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 n Ballistic missiles remain a weapon 
of choice for many U.S. adversar-
ies around the world. They are 
relatively inexpensive, and can 
be highly destructive. A long-
range missile launched from the 
other side of the world can reach 
the continental U.S. in about 33 
minutes. Armed with weapons of 
mass destruction, even a primitive 
ballistic missile can threaten hun-
dreds of thousands of lives.

 n President Obama’s missile 
defense policies are lagging 
behind the ballistic missile threat, 
and are based on unrealistic 
assumptions about the interna-
tional security environment.

 n The ballistic missile threat to 
the U.S. and its allies is grow-
ing. The current missile defense 
program does not address 
the threat comprehensively. 
The U.S. must develop and 
deploy a space-based missile 
defense architecture.

 n Congress and the next Admin-
istration must work together to 
provide adequate funding for a 
comprehensive layered missile 
defense program that is capable 
of addressing more advanced bal-
listic missile threats.

Abstract
As the ballistic missile threat continues to grow around the world, bal-
listic missile defense programs remain a quintessential feature of the 
U.S. national security posture. President Obama’s missile defense pol-
icy shifts and program cancellations cost the nation precious time and 
capabilities at a time when adversaries’ ballistic missile programs are 
becoming more sophisticated. The new President in 2017 must avoid 
missile defense policy confusion, fund missile defense programs ad-
equately, and deploy a comprehensive layered missile defense archi-
tecture, including interceptors in space. Heritage Foundation mis-
sile defense policy expert Michaela Dodge details the most vital steps 
for a 21st-century missile defense to protect Americans from a very 
real threat.

As a candidate, barack Obama called ballistic missile defense pro-
grams “unproven” and vowed to cut them.1 As president, barack 

Obama eventually had to appreciate the value that missile defense 
brings to the U.S. strategic posture and allied relationships. the 
Obama Administration initially cancelled some of the most impor-
tant missile defense programs that were started after the United 
States withdrew from the Anti-ballistic missile treaty in 2002. the 
Obama White House has been proven wrong on its missile defense 
policies time and again over the past seven and a half years.

As the ballistic missile threat continues to grow around the world, 
ballistic missile defense programs remain a quintessential feature 
of the U.S. national security posture for the protection of the U.S. 
homeland, forward-deployed troops, and allies. president Obama’s 
missile defense policy shifts cost the nation precious time and capa-
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bilities at a time when adversaries are succeeding in 
advancing their own ballistic missile programs. the 
next president must avoid such missile defense pol-
icy weaknesses, fund missile defense programs ade-
quately, and deploy a comprehensive layered missile 
defense architecture, including interceptors in space.

Ballistic Missile Threat: Sophisticated 
and Advancing

the threat of adversarial ballistic missiles has 
been growing, both qualitatively and quantitative-
ly. ballistic missiles remain a weapon of choice for 
many U.S. adversaries around the world. they are 
relatively inexpensive, they can be very destruc-
tive, and they can deliver different kinds of lethal 
payloads. their psychological effect on a popula-
tion should not be underestimated, as there is pre-
cious little warning time after a ballistic missile is 
launched. A long-range missile launched from the 
other side of the world can reach the continental 
United States in about 33 minutes. the timeline is 
even shorter when it comes to medium-range and 
short-range missiles. most of the world is almost 
undefended against existing missile threats and the 
threat is increasing. Armed with weapons of mass 
destruction payloads, even a primitive ballistic mis-
sile can threaten hundreds of thousands of lives.

Difficulties in countering ballistic missiles and 
the general lack of deployed defenses against them 
indicate other reasons why adversaries pursue them. 
the United States uses hit-to-kill technology, which 
means that it positions an interceptor in the path of 
an incoming missile. Interceptors do not carry explo-
sives. the incoming missile is destroyed by  sheer 
force of impact due to the high speeds involved. After 
a successful hit, a majority of the debris subsequently 
burns in the atmosphere or is scattered, rendering it 

much less lethal than a missile that reached its intend-
ed target. being able to precisely hit an incoming mis-
sile at an incredible speed is extremely technological-
ly challenging and requires a competent workforce, 
competitive industrial base, and adequate funding.

