
Descriptions, Pros, and Cons
of

FOCUSES AND
Before the United States undertakes to ne-

gotiate a treaty, it must determine that a
treaty would be desirable. Could there be a
treaty which would be in our interest, recogniz-
ing that Soviet interests do not coincide with
our own? We then need to ask whether such
a treaty might also be in the Soviet interest.
If not, it is pointless to continue. It is not suf-
ficient to find a single set of actors on each side
that would be in favor of a treaty. In order to
be acceptable, a treaty must be desirable to
a large number of players on each side.

Early in the workshop, a panelist questioned
whether anti-satellite weapons were indeed an
appropriate focus for arms control. He pointed
out that the technology and concepts are still
being developed. Furthermore, given that
some residual ASAT capability will always ex-
ist, one can’t deny a country the ability to de-
stroy satellites. Although an ASAT arms con-
trol accord might include some desirable
features, the panelist felt that those goals
might better be pursued in association with
other arms control ventures.

Another panelist stated that an ASAT
agreement would greatly increase the security
of our satellites by limiting the development
of new ASATs that could be considerably
more sophisticated than the present systems.
Such an agreement would make the task of
protecting our satellites much easier. We must
compare the residual ASAT capability under
a treaty with the threat to our satellites in an
all-out ASAT competition, he pointed out.

One panelist felt that we should be seeking
a stable stopping point to the ASAT competi-
tion, or at least some intermediate points that
would slow down the race, reduce tensions,
and lend themselves to further negotiation. In
particular, some concern was expressed about

Possible Agreements

P H I L O S O P H I E S
the U.S. ASAT being deployed without suffi-
cient consideration of its long-term or possibly
irreversible implications. An interim accord
would provide some time.

Many participants supported the idea of
finding ways to prevent “provocative and in-
flammatory” activities in space. Panelists real-
ized that both the United States and the So-
viet Union will continue to utilize space in
ways which might have great potential for
creating uncertainty and misunderstandings.
This possibility could be mitigated by an arms
control agreement. “Survivability is not the
only goal” of a space arms control agreement,
suggested a panelist, “and in my mind not
even the main goal. ” He explained that the
case for arms control really rests on the Sovi-
ets’ desire to come to some working agreement
with us so we both can develop space capabil-
ities “without coming to clashes or crises or
problems. ” This panelist supported a “rules
of the road” agreement which would “provide
some limit on activities which are going to
pose major puzzles” to both the United States
and the U.S.S.R. This form of agreement
might or might not include an ASAT ban.

We and the Soviets tend to legislate the
norms of international conduct by our actions
and our agreements, noted a participant. In
this manner, we have, for example, in effect
declared that “offensive nuclear weapons are
okay to have, ” but that “they’re not okay to
use directly in a threatening manner in crises. ”
Regarding anti-satellite activity, we have so
far “pretty much legislated that it’s okay to
live and let live in space. ”

“An ASAT treaty,” he continued, “ought
to reinforce that healthy kind of approach to
space. ”
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PHILOSOPHICAL  D IFFERENCES

A point which was readily recognized at the
workshop, but was not discussed or debated
in depth, was that disagreement about the val-
ue of an ASAT accord stems from deeper phil-
osophical differences about arms control in
general.

Putting it a little simplistically, treaty pro-
ponents feel that our national security will be
better with an ASAT treaty than without one,
and that such a treaty can be verified well
enough to ensure our security. Treaty oppo-
nents, on the other hand, focus on possible
asymmetries in the relative costs and benefits
of a treaty to the United States and to the So-
viet Union. The Soviet Union, they feel, would
benefit more from United States compliance
than the United States would benefit from So-
viet adherence with possible cheating. They

feel that arms control is appropriate only if it
would be advantageous to the U.S. in spite of
this inherent asymmetry.

Is the criterion for negotiation that we end
up better with a treaty than without one? Or,
is it rather that our position with respect to
the Soviets be better with a treaty than with-
out one? Similarly, there are differences in
overall attitudes concerning space and space
arms control. Some view deployment of space-
based or space-directed weapons as the break-
ing of a de facto political taboo, which would
not only make the world more dangerous but
would also be difficult to reverse. Alternative
ly, any space arms control treaty could be seen
as a political and psychological barrier to the
wider exploration and exploitation of space as
a theater of military operation.

