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Rethink Arms Control 
Next U.S. Leader Must Adapt, or Quit, Outdated Treaties 
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U.S. President George W. Bush’s decision in 2001 to withdraw from the U.S.-Soviet Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty did more than pave the way for the deployment of long-prohibited missile defense capabilities. It reaffirmed the principle that treaties are not immutable, and that they should be assessed and reassessed in the context of ever-changing strategic realities.
This principle carries weighty implications for U.S. national security policy. While the U.S. defense establishment considers ways to transform its armed forces to meet 21st century threats, the role of arms control in U.S. national security strategy has not undergone any systematic reassessment. Such a review might show that our arms control posture — like our military posture — needs to be transformed to align it with the current geostrategic environment.
The United States is a party to numerous Cold War-era treaties and agreements generated by superpower rivalries now relegated to history, and proliferation concerns fundamentally altered by the end of the Cold War. It also faces the emergence of extremist threats posed by nonstate actors like al-Qaida. Relying on Cold War approaches to solve post-Cold War problems is ill-advised. What is needed is a forward-looking approach.
The next administration should reassess the utility of the arms control and nonproliferation agreements that remain on the books. Some treaties and agreements may not only lack relevance in their current form, but may be counterproductive in controlling the spread of, and developing defenses against, weapons of mass destruction (WMD) and their increasingly ubiquitous technologies.
The ABM Treaty example illustrates this. The treaty prohibited effective nationwide missile defenses for the United States and restricted U.S. cooperation with allies. However, technological advancements in the ability to destroy ballistic missiles in flight, the spread of ballistic missile capabilities to potentially hostile countries like Iran, North Korea and Syria, and the desire of terrorist groups to obtain these weapons made the strategic premises underpinning the ABM Treaty obsolete.
Similarly, the U.S.-Russia Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START) restricts the deployment of strategic ballistic missiles, but does not distinguish between those carrying nuclear or non-nuclear warheads. As the United States pursues options for developing prompt, global, conventional strike capabilities, promising solutions may be foreclosed because of START Treaty constraints originally intended to limit nuclear capabilities.
START’s extensive and costly monitoring and verification provisions may also reflect a legacy arms control model no longer applicable. With START scheduled to expire in December 2009, and arms control advocates already pressing for its renewal, the next administration will confront this issue early in its first term.
Russia also sees a linkage between arms control and the changing strategic environment, indicating it intends to suspend its obligations under the Treaty on Conventional Forces in Europe. Russia also reportedly seeks to scrap the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty, a bilateral U.S.-Soviet agreement prohibiting the deployment of land-based intermediate-range ballistic missiles.
With Russia no longer posing a Soviet-style threat to the United States, should the United States continue to be bound by an agreement that allows China, Iran and other countries to acquire a class of missile that the United States is barred from possessing?
A comprehensive reassessment should also include the web of nonbinding nonproliferation regimes constructed to limit the flow of sensitive missile and WMD technologies to adversaries.
For example, the Missile Technology Control Regime (MTCR) is a voluntary agreement among states intended to stem missile proliferation. Yet it has inhibited the export of unmanned drones that could be useful in hunting down terrorists.
Moreover, the MTCR makes no distinction between offensive and defensive missile technologies, and was formulated at a time when the United States was not actively pursuing cooperative international missile defense efforts. Again, this has had unintended consequences, complicating the transfer of missile defense capabilities to other countries because of proliferation concerns.
U.S. nonproliferation policy should support national security strategy, not conflict with it. Consequently, Bush in 2003 declared that the MTCR would be implemented in a manner that supports U.S. missile defense cooperation with friends and allies.
The law of unintended consequences can be unforgiving. Arms control treaties and nonproliferation agreements must be adaptable to dynamic conditions if they are to have enduring value and support U.S. national security interests. Otherwise, past legacies may inadvertently constrain our ability to meet future challenges.
The next administration — whether Republican or Democrat — should factor this into any new national security review it conducts. 

David J. Trachtenberg is an independent national security consultant and formerly principal deputy assistant secretary of defense for international security policy.