Since president Obama took office, North Korea 
has conducted five nuclear weapons tests and 
launched numerous ballistic missiles, including 
placing a satellite into an orbit in December 2012 
and in February 2016.2 this past April, the brutal 
regime in pyongyang launched a missile from a sub-
marine.3 placing a satellite into orbit demonstrates 
many of the same technologies that a country needs 
to deliver a nuclear payload on a long-range rocket 
and can be used to trigger an electromagnetic-pulse 
(emp) attack. After all, Americans woke up to the 
missile gap in 1957 after the Soviets placed a satel-
lite in orbit, not after a Soviet long-range ballistic 
missile test. North Korea has progressed on nuclear-
warhead miniaturization and already has the capa-
bility to put nuclear warheads on its medium-range 
ballistic missiles.4 the North Korean cash-strapped 
regime poses a proliferation risk, as does its collabo-
ration with Iran and pakistan. North Korea habitu-
ally threatens the United States and its South Kore-
an ally with nuclear attacks. pyongyang reportedly 
possesses ballistic missiles that can reach the conti-
nental United States.5

the pacific theater is not the only part of the 
world where the United States faces a well-armed 
adversary determined to obtain nuclear-armed bal-
listic missiles. Iran is pursuing them, too. Some of 
these countries are hostile to U.S. interests. In the 
middle east, U.S. forward-deployed forces and allies 
face short-range and medium-range ballistic mis-
siles from both state and non-state actors, and par-
ticularly from Iran.
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Iran’s ballistic missile ambitions extend far 
beyond the middle east. Iran, in cooperation with 
North Korea, has been advancing its ballistic missile 
capabilities in defiance of the United Nations Secu-
rity Council resolution (UNSCr) 1929, which stated 
that “Iran shall not undertake any activity related to 
ballistic missiles capable of delivering nuclear weap-
ons, including launches using ballistic missile tech-
nology.”6 Iran violated the resolution by launching 
ballistic missiles in October and November 2015.

Iran currently has ballistic missiles that can 
reach U.S. allies in europe, and continues to work 
on increasing the missiles’ range and sophistica-
tion. It has the largest ballistic missile arsenal in the 
middle east. James Clapper, Director of National 
Intelligence, stated that Iran is “the foremost state 
sponsor of terrorism” and that it pursues capabili-
ties that would give it “the ability to build missile-
deliverable nuclear weapons, if it chooses to do so.”7 
Iran has a history of lying about its nuclear program, 
including the military dimensions, to the Interna-
tional Atomic energy Agency (IAeA) and the inter-
national community. the Administration’s Joint 
Comprehensive plan of Action (JCpOA) fails to 
address either issue, and in the long term puts Iran 
in a stronger position to threaten U.S. interests in 
the region.8 Additionally, the Obama Administra-
tion watered down language prohibiting Iran from 
conducting ballistic missile activities in the UNSCr 
1929, making it easier for Iran to advance its ballis-
tic missile program. the mullahs in tehran did not 
miss a beat and conducted multiple ballistic missile 
tests as the JCpOA entered into force.9 Since Ira-

nian ballistic missile and nuclear capabilities are 
bound to get better as Iran receives billions of dol-
lars for sanctions relief, the JCpOA underscores, not 
obviates, the need for and the importance of a com-
prehensive layered ballistic missile defense system 
capable of protecting the U.S. homeland, forward-
deployed troops, and allies.

In addition to Iran, North Korea, and a variety 
of non-state actors armed with short-range rockets 
and missiles, the next president will have to address 
ballistic missile threats from China and russia. the 
Obama Administration, continuing the decades-old 
Cold War policy of mutually assured destruction, 
chose to limit U.S. missile defense programs so that 
they would not be able to deal with a ballistic missile 
threat from either country. both russia and China 
have active ballistic missile programs, continue to 
invest in modernizing and increasing mobility of 
their ballistic missile arsenals, and possess advanced 
nuclear warheads that can be delivered by their bal-
listic missiles.10 these missiles can threaten a variety 
of targets on land and sea.11 the Chinese anti-ship 
ballistic missiles are of a particular concern to the 
U.S. Navy operating in the pacific theater, and are a 
part of a wider Chinese comprehensive anti-access 
area-denial strategy.12 beijing’s extensive work on 
countering missile defense systems should be of 
additional concern for future U.S. missile defense 
policy.13

