Star Wars: EpisodeTwo
The Pentagon's Latest Missile Defense Fantasy
By Jeffrey St. Clair
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t's wrong to say that Star Wars is back. The harebrained scheme hatched on the fly by Ronald Reagan in
1983 has never gone away. Quietly but relentlessly a
Star Wars industry, under the rubric of Ballistic Missile
Defense, has mushroomed.
The corporate press, which rightly heckled the plan in its
early days, soon got bored with the story and left it for dead.
Then in 1992, the missile shield's putative critics took over
the White House and became its new masters. In the intervening years, billions of dollars poured into the Pentagon's
Space and Missile Defense Command Center in Huntsville,
Alabama, to production plants spread across key congressional districts, and into the plump accounts of a portfolio of
defense contractors and high-tech firms.
In a 1995 review of the program in Defensehsues, an internal Pentagon newsletter, Lt. Gen. Malcolm O'Neill, then
head of the Ballistic Missile Defense Organization, rhapsodized about a "synergized" network of high-powered,
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space-based lasers, satellites, radar and sea-, air- and groundlaunched "exoatmospheric kill vehicles" that would save U.S.
cities from "theater-class ballistic missiles, advanced cruise
missiles and other air-breathing threats as well." Feel safer?
Now the Pentagon is seeking approval to put part of its system into operation. The first phase is a ground-based system
of 100 Interceptor missiles and a ring of new radar stations,
both to be based in the Alaskan tundra. Clinton has said he
will make a final decision on the system this summer. All
indications are that he will give it the green light.
Of course, there are problems. Namely, with the collapse
of the Soviet Union and corporate America's coddling of
China, why in the world would the United States need to
deploy such a system? Such questions prompt the most
absurd frenzy of threat-inflation since the notion that the
Marxist government of Grenada posed a grave danger to the
Western Hemisphere. A coven of atomic warriors has been
rolled out to fulminate about "rogue nations" and "global
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terrorists" who threaten what the Pentagon brass calls the
"early post-Cold War paradigm." Of course, if Osama Bin
Laden ever decides to strike back at his former friends in the
U.S. government, his payload is much more likely to be
delivered via FedEx in a Louis Vuitton suitcase than a rocket launched from his camp in the Hindu Kush.
fi| nother stumbling block is the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile
Sri Treaty that flatly prohibits such a system, which the architects of the ABM treaty rightly saw as a destabilizing force
that would spur proliferation and stockpiling of weapons. But
the Clinton-Gore administration views the ABM treaty as
outmoded and, in a now customary display of hubris, on April
25, U.S. Ambassador James Collins delivered a draft copy of
proposed changes to Moscow. The tenor of the U.S. rewrite
didn't sit well with Russian Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov, who
warned it could prove a "fatal mistake." "Everyone should be
aware that the collapse of the ABM treaty would have a
destructive domino effect for the existing system of disarmament agreements," he said. "We would be back in an era of
suspicion and confrontation."
New Russian President Vladimir Putin has already upped
the nuclear ante by authorizing changes in Russia's military
doctrine that would allow it to launch a "first strike" nuclear
attack. Anti-nuclear activist Daniel Ellsberg, the former government researcher who leaked the Pentagon Papers, says
that may have been the bizarre intention of the Pentagon all
along. "In order to advance a domestic political agenda," he
says, "the United States is encouraging the
Russians to remain on and advance a
launch-on-warning system."
It's the old game of escalating threats.
The cheerleaders for the new Star Wars
system now realize that the "rogue state"
threat isn't credible. For one thing,
North Korea, nearly crippled by drought
and economic isolation, seems ready to
consider a rapprochement with the
South. Iran, the Pentagon's other
favorite devil, doesn't have missiles that
could reach the United States. And Iraq,
still smoldering from years of unceasing U.S. air strikes, is
barely able to maintain its water supply system, never mind
construct a fleet of transcontinental ballistic missiles.
Even that normally reliable intermediary for U.S. strategic
interests, U.N. Secretary-General Kofi Annan, has publicly voiced his doubts about the new Star Wars scheme,
saying it could reignite a global arms race.
Even some unrepentant cold warriors chafed at this
chilling dialogue. North Carolina Sen. Jesse Helms, who
rules the Foreign Relations Committee, vowed that any
changes to the ABM Treaty agreed to by Russia would be
"dead on arrival." The Republicans have a political motive
to drag their feet. They don't want to give Al Gore a
"hawkish" victory on the eve of the election or allow
Clinton to add some more military luster to his legacy. "So,
Mr. Clinton is in search of a legacy," Helms blustered. "Lade-da—he already has one. The Russian government
should not be under any illusion whatsoever that any commitments made by this lame-duck administration will be
binding on the next administration."
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o top it off, the system doesn't work. There have been two
high-profile tests of the Interceptor missile to date. One
was an unmitigated failure. The other was initially touted as
"a direct kill," but it later emerged that the Pentagon had
fixed the test. The next firing is slated for June 26. A few
months ago, Defense Secretary William Cohen pointed to
this date as a make-it-or-break-it final exam for the program.
But now top Pentagon officials are beginning to show signs
of test anxiety. "It will depend on what caused the failure,"
hedges Pentagon spokesman Mike Biddle. "A mechanical
failure isn't necessarily terminal."
Even the program's biggest boosters now concede that the
missile shield would be all but useless against a nuclear strike
launched by Russia, China or, one supposes, France, should
Parisians ever seek to retaliate for the crimes of EuroDisney.
A newly declassified State Department document, obtained
by the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, shows that a minimum
of four U.S. Interceptors would be needed to "kill" one
incoming missile. This means that the entire system would
be exhausted trying to down 20 missiles.
The Pentagon's Ballistic Missile Defense Organization projects the cost of the system at $36 billion, a typically modest
appraisal. The Congressional Budget Office has come up with
a slightly more robust number of $60 billion—a figure the government auditors admit is little more than a rough guess, since
the administration hasn't yet put forward details on the next
two phases of the plan. But even that number was enough to
stagger some of the plan's most ardent backers. "That's out of
sync with anything I've seen," said
Rep. Curt Weldon, the Pennsylvania
Republican who chairs the House
Armed Services Committee's panel on
military research and development.
"But you can't put a price tag on protecting American cities."
Despite the dearth of media coverage, the public is beginning to sour on
the plan. According to a recent ABC
News poll, public support for the
Clinton/Gore version of national missile defense is sliding; 44 percent of
Americans support the plan, down from 55 percent in 1985.
So what's driving the bipartisan push for an increasingly
unpopular new missile defense system that is extravagant,
inept, unnecessary and destabilizing? You don't have to dig
very deep to find an answer: Raytheon, TRW, Lockheed
Martin and Boeing. Each of these firms has secured a lucrative sector of the Star Wars program.
Of course, the companies do have to make some political
offerings. And they haven't been miserly. Together these four
companies have flushed more than $2.6 million to the two
political parties in soft money alone since 1996. On top of that,
the defense giants' PACs have sluiced $3.7 million to federal
candidates in the past three years, making the Star Wars coalition one of the prime sponsors of our political system. What
money can't buy, direct persuasion often can. These four companies spent more than $18 million lobbying Congress in 1998,
sending out a legion of former senators, congressmen and
retired Pentagon chieftains as their hired guns on the Hill.
This all gives a bracing new meaning to getting more
bang for the buck. •
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This is notlife.
This is prison.'
By Richard Mertens

