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A recent Russian press story noted that a new Russian intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) armed 
with multiple nuclear warheads – dubbed the “Sarmat” – can “wipe out Texas” and circumvent any U.S. 
missile defense system.1  Unfortunately, the United States has no defensive system designed to stop it 
and no apparent intention of building one.  Residents of the Lone Star state can take some solace, 
however, in the knowledge that their vulnerability to nuclear attack from Russian missiles is shared by 
the rest of the nation. 

While the importance of missile defenses for the protection of regional forces and the assurance of 
allies is no longer in dispute, the role such defenses should play in defending the American homeland 
remains controversial.  Ironically, nearly a decade and a half after the United States withdrew from the 
1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty, which prohibited an effective nationwide defense against 
Soviet missile attack, the U.S. population remains hostage to Russian nuclear missile threats.  As the chill 
in U.S.-Russian relations becomes deeper, it is time to reassess this policy. 

Russian statements about the Sarmat highlight a troubling fact: Moscow is engaged in a massive 
nuclear modernization program, reportedly developing several new types of long-range missiles that 
can strike the United States.2  The Sarmat, which according to Russian sources can carry a payload of up 
to 10 tons and deploy around a dozen independently-targetable warheads, is only one example.3  The 
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Russian press has noted that the Sarmat could attack a target “from any direction” – for example, it 
“could start from Russia and fly in the direction of Antarctica, make a circumterrestrial flight and hit 
targets on the other side of the planet from an unexpected direction.”4  It is not difficult to imagine at 
which targets “on the other side of the planet” Russia may be aiming. 

The Russian ICBM force reportedly also is being augmented by other new silo-based and road-
mobile systems, and a new rail-mobile ICBM is reportedly under development.  In addition, a new 
strategic ballistic missile firing submarine and a new sea-launched ballistic missile are apparently under 
development.5 

There are no serious US defenses against these missiles; if launched, they would have a free ride to 
their targets.  It will fall to the next president to exercise the constitutional responsibility to “provide for 
the common defense” by deciding if and how to address this unsettling reality. 

Moscow’s greater assertiveness on the world stage and its growing anti-American posture has led 
U.S. military officials to declare Russia the greatest threat to the United States.6  The number of strategic 
nuclear weapons deployed by Russia against the United States has increased since the signing of the 
New START Treaty in 2010 while U.S. totals have declined.7   

But U.S. policymakers remain wedded to the Cold War belief that defending against Russian nuclear 
attack would upset the supposed “balance of terror” and be “destabilizing.”  Consequently, our missile 
defense efforts are modest at best, directed against limited threats from rogue states like North Korea, 
and deliberately leave Americans exposed to nuclear annihilation from major nuclear powers like Russia 
and China. 

For example, the Obama administration’s February 2010 Ballistic Missile Defense Review Report 
states, “Today, only Russia and China have the capability to conduct a large-scale ballistic missile attack 
on the United States, but this is very unlikely and not the focus of U.S. BMD [ballistic missile defense].”8  
In addition, the 2010 Nuclear Posture Review states that “our missile defenses… are designed to address 
newly emerging regional threats, and are not intended to affect the strategic balance with Russia.”9   

Some positive steps are being proposed to improve U.S. missile defense capabilities against limited 
threats, though these will have meager utility against Russia’s formidable nuclear arsenal.  For example, 
the United States expects to deploy by the end of next year an additional 14 Ground-Based Interceptors 
(GBIs) to augment the 30 GBIs already stationed in Alaska and California, which are intended to counter 
limited missile threats from the likes of North Korea.10  In addition, planned capability improvements to 
the GBI include a new Redesigned Kill Vehicle (RKV) and a follow-on successor, the Multi-Object Kill 
Vehicle (MOKV).11  Congress has also pressed for adoption of a third interceptor site on the east coast.12   

These steps are necessary and prudent, but they will in no way counter the extensive nuclear 
firepower of Moscow’s strategic arsenal.  Moreover, funding for these programs is problematic given the 
Obama administration’s fiscal priorities and the prospects for the return of arbitrary and damaging 
across-the-board budget cuts knows as “sequestration.”13  Even if fully funded, however, these 
improvements alone cannot protect Americans from Moscow’s increasingly strident nuclear sabre 
rattling or defend the U.S. homeland against the multitude of newer and more sophisticated nuclear-
armed missiles being developed and deployed by Russia.   

It will take a significantly greater investment in advanced game-changing technologies, like directed 
energy systems, a reinvigorated test program, and a refocused effort to counter more sophisticated 
systems to protect the American people against Russia’s growing nuclear threat.  To date, the Missile 
Defense Agency (MDA) has expressed general support for directed energy systems to counter ballistic 
missile threats.  MDA has declared that directed energy could “shift the calculus” of potential 
adversaries and “revolutionize missile defense, dramatically reducing, if not eliminating, the role of 
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interceptors.”14  MDA’s Director, Vice Admiral J.D. Syring, has testified that “non-kinetic technologies” 
like lasers deployed on unmanned aerial vehicles, would be more cost-effective than the current ballistic 
missile defense system.15 

But terrestrial-based systems alone have some significant limitations.16  It likely will also take a 
robust commitment to develop space-based defenses – something the Obama administration refuses to 
pursue – which can defeat missiles in their early stages of flight when they are easiest to track and target 
and most vulnerable to countermeasures.   

