the sole
means of defense. As David Goldfischer has succinctly
captured the logic of this approach: “Managing a transi-
tion to defense is desirable because miscalculation, in-
sanity, accident, or evil cannot be accommodated by any
theory or practice of deterrence.”3  However, efforts to
enact such a transition have been singularly ineffective
due to a variety of technical problems.

The United States has conducted extensive research
on a variety of defensive systems since the 1950s. These
include the Nike Zeus missile, the Nike X program,
Project Defender (which included the BAMBI system4 ),
the Sentinel system, the Safeguard system, the Strate-
gic Defense Initiative (SDI), the Global Protection
against Limited Strikes (GPALS) system, theater mis-
sile defense (TMD), and now national missile defense.
According to a recent study, the total cost of these re-
search, development, and deployment programs has been
$98.5 billion.5   Unfortunately, none of these programs
has succeeded in meeting the criteria required for reli-
able defense of the United States against missile attack.

Beyond effectiveness, the philosophical and strategic
challenges of managing a transition to defenses and the
possible costs associated with this process remain seri-
ous obstacles, preventing a move toward either “defense
dominance” or toward a mixed “offense-defense”
posture in US national security policy. Given these cir-
cumstances, nonproliferation treaties to encourage or
enforce restraint by states in the WMD area have helped
the United States to prevent new threats from emerging

in a world where offensive systems have remained
dominant.

If NMD deployment is to improve overall US national
security, US policymakers must first attempt to forecast
the implications of NMD on nonproliferation agree-
ments. To date, US government statements and the cri-
teria put forward for future decisionmaking do not
provide much evidence of such an analysis. Instead, the
debate has turned almost exclusively on the perceived
threat.

In the past two years, the urgency to deploy defenses
has been spurred by the 1998 Rumsfeld Commission
Report, which concluded that a “rogue state” could de-
velop a long-range missile in five years and the United
States would not know in advance of such a program.6

If this happened, the United States would be unprepared
to defend itself. Missile tests by India, Iran, North Ko-
rea, and Pakistan, and continuing threatening behavior
by Iraq, seemingly confirmed these fears. The passage
of the “National Missile Defense Act of 1999” made it
US policy to deploy defenses—regardless of interna-
tional circumstances—as soon as it became technologi-
cally feasible.

Three basic approaches have emerged in the US de-
bate on NMD (see Table 1). The first, promoted most
actively by conservative Republicans in the US Con-
gress, calls for near-term deployment of a robust NMD
system that would include land-, sea-, and space-based
elements. The conservatives’ evolving approach to NMD
is outlined in a recently released Heritage Foundation
report.7   Their concept would abandon the limited NMD
emphasized by the Clinton administration in favor of
immediate upgrades of existing sea-based elements on
Aegis-class cruisers. It would then steadily build space-
based assets (placing Space-Based Infra-Red Sensors
[SBIRS] in high and low orbit) and a larger nationwide
ground component than the Clinton plan envisioned,
while discarding the “now defunct”8  ABM Treaty.

 The problem with this approach is that even a fully
tested and operational NMD system with multiple lay-
ers will be either wholly or partially ineffective against
a wide variety of threats. It will not work even against
certain missile threats (such as cruise missiles or de-
pressed trajectory sea-launched missiles). It will also do
nothing to combat threats stemming from terrorism, suit-
case bombs, or chemical and biological weapons not
delivered by missile, which may be more likely threats
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to face the US homeland. Given the expenditures that
would be required to construct a full-scale NMD sys-
tem, these trade-offs would need to be addressed. Be-
yond these concerns, a full-scale NMD system would
also create a range of regime problems with respect to
the ABM Treaty, the MTCR, and the Outer Space Treaty,
among others. Yet, supporters have tended to ignore
these dynamic aspects of full-scale NMD deployment.

A second approach has received extensive consider-
ation and development by the Clinton administration.
This policy aims at development of a limited NMD sys-
tem that would eventually consist of some 100 intercep-
tors and be designed to defend against launches of up to
20 to 30 missiles. It would have an optional upgrade af-
ter deployment to as many as 250 interceptors (total) at
two sites.9  The system would be deployed through
amendment of the ABM Treaty with Russia. It would
be expressly designed to counter rogue state threats, not
Russia or China.

The Clinton/Gore plan has faced considerable criti-
cism from conservatives and arms controllers alike, both
for its failures when system components have been tested
and for the system’s likely inability to deal with coun-
termeasures. Critics have also noted that its late mid-
course interception point makes it vulnerable to
sub-munitions and multiple warheads.10  The Clinton/
Gore administration’s attempt to “sell” the system to
Russia did not succeed, as a hoped-for deal in the spring
2000 summit with President Vladimir Putin failed to
yield Russian cooperation. Moreover, the Clinton/Gore
plan neglects the fact that an agreement with Russia
would not necessarily mean that the rest of the interna-
tional community would accept this decision as benefi-

cial for them as well. Indeed, a perception could emerge
that the two largest military powers in the world were
simply banding together in opposition to the rest of the
world community.

Finally, a third approach has been suggested by a wide
range of critics in the arms control community, who have
pointed out a range of purported flaws in the plans of
the first two groups. Their arguments have challenged
as well the seriousness of the threat facing the United
States, noting the lack of long-range missile capability
in any of the main states purported to threaten the Ameri-
can homeland (Iran, Iraq, and North Korea).11  Unfortu-
nately, this school of thought has done little to assuage
the broad sector of the American public and the US Con-
gress that is concerned with missile proliferation and
wants the government to do something about it.

