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Abstract

Whether to pursue the continued development of a United States antisatellite in
the 1990s will prove a difficult choice for defense planners. Making a case for the
weapon system in the bipolar world seems “intuitively obvious” to ASAT advocates.
The US was faced with a formidable foe possessing weapons in superior numbers in
many categories. The Soviet Union also recognized the “force-multiplier” effect space
systems had for its forces made the Soviet Union appear an even more formidable
enemy. Pursuing a US ASAT in that era appeared to many a logical, necessary
choice to negate such advantages. Responding to the perceived threat, the
Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Carter administrations chose a “two-track” policy for the
US ASAT program—arms control and ASAT research and development short of
actual deployment. The Reagan and Bush administrations chose a different policy,
opting for outright deployment convinced that verifiable arms controls on ASATSs
were unachievable and Soviet space systems must not be allowed to operate in
sanctuary. Fearing an escalation of the arms race to space, Congress, in large part,
has thwarted the plans of these administrations with ASAT testing bans and
reduced funding.

A new ASAT policy seems appropriate as the US faces an entirely new, but
uncertain, threat with the disintegration of the Soviet Union and the rise of a
multipolar world. Analyzing the ASAT debate from the past and the dynamics of the
emerging space environment and threat can help in formulating that new ASAT
policy—a continued ASAT research and development program, short of production
and deployment, and arms control combined with collective security to diminish
threat uncertainty. As the US reduces defense spending and force structure, such a
policy would serve the national interests of the United States as the multipolar world
develops.
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Chapter 1

Setting the Stage

Should the US develop and deploy an antisatellite (ASAT) system in the
post-cold war era? Over the past 30 years two opposing groups presented
arguments for and against the development and deployment of a US ASAT.
The proponents’ primary rationale for a US ASAT program was to deter
Soviet aggression in space and counter the threat from Soviet space assets.!
The opponents presented a spectrum of arguments against such a weapon
system. They characterized ASATS as being destabilizing and argued that the
US had more to lose in an ASAT war (i. e., the US was more dependent on its
space assets than the Soviets).

Given the recent and rapid changes in the Soviet threat, the expected
decline in the US defense budget, the increasing public pressure to cut
defense spending, and the anticipated US military force reductions, justifying
a US ASAT will undoubtedly prove even more difficult in the future than it
has been in the past. In this environment US ASAT proponents may find the
arguments for their weapon system even less appealing to their opponents
than they ever have been. Both sides may have even greater difficulty in
agreeing on a defense policy for the US ASAT program. The spread of space
technology to third world nations and the uncertainty of a multipolar world is
likely to generate a new round of debates between the proponents and
opponents of ASAT. While understanding ASAT's past debate and appre-
ciating today’s defense planning environment, this report formulates an
ASAT policy for the developing multipolar world which satisfies the concerns
of ASAT proponents and opponents alike.

ASAT’s Past Arguments—For and Against

For nearly three decades the United States and the Soviet Union have been
the world’'s primary civil and military users of space. During this period
technology has advanced to the point that military space systems have
become more important to these nations in the protection of each one’s
respective national interests. Military space systems provide and relay
important and diverse information on each side’s forces. These systems
provide communications, weather monitoring, navigation, warning, recon-
naissance, and intelligence data and functions. Military space systems have
become important and, perhaps, critical assets for managing the deployment



and employment of military forces on land, at sea, and in the air. It is
conceivable they could be used in any and every conflict ranging from the
lowest intensity to nuclear war. Many commanders think of space systems
today as true “force-multipliers.” Because of their growing importance in the
utility they provide earthbound forces, space systems have become lucrative
targets for opposing military forces.

In the past, the two opposing sides offered differing philosophies over US
space policy vis-4-vis military space systems and ASATs. One side contended
that space was just an extension of the earthbound environment and assets
deployed there would have to adapt to potential threats with appropriate
countermeasures just as forces deployed on the earth’s surface had to adapt.
Advocates of this position believed the US should act to provide the capability
to deny the Soviet's use of space while at the same time ensuring its use by
the US. Furthermore, proponents of this position insisted that developing
ASAT systems was a logical step to ensure the protection of forces on the
ground from the prying sensors of enemy intelligence gathering and recon-
naissance satellites. Drawing a parallel with the denial of reconnaissance
plane overflights by surface-to-air missiles, advocates argued an ASAT would
perform a similar function, only it would perform that function against
targets in space as opposed to the air.2 Moreover, they asserted, it was
infeasible to constrain ASATs since many other systems (e.g.,
intercontinental ballistic missiles [ICBMs], antiballistic missiles [ABM], and
laser test facilities) had inherent ASAT capabilities which would prove
impossible to monitor and limit under any treaty provisions.