Several studies have cited the potential advantages of space-based defenses.  Such defenses “would 
provide the widest area of coverage and the greatest number of shots against enemy warheads.”17  They 
would also be able to counter ballistic missiles launched “from anywhere in the world.”18  Yet the Obama 
administration believes such an approach would be costly and destabilizing.  Admiral Syring has 
testified that the cost would be “overwhelming” and has expressed “serious concerns about the technical 
feasibility of interceptors in space and… the long-term affordability of a program like that.”19   

This effort undoubtedly is technologically challenging, but if effective, the payoff would be worth 
the effort and considerably shift the offense-defense cost-benefit ratio in favor of the defense.  As one 
detailed assessment concluded, “Indeed, far from sparking a costly and deadly arms race, the 
deployment of a robust, global, space-based missile defense is likely to make it more expensive, and 
therefore less attractive, for other states to build missiles or to engage in regional arms races based on 
the deployment of missiles.”20 

In their respective versions of the annual National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2017, 
both the House and Senate Armed Services Committees recognized the importance of countering 
Moscow’s nuclear threats and called for developing and integrating space-based missile defenses into 
the U.S. missile defense architecture.  The Senate Armed Services Committee also called for more robust 
flight testing of missile defense interceptors and both committees support a policy of broadening U.S. 
territorial defense against more than just “limited” ballistic missile strikes.21   

These important steps would help make it clear that continued American vulnerability to Russian 
nuclear missiles is unacceptable.  However, the White House “strongly objects” to this approach, 
reiterating that “the U.S. homeland missile defense system is designed and deployed to counter limited 
attacks (in number and sophistication) from Iran and North Korea, and not to counter the strategic 
deterrence forces of Russia and China.”22  

Critics assert that more robust missile defense efforts that could offer at least a modicum of protection 
against Moscow’s formidable nuclear missile arsenal – including space-based systems that could have 
utility against the newer generation of more sophisticated and deadly Russian ballistic missiles – are 
unnecessary, unworkable, and unaffordable.  Unnecessary because the Russian nuclear threat is 
overblown and exaggerated.  Unworkable because the technologies to counter sophisticated missile 
systems, including those using decoys, maneuvering warheads, and other penetration aids are nascent 
and difficult if not impossible to perfect.  And unaffordable because the financial cost of proceeding 
down this path would be prohibitively expensive, especially in an era of budgetary constraints.23   These 
arguments are flawed or open to question. 

According to Russian officials, Russia’s strategic nuclear modernization program is a top priority, 
suggesting that Moscow does not share the widely held Western view that nuclear weapons have 
declining relevance and utility in the 21st century.24  Russia’s military doctrine identifies the United States 
and NATO as the main external military threats to the Russian Federation25 and, as Deputy Secretary of 
Defense Robert Work and former Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Admiral James Winnefeld 
have testified, “includes what some have called an ‘escalate to deescalate’ strategy, a strategy that 
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purportedly seeks to de-escalate a conventional conflict through coercive threats, including limited 
nuclear use.”26  In addition, the magnitude and scope of Russia’s strategic force exercises involving 
nuclear forces and simulated nuclear strikes is unprecedented.27  It would be irresponsible to dismiss 
these developments as irrelevant to U.S. strategic deterrence and defense requirements. 

Development of space-based missile defenses and directed energy systems should not be dismissed 
as impossible.  At one point, even the “hit to kill” technology on which all current U.S. missile defense 
systems are based was considered unrealistic because of the difficulty of “hitting a bullet with a bullet.”28  
U.S. missile defense technology has advanced significantly over the decades, past research efforts in this 
area can be leveraged, and promising new concepts are worthy of exploration and exploitation.29  The 
path to success may not be easy or quick, but one thing is clear – we will never succeed if we refuse to 
try. 

Finally, the critics’ charge that investment in more robust missile defenses would be unaffordable is 
a false narrative.  Affordability is simply a reflection of national priorities.  Additional investment in 
anything is criticized as “unaffordable” when it competes against higher priority items.  But it is difficult 
to argue that protecting Americans against threats from a country that possesses the world’s largest 
nuclear arsenal, is increasingly hostile to American interests, and has brazenly threatened to use nuclear 
weapons does not merit higher priority than the lack of attention it has received to date.   

Given that the entire $8 billion missile defense budget constitutes just over one percent of all defense 
spending, the unaffordability argument is baseless; yet it has become a convenient rationalization for 
those who argue that additional missile defense capabilities would be destabilizing and should not be 
pursued.30  Likewise, the notion that additional investment in missile defenses would deprive other 
more urgent or useful programs of necessary resources – an argument often made by opponents of U.S. 
nuclear modernization – is logically flawed.31  If spending more money on missile defense is 
“unaffordable,” why would spending that money on other programs be “affordable”?  Critics of a more 
robust U.S. nuclear and missile defense posture never explain this logical inconsistency.  These are 
matters of priority. 

As Moscow’s nuclear threats mount, it is essential to convince Russia that the United States will not 
continue a policy of unmitigated vulnerability to Moscow’s threats.  The next administration must act 
forcefully and unequivocally.  Doing so will bolster deterrence and strengthen American security.  It can 
also enhance the credibility of extended nuclear deterrence, as U.S. allies are likely to put greater stock 
in American security guarantees if the U.S. homeland is no longer vulnerable to Russian nuclear threats.  
Finally, like President Reagan’s “peace through strength” policy, it will also demonstrate a level of 
seriousness and resolve that will likely garner a measure of respect in the Kremlin in ways that could 
ultimately prove beneficial to our longer-term relationship with Russia.   

The message to Russian President Vladimir Putin must be “Don’t mess with Texas” – and don’t 
threaten the United States of America. 
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