russia is continuing its aggressive behavior in 
the european theater, pursues actions against U.S. 
interests in the middle east, and has active bal-
listic missile and nuclear weapons modernization 
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programs, including developing rail-based ballistic 
missiles that are very difficult to track.14 russia is 
violating many of its international obligations and 
treaties. especially relevant for U.S. allies in europe, 
moscow has been in violation of the Intermediate-
range Nuclear Forces (INF) treaty, which requires 
the United States and russia to permanently elimi-
nate ballistic missiles with a reach of 500 kilometers 
to 5,500 kilometers.15 On numerous occasions, rus-
sia has threatened NAtO allies with nuclear retali-
ation for their missile defense cooperation with the 
United States.16 In addition to modernizing its ballis-
tic missile arsenal, russia unveiled a nuclear-armed 
unmanned submarine last year. According to the 
russian press, that submarine is designed to deliver a 
100-megaton nuclear warhead and possibly a Cobalt 
bomb17 to both U.S. coastal areas, potentially putting 
the largest population areas at risk.18 russia is also 
actively pursuing its own missile defense system.

Missile Defense Policies Based on 
Wishful Thinking

Despite an increased and growing ballistic mis-
sile threat from long-range ballistic missiles (with 
a range of at least 5,500 kilometers), the Obama 
Administration initially decided to focus on the 
near-term regional ballistic missile threat rather 
than continue the previous Administration’s missile 

defense plan to deploy 10 two-stage Ground-based 
midcourse Defense (GmD) interceptors and a high-
ly capable X-band radar to poland and the Czech 
republic, respectively. the plan was designed to 
protect the U.S. homeland from a long-range ballis-
tic missile.19 Diplomatically, the Obama Administra-
tion handled the announcement of a shift in U.S. mis-
sile defense policy poorly; allies found out about the 
change at the last minute—on the anniversary of the 
Soviet invasion of poland. Coupled with the Admin-
istration’s efforts to appease russia in order to elicit 
improved behavior on the international scene, the 
Obama Administration was not only counterpro-
ductive in achieving its goals vis-à-vis moscow, but 
Washington also managed to undermine relation-
ships with european allies.20 russia interpreted 
president Obama’s missile defense cancellation as 
its diplomatic victory and has since continued to 
push for additional missile defense concessions.

the Administration seems to be continuing its 
work on a two-stage GmD interceptor, but its flight 
test has been delayed by several years. the intercep-
tor, deployed to Alaska, California, or to a third loca-
tion on the West Coast of the United States, would 
give the United States an additional opportunity 
to shoot down an incoming missile.21 Vice Admiral 
James D. Syring, Director of the missile Defense 
Agency (mDA), alluded to a two-stage GmD inter-

14. Mark B. Schneider, “Nuclear Deterrence in the Context of the European Security Crisis and Beyond,” Heritage Foundation Lecture No. 1266, 
December 21, 2015, http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2015/12/nuclear-deterrence-in-the-context-of-the-european-security-crisis-
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ceptor in 2016.22 the fiscal year (FY) 2016 budget 
request included $51 million for the program.23

In 2009, the Administration also decided to 
decrease the number of GmD interceptors in the 
United States from 44 to 30, arguing that the long-
range ballistic missile threat to the U.S. homeland 
was progressing more slowly than anticipated by 
the bush Administration. the Obama Administra-
tion was wrong and later reversed the decision. to 
make matters worse, the Administration also let the 
GmD system go untested for more than two years.24 
Continued testing is critical for validating the per-
formance of the system and for maintaining critical 
skills within the workforce. Additionally, it is some-
times impossible to replicate conditions in space on 
the ground; therefore, some of the test failures can 
only be discovered during actual flight and intercept 
tests. A robust testing program is critical for validat-
ing the system and its algorithms, and for ensuring 
that it will be capable of protecting the United States 
from a long-range ballistic missile attack.

the Obama Administration has admitted that 
its GmD policy was wrong. In march 2013, then–
Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel announced that 
the United States will deploy an additional 14 GmD 
interceptors to Alaska, which was president’s bush’s 
original number.25 the policy change was prompted 
by a recognition that the long-range ballistic missile 
threat to the United States has not diminished, as the 
Obama Administration had argued, and is, in fact, 
growing. the Administration lost years of addition-
al protection that would exist had the GmD system 
been deployed in the numbers originally planned.

reducing the number of interceptors and caus-
ing unnecessary delays in the long run, however, are 
only some of the ways in which the Administration 
undermined the GmD system. the Administra-

tion also decided to cancel the multiple Kill Vehi-
cle (mKV) program in 2009.26 the mKV program 
was designed to give each U.S. interceptor multiple 
kinetic kill vehicles to increase the chance of a shoot 
down and increase the efficiency of interceptors. the 
Administration called the program “not necessary” 

22. Vice Admiral James D. Syring, “Ballistic Missile Defense System Update,” speech delivered at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, 
Washington, DC, January 20, 2016, https://www.csis.org/events/ballistic-missile-defense-system-update-1 (accessed May 26, 2016).