ASAT LIMITATION TREATIES
In discussing possible forms of ASAT arms

control, the panel categorized five types of
ASAT arms control agreements:

1. Bans on all testing, use, and possession
of all ASAT capability.

2. Bans on all testing, use, and possession
of dedicated ASATs.

3. Bans on use and testing, but not posses-
sion, of dedicated ASATs.

4. Bans on development or use of new types
of ASATs; no restrictions on existing
ASAT systems.

5. Bans on use of ASATs; no restrictions on
possession or testing.

Panelists readily agreed that the first type
of agreement is unattainable. Some non-ASAT
systems have some capability to serve as
ASATs, so residual capability would remain
even if dedicated ASAT systems were banned.
Recognizing this fact, the second type of
agreement would deal only with dedicated,
and presumably more threatening, ASAT
systems.

Most of the workshop discussion about
ASAT limitations involved a testing ban
which might or might not include existing sys-
tems and which might or might not prohibit
ASAT possession. Testing of a dedicated
ASAT weapon would be more visible, and less
ambiguous, than its possession. To avoid some
of the difficulties of a more extensive ban, a
treaty could permit possession of ASATs but
ban use and testing. Without testing, the sig-
nificance of possible ASAT possession might
decrease with time. In the view of some, new
systems could not be relied upon, and con-
fidence in existing systems would slowly
degrade.

The fourth type of agreement, conceding the
existence and operation of existing systems,
would still restrict the deployment of new and
more threatening ASATs. It would also sup-
press the question of residual ASAT capabil-
ity, since if both sides had a dedicated system
it is unlikely that either would use “baling-
Wire” systems. Considering the disparity be-
tween the U.S. and the Soviet ASATs, though,
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several panelists felt that the Soviets might
not be willing to concede to the United States
the right to test and deploy the air-launched
MHV ASAT without reserving the right to de-
velop a system at least as effective.

The fifth type of agreement in the above list
would prohibit the use of ASAT weapons and
might also delineate acceptable behavior by
codifying some set of “rules of the road. ” Such
measures attracted much interest among the
panelists as supplements to, as well as alter-
natives to, ASAT limitations. Proposed agree-
ments of this sort are not as well defined as
prohibitions of ASAT testing or possession,
for which draft treaties have been prepared by
various parties.

ASAT ARMS CONTROL:
P R O  A R G U M E N T S

ASAT treaty proponents see an ASAT arms
race as not serving our best interests. “The
burden is always on arms control to explain
how the world is going to be better with the
treaty than without, ” remarked a panelist,
“and the burden is never on the person who
just wants to keep blundering ahead to explain
how the world is going to be safer that way.
Treaty proponents see continued ASAT com-
petition as unwise, and believe that a treaty
would be worthwhile even if it served only to
constrain future developments. Observing
that the ASAT problem will not disappear
completely, with or without a treaty, one pan-
elist noted that “in the absence of restrictions,
the problem is going to get a great deal
worse.

Offense Dominance. —An ASAT race is not
desirable because, for the foreseeable future,
the offense will always win. Satellites are ex-
pensive, and they are inherently vulnerable be-
cause of their known trajectories, their limited
numbers, and their fragility. Significant cost
and performance tradeoffs are required to pro-
tect satellites against attack. Therefore, U.S.
satellites are likely to be much cheaper to de-
stroy than to replace. This balance will not be
changed by deployment of a U.S. ASAT weap-
on, even if it is superior to the Soviet ASAT.

Assuming that we need our own satellites
much more than we need to attack Soviet sat-
ellites, treaty proponents believe that we
should attempt to negotiate a mutual limita-
tion on ASATs.

Defense and Possible Future Develop-
ments.–Arms control proponents particularly
saw great value in ending the ASAT competi-
tion as soon as possible. Current technologies
are relatively primitive compared to future
possibilities, which could be very threatening.
It is easier to protect satellites against the cur-
rent threat than against subsequent genera-
tions of ASATs. The later that action is taken,
the more systems will be deployed, the more
complicated the technology will become, and
the more difficult compliance with any treaty
will be to verify. Adequately verifiable testing
bans are possible, proponents feel, and they
would severely limit the development of truly
threatening anti-satellite weapons. The ASAT
competition has not progressed so far that
stopping now would be irrelevant.