Given the increasing importance of military satellites (MILSATS) to both
the Soviet Union and the United States, an opposite view held that such a
nonchalant approach to antisatellites, as “just another weapon system” in just
another medium (space), was reckless and irresponsible. This viewpoint
asserted that the US was even more dependent on MILSATSs than the Soviets
and, therefore, had more to lose in a “satellite war” between the two
countries. They believed the development and deployment of a sophisticated
US ASAT would be destabilizing and likely to result in another arms race,
only this time in space. This side of the ASAT debate believed that such a
weapon, capable of holding at risk the opposing nation’s critical warning and
strategic communications satellites, might increase the incentive for one side
to strike first in a crisis situation. Furthermore, the opponents to the US
ASAT pro- gram felt the US would be better served by competing with the
Soviet’'s broadly in space systems, not just in a tit-for-tat ASAT contest. In
other words, engaging in an arms race by matching the Soviets, ASAT
capability for ASAT capability, was counterproductive. Rather, countering the
Soviets’ ASAT capabilities and taking advantage of our technological prowess,
this side believed, was the more prudent path for utilizing space and avoiding
a situation in which the US was bound to lose more than it could gain.
Ultimately, this group desired both sides to negotiate a treaty to ban ASAT
development and any further testing of the weapons in space.



Despite the efforts of those who would rather the Soviet Union and the
United States negotiate a ban on ASATSs, both nations worked on ASAT
programs since the early 1960s. Both the United States and the Soviet Union
fielded an operational ASAT. The only operational ASAT the US deployed
was deactivated in the mid-1970s. However, the Department of Defense
believes the Soviet Union’s ASAT is still operational, even though it has not
been tested since 1982. For a period during the mid-1980s, the US Congress
constrained testing of another US ASAT program. The Department of
Defense (DOD) eventually canceled that particular program. Congress lifted
its constraints against US ASAT testing after the program was canceled and
authorized the startup of another US ASAT system in the late 1980s. With
the Soviet Union’s ASAT purportedly still operational and the US embarking
on another phase in its ASAT program, it would appear the Soviet Union and
the US still saw some virtue in having an operational ASAT.

ASAT’s Arguments—Today and Tomorrow

What is the virtue in pursuing an operational ASAT for the US now that
the former Soviet Union no longer exists as we once knew it? Does the US still
consider the space assets of the Soviet Union a threat while both nations race
to slash nuclear arms? What is the future space threat that would warrant
the absolute necessity of a US ASAT program to counter that threat? Given
the anticipated defense budget cuts and declining force structures of the
future, what impacts on the development and deployment of other surface
forces or space systems would the US be willing to absorb in order to fund the
development and deployment of an ASAT system?

These are some very difficult questions the DOD and Congress will have to
soon address in deciding the future of the US ASAT program along with a
myriad of other defense programs. In the past members of Congress and the
military expressed honest differences of opinion over the efficacy of ASAT. As
the DOD and Congress debate defense policy and the concomitant force
structure for the 1990s, reflecting on ASAT'’s past should provide significant
insight into charting ASAT's policy for the future. Indeed, it is the purpose of
this paper to review the past arguments advanced both for and against a US
ASAT and to suggest a policy for the near future which addresses the
uncertainty of the developing multipolar world and its emerging space powers.

In subsequent chapters the reader will find the reasons for the early
development of an ASAT and the policy adopted by the governing
administration. Chapter three discusses the early years of the US ASAT
program and the Eisenhower administration’s seminal policies for its
development. Chapter four traces the evolution and sophistication of the
ASAT program debate during the Carter and Reagan administrations.
Chapter five presents the ASAT program debate during the transitional
period between the Reagan and Bush administrations which was probably



one of the more controversial periods for ASAT. Chapter six discusses the
possible evolution of the ASAT debate for a multipolar world. And, chapter
seven examines the dynamics of the emerging space threat, suggests an
ASAT policy for the 1990s as a counter, and analyzes that policy against
those advanced in the past.