23. Inside Defense, “MDA Puts $51 Million in Budget to Develop Two-Stage GBI Booster,” March 11, 2015, 
http://insidedefense.com/login-redirect-no-cookie?n=167996&destination=node/167996 (accessed June 27, 2016).

24. Missile Defense Agency, “Fact Sheet: Ballistic Missile Defense Intercept Flight Test Record,” April 8, 2016, 
http://www.mda.mil/global/documents/pdf/testrecord.pdf (accessed May 26, 2016).

25. Michaela Dodge, “North Korea Threat: There Is No Substitute for a Strong U.S. Missile Defense,” The Daily Signal, March 15, 2013, 
http://dailysignal.com//2013/03/15/north-korea-threat-there-is-no-substitute-for-a-strong-u-s-missile-defense/ (accessed May 26, 2016).

26. Lieutenant General Patrick J. O’Reilly, Director, Missile Defense Agency, “Unclassified Statement: Fiscal Year 2010 Missile Defense Programs,” 
testimony before the Subcommittee on Strategic Forces, Armed Services Committee, U.S. House of Representatives, May 21, 2009, 
http://democratsarmedservices.house.gov/index.cfm/files/serve?File_id=8F909EF4-BF23-40D5-8E4B-349DBF0BC7A2 
(accessed May 26, 2016).
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and argued that the United States does not need 
the program as a hedge should the long-range bal-
listic missile threat advance faster than expected.27 
Yet again, the Administration was wrong. In August 
2015, it awarded a contract for the multiple-Object 
Kill Vehicle (mOKV), essentially the same concept, 
losing the country millions of dollars invested in the 
mKV program, and valuable time during which the 
mKV program could have been further developed. 
the mKV program was scheduled to be deployed 
in 2017. In 2009, the Administration argued that it 
could cancel the mKV program because it would 
focus on “assessing the feasibility of destroying 
threat missiles early in flight.”28 Yet, it cancelled 
or reduced almost every single program capable of 
doing so in the subsequent years.

Regionalization of the U.S. Missile 
Defense Program: Europe and Beyond

In 2009, the Administration announced its policy 
focus on the regional ballistic missile threat trans-
lated into the european phased Adaptive Approach 
(epAA).29 the epAA originally consisted of four phases:

 n Phase One (2011 time frame). Deploy the sea-
based Aegis weapons system with a block IA Stan-
dard missile-3 (Sm-3) interceptor and sensors, 
such as the forward-based Army Navy/transport-
able radar Surveillance system (AN/tpY-2);

 n Phase Two (2015 time frame). Deploy a more 
capable Sm-3 block Ib interceptor in both sea-based 
and land-based configurations, and more advanced 
sensors, to expand the defended area against short-
range and medium-range missile threats;

 n Phase Three (2018 time frame). Deploy a more 
advanced Sm-3 block IIA to counter short-range, 

medium-range, and intermediate-range missile 
threats; and

 n Phase Four (2020 time frame). Deploy the 
Sm-3 block IIb to address medium-range and 
intermediate-range missiles and the potential 
future ICbm threat to the United States.30

In this form, the epAA offered a more flexible and 
a more comprehensive protection from a ballistic 
missile threat of all ranges to europe, U.S. forward-
deployed forces, and the United States than the bush 
Administration’s plan to place 10 GmD intercep-
tors in poland. the problem is that the Administra-
tion based its assessment on the flawed assumption 
that the regional ballistic missile threat will advance 
faster than the threat to the U.S. homeland. that has 
not proven to be the case, since the Administration 
reversed its decision to lower the number of GmD 
interceptors later.

the Administration “restructured” and in 2013 
cancelled the Sm-3 block IIb program, partly due to 
a lack of support in Congress.31 Incidentally, phase 
Four of the epAA was the one that moscow object-
ed to the most, even issuing nuclear threats against 
U.S. NAtO allies.32 Since these highly sophisticated 
capabilities take years to develop, the Administra-
tion is yet again leaving the United States without 
a plan for a more advanced Sm-3 interceptor that 
would be able to handle the long-range ballistic mis-
sile threat, which will assuredly continue after pres-
ident Obama leaves office. Future presidents might 
find themselves scrambling for an adequate long-
range ballistic missile defense as the threat advances.