We are now at a stage in which only our low-
altitude satellites might be vulnerable, and we
face the quite possible future alternative of
having our entire in-orbit force structure sub-
ject to prompt destruction. Directed-energy
ASAT weapons, for example, will very likely
be deployed if there is no ASAT accord. Such
weapons, having long ranges and near-instan-
taneous reaction times, would be destabiliz-
ing—especially if based in space. If such sys-
tems were developed by either or both sides,
they would be tempting targets, and each side
would have great incentive to attack first in
order to disarm its opponent. In the absence
of an ASAT accord, we are also likely to see
the advent of space mines, which could be com-
paratively inexpensive. If space mines were
widely deployed, most or all of our important
satellites would be subject to almost instan-
taneous destruction.

Existing Unreliability. -Future ASATs will
likely be much more reliable than the present
systems, which has significant implications for
stability. Neither the existing Soviet ASAT
nor the U.S. ASAT under development can
presently be considered highly reliable. The
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U.S. weapon has never been tested against a
target in space. According to published re-
ports, the Soviet weapon has not functioned
properly in a significant percentage of its
tests. Some panelists did note, however, that
without knowing the nature of and responses
to these failures, we can not necessarily infer
a reduced confidence or lower reliability of the
Soviet ASAT.

Highly reliable ASATs, if they existed,
might increase the risk that low-level crises
would escalate. As discussed in the overview,
confidence in the ability to attack a threaten-
ing satellite easily, quickly, and precisely may
increase the likelihood of doing so. In a tense
situation, posited one panelist, the United
States or the U.S.S.R. might initiate ASAT
conflict by reasoning “we’re not going to kill
anybody; we’re not going to threaten any-
body’s strategic warning system, but no-
body’s going to take pictures of us for a few
weeks now. ” Both the temptation and the dan-
ger of an ASAT attack against a reconnais-
sance satellite in a crisis would be “extraor-
dinarily high.”

Economic Pressure.—A panelist noted that
ASAT limitations could forestall utilization of
ASAT competition by the Soviets as a rela-
tively low-cost means of applying pressure to
the United States. Perceiving a full-scale mil-
itary buildup by the United States, but con-
strained by the performance of their own econ-
omy, the Soviet political leadership may seek
ways to pressure the United States without
having to engage in an across-the-board re-
sponse. Inmost cases, the development, or im-
provement, of an ASAT system is much
cheaper than protecting against ASATs by
duplicating or supplementing space assets.

Mutual Benefit to Treaty.–ASAT arms con-
trol advocates noted that ASAT arms control
negotiations are not a “zero-sum” game. Both
the United States and the Soviets would ben-
efit from an ASAT accord. Soviet interest in
negotiations does not mean that we must a pri-
ori oppose them. “Certainly you can’t expect
the Soviet Union to sign any agreement which
works to their net disadvantage, ” explained

a panelist, “but most people regard the elimi-
nation of nuclear war, or even the significant
delay, decade by decade, of all-out nuclear war,
as being to the advantage of the Soviet Union
as well as the United States. ”

Private Sector Concerns.—One argument
which has been made in favor of ASAT arms
control found no support at the workshop. In
the past, it had been argued that without an
ASAT accord, private industry would be reluc-
tant to invest in space systems which are in-
herently vulnerable to ASAT attack. Panelists
pointed out that the Soviet’s current capabil-
ity to destroy anything in the United States
or at sea has not affected the private sector.
They noted, as an example, that the Soviet
ability to shoot down airliners “which has been
demonstrated” has not affected airline invest-
ment decisions.

A concern of private industry which was
backed up at the workshop is the problem of
space debris from ASAT weapons test. Stud-
ies mentioned at the workshop indicate that
a significant source of debris in low-altitude
orbit is Soviet ASAT testing and ASAT-re-
lated activity. ASAT tests at or near geosyn-
chronous orbit would be of considerable con-
cern to communications satellite companies.

ASAT ARMS CONTROL:
C O N  A R G U M E N T S

Much opposition to ASAT treaty efforts
stems not from the desire to have ASAT weap-
ons but rather from the viewpoint that arms
control is not an effective or appropriate
means of addressing the ASAT question.