However, before presenting any of the arguments or history of the US
ASAT program, it is important for the reader to understand the context of the
role and value that military space systems provide in today’s environment.
Without military space systems there would, of course, be no requirement for
any nation to field an ASAT. Military space systems are the ASAT's raison
d’etre. Appreciating the roles and values these systems provide to surface
forces provides an understanding for the tension that has developed and
grown over the past between those who argue for and against a US ASAT.

Notes

1. “Fact Sheet Outlining United States Space Policy, 4 July 1982,” Public Papers of the
Presidents of the United States: Ronald Reagan, 1982 (Washington, D.C:, Government Printing
Office 1983), bk. 2, 897.

2. Gen John L. Piotrowski, “Why the U.S. Needs an Antisatellite,” National Defense,
February 1990, 37.



Chapter 2

Considering the Role and Value
of Military Satellites

In the latter years of his presidency, Lyndon B. Johnson looked back on the
Cuban missile crisis and noted “if nothing else has come of it [the US space
program] except the knowledge we’ve gained from space photography it would
be worth ten times what the whole program cost.”l Even in the early 1960s
the national authorities were apparently beginning to appreciate the value of
space systems for observing the forces of another nation—observation that
might otherwise be denied by other means. President Johnson’'s statement
could be thought somewhat prescient if one considers the growth into space
the US and the Soviet Union experienced since that crisis between the two
nations nearly 30 years ago.

Today space systems for the US and the former USSR have taken on im-
portant roles in providing data and performing functions for each side’s
militaries. The US Air Force acknowledges the importance space systems play
in augmenting the capabilities of US surface forces in the Air Force’s Military
Space Doctrine: “To achieve their full potential, space systems and operations
must be fully integrated within existing military forces to become part of the
total force structure.”? The systems and operations the doctrine refers to
include, but are not limited to, weather, communications, navigation, and
surveillance.

Weather information and precise navigational data are essential for the
conduct of effective military operations. During the Vietham War, weather
satellites proved for the first time their advantage over other means for
weather monitoring and forecasting.2 Providing his opinion on the importance
of space derived weather information, Gen William Momyer remarked:

As far as I'm concerned, this weather picture is probably the greatest innovation of
the war. I depend on it in conjunction with the traditional forecast as a basic means
of making my decisions as to whether to launch or not to launch a strike. . . . The
[DMSP] satellite is something no commander has ever had before in a war.*

Without Defense Meteorological Satellite Program (DMSP) weather capabili-
ties, how many strikes would General Momyer have delayed or canceled? If
General Momyer knew his adversary had a similar capability like DMSP,
would he have wanted to deny him that resource to complicate his military
planning activities?

Weather is not the only function being provided by space forces to military
commanders. One military publication states “satellite communication



(SATCOM) systems carry a large portion of intertheater and intercontinental
DOD traffic and a significant portion of intratheater or tactical communi-
cations . . . [and] provide the most effective means for naval communications
(except for line-of-sight traffic).”> The US Navy may be one of the bigger users
of satellite communications capabilities since its oceangoing fleets are not
capable of using land or undersea cables for relaying traffic. One military
journal estimates the US Navy relies on satellites for relaying 95 percent of
its messages.® In 1984 Vice Adm Gordon Nagler estimated the Navy was
depending on satellites to relay 85 percent of its communications.” Com-
menting on the criticality of satellite communications to US forces during the
Grenada operation, Adm Wesley McDonald stated: “Satellite communi-
cations were used in most cases all the way from the company level to the
JCS . . . I don't think I will surprise anyone when | say that in this type of
operation, satellite connectivity is absolutely essential.”® More recently,
military satellite communications systems demonstrated their value in the
Persian Gulf conflict. Gen Donald J. Kutyna, testifying before the Senate
Armed Services Committee, remarked:

Effective command and control of US and coalition forces simply would have been
impossible without military satellite communication systems. Over ninety percent
of communications to and from the area of operations were carried over satellite
systems, and thousands of satellite communications receivers were used in theater
down to the unit level. The lack of a viable communications infrastructure in many
areas of Saudi Arabia and Kuwait also increased our dependence on satellite sys-
tems for intratheater command and control.®

In addition to weather and communications, military space systems provide
precise navigation and timing data to surface forces. Even though the US
Global Positioning System (GPS) has not quite reached the full deployment of
its entire constellation, it proved vital to the success of Desert Storm opera-
tions. Coalition forces used GPS extensively to navigate in the featureless
terrain of Kuwaiti theater of operations and generate precise bombing and
artillery fire support. General Kutyna remarked that the “[GPS] system in
combat proved an unqualified success . . . the lessons learned during Desert
Storm will further increase our ability to exploit this valuable hardware.”10
Had the US and coalition forces not had the use of GPS during Desert Storm
operations, they could have used other sources for generating position and
timing data. However, the accuracy of that timing and position data would
not have been as precise as that provided by the GPS system. One can only
speculate how the lack of GPS data in Desert Storm would have affected
coalition operations.