Under the epAA, the Administration selected 
poland and romania as future land-based Aegis bal-
listic missile defense sites. On the positive side, the 
first three phases of the epAA seem to be on track. 

27. Ibid.

28. Ibid.

29. News release, “Fact Sheet: U.S. Missile Defense Policy: A Phased, Adaptive Approach for Missile Defense in Europe,” The White House, 
September 17, 2009, https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/fact-sheet-us-missile-defense-policy-a-phased-adaptive-approach-
missile-defense-eur (accessed May 26, 2016).

30. Ibid.

31. Amaani Lyle, “Hagel: U.S. Bolstering Missile Defense,” American Forces Press Service, March 15, 2013, 
http://archive.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=119543 (accessed May 23, 2016).

32. See, for example, Bruno Waterfield, “Russia Threatens NATO with Military Strikes over Missile Defense System,” The Telegraph, May 3, 2012, 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/russia/9243954/Russia-threatens-Nato-with-military-strikes-over-missile-defence-
system.html (accessed May 23, 2016).
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the United States broke ground on the site in roma-
nia in 2013 and the site became operational in 2016.33 
the construction of the land-based Aegis site in 
poland started in 2016.34 the next Administration 
should continue these efforts to ensure that there 
are no further delays in developing the system. Addi-
tionally, the next Administration should expand the 
epAA plan to include an advanced long-range ballis-
tic missile defense interceptor capable of addressing 
a long-range ballistic missile threat as originally envi-
sioned. the long-range ballistic missile threat has not 
slowed down, as the Administration claimed it would 
when it re-focused the plan on regional ballistic mis-
sile defense in 2009, and it is unlikely to slow down in 
the future. technological trends point to the contrary.

the Administration made necessary investments 
into the Aegis missile defense weapons system—the 
weapon system itself and a family of Sm-3 intercep-
tors. the mDA conducted a successful launch-on-
remote sensor intercept in April 2011. the launch-
on-remote capability provides the system with an 
earlier opportunity to launch an interceptor farther 
downrange than the Aegis weapon system’s radar’s 
detection range.35 the Administration continues to 
develop the Sm-3 block IIA interceptor in coopera-
tion with Japan. Japan is also a host country for two 
AN/tpY-2 radars that provide data for ballistic mis-
sile launches from North Korea.36

the Administration also continues to upgrade 
Aegis-class cruisers and destroyers. the Navy cur-
rently operates 33 missile-defense-capable Aegis-
class ships.37 However, it has completely terminated 

the program to develop an advanced cruiser (CG-
X), which would have dramatically improved mis-
sile defense capability. the replacement, the DDG-
51 Flight III, will have significantly more capability 
than the existing Aegis cruisers and destroyers, but 
much less than that which was planned for the CG-X.

the demand for ships with a missile defense 
capability is increasing as the regional trends wors-
en. the next president should properly fund the pro-
gram and the interceptor procurement to keep up 
with the threat and meet the requirements of the 
combatant commanders.

the Administration repeatedly stated that 
international ballistic missile defense cooperation 
is one of its main missile defense priorities. Con-
trary to its stated policy emphasis, the Adminis-
tration decided to curtail funding for the medium 
extended Air Defense System (meADS) program 
in 2011.38 the meADS program was designed to 
counter short-range ballistic missiles, unmanned 
aerial vehicles, cruise missiles, and aircraft. the 
program was being developed jointly between 
the United States, Germany, and Italy to eventu-
ally replace the aging patriot and Nike Hercules 
systems. Under the original agreement, Germany 
would cover 25 percent of the cost of the program, 
while Italy would cover 16.7 percent, thus contribut-
ing real resources toward the program.39 the Unit-
ed States would be responsible for the rest. After 
the U.S. cancellation, Germany decided to stop its 
funding for the procurement of meADS.40 most 
recently, the polish government is said to be in dis-

33. “Construction Starts on US Base in Romania–Part of Missile Defense System Worrying Russia,” FOX News, October 28, 2013, 
http://www.foxnews.com/us/2013/10/28/construction-starts-on-us-base-in-romania-part-missile-defense-system-worrying.html (accessed 
May 26, 2016), and Robin Emmott, “U.S. Activates Romanian Missile Defense Site, Angering Russia,” Reuters, May 12, 2016, 
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-nato-shield-idUSKCN0Y30JX (accessed May 26, 2016).