Residual ASAT.–ASAT treaty opponents
raised the problem of residual ASAT capabil-
ity—means for destroying satellites which
would be infeasible or unrealistic to eliminate
by any form of agreement. They also noted
that methods for interfering with the opera-
tion of systems using satellites, short of de-
stroying them (jamming, spoofing, or attack-
ing ground stations or support facilities),
might be difficult to address in an ASAT arms
control accord.
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Asymmetric Societies.—The asymmetrical
nature of the Soviet and the U.S. societies, ac-
cording to arms control opponents, implies
that there will be asymmetric advantage from
any symmetric treaty. The Soviets are much
more likely than the United States to cheat
on an agreement, and if they do cheat they are
much more likely to get away with it. Further-
more, there seem to be differences between the
United States and the Soviet Union in inter-
pretation of “borderline” activities-”I think
we have learned over the last twenty years
that the way the Soviet Union keeps a treaty
is not exactly the way two-thirds of the Sen-
ate had in mind, ” summed up one participant.

Verification.— Treaty opponents are very
concerned about the verifiability of compliance
with an ASAT accord. No treaty, of course,
is perfectly verifiable, but different people
assess differently the likelihood (or signifi-
cance) of activities which may escape detec-
tion. Inventories of ASAT interceptors on the
ground or the contents of satellites in space
may be difficult to monitor. Compliance with
bans on ASAT interceptor testing maybe dif-
ficult to verify since there are many legitimate
activities requiring rendezvous in space which
could be made to be partial tests of ASAT in-
terception capability. Furthermore, even a
small amount of Soviet cheating in an ASAT
arms control agreement could be significant
since U.S. satellites are long-lived, valuable,
and limited in number. We would be more sen-
sitive to loss of a few satellites than the
Soviets, whose satellites have shorter lifetimes
and are consequently replaced more fre-
quently.

Limits on U.S. Strengths.–More general ob-
jections to ASAT arms control result from the
constraints it would put on the ability of the
United States to exploit its technological ex-
pertise. By permitting the Soviets to “make
up lost time” in developing advanced ASAT
technology, said a panelist, ASAT arms con-
trol would “allow the Soviets a major compet-
itive advantage. ”

Both the United States and the Soviet
Union have too great an interest in the mili-
tary use of space to agree to an ASAT treaty

that would deny the ability to engage in con-
flict there, he explained. “If there is conflict,
there is going to be conflict in and from space.
It inevitable because of what we’ve been do-
ing for about the last twenty years” by put-
ting very valuable systems in space and using
them to the extent that we do.

Ballistic Missile Defense. Another very sig-
nificant source of opposition to ASAT arms
control is the desire to investigate advanced
ballistic missile defense technologies. Some of
the concepts most attractive to BMD support-
ers involve “boost-phase” defenses which at-
tack missiles as they climb out of the atmos-
phere. However, since effective boost-phase
weapons would likely also be effective against
satellites, they would almost certainly have to
be restricted under an ASAT accord which
limited the most threatening ASAT technol-
ogies. Systems capable of doing boost-phase
BMD would be inconsistent with the existing
1972 ABM treaty, but supporters of BMD re-
search may not wish to contend with a restric-
tive ASAT accord as well. An opinion ex-
pressed at the workshop was that “the ABM
treaty is bad enough to have as a complicating
factor in any type of transition towards stra-
tegic defense without adding a layer of porous
ASAT agreement. ”

Difficulty.-A more pragmatic reason for oP-
posing ASAT arms control is that the proc-
ess of negotiating such a treaty with the in-
volved executive agencies, with the Soviets,
and with the Congress is “incredibly painful”
and not worth undertaking in the absence of
an overwhelming conviction that it would be
in the national interest.

ASAT WEAPON:  PRO
A R G U M E N T S

Those opposing an ASAT treaty believe
that ASAT arms control is not in the nation-
al interest. They may also believe that having
an ASAT weapon is in the national interest.
Anti-ASAT treaty arguments and pro-ASAT
weapon arguments, although related, are
distinct.

34 -310 0 - 84 - 3
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Three justifications for developing anti-sat-
ellite weapons were reviewed at the workshop.
Of the three, one was mentioned but not dis-
cussed in detail, and another was not sup-
ported by ASAT proponents on the panel.