Finally, a number of reconnaissance and surveillance platforms, operating
at various altitudes and orbits, provide a means for detecting and char-
acterizing other nations’ weapons systems during peacetime. Intelligence data
collection at the strategic level during peacetime is normally a benign
operation conducted without wartime tension. Ashton Carter asserts that one
would logically desire to use these surveillance capabilities for wartime
purposes too, such as “tracking fleet movements, locating rear area targets,



sorting out enemy lines of supply and command, monitoring activities at
airbases, intercepting communications, warning of enemy advances and so
on.”11 For example, Jane’s Information Group asserted allied commanders
used visible, infrared, radar, and electronic information gathered from
electronic intelligence (ELINT) and imaging satellites during the Persian Gulf
conflict to assess lragi capabilities and determine battle damage assess-
ment.12 Gen John A. Wickham stated allied forces used overhead capabilities
to perform battle damage assessment and discern lragi deception ploys for
faking battle damage from real damage.13 Clearly, reconnaissance and sur-
veillance capabilities can serve a commander in wartime as well as peacetime.

The USSR, like the US, has acknowledged the importance of space systems
to its own surface forces. According to Nicholas Johnson, a chief scientist for
Teledyne Brown Engineering and a consultant to United States Space
Command on Soviet space forces, the USSR conceded in 1985 that satellites
performing force enhancement functions or serving as verification tools for
arms control treaties “represent legitimate uses of Earth-orbiting satellites.”14
The Soviets have disclosed that 3.9 billion rubles were spent annually on its
military space programs.1®> The Soviets, whose standard of living does not
come anywhere near that of the Western World, justified such a large amount
of money on its military space programs because “implementation of space
programs for military purposes will enhance the combat effectiveness of our
Armed Forces by a factor of 1.5-2."16

Like the US, the Soviet Union also has very capable space communications
systems, meteorological satellites, a Soviet version of GPS, as well as
reconnaissance and surveillance platforms. And just like the US, the Soviet
space systems over the past three decades became probably just as integral to
its weapons and targeting systems, giving them the claimed improvement in
combat effectiveness of “1.5-2.”

Why would the US allow a space system, which might be performing a
benign function in peacetime, but a hostile one in crisis or war, to operate in a
sanctuary? For a number of years the US operated in such an environment as
the Soviets fielded and improved their space systems for monitoring and
targeting US and allied surface forces. The former Soviet Union apparently
recognized the importance of our space systems to us for performing the same
function and did field an ASAT system as a counter. This question becomes
even more difficult if we include the increasing number of space-faring
nations who are only beginning to develop and deploy benign space systems
for peaceful purposes.

Space systems did not achieve overnight the importance that many have
attached to them today. In the 1950s and 1960s space systems were not as
proliferated nor as capable as today’s modern space systems. Indeed, one may
argue space systems of that era were “oddities” and provided to national
leaders and military commanders at best a secondary or tertiary means for
reconnaissance, communications, or other functions. Nevertheless, those
leaders and commanders began to anticipate how important those systems
might become—and began to think of ways in which they might be negated.
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Chapter 3

ASAT’s Genesis
The Arguments Begin

You do not have 50 and 100 megaton bombs. We have bombs stronger than 100
megatons. We placed Gagarin and Titov in space and we can replace them with
other loads that can be directed to any place on earth.

Nikita Khrushchev

The Soviet launch of Sputnik and other bellicose statements by the Soviet
leadership prompted a dramatic rise in the number of speeches calling for a
vigorous US space program. The US Air Force in turn commissioned in 1961
its first 10-year space plan. Completed in September, the plan called for a
number of initiatives including the urgent development of a satellite inter-
ception system which had already been under study.l Not to be left out, the
US Army and US Navy developed their own space initiatives including
antisatellite concepts. The services began a number of investigatory space
projects in the second half of the Dwight D. Eisenhower administration, but
before any of them could be brought to a developmental, production, or
deployment phase they had to meet the test of Eisenhower administration
policies. This chapter reviews the Eisenhower administration’s space policies
vis-4-vis antisatellites and the US Air Force’s early antisatellite project of the
1960s. The incipient arguments and justifications offered for and against the
“weaponization of space” during this period are presented as the foundation
upon which the antisatellite controversy was born and has grown to this day.

