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WICKER SUPPORTS MORE FUNDS FOR MISSILE DEFENSE 

North Korea sent shock waves around the world on July 4th when it test-fired seven missiles, including one long-range model that could reach the U.S. mainland.    Such provocative action by this unstable government has prompted renewed efforts on Capitol Hill to speed development of our missile defense system.

I have strongly supported missile defense initiatives, and our efforts have already produced a limited system with interceptor missiles and advanced radar stations designed to shoot down incoming warheads.   The network presently consists of nine interceptor missiles in silos in Alaska and two at Vandenberg Air Force Base, California. 

U.S. MAINLAND AT RISK

While the system is officially in test-mode, the Pentagon switched it into an operational mode as a precaution prior to the North Korean missile launch.  No U.S. response was necessary this time, since the Korean missile failed 42 seconds into flight.  Our concern is that the next launch from this rogue nation or another hostile country could find a target on American soil.

There is still time to boost missile defense spending in the 2007 budget.  While the House and Senate have passed differing versions of next year’s defense authorization bill, the final package is not complete.  House Armed Services Committee Chairman Duncan Hunter seeks to add funds before an agreement is reached.   He expressed concern that the next missile, armed with a deadly payload, may not fail.  “If you have a missile in the air, the only way to stop it at that point is not with words but with interceptors,” he said.            

MORE FUNDS LIKELY

The same procedure holds true for defense appropriations, which is the second stage of the two-part budget process to fund our military.    While the House has passed its defense appropriations bill for 2007, the Senate has not yet considered its version.   I will be a member of the conference committee charged with resolving differences in the two bills.  I expect our discussions will include a renewed focus on missile defense. 

While we have become accustomed to the reckless behavior of the North Korean government, its actions on July 4th raised the level of anxiety around the globe.   It is particularly disturbing to countries that might be within missile range, including the U.S.   Many foreign policy experts believe the decision to launch missiles on Independence Day was a deliberate slap at our country.  No one can say whether this incident is the start of an escalation of hostilities or simply an attempt by this isolated country to attract world attention.  No matter the motive, this dangerous action provides clear evidence that a missile threat exists, and the U. S. is vulnerable to such an attack.   

GOP, DEMS DISAGREE

The two parties are divided on the issue.  Republican arguments in favor of missile defense stand in sharp contrast to the views of a majority of House Democrats, who do not share our sense of urgency in creating a defensive missile shield.  Their most recent effort was an amendment to the defense authorization bill in May that would have cut the program’s funding in half.  Fortunately, the amendment was rejected.

The United Nations unanimously adopted a resolution condemning the North Koreans’ missile launches and demanding suspension of its missile program.   A spokesman for the Kim Jung-Il government rejected the U.N. rebuke and said testing would continue in order to bolster its “self-defense.”  Given these recent developments, the U.S. would be wise to accelerate development of its missile defense system.
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