Attack Hostile Satellites.-The primary rea-
son for developing an American ASAT weap-
on is to deny the use of space to an adversary
during conflict. The particular example cited
by administration officials and by workshop
participants is the threat posed by Soviet
ocean reconnaissance satellites which are said
to be able to locate U.S. Navy ships on the
high seas. Those holding this view do not wish
to allow the Soviets freedom to conduct recon-
naissance activities from space which threaten
American forces. They also expect that the So-
viets will utilize other space assets for improv-
ing the effectiveness of their military forces
(“ force-multiplication”) and want to be able to
deny the Soviets these capabilities as well.

An American ASAT weapon could be sta-
bilizing, it was argued, if used against Soviet
reconnaissance satellites which would other-
wise be available for retargeting Soviet mis-
siles. In a “shoot-look-shoot” scenario, Soviet
reconnaissance satellites would be used to lo-
cate U.S. military targets that had survived
a first strike. This data would be used to re-
target a Soviet reserve force to destroy those
remaining targets. The Soviets likely know
that they would probably need “more than one
echelon of strategic attack” to carry out an
effective strike against the United States
homeland, argued a panelist. Denying them
this “shoot-look-shoot” capability would make
it harder to conduct an effective first strike,

lessening its probability and therefore increas-
ing stability.

Support Negotiations.—A second reason
mentioned at the workshop for developing a
U.S. ASAT weapon would be use as a “bar-
gaining chip” to induce the Soviets to negoti-
ate an ASAT treaty. Whether or not this view-
point may motivate development of some
weapons systems, it does not properly belong
in a tabulation of “pro-weapon” arguments.
If one seeks to negotiate a ban on ASAT weap-
ons, for example, then one presumably has al-

ed that having an ASAT weap-ready determin
on is not necessary.

Deterrence. —The third reason given for hav-
ing an ASAT weapon is to deter ASAT attack.
This rationale was not supported at the work-
shop. Arms control supporters and opponents
both felt that the ability to retaliate against
terrestrial targets served to deter ASAT at-
tack at least as well as the ability to retaliate
against satellites. Satellites can be protected
against ASAT attack in a number of ways,
and having the capability to respond in kind
was not thought to be singularly effective in
protecting satellites.

A panelist also pointed out that the deter-
rent role of an ASAT is in opposition with, not
in support of, the role of eliminating hostile
satellites. If an ASAT capability is required
in order to support objectives (such as prevent-
ing detection of naval surface units by Soviet
satellites) which are unrelated to retaliation,
then the deterrent value of an ASAT must be
balanced against its potential use in initiating
space conflict to attack hostile satellites.

“RULES OF THE ROAD”
Many panelists, including supporters of elude rules on space-related ground activities.

ASAT limitations as well as those question- While the nature of such an agreement was left
ing the effectiveness or utility of ASAT bans, vague, and the negotiation process which
agreed that some sort of international agree- might conclude in such an agreement was not
ment concerning “rules of the road in space” analyzed, several motivations and possible ex-
could be beneficial. These rules could also in- amples for such an agreement were raised.



Rules of the road would try to alleviate sit-
uations which either side would consider par-
ticularly dangerous. For example, they might
inhibit effective placement of space mines by
establishing a minimum separation between
satellites. As both sides continue their opera-
tions in space, such rules may become increas-
ingly valuable.

One of the functions of a regime of rules in
space would be to reduce instances where
seemingly dangerous activities are observed
without the means of finding out exactly what
is going on. Certain activities which might be
provocative could be prohibited, or they might
be required to be accompanied by an explana-
tion, perhaps in advance, which had some ba-
sis for being believable. The most important
function of such an agreement, suggested one
panelist, might be the establishment of a for-
um where questionable activities could be dis-
cussed. That the forum would help maintain
an ongoing dialogue between the United
States and the U.S.S.R. would be healthy in
and of itself. Alternatively, said another pan-
elist, it would be nice to know that if the
Soviets do something that we find very threat-
ening, they did it on purpose. “We might still
find ourselves getting dangerously close to a
war, but at least we would know better where
we stood.” A panelist also pointed out that
besides defining acceptable conduct, “rules of
the road” might also give some basis for re-
sponding to certain violations.