34. Lisa Ferdinando, “Work Joins Groundbreaking for Ballistic Missile Defense Site in Poland,” U.S. Department of Defense Media, May 13, 2016, 
http://www.defense.gov/News-Article-View/Article/759662/work-joins-groundbreaking-for-ballistic-missile-defense-site-in-poland 
(accessed May 26, 2016).

35. Missile Defense Agency, “Aegis Ballistic Missile Defense: Aegis BMD Evolution,” March 31, 2016, 
http://www.mda.mil/system/aegis_evolution.html (accessed May 26, 2016).

36. Vice Admiral James D. Syring, “Unclassified Statement,” testimony before the Subcommittee on Strategic Forces, Armed Services Committee, 
U.S. Senate, April 13, 2016, http://www.armedservices.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Syring_04-13-16.pdf (accessed May 26, 2016).

37. Ibid.

38. Baker Spring and Michaela Dodge, “Secretary Panetta Steps Up To Support MEADS,” The Daily Signal, July 25, 2012, 
http://dailysignal.com//2012/07/25/secretary-panetta-steps-up-to-support-meads/ (accessed May 26, 2016).

39. Baker Spring, “Sustain MEADS, the Other European Missile Defense Program,” Heritage Foundation WebMemo No. 2589, August 17, 2009, 
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2009/08/sustain-meads-the-other-european-missile-defense-program.

40. Baker Spring and Michaela Dodge, “Missile Defense: Germany Will Not Procure MEADS,” The Daily Signal, October 25, 2011, 
http://dailysignal.com//2011/10/25/germany-will-not-procure-meads/.
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cussions about a potential purchase of meADS.41 
the meADS decision not only reduces the U.S.’s 
missile defense capability, it also hurts U.S. ability 
to counter stealth aircraft and cruise missiles.

the United States has had very successful bal-
listic missile defense cooperation with Israel. With 
strong congressional support, Israel has demon-
strated that protecting an entire nation from a bal-
listic missile threat need not be a partisan issue. the 
United States deploys the AN/tpY-2 radar to Israel. 
the mDA and the Israel missile Defense Organiza-
tion also work on the David’s Sling Weapon System, 
the Iron Dome system, and the Arrow-3 interceptor. 
the Israeli missile defense gives the Israeli leader-
ship time to take the most de-escalatory course of 
action in a conflict and an opportunity to protect 
Israeli citizens, by far the most important responsi-
bility of democratic governments. Other countries in 
the middle east are in the process of discussing mis-
sile defense, purchased the patriot Advanced Capa-
bility-3 (pAC-3) system, or are in the process of pur-
chasing the theatre High Altitude Area (tHAAD) 
missile defense system.42

The Boost Phase:  
Missiles at Their Most Vulnerable

the Administration retarded and largely failed 
to advance boost-phase missile defense programs. 
ballistic missiles are most vulnerable in their boost 
phase, the initial stages of their flight. they are at 
their slowest and have not deployed decoys and 
countermeasures that pose a challenge to tracking, 
discrimination, and interception in the later phases 
of the flight. the downside of intercepting ballis-
tic missiles in their boost phase is that the missile 

defense system has to detect the launch and respond 
to it very fast, so the intercept window can be any-
where from one to five minutes.43 the Administra-
tion inherited three boost-phase missile defense 
programs from previous Administrations: (1) the 
Kinetic energy Interceptor (KeI); (2) the Airborne 
Laser (AbL); and (3) the Network-Centric Airborne 
Defense element (NCADe).

the KeI was supposed to be a multi-use hit-to-
kill interceptor to counter medium-range to long-
range ballistic missiles in the early phases of flight. 
the system was envisioned as a globally deployable 
system with a highly maneuverable kill vehicle, ini-
tially deployed in fixed silos, potentially as a road-
mobile system and later at sea.44 One of the goals 
of the KeI program was to augment the GmD to 
increase the level of protection for the U.S. home-
land. the Obama Administration deemed the pro-
gram “inconsistent with the missile defense mission 
to counter rogue nation threats” despite having no 
back-up plan to pursue boost-phase missile defense 
programs.45

the AbL was one of the most visionary missile 
defense programs the United States has pursued 
since withdrawing from the Anti-ballistic missile 
Defense treaty in 2002. the AbL was a megawatt-
class Chemical Oxygen Iodine Laser mounted on a 
boeing 747-400F. the AbL achieved two successful 
intercepts of short-range ballistic missile targets in 
2010.46 the Obama Administration cancelled the 
second prototype aircraft and relegated the pro-
gram to a test bed in 2010.47 the importance of the 
AbL lay in maintaining and advancing critical tech-
nological skills for directed energy applications in 
future missile defense programs. the AbL’s contri-

41. Jen Judson, “Polish MoD Back in Discussions with MEADS Team,” Defense News, February 25, 2016, http://www.defensenews.com/story/
defense/land/army/2016/02/25/polish-mod-back-discussions-meads-team/80937848/ (accessed May 26, 2016).