Despite these minority objections, there are clear ar-
eas of majority agreement within the US Congress and
policymaking community that: (1) missile proliferation
poses an increasing threat to US and allied security; (2)
NMD is defensive and does not threaten anyone; (3)
NMD may provide a means to render offensive missiles
increasingly irrelevant; and (4) US leadership in this new
area of technology is a valuable hedge, preventing the
United States and the rest of the world from being held
hostage at some future point. Indeed, at least until Presi-
dent Bill Clinton’s announcement in early September
2000 that he would not make a decision on deployment
of NMD during his term, the vast majority of Washing-
ton observers seemed convinced that the question was
not whether, but when.12  Most analysts still believe this
to be the case.

Table 1:  The Three Main Approaches to NMD

Group Congressional
Conservatives

Clinton/Gore
Administration

Arms Control and
NGO Community

Preferred Policy
Option for NMD

“Robust” NMD, scrap
ABMTreaty

Limited NMD, amend
ABMTreaty

No NMD, maintain
ABMTreaty

Problems Not
Addressed

Full-scale NMD doesn’t
buy overall security and
will inspire active and
asymmetrical
countermeasures

Cooperation with Russia
may irritate the rest of
the world; limited NMD
likely ineffective

Simple anti-NMD
approach fails to
deal with the missile
proliferation threat
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The Clinton administration announced four criteria
that would be the basis of any Clinton/Gore decision
about NMD deployment: (1) the threat; (2) the cost of
the system; (3) the system’s possible impact on US-Rus-
sian arms reductions; and (4) the effectiveness of the
system from a technological standpoint. Although even
critics largely accepted these yardsticks, these criteria
made no direct mention of the possible impact on non-
proliferation regimes, much less the norms that support
them.

Other questions remain unsettled or have not been
discussed adequately. There is still an on-going debate
between supporters and opponents of NMD as to whether
the deployment of defenses will deter missile develop-
ment programs among rogue states or instead encour-
age them. Clearly, a market for countermeasures would
likely increase existing compliance problems in the
MTCR. Other issues have to do with relative defense
priorities once the more costly deployment of NMD be-
gins. The US military has been reluctant, for example,
to cut prized programs (such as costly aircraft purchases
or submarine deployments) to make room for missile
defenses.

Current analysis of NMD has also not focused much
attention on state responses to NMD that might take the
form of asymmetrical attack strategies (i.e., ones that
would employ other means of delivery instead of mis-
siles). Although military planners are well aware of the
necessity of addressing these considerations, it is not
clear that missile defense supporters—in their desire to
win favor with their constituents—are prepared to ad-
mit that defense costs will be increased in other areas,
should NMD move forward.

Finally, on the other side of the debate, it is not clear
that opponents of NMD—in their zeal to halt what they
see as a failed system aimed at an unlikely threat—have
factored in the ability of a small number of convention-
ally armed missiles (or even the threat of these missiles
being fired) to cause panic in US or allied cities in a time
of crisis. Arguably, some missile defenses—or some
other strategy for combating this threat—might be
needed to calm these fears.

Thus, a more reasoned and dynamic assessment of the
desirability of deploying NMD might be found in the
following restatement and amplification of the Clinton/
Gore criteria: (1) the current and future impact of NMD
on long-range missile development programs that might

be directed against the United States; (2) the cost of the
NMD system relative to other defense priorities over the
next decade, and the reliability of current cost estimates;
(3) the possible impact of NMD deployment for US-
Russian arms control and multilateral nonproliferation
regimes; and (4) the likely degree of effectiveness of the
system in both its technical mission of defeating the spe-
cific threats its was designed to combat (including coun-
termeasures) and its political mission of reassuring the
American people that its government is doing something
against the rising missile powers. While these new con-
siderations force us to think harder about how to evalu-
ate the likely impact of NMD deployment, they are also
likely to bring us closer to uncovering useful truths. The
rest of this analysis will use this expanded set of criteria
as a guideline for projecting possible costs, benefits, and
previously unforeseen reactions, particularly in terms of
nonproliferation.

US VIEWS VERSUS INTERNATIONAL
PERSPECTIVES

The key contribution of existing nonproliferation trea-
ties lies in their ability to facilitate reciprocal restraint.
In each regime, countries accept some degree of vulner-
ability in return for the broader benefits of collective self-
restraint in a particular field of weaponry. In the NPT,
the NNWS are further asked to limit themselves while
allowing five states to possess nuclear weapons, at least
in the short term. Thus, if the greatest military power in
the world is considering withdrawing from one of the
major treaties, there is a natural perception by other states
that it is trying to gain an unfair advantage, since the
rest of the world (objectively) is much more poorly
armed. As one analyst in East Asia has noted: “While
sole possession of a missile shield may appear to put the
US in an unassailable position…it will also make much
of the rest of the world feel exposed and vulnerable, a
situation that is guaranteed to provoke instability.”13  In
the same sense that NMD supporters have made worst-
case assumptions about North Korea’s missile intentions
and plans (despite the rather limited test program to date),
the rest of the world may make similar worst-case as-
sumptions about US intentions in deploying NMD.