Early Arguments for ASAT

As the space age began, the military services began to voice their require-
ments for space control. In a speech on 29 November 1957, Air Force chief of
staff Gen Thomas D. White said he “[felt] that in the future whoever has the
capability to control space will likewise possess the capability to exert control
of the surface of the earth.”2 The Army recognized with the Air Force the
military potential of space. In his book War and Peace in the Space Age Army
Gen James Gavin stated:

It is inconceivable to me that we would indefinitely tolerate Soviet reconnaissance

of the United States without protest, for clearly such reconnaissance has an asso-
ciation with an ICBM program. It is necessary, therefore, and | believe urgently



necessary, that we acquire at least a capability of denying Soviet overflight—that
we develop a satellite interceptor.3

White and Gavin were not alone in their sentiments. At least one US Senator
expressed the same concern for a Soviet capability to spy on the US and its
forces. Senator Keating declared in 1959 that if the Soviet Union put a satel-
lite in orbit “for the purpose of viewing what was going on [in] this country we
should try to shoot it down and any other country would [sic].”* The US Army
was so concerned about Soviet intentions and potential capabilities that in
June 1957 General Gavin directed the Redstone complex at Huntsville, Ala-
bama to investigate the feasibility of satellite interceptors to deny the Soviet
use of any space reconnaissance capability. Consequently, the Army had de-
veloped by 19 November 1957 several space program recommendations,
which stated inter alia “sooner or later, in the interest of survival, the United
States will have to be able to defend itself against satellite intrusion, other-
wise it will be helpless before any aggressor equipped with armed reconnais-
sance satellites.” A potential threat had been identified; a means to negate
that threat was now required.

Eisenhower Administration Hedges Its Bets

To allow itself the widest latitude of possible courses of action while it
developed its space policy, the Eisenhower administration allowed the three
services and the Advanced Research Projects Agency (ARPA) to pursue various
space weapon projects, but to a level no further than preliminary conceptual
development. At a meeting of the National Security Council (NSC) on 13
February 1958, the administration discussed the goals for such military
programs. Several days later the administration established the results of that
meeting in NSC 5802/1, a document entitled “U.S. Policy on Continental
Defense.” The document listed “Defense Against Satellites and Space Vehicles”
as an area of “particular importance” where a “vigorous research and
development program should be maintained in order to develop new weapons
and needed improvements in the continental defense system and to counter
improving Soviet technological capabilities for attack against the United
States.” It would appear then that the administration had some concern over
the threatening potential of space systems hinted at by Nikita Khrushchev.
Nevertheless, the Eisenhower administration resisted US military service
pressure to deploy any robust capability to negate any potential Soviet
reconnaissance satellites or space weapon systems for a number of reasons.

Resisting ASAT

First, the Eisenhower administration held little regard for any potential
threat the Soviets might develop in reconnaissance satellites or orbital
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bombardment systems. At the request of President Eisenhower in 1958,
Edward Purcell led a special panel of the Presidential Science Advisory
Committee (PSAC) to recommend the outlines of a national space program.
The report, endorsed by Eisenhower on 26 March 1958, emphasized the
beneficial aspects of the scientific use of space as opposed to its “militari-
zation.” It did include an optimistic discussion of a number of potential
“passive” military uses of space, such as weather forecasting, reconnaissance,
and communication. Notably, however, the report stated: “Much has been
written about space as a future theater of war, raising such suggestions of
satellite bombers, military bases on the moon and so on. For the most part,
even the more sober proposals do not hold up well. . . . In short, the earth
would appear to be after all, the best weapons carrier.”” Author Paul Stares
believed “the [Purcell] report’'s endorsement of the passive military benefits of
space and its unequivocal rejection of the utility of space weapons established
the basic guidelines of the US military exploitation of space.”® Following the
Purcell report, NSC 5814/1, while recognizing the potential of Soviet satellite
capabilities to provide some military capabilities, stated the “development of a
weapon system to counter Soviet satellite reconnaissance offered marginal
benefits to the United States, especially as the Soviet Union could gain
virtually all the information that satellites provided from open US sources.”
Within the Defense Department itself there seemed to be a difference of
opinion over the requirement for a satellite interceptor. In spite of the views
previously expressed by Generals White and Gavin, on 23 May 1960, Deputy
Secretary of Defense James Douglas stated:

The Defense position is that there is no urgent requirement for a capability to
intercept satellites. There is no clear indication that the Soviets are expending
effort on reconnaissance satellites or on weapon-carrying satellites. Such reconnais-
sance would seem to offer little attraction to them, and the utility of an offensive
satellite weapon in the near future is very questionable.*?