42. Missile Defense Agency, “International Cooperation,” March 31, 2016, http://www.mda.mil/system/international_cooperation.html 
(accessed May 26, 2016).

43. Missile Defense Agency, “A System of Elements,” March 31, 2016, http://www.mda.mil/system/elements.html (accessed May 26, 2016).

44. News release, “Photo Release–Northrop Grumman, Kinetic Energy Interceptors Team Verify Flight Configuration of First Stage Rocket Motor 
Components,” Northrop Grumman, November 14, 2008,  http://www.globenewswire.com/news-release/2008/11/14/388409/154656/en/
Photo-Release-Northrop-Grumman-Kinetic-Energy-Interceptors-Team-Verify-Flight-Configuration-of-First-Stage-Rocket-Motor-Components.html 
(accessed May 26, 2016), and Missile Defense Agency, “Kinetic Energy Interceptor Initial Development and Test: Environmental Assessment,” 
April 2009, http://www.mda.mil/global/documents/pdf/env_kei_ea_09.pdf (accessed May 26, 2016).

45. Lt. General O’Reilly, “Unclassified Statement: Fiscal Year 2010 Missile Defense Programs.”

46. News release, “Airborne Laser Test Bed Successful in Lethal Intercept Experiment,” Missile Defense Agency, February 11, 2010, 
http://www.mda.mil/news/10news0002.html (accessed May 26, 2016).

47. Lt. General O’Reilly, “Unclassified Statement: Fiscal Year 2010 Missile Defense Programs.”
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bution was not only in intercepting short-range mis-
siles, but also in tracking ballistic missiles, including 
long-range.48 the Administration first mothballed 
the platform in 2011, grounded it in 2012, and later 
destroyed it completely, leaving future directed-
energy missile defense efforts worse off than had it 
continued to operate the platform.49

Lastly, the Administration seems to have reduced 
the NCADe program. the program was focused on 
developing boost-phase and ascent-phase intercep-
tors capable of addressing short-range and medium-
range ballistic missiles.50 the interceptor was meant 
to be mounted on tactical aircraft and unmanned 
combat aerial vehicles.51 the mDA and the Air Force 
agreed to develop the Airborne Weapon Layer based 
on the NCADe concept in 2011, but there was no 
publicly available programmatic funding for the 
program in FY 2013 and FY 2014.52

Sensors: The Essence of Comprehensive 
Layered Missile Defense Architecture

missile defense interceptors are only one of the 
elements of effective missile defense architecture. 
In order to maximize the probability that an incom-
ing missile will be destroyed, interceptors need 
precise tracking and cueing from the launch until 
the time the kill vehicle collides with an incoming 
warhead. Interceptors have onboard sensors, but 
obtaining data from a wide range of sensors in a 
timely manner through a secure and resilient com-
mand, control, battle management, and communi-
cation (C2bmC) network is critical. to that end, the 
mDA relies on a network of space-based, sea-based, 

and ground-based sensors. these sensors are based 
on different technologies so that it is impossible to 
defeat them with just a single type of a countermea-
sure or a decoy, thereby imposing an additional bur-
den on U.S. adversaries.

the Administration launched two Space track-
ing and Surveillance System (StSS) satellites in 2009. 
these satellites successfully provided near-real-time 
birth-to-death missile flight tracking and contrib-
uted to a successful Aegis missile defense intercept 
in 2013.53 rather than continuing and expanding the 
program, the Administration started a new program 
in FY 2011, the precision tracking and Surveillance 
System (ptSS).54 the ptSS was supposed to be a less-
complicated, lower-cost network of remote track-
ing satellites. the initial constellation operation for 
2018 specified a primary focus on a regional ballistic 
missile threat, as opposed to ballistic missile threat 
of all ranges. patrick O’reilly, then–Director of the 
mDA, called the ptSS “the greatest future enhance-
ment for both homeland and regional defense in the 
next 10 years.”55 the mDA terminated the program in 
FY 2014, losing millions of dollars and several years 
of effort invested in the program. Ground-based and 
sea-based sensors and radars are not able to provide 
the same capability, nor the same level of survivabil-
ity, as space-based sensors and systems.

the Administration also did not replace the 
X-band radar that was supposed to be deployed to 
the Czech republic. the radar’s primary goal was to 
improve the quality of data available especially for 
the GmD system protecting the U.S. homeland.