A precedent for “rules of the road” is the
ban in the 1972 ABM Treaty prohibiting in-
terference with the national technical means
used by each side to verify compliance with
that treaty. This measure is a “function ban”:
it does not refer to satellites or space in par-
ticular, but rather prohibits interfering with
the function of verification. Such a function
ban might be extended by building upon the
example of the 1971 “Agreement on Measures
to Reduce the Risk of Outbreak of Nuclear
War, ” which requires the United States and
the U.S.S.R. to notify each other “in the event
of signs of interference with [early warning
systems] or with related communications facil-
ities, if such occurrences could create a risk
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of outbreak of nuclear war. ” This clause could
be strengthened to prohibit interference with
the function of early warning in general with-
out reference to satellites or ASATs. A very
important motivation for rules of the road
would be the recognition, such as that implicit
in the 1971 Measures Agreement, that acci-
dents will happen.

An additional model could be the interna-
tional regime existing on the high seas, in
which certain particularly hostile and danger-
ous activities have been banned. Similar bans
could be applied to space activities. However,
since the “rules of the road” on the high seas
as they currently exist do not keep ships out
of lethal range of each other, similar rules
would not be sufficient to ban space mines.
New measures would be required if it were de-
sired to eliminate the threat of space mines by
keeping satellites apart by more than a lethal
distance.

“Rules of the road will not prevent ASAT
attacks, ” pointed out one panelist. “Perhaps
they can’t even be verified very well. . . . Nev-
ertheless, an agreement along those lines
might be worth having precisely because it
would reduce ambiguous acts” and minimize
the chances of escalation or misunderstanding
in a crisis. Panelists agreed that “rules of the
road” would not require an ASAT ban; some
of those supporting an ASAT accord felt that
it would be strengthened by rules of the road;
those opposed to an ASAT agreement saw
merit in rules of the road as an alternative.

All panelists agreed that the Soviets are in-
creasing their utilization of space, including
their development of ASAT capability. That
fact, taken with their willingness to negotiate
space arms control with the United States, can
be seen as indicating that they would like to
jointly draw up some general rules of behavior.
“If that’s the signal, that’s a very interesting
signal, ” interpreted a panelist. “It makes it
that much more useful to look for ASAT trea-
ties that simply have the merit of putting
some kind of terms of agreement on record,
if nothing more. ”
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GENERAL DISCUSSION

There was no agreement on how much the
ASAT threat would be reduced by a treaty,
or on the significance and likelihood of resid-
ual or covert ASAT activity. An important
point is the extent to which residual, possibly
covert, ASAT systems would place our space-
craft at risk under a treaty regime. “Is it go-
ing to be closer to one-eighth of the original
threat or is it going to be closer to seven-
eighths?” asked one participant.

G R A N D F A T H E R I N G
E X I S T I N G  S Y S T E M S

The discussion of possible ASAT limita-
tions, their advantages, and their disadvan-
tages touched on a number of issues. One of
these was the question of “grandfathering” ex-
isting ASAT systems: Should the Soviets be
permitted to keep their system? Should the
United States be permitted to continue de-
veloping its own? One panelist felt strongly
that the objective of a treaty is to prevent the
development of technologies and capabilities
which are much more threatening than those
existing now. Such a treaty would block the
“sustained, organizational effort” required to
implement such advances in ASAT technolo-
gy. Existing systems, which are not nearly as
threatening as future ones could be, might be
grandfathered in such a treaty. Alternatively,
further testing and development of existing
systems could be banned, especially at higher
orbits.

One panelist felt that the Soviets would not
accept an agreement which would permit ex-
isting systems because of the asymmetries in
capability between the U.S. and U.S.S.R.
ASATs. The U.S. F-15 system, a far more ca-
pable weapon, will be able to destroy Soviet
satellites much more rapidly than they could
be replaced and would be sufficient to deny the
Soviets access to low earth orbit for a consid-
erable period of time. Given the Soviets’ pres-
ent technique for attaining higher orbits by
using lower altitude parking orbits, the U.S.
ASAT could effectively deny the Soviets the

ability to reconstitute higher orbit systems as
well.