Signs abound that many countries, including tradi-
tional US friends, are troubled by the recent direction of
US policy. During the fall 1999 session of the United
Nations, a broad coalition of states, including France,
voted 80-4-68 at the United Nations to endorse a reso-
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lution recognizing the ABM Treaty “as a cornerstone for
maintaining global peace and security and strategic sta-
bility” and calling upon member parties to engage in “full
and strict compliance” and “to limit the deployment of
anti-ballistic missile systems and refrain from the de-
ployment of anti-ballistic missile systems for the defence
of the territory of their country….”14  Despite official
Clinton administration policy in support of the ABM
Treaty, the United States voted against the resolution,
along with only Albania, Micronesia, and Israel. Had the
resolution been slightly less polemical in tone, however,
it is likely that many more US allies would also have
voted for the resolution.

The United States fared much worse in another UN
resolution recognizing “the importance and urgency of
preventing an arms race in outer space.”15  All of the
NATO countries plus Japan and South Korea bucked US
pressure and supported this measure, which passed 162-
0-2. Given the resolution’s possible ramifications for
preventing more advanced NMD systems, the United
States found itself alone with Israel in abstaining from
the resolution.

While these resolutions were primarily declaratory
(with no specific impact on the United States), they set
a troubling trend of increasing US isolation on impor-
tant nonproliferation and security matters at the United
Nations, damaging America’s reputation and encourag-
ing the formation of new anti-US coalitions and voting
blocs. Such developments, particularly in regard to our
NATO allies, present possibly serious problems for long-
term US interests.

In order to understand the views of the NNWS more
fully, it is necessary to delve further into the question of
existing nonproliferation norms. Perhaps surprisingly,
the evidence suggests that the NNWS have adopted and
internalized these norms even more strongly than have
the very countries that led the efforts to establish the
NPT. Part of the reason, certainly, is that these states do
not possess nuclear weapons as a fallback.

NORMS AND BELIEFS OF THE NNWS

For our purposes, we can define “norms” as
transnational beliefs and patterns of behavior regarding
right action in a particular field of international relations.
In some cases, they may be formal (such as in the bans
on certain weapons or international codes against the
hijacking of planes). In other cases, norms may be in-

formal (including mutual understandings of self-
restraint in regards to certain military technologies, such
as lasers, or in shared “rules of the road” in terms of en-
gagement in regional conflicts). Nonproliferation of
nuclear weapons, thanks largely to the principles laid out
in the NPT in 1968, has become a widely shared norm
internationally. For the NNWS, the norm of nonprolif-
eration has become a particularly strongly held principle
because of its centrality to their security. The ultimate
goal of nuclear disarmament embodied in Article VI of
the NPT is part of the reason for the strength of this norm,
since enforcement of it will eventually, in the eyes of
these states, “level the playing field” with the NWS and
make the world a safer place. This explains why states—
many of which were fully capable of developing nuclear
weapons—agreed to limit their freedom of action, in
return for what they saw as a collective good: eventual
global, nuclear disarmament.

At the same time, other norms, such as the ban on
nationwide anti-missile defenses embodied in the ABM
Treaty and prohibitions against possession or use of
chemical and biological weapons, were embraced by the
vast majority of states as part of the broader “nonprolif-
eration regime.” The logic underlying these related
norms is that they help to ensure the security of the
NNWS, in the absence of nuclear weapons possession.
Thus, the various treaties that evolved during the Cold
War became part not only of the national policies of these
states, but also of their fundamental foreign policy be-
liefs.16  When the Cold War ended, these countries saw
these treaties reaffirmed and the goal of eventual nuclear
disarmament closer than ever before.

Seen in this context, it is not surprising that the NNWS
view the US attempt to develop NMD (a new type of
weapon that could conceivably be used either defensively
or to enhance the US ability to launch a first strike) as a
threat to the nonproliferation regime and the foreign
policies premised on its continued robustness. Similarly,
the attempt by certain US congressmen to argue that the
ABM Treaty no longer exists due to the dissolution of
the Soviet Union17  makes no sense within the percep-
tual framework of the NNWS. To them, the norm em-
bodied in all the related treaties involves the desirability
of preventing new arms races, a goal they see as incom-
patible with the development of a new category of
weapon.
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In his much-quoted book After Hegemony, Robert
Keohane found that norms remain potent among the
states in economic regimes even after the decline of a
hegemon that established them.18  Interestingly, the same
dynamics seem to have emerged in the security field,
despite the end of the superpower system that brought
states into the NPT during the Cold War. For many states,
the adoption of nonproliferation norms involved serious
sacrifices and internal struggles with their own military-
industrial complexes. To them, accepting NMD means
admitting defeat and going “backward,” forcing them to
abandon new understandings of the relationship between
armaments, society, and peace that they believe will lead
in the long run to fewer wars and more harmonious in-
ternational relations.19

For these states, nonproliferation is both a goal and a
means. That is, they are committed to a process of work-
ing through regimes to limit proliferation, rather than
relying primarily on military means, as states have done
traditionally. Ironically, Washington and Moscow seem
to have learned the least in terms of nonproliferation
from the very treaty they helped establish.

VIEWS OF THE NNWS ON NMD

With the exception of a small number of US allies that
are already committed to co-development of missile
defense (Israel and Japan, primarily), there are very few
security issues in modern memory where so much of the
world has taken a different perspective from that preva-
lent in Washington. If one surveys national statements
on NMD, one cannot help noting their remarkable con-
sistency across all types of states in criticizing NMD
efforts as a challenge to nonproliferation regimes and
norms.