48. Missile Defense Agency, “Fact Sheet: The Airborne Laser Test,” May 2014, http://www.mda.mil/global/documents/pdf/laser.pdf 
(accessed May 26, 2016).

49. Amy Butler, “Lights Out for the Airborne Laser,” Aerospace Daily & Defense Report, December 21, 2011, http://aviationweek.com/awin/lights-
out-airborne-laser (accessed May 26, 2016), and Lt. General O’Reilly, “Unclassified Statement: Fiscal Year 2010 Missile Defense Programs.”

50. News release, “Raytheon Successfully Tests New Air-Launched Missile Defense System,” Raytheon, December 4, 2007, 
http://raytheon.mediaroom.com/index.php?s=43&item=881 (accessed May 26, 2016).

51. Baker Spring, “Obama Missile Defense Plan Puts America at Risk,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 2292, June 29, 2009, 
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2009/06/obama-missile-defense-plan-puts-america-at-risk#_ftn25.
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http://www.mda.mil/global/documents/pdf/stss.pdf (accessed May 26, 2016).

54. Hearing, Department of Defense Appropriations for Fiscal Year 2011, Appropriations Committee, U.S. Senate.
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April 18, 2012, http://www.appropriations.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/hearings/04_18_12%20Defense%20Missile%20Defense%20
Agency%20Budget%20GPO%20Record.pdf (accessed May 26, 2016).



10

BACKGROUNDER | NO. 3141
September 15, 2016  

Space: The Importance of Space-Based 
Missile Defense and Obama’s Missed 
Opportunity

the Administration failed to explore space-
based missile-defense-interceptor options. bal-
listic missile defense interceptors in space would 
provide the nation with the ability to shoot down 
incoming missiles in the early stage of flight, thus 
preventing them from deploying countermeasures 
and decoys. the United States has had technolo-
gies that would make space-based interceptors 
available for years. the choice not to work on and 
build them is a political, not a practical, decision. 
Several studies point to the affordability and tech-
nological feasibility of space-based missile defense 
interceptors.56 Space is also the best environment 
for destroying a nuclear-tipped missile designed to 
deliver an emp attack, the ultimate asymmetric 
weapon the United States faces.

Steps for the Next Administration
program cancellations and some of the Obama 

Administration’s policy decisions cost the nation 
valuable time and capability when it came to build-
ing a comprehensive, layered ballistic missile defense 
system. the next president must avoid such bad deci-
sions and take the opportunity to pursue a missile 
defense program that Americans deserve.

the next Administration should:

 n Conduct a ballistic missile defense review 
based on realistic assumptions about inter-
national security, particularly with respect 
to the russian and the Chinese ballistic mis-
sile threat.

 n Identify opportunities to advance space-
based missile defense programs.

 n Continue the EPAA and include long-range 
ballistic missile interceptors as originally envi-
sioned in 2009.

 n Encourage allies to pursue their own missile 
defense capabilities. NAtO allies in europe 
can be particularly valuable additions to Alliance 
and U.S. missile defense efforts.

 n Deploy the THAAD missile defense system to 
South Korea to enhance protection against 
the growing North Korean missile threat. 
Urge South Korea to integrate its independent 
missile defense system into the more comprehen-
sive and effective allied network with the United 
States and Japan. Similarly, urge greater missile 
defense cooperation among countries in the mid-
dle east. Increase investments in future missile 
defense technologies, including directed energy, 
and tracking and command-and-control infra-
structure in space.

Steps for Congress
Congress should:

 n Fund missile defense programs that have 
gone underfunded for years. A successful bal-
listic missile attack on U.S. territory, forward-
deployed forces, or allies would carry enormous 
costs in lives and treasure, particularly if the 
incoming missile is fitted with a nuclear or elec-
tromagnetic-pulse warhead.

 n Affirm that the United States will protect 
itself from any ballistic missile threat, no 
matter whether accidental or intentional, and 
regardless of the location of the launch origin.

 n Demand that the next Administration devel-
op and deploy a space-based missile defense 
interceptor layer. this step is the most appro-
priate for addressing the multitude of ballistic 
missile threats facing the United States.
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