Secondly, the Eisenhower administration doubted the utility of the space
weapon (meaning orbiting bomb) itself. As the Purcell report indicated,
land-based systems such as intermediate range ballistic missile (IRBMs) and
intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBMs) would be superior to an orbiting
bombardment system. Therefore, logic dictated the Soviets should eventually
arrive at the same conclusion, obviating the need for the US to develop an
antisatellite to negate any Soviet orbiting bombardment system.

Ironically, the expected growth and use of the US reconnaissance satellites
was the most compelling reason the Eisenhower administration used in
checking its own military services' desire to weaponize space. NSC 5814/1
stated: “Reconnaissance satellites are of critical importance to U.S. national
security.”1 Supposedly the differences in the societies of the US and USSR
made the satellites more critical to US national security. Paul Stares offered
the opinion that “[g]iven the closed nature of Soviet society, reconnais- sance
satellites were seen to have greater value to the United States than the Soviet
Union.”12 If US reconnaissance satellites were to actually become of greater
value to US national security than the USSR, then logically the USSR, not
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the US, would have the greater incentive to develop antisatellite weapons.
Indeed, Herbert York, who at one time was Director, Defense Research and
Engineering (DDR&E), remarked, “The President himself, in recognition of
the fact that we didn’t want anybody else interfering with our satellites,
limited [one ASAT] program to study only status and ordered that no
publicity be given either the idea or the study of it.”13 Another former Defense
Department official seemed to confirm President Eisenhower’s position: “He
(President Eisenhower) was opposed to antisatellites because he felt that
satellites were more to our benefit than to the Soviets and he did not want us
to do anything that would initiate antisatellite warfare.”14 Much of Eisen-
hower’s position on the military use of space was captured in NSC 5814/1,
whose policy guidance section stated the US should “[i]n anticipation of the
availability of reconnaissance satellites, seek urgently a political framework
which will place the uses of US reconnaissance satellites in a political and
psychological context most favorable to the United States.”!> In other words,
the Eisenhower administration would rather preserve the “peaceful” use of
space and was willing to use arms control negotiations to do so. Where
“passive” military uses of space were concerned (for example, weather
forecasting, communications, reconnaissance), the Eisenhower adminis-
tration preferred to adopt a “sanctuary” doctrine given the assumption that
our satellites would eventually be more useful to us than Soviet satellites
would be to the USSR.

The two NSC documents, NSC 5802/1 and NSC 5814/1, greatly affected
Eisenhower administration space policy—and ASAT development. While
seeking to develop the peaceful use of space, the Eisenhower administration
was willing to “hedge its bets” by at least pursuing ASAT conceptual develop-
ment in case the Soviets proved uncooperative. At the end of its tenure, the
Eisenhower administration was given cause by the antisatellite proponents to
give more vigorous consideration to a satellite negation capability.

The Rise of the Satellite Interceptor

The cause was a rather unusual incident in the spring of 1960 which ap-
parently gave the antisatellite proponents stronger justification for their
arguments. The discovery of an “unknown satellite” by US tracking facilities
forced White House officials to allow the further development of an inspection
variant of the US Air Force’s Satellite Interceptor (SAINT) program.16

The work on SAINT had begun some years earlier before the unknown
satellite was discovered. As early as 1956 Air Research and Development
Command (ARDC) had begun a study of defensive measures against hostile
satellites. In 1958 the ARPA had assumed responsibility for the task but
ARDC remained as the project’s supervisor. Both ARDC and ARPA as well as
others had surmised that, with the rapidly advancing technology of the time,
a threat in the form of Soviet “bombs in orbit” was possible in the early 1960s.
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Ostensibly, that was the rationale for the requirement to develop a capability
to “inspect and, if necessary, destroy any hostile satellite.”1’

Bearing the name SAINT, the program’s objective was to investigate and
demonstrate a satellite interception capability. In June 1961 Dr Harold
Brown (later to become