OBILIC, Kosovo

Y

ou don't need a map to find the Gypsy camp here. You
just steer for the big smokestack on the edge of town. It
belongs to a coal-fired power plant and can be seen 20
miles away. Nearby, between a dusty, pot-holed road and small
hills of ash, is a cluster of wooden barracks. An eight-foot mesh
fence surrounds the barracks, topped by two strands of barbed
wire. That's the camp.
Eight hundred Gypsies, or Roma, live here. A group of children crowds excitedly around a pool of water that is the color
of motor oil. Not far away, women wash clothes in metal
basins, standing in ankle-deep mud around a water spigot. The
men are doing little, although one sits apart from the others,
carving a table leg with a kitchen knife. A tape deck blasts
Roma dance music. The air reeks of dirty water and human
excrement. Outside the fence, the countryside is turning a rich
green; inside there is hardly a blade of grass.
The scene is strangely familiar. Just a year ago, ethnic
Albanians were crowding into refugee camps in Albania and
Macedonia as they fled Serb terror across the border. There were
the same swarms of children, the same trampled earth, the same
mixture of boredom, restlessness and despair. The Albanians are
back home now. They are rebuilding their ruined houses, trying
to hustle a living and enjoying their freedom. They also are creating a whole new class of the persecuted and displaced. Last
summer, as the Albanians returned, they drove out the Roma
and looted and burned their homes.
The fence is not to keep the Roma in, but to keep other
people out. "You see what we have for a future?" asks one
man named Ibush Berisha. Until last year, he worked at the
power plant; now he is out of both a job and a home. He is
23, and he and his wife and child share a room with his
brother's family. He gestures toward an open patch between
the barracks. "We have mud and dirt," he says scornfully.
"This is not life. This is prison."
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he future of ethnic minorities is one of many uncertainties
that hang over Kosovo today, more than a year after the
NATO bombings. The West has invested enormous amounts
of time, money and effort in the ravaged province. So far, the
failures stand out more starkly than the successes.
Not everything has gone awry. Thanks in part to Western
help, Kosovars made it through the winter. More than 100,000
homes were damaged or destroyed at the end of the war last
June. In the months that followed, relief agencies handed out
huge quantities of food, clothing, wood stoves, blankets, lumber, plastic and other building materials. By this spring, houses
all over Kosovo were sporting new roofs.
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There is still much to be done: schools and hospitals to be
rebuilt, homes to be repaired and replaced, roads to be
smoothed. The damage in Kosovo is a result not just of war,
but of a decade of neglect. And yet the physical repairs are the
easiest part of the job. The West is trying to cobble together a
whole social infrastructure, with improved education and
health care and public institutions that are suited to democracy and a free market. This work is
all the harder because when the
Serb authorities left last spring,
they took most of Kosovo's
technical and administrative
expertise with them.
Still, living under the Serbs
made Kosovo's Albanians canny
and resourceful. The shops in
Pristina abound with goods:
French perfumes, German televisions, Turkish
tomatoes,
Scandinavian
cell
phones.
Along the main roads, construction companies have stockpiled
enormous quantities of blocks
and roofing tiles in expectation
of this year's work.
But Kosovo's Albanians also have become experts at getting
around established authority. This is causing problems for
Kosovo's U.N. administration as it tries to assert greater control
over the province. Most people have refused to pay their electric bills. The black and gray markets are flourishing. More
worrisome is growing evidence of smuggling, drug running and
other organized crime.
Today's Kosovo has a frontier feeling—energetic, chaotic,
sometimes violent. Cars jam the center of Pristina, filling
the air with dust and fumes. Among the Yugos and
Volkswagens are a surprising number of Mercedes and
BMWs, half of them without license plates. Children roam
the cafes selling cigarettes and lighters. Litter and garbage
are scattered everywhere. Armed robbery is common.
Disagreements are sometimes settled with AK-47s.
Slowly—too slowly for many people—the United Nations is
trying to impose order. It has issued banking regulations, started

A year after
the NATO
bombing,
Kosovars
straggle
to co-exist
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