Beginning with US allies, the views of two countries
that could stand to benefit significantly from NMD de-
ployment are particularly telling. Both Canada and Den-
mark (which governs Greenland) could reap billions of
US defense dollars if they agree to upgrade radars on
their territories for inclusion in the NMD system. Yet
both have rejected the “assumption” by the United States
that their territories will automatically be available to
serve as a platform for NMD hardware. As Canadian
Foreign Minister Lloyd Axworthy stated recently, “I
think sabre-rattling by American generals is not condu-
cive to a serious debate in Canada.”20  At the G-8 sum-
mit in Okinawa, Axworthy sharpened his attack on NMD

by arguing “There are so many other ways we could be
pursuing security.”21  In Denmark, the parliament passed
a resolution 13 years ago prohibiting the Thule early
warning radars on Greenland from being used in viola-
tion of the ABM Treaty. That resolution is still in force
and has the backing of the current Social Democrat-So-
cial Liberal coalition government. Foreign Minister Niels
Helveg Petersen stated in early 2000 that Denmark would
reject any US request to use the Thule radar station in
service of any NMD system, emphasizing that “The use
of the Thule radar must not be in violation of standing
international agreements.”22

On Greenland itself, the regional premier Jonathan
Motzfeldt has also stated his opposition to NMD, citing
its implications for broader international security.  In a
recent interview he explained, “No one in Greenland
wishes to take actions that would lead to recreating the
atmosphere of the cold war era.”23

Other key NATO allies in Europe have voiced par-
ticular discomfort about possible problems with Russia.
As German Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder noted in June
2000, “We have to be very careful that any such project
does not trigger…a renewed arms race.” From the secu-
rity perspective, Schroeder also expressed concern that,
if only the United States is protected by NMD, it could
create a “two-class security system” within NATO.24

NWS allies in NATO have expressed comparable res-
ervations. In Britain, a report analyzing NMD for the
government included the following advice: “We recom-
mend that the government encourage the USA to seek
other ways of reducing the threats it perceives.”25  Mean-
while, France has been even more forthright in its op-
position to NMD. As French Minister of Defense Alain
Richard stated in a speech delivered in Washington, DC,
in February 2000, “…what is it we want? In a nutshell,
[…] to see the U.S. commitment to disarmament and
non-proliferation strongly reaffirmed.”26  President
Jacques Chirac has been even stronger in his criticisms,
arguing: “[NMD will] retrigger a proliferation of weap-
ons, notably nuclear missiles. Everything that goes in
the direction of proliferation is a bad direction.”27

 In southern Europe, which is arguably more threat-
ened by ballistic missiles from the Middle East than any
other region, Greek Defense Minister Apostolos
Tsochatzopolous noted in July 2000 that NMD deploy-
ment “will pose a threat to [the] peaceful balance in the
world” and lead to a new arms race.28  Speaking at the
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2000 NPT Review Conference, Portugal’s Minister of
Foreign Affairs Jaime Gama stressed, “We affirm the
importance of the ABM Treaty, as one of the pillars of
strategic stability.”29

There are some supporters of NMD among US allies.
These include Japan, Australia, and Norway, although
each of these countries harbors reservations about the
program. Japanese Prime Minister Yoshiro Mori re-
sponded to critics in the Diet during the summer that
Japan views missile proliferation as a “serious threat,”
but will seek to ensure that NMD will be “handled in a
manner conducive to an improvement in the international
security environment.”30

Among countries with few military ties to the United
States, the reaction to NMD has again been largely nega-
tive. Seeking to highlight the views of the Association
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), Thailand’s For-
eign Minister Surin Pitsuwan stated in July 2000 that
the countries of his region are concerned that NMD and
TMD deployment might lead to countermeasures by
other states, arguing “ASEAN in general is very much
concerned about [a possible] arms buildup….”31

ASEAN Secretary General Rodolfo Severino added re-
garding NMD and TMD alike that “ASEAN is against
any development that would tend to destabilize the situ-
ation” in the region.32

South Africa, which joined the NPT as a NNWS in
1991, is viewed by numerous states as a leader in the
nonproliferation movement. South Africa gained cred-
ibility as a state that voluntarily gave up nuclear weap-
ons, led efforts to create a nuclear-weapons-free zone
in Africa, and played a leading role in the indefinite ex-
tension of the NPT in 1995. Its officials have been criti-
cal of NMD for allegedly moving in the wrong direction
in terms of nonproliferation: that is, toward more weap-
ons instead of fewer. Speaking at the 2000 NPT Review
Conference in New York, South African Foreign Affairs
Deputy Director-General Abdul Minty listed the Clinton
administration’s attempts to amend the ABM Treaty and
build an NMD system as a betrayal of the pledges made
by the United States at the 1995 conference.33  South
Africa and other states in the New Agenda Coalition
(Brazil, Egypt, Ireland, Mexico, New Zealand, and Swe-
den) have called instead for a new direction in the poli-
cies of the NWS and a clear commitment to reducing
their arsenals. Speaking at the same meeting, UN Sec-
retary General Kofi Annan cautioned that NMD deploy-

ment could “reduce, rather than enhance, global secu-
rity.”34

Brazil, which is one of the most recent signatories to
the NPT, has expressed serious concerns about US NMD
plans, suggesting that they indicate a US effort to achieve
unilateral military advantages.  At the 2000 NPT Review
Conference, Ambassador Celso Amorim issued a thinly
veiled critique of Washington’s missile defense plans,
saying, “The deployment of new weapons systems and
the modernization of existing ones seem to indicate that
the illusion of absolute security is again being pur-
sued.”35

Even Ukraine, which is threatened by Russian mis-
siles perhaps more than any other country, took the op-
portunity at the 2000 NPT Review Conference to
“…reaffirm the importance of the Anti-Ballistic Missile
Treaty as one of the pillars of strategic stability.”36

As former UN Special Commission on Iraq head and
Swedish Ambassador to the United States Rolf Ekeus
has noted, the United States is pursuing NMD without
even making the pretext of linking it to the elimination
of nuclear weapons.37  Ekeus argues that while Reagan’s
Strategic Defense Initiative may have had serious prob-
lems, at least President Reagan pledged to the rest of the
world that its deployment would eventually provide for
the complete elimination of nuclear weapons. With
NMD, the United States has provided no grander vision
of a safer world that will result if it is deployed. Instead,
the rest of the world foresees that NMD will lead to the
creation of a new class of defensive weapons, while
stimulating an arms race in missiles and counter-mea-
sures aimed at overcoming them.

If these are the views of a number of influential lead-
ers of NNWS, what impact will a unilateral US with-
drawal from the ABM Treaty and deployment of NMD
have on their future commitment to nonproliferation, as
well as on the behavior of other states in those same
regimes?

EFFECTS OF NMD ON CRITICAL
NONPROLIFERATION REGIMES

A major consequence of NMD proceeding in its cur-
rent direction could be the unraveling of a number of
key regimes. Specifically, if certain countries perceive
that the United States is expecting or even “provoking”
a confrontation, they are likely to see withdrawal from
these treaties as justifiable and perhaps even rational.
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Such “spirals” of defection may or may not lead US al-
lies to defect from the regimes themselves, but they may
sympathize with the arguments of these defectors and
thereby drift away from the United States in key inter-
national arms control and nonproliferation fora. Ulti-
mately, the result will be a worsening of US security and
a fragmentation of current regimes, destroying currently
prevailing nonproliferation norms.

Although the ABM Treaty has been widely discussed
in terms of Russia, there has been little consideration of
the views of the NNWS. While they are not members of
the treaty, as noted above, they view its maintenance as
a sign that the two largest military powers in the world
take seriously their commitments to Article VI of the
NPT and remain supportive of general disarmament
trends, especially after the end of the Cold War. The US
NMD initiative has put into question the apparent US
commitment in this area, particularly since several US
senators and some academic analysts have argued pub-
licly that “As a result of the collapse of the Soviet Union,
the ABM Treaty is no longer binding.”38  This view is
not accepted by the NNWS, either from the perspective
of international law or, perhaps more importantly, from
that of the general practice of international diplomacy.

US critics have voiced some of the same concerns.
As Michael O’Hanlon has pointed out, “This is a poor
argument; the same reasoning would absolve Russia
from the Soviet Union’s other obligations, debts, and
responsibilities in areas such as weapons nonprolifera-
tion.”39  Similarly, as George Bunn has noted, the inter-
national community has unanimously accepted Russia
as the successor to the Soviet Union according to “the
UN Charter and its provision giving the Soviet Union a
permanent seat and veto on the UN Security Council—
as well as bilateral and multilateral arms control trea-
ties.”40  Thus, even if a case could be made on narrow
legal grounds, this decision will be viewed as illegiti-
mate by the rest of the international community. These
developments might not be troubling on the face of
them, but they sow the seeds of future difficulties. Rus-
sian President Putin has presented a number of new ini-
tiatives to the states of Europe in regards to missile
defenses, attempting to split them off from the United
States. Hasty US policies in regards to the ABM Treaty
could push the Europeans further toward siding with
Russia and against the United States.

For example, if the United States were to invoke the
“supreme national interests” clause in the ABM Treaty—

citing the seriousness of the third party missile threat—
and withdraw from its obligations to limit missile de-
fenses (after giving the required six months notice),
Washington would be in an extremely weak position if
other states sought to withdraw from other regimes, like
the NPT, for similar reasons. After all, if the missile
threat is severe for the United States, with the world’s
largest arsenal of nuclear weapons, then it must logically
be far more threatening for states without nuclear weap-
ons at all. While this would likely not involve US allies
immediately, the defection of states like North Korea,
Iraq, Iran, and China might be seen as having been “pro-
voked” by the United States. Similarly, depending on
the nature of the NMD deployment (that is, whether or
not it involved space-based interceptors capable of hit-
ting ground targets—whether or not that was their in-
tention), it could lead even a broader range of states to
consider the MTCR as also in jeopardy.

It is not hard to imagine other scenarios that might
also undermine the NPT. For example, China might re-
spond to a US decision to deploy NMD with a decision
to expand its inter-continental ballistic missile and sea-
launched ballistic missile forces or to develop multiple
warheads for the missiles. Or China might even decide
that the restrictions it has only recently accepted in join-
ing the NPT (to disarm eventually and to limit its ex-
ports of nuclear technologies) are too limiting, causing
it to withdraw from the treaty. In either case, US friends
such as Taiwan and Japan might feel forced not to rely
on dubious US-supported missile defenses, but to move
instead to full-fledged nuclear options, particularly in a
scenario where North Korea followed China in leaving
the regime. Similar cascading withdrawals from the NPT
in the Middle East are also imaginable. In these circum-
stances, US interests and US nonproliferation objectives
would clearly suffer, and security would be made much
more difficult (and expensive) to achieve.

A related problem, short of actual defections, would
be the ultimate failure of efforts to achieve “universal-
ity” in the NPT. This issue has been a high priority for
the NNWS in various meetings, particularly at the 1995
and 2000 NPT Review Conferences. The goal of bring-
ing India, Israel, Cuba, and Pakistan into the NPT is
viewed as one of the key responsibilities of the NWS,
and aggressive NMD deployment by the United States
could end any realistic chances, especially in the case
of India. With the failure of efforts at universality, states
that have long been loyal members of the regime may
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express extreme frustration with the United States, lead-
ing them to reject US leadership and, among some, to
question their own commitments to the regime (particu-
larly as suppliers). More specifically, if the United States
is viewed as “preventing” universality, some states might
well conclude that the “cat is out the bag” and that sup-
plying nuclear technology to countries outside of safe-
guards (including to NPT non-members) is now
acceptable.

Other possible action-reaction spirals could affect the
CTBT, an area in which the United States has already
raised considerable doubts as a result of the Senate’s
rejection of the treaty and US continuation of programs
like the National Ignition Facility at Lawrence Livermore
National Laboratory and zero-yield nuclear tests at the
Nevada Test Site. Here again, issues of universality are
extremely important in the minds of the NNWS, which
are eagerly awaiting full ratification of this important
regime. If an NMD deployment by the United States
involving large numbers of space-based components
(whether weapons or not) moves forward, the process
of ratification by states like India and China would un-
doubtedly be further delayed. These countries instead
would have new incentives (and, perhaps justification,
in the eyes of some) to resume nuclear testing. This kind
of dynamic could spill over into a range of other coun-
tries (such as Pakistan, Israel, Iran, and perhaps North
Korea). Key US allies—the United Kingdom and
France—that have already ratified the CTBT would feel
double-crossed by the United States for fomenting this
disruption of the test ban regime. Such conditions could
lead to a world where the United States is isolated from
much of NATO, as other states outside of the regime
legitimately resumed their testing of nuclear weapons.
A particularly dangerous development might be the re-
sumption of space-based testing (which was conducted
by the United States and the Soviet Union before the
1963 Limited Test Ban Treaty [LTBT]). States like
China and India, in particular, might find such activities
advantageous in planning for possible military action
against US satellites and space-based assets included in
the NMD system.

Although rarely mentioned in the NMD debate, the
Outer Space Treaty (1967) is another nonproliferation
regime that is threatened by the US deployment of NMD.
The issues involved here have to do with the clauses in
Article III requiring that all states use space “in the in-
terest of maintaining international peace and security”

and in Article IX discouraging activities that would
“cause potentially harmful interference with activities
in the peaceful exploration and use of outer space.” US
abrogation of the ABM Treaty and deployment of space-
based components of an NMD framework (such as Bril-
liant Pebbles interceptors) could easily lead to defections,
given the existing norm against weaponization of space.
States fearing US space-based assets could be motivated
to invest in research and testing of anti-satellite (ASAT)
weapons, fracturing the regime and leading to active
arms racing. States like China, India, Pakistan, Iran, and
Iraq could easily devise military space programs that
would include orbiting mines stuffed with conventional
projectiles, which would be highly effective against US
satellites or even manned spacecraft. Even actions to
limit the military use of space by launching large quan-
tities of debris into low-Earth orbit could be effective in
shutting down the peaceful use of space by the major
industrial powers. While formal withdrawal from the
treaty requires a year’s notice, decisions by even a small
number of states to leave the treaty could have serious
repercussions, possibly bringing an end to such hopeful
projects as the US-backed International Space Station.

Again, if states perceive the US move to build NMD
as having initiated the weaponization of space, key US
allies and non-allied NNWS could well be brought to-
gether in hard-to-predict new coalitions against US be-
havior. If, as is likely, this prompts US responses, the
dynamics in this realm could quickly turn ugly. In the
most worrisome scenario, states might leave the Outer
Space Treaty in order to place WMD in orbit around the
earth for possible use against ground-based targets. For
example, a state that decided to leave the treaty—per-
haps China—could place nuclear weapons in orbit (ma-
neuvering them to higher or lower orbits as necessary)
and have them available to call down on either US space-
based assets or ground-based targets associated with
early warning and targeting. Such an environment could
ruin space for any meaningful commercial activities,
jeopardizing international communications. While the
United States could not be fully blamed for these dy-
namics, it could be widely branded as the instigator.

In space, Russian behavior may play an especially
important role, but again of a “second order” nature.
Unlike other states, it is bound by the LTBT not to test
in space. However, if the US deployed NMD, Russia
would be under no restrictions in developing its own
missile defenses, which would likely include space-
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based elements. One such program would likely be the
restarting of Russia’s space-based weapons program,
particularly its previous (but currently mothballed) anti-
satellite program. In the event of future US-Russian ten-
sions, Russian resumption of testing on its co-orbital
ASAT and deployment of additional cruise missiles on
its submarines are likely responses. These technologies
could also easily be sold to other states. Russia would
likely face only limited international censure for such
actions, even from US allies, particularly if they blamed
US NMD deployment for provoking the change in Rus-
sian behavior.

In addition, military coalitions against NMD cannot
be ruled out, given that even current US actions have
led China and Russia to begin cooperation on joint use
of Russia’s GLONASS military satellite network and to
consider joint missile defenses.41  Although today the
chances of China and Russia building a joint space de-
fense against US forces seem unlikely, NMD could cre-
ate strong pressure on them to move in this direction.
Thus, the implications of NMD on future space activi-
ties, though often overlooked, could easily disrupt a rela-
tively strong regime that has helped safeguard US and
allied security for three decades. In addition, they could
lead to military countermeasures that might make com-
mercial space activities impossible and US NMD sys-
tems ineffective.

Finally, there is the MTCR. For a variety of reasons,
the United States and other founders of the MTCR de-
cided not to make it a formal treaty, but rather a set of
guidelines intended to limit exports of missiles and mis-
sile-related technologies (specifically, those useful for
developing rockets capable of carrying a 500-kilogram
payload over 300 kilometers). The relationship between
NMD deployment and the MTCR is not a direct one in
the eyes of the United States, but it is in the eyes of many
other countries. That is, a US decision to “proliferate”
in defensive technologies could irritate key supplier
states like Russia, France, Ukraine, and China, weaken-
ing the very regime that is currently doing the most to
restrain exports of missile technologies. France and
Ukraine have already provided considerable military
technology to Pakistan (including submarines and tanks)
and might increase these shipments if world opinion
turned further against the United States as a result of its
NMD actions.

Russian behavior in violation of a weakened MTCR
could do even more damage than could be caused by its
own rearmament. Russia’s military industry would start
to work on countermeasures, including standard devices,
such as chaff, balloons, and dummy warheads, but also
more sophisticated systems, such as maneuverable war-
heads. Given Russia’s economic situation, it is highly
likely that all of these technologies will quickly find
themselves on international export markets, thus render-
ing much more difficult the task of defending against
rogue state missile threats and requiring US development
and deployment of more effective missile defenses. With
major producer countries no longer subscribing to the
MTCR guidelines, the missile threat would worsen very
quickly, causing the United States to have to ratchet up
its NMD system and leading to a self-defeating action-
reaction arms race against multiple states.

Given this discussion, it appears that, in contrast to
the static assumptions of at least some NMD support-
ers, there is good reason to believe that NMD deploy-
ment could lead to unexpected (and highly damaging)
consequences for the interlocking nonproliferation re-
gimes. What is particularly troubling to US interests is
that the dynamics currently in place internationally in
regards to the NMD question are creating alliances be-
tween possible defectors and erstwhile supporters of
these regimes among the NNWS, even including some
US allies. The existence of linkages among treaties—at
least in the perceptions of many other major military
powers—means that the United States cannot assume
the status quo in the case of its withdrawal from the ABM
Treaty. Instead, the more likely scenario is the opening
of a Pandora’s box of new international security rela-
tionships, involving defections from existing regimes,
the weakening of nonproliferation norms, and the intro-
duction of additional weapons into a variety of sensi-
tive environments (particularly space). Without today’s
nonproliferation mechanisms, the United States would
no longer have grounds for objecting to such military
deployments, as it can now by pointing to specific non-
proliferation treaties, norms, and regimes. All of these
points suggest the need for the United States to proceed
with extreme caution and to explore all other possible
means of combating missile proliferation (military and
diplomatic) before considering the drastic option of uni-
lateral NMD deployment and withdrawal from the ABM
Treaty.



The Nonproliferation Review/Fall-Winter 2000

JAMES CLAY MOLTZ

72

If this is the case, are there policies that the United
States could follow that would mitigate these possibili-
ties, drawing on less controversial defenses and putting
an emphasis instead on new nonproliferation initiatives?

ALTERNATIVE STRATEGIES FOR
COMBATING MISSILE PROLIFERATION

As deliberations continue on missile defenses, a key
factor in international reactions will be the nature of
NMD deployment, if the decision is taken to move ahead.
The exact international repercussions will depend on
which of five possible routes is taken by the United
States: (1) the continuation of general research only; (2)
a rejection of NMD and a decision to focus on TMD
deployments; (3) an NMD deployment that is compli-
ant with the ABM Treaty; (4) a deployment that coin-
cides with an amendment of the ABM Treaty; and (5) a
deployment that violates the ABM Treaty and requires
a US withdrawal. There are also possible combinations,
such as option 2 initially, leading to option 3, 4, or 5 in
follow-on stages. Indeed, this “slippery slope” progres-
sion is what worries many international observers the
most. The current mood in Congress suggests that op-
tion 1 is unlikely, options 2 and 3 are possible, option 4
is most likely, and option 5 is possible (particularly un-
der a George W. Bush administration). Naturally, the
further down the scale the United States moves, the
greater the likely foreign response and associated devel-
opment of anti-US coalitions in major international or-
ganizations, like the United Nations and the Conference
on Disarmament.

In the face of these concerns, three former senior US
officials—John Deutch, Harold Brown, and John P.
White—have proposed a new approach that would even-
tually lead to NMD deployment, but emphasizes only
the more effective TMD elements for near-term deploy-
ment.42  They cite the urgency of the intermediate-range
ballistic missile threat and the lack of maturity in NMD
technologies. From a military perspective, the proposal
makes sense, and is a more cost-effective means of build-
ing up to NMD later on. However, while mentioning the
need to negotiate with Russia on ABM Treaty revisions,
the proposal falls short in terms of considering other
possible approaches that draw on nonproliferation
mechanisms as tools. Yet it is precisely here—in the non-
military field—where US allies and the NNWS are look-
ing most to the United States for new leadership.
Strangely, in the areas where US leadership might be

most effective—expanding transparency, strengthening
existing regimes, and reinforcing nonproliferation
norms—there is no visible effort anywhere in the cur-
rent debate, whether from the Clinton/Gore administra-
tion, conservative critics, or even from the arms control
community. At the very least, a concerted diplomatic
approach to the missile proliferation problem merits
consideration.

Such an alternative, “nonproliferation” approach to the
missile proliferation problem would aim at bridging the
current gulf between the United States and the majority
of other countries. It would likely involve a mixture of
treaty-compliant defenses (without any implied inevita-
bility of moving to full-scale NMD) and new diplomatic
initiatives to strengthen nonproliferation objectives.

First, a key theme of any successful approach would
be the use of treaties and other agreements to reduce the
threat of missile proliferation. Not trying this route, as
seen in current US NMD policy, risks spreading distrust
and weakening the very nonproliferation regimes and
norms that are central to US and global security. Among
the range of options, the United States might first make
public statements reaffirming the ABM Treaty and
pledging itself only to the development of treaty-com-
pliant TMD weapons. As Deutch, Brown, and White ar-
gue, this approach is more than adequate to deal with
existing threats and provides at least a hedge against the
possible (although unlikely) near-term deployment of
more advanced systems. Such means could include re-
vival of the boost-phase interceptor, an emphasis on
treaty-compliant Aegis defenses in regions of concern,
and the use of existing cruise missile forces on subma-
rines or ships against fixed assets, such as North Korea’s
primitive launch sites for its current liquid-fueled mis-
siles. None of these programs are likely to raise signifi-
cant concern among key NNWS or US allies.

Second, a new nonproliferation-based approach
might include a series of initiatives to strengthen key
agreements like the MTCR and the Outer Space Treaty.

The MTCR, which is currently under siege by a num-
ber of factors, could be strengthened by offering states
of concern a bargain: give up their missile programs in
return for free or cut-rate access to space at an interna-
tionally run launch facility. This could put the onus on
proliferators to come clean about their missile intentions
or risk isolating themselves further from international
opinion. The regime would be strengthened, and MTCR
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members could claim credit for a positive new effort to
break the NMD impasse.

In regards to the Outer Space Treaty, a new US-led
initiative to ban the use and testing of anti-satellite weap-
ons could produce several benefits. Such an effort would
capture the spirit of the 1999 UN declarations, while
protecting key civilian and military satellites upon which
the United States economy and military rely. It would
also strengthen US claims to peaceful intentions in space,
creating new momentum for cooperation in solving mis-
sile proliferation problems in a cooperative rather than
confrontational manner. Finally, still other nonprolifera-
tion initiatives might include offering states of concern
the possibility of participation in the International Space
Station, if they pledge to end long-range ballistic mis-
sile programs by agreeing to open their existing missile
facilities to international inspection. Such an approach
would provide states whose intentions are peaceful with
clear incentives to cooperate, while casting legitimate
suspicions on the intentions of states that choose not to.

Finally, a third area that might be investigated as part
of a nonproliferation-based policy is the concept of re-
ciprocal restraint. That is, the United States might join
with its allies in various regions of the world in offering
NMD or TMD restraint in return for missile flight-test
bans among states of concern. Rather than assuming the
emergence of new threats (and thereby likely helping to
stimulate them), such an effort would offer suspected
proliferators another option: agreeing to prevent an of-
fense-defense arms race with the United States (which
they would be likely to lose), thereby maintaining their
security at no worse than its current level while saving
them billions of dollars in development costs. An added
carrot for such an approach might be side agreements
by the United States to end non-military sanctions or
assist these states in joining international aid or lending
organizations to stimulate investment in their economies.
Such a move would likely find great support among US
allies and the NNWS. The willingness of the United
States to “back down” on missile defenses would be
taken as a positive sign and would strengthen the resolve
of like-minded states to support US initiatives for re-
gional arms control in a variety of areas. This would save
US taxpayers money while also strengthening nonpro-
liferation norms, thus allowing further reductions in the
US and other nuclear arsenals.

CONCLUSION

Given the current perspectives of the NNWS, it is not
surprising that a majority of countries have viewed uni-
lateral US efforts to build NMD as a threat to their own
security and to the regimes and norms in which they have
invested considerable resources. An alternative nonpro-
liferation-based approach to combating current missile
threats could lead the way to a rapprochement with key
allies and a refocusing of international attention on the
proliferators themselves, rather than on unilateral US
efforts to build effective defenses. Military means could
still be resorted to later by Washington if these efforts
failed, but US policymakers could make a clear state-
ment to the world that they had tried the more peaceful
route first. By using regime-based incentives to stop
emerging missile threats at their sources, the United
States could help create a stronger international secu-
rity community, build respect for its leadership, and pro-
vide new venues for international cooperation against
potential states of concern. Current US NMD policy is
achieving none of these objectives. Thus, as a new ad-
ministration takes office, reconsidering the direction of
the US NMD initiative should be high on its policy
agenda.
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