Another panelist was skeptical about nego-
tiating away the Soviet ASAT because of the
measures that would be required to give the
United States assurance that it had been dis-
mantled. The Soviets have “only in a sort of
Aesopian way” admitted that the present SS-9
based ASAT exists at all, he said, “which is
not a hopeful way to start out on the negotia-
tion” concerning the “extraordinary meas-
ures” required to ensure that the system had
been dismantled. However, if the Soviet
ASAT is neither eliminated nor balanced with
a symmetrical U.S. capability, then the polit-
ical viability of any ASAT accord in this coun-
try would be “very, very low. ”

U.S .  ASAT REQUIREMENT

Another issue stimulating considerable dis-
cussion was the need for a U.S. ASAT weapon.
There was widespread disagreement about the
requirement for an American ASAT to deny
the Soviets the ability to target the U.S. fleet
with their ocean reconnaissance satellites.
There were no panelists with Navy back-
grounds (“we’ve been sinking the Navy with-
out its representation, ” noted a participant),
but at any rate there was little support for the
position that the Radar Ocean Reconnaissance
Satellite (RORSAT) is an extremely threaten-
ing system. The capability to destroy Soviet
reconnaissance satellites is neither necessary
nor sufficient to protect the U.S. fleet, it was
pointed out. The United States has many ways
to deny the Soviets intelligence from these
satellites-RORSATs are vulnerable to a va-
riety of electronic countermeasures. Studies
made more than 10 years ago laid out a “long
laundry list of things that could be done other
than blowing it up,” such as decoying and
jamming.

Furthermore, there are many ways the So-
viets can locate American ships without the
use of RORSATs. “For instance, they can ask
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their own ships, which accompany our aircraft
carriers, pointed out a panelist. “If they
didn’t have radar ocean reconnaissance satel-
lites, they would have other things. ”

Also disputed was the argument that a U.S.
ASAT would be stabilizing since it would deny
the Soviets the ability to execute a “shoot-
look-shoot” attack. That rationale is an exam-
ple of the “impractical war conduct scenarios”
which one can set up and then show to be im-
possible if only some particular weapon is
built, a panelist said. “That is not a valid rea-
son to oppose ASAT treaties. ”

Finally, the argument that a U.S. ASAT
weapon is needed to induce the Soviets to ne-
gotiate was also challenged. “It is not sup-
ported by historical experience, ” said a pan-
elist. “In 1978 and ’79, the negotiations [with
the Soviets on anti-satellite weapons] were
very active and were moving along nicely, and
we didn’t even have a paper program-much
less a system. ” He pointed out that the Sovi-
ets “accepted it on faith” that the United
States was quite capable, technologically and
industrially, of putting together a system if
it wanted to. “If both parties feel they can’t
negotiate except from a position of strength,
the conclusion is there will be no negotia-
tions. ”

LIMITATIONS OF  ASAT
ACCORDS ON BMD

D E V E L O P M E N T

According to some panelists, the effects of
an ASAT accord on the future development
of ballistic missile defense are some of the
most important anti-treaty arguments. “They
involve important issues of judgement. ” While
it was in effect, an ASAT accord would pre-
vent development and deployment of space-
based ballistic missile defense, said an accord
supporter. However, any such treaty could
have provision for periodic review. Treaties
can be mutually eliminated or unilaterally

abrogated; they contain “all kinds of possi-
bilities for not constraining ourselves for the
indefinite future. ” However, another panelist
countered that treaties “tend to become sac-
rosanct. ” Any attempt to withdraw from an
ASAT accord would become a “major politi-
cal football” which might obscure strategic
considerations.

U R G E N C Y

One of the most important points raised by
treaty supporters was that, if an agreement
is to be reached at all, there is great value in
reaching it sooner rather than later. A treaty
may be much harder to negotiate, and be much
less effective, if it is delayed. In particular,
many treaty proponents thought it would be
“extremely damaging” to complete tests of
the U.S. air-launched ASAT because the So-
viets will react to that development. If, follow-
ing future American tests, the Soviets believe
the U.S. system to operate reliably, they may
not be willing to concede the United States’
right to keep that system without demanding
that they themselves be permitted to match
or exceed that system’s capabilities. “Quit
while you’re behind, ” urged a panelist, “or
while you’re nominally behind. ” In another
panelist’s words, “negotiating from strength
is a sinusoidal function and you have to pick
your timing right. . . . We should be negotiat-
ing now because we are behind by just the
right amount. ”

In arguing for an agreement as soon as pos-
sible, one panelist noted that the negotiations
need not take a long time. “You do not have
to negotiate the ultimate ASAT agreement,
and the best agreement to negotiate first is
the broadest one. ” Another panelist countered
that while an agreement need not take a long
time, it probably will take a long time for rea-
sons which are more political than technical.
“If you don’t want an agreement and you
don’t go to the table, it is likely to take a very
long time” to negotiate and conclude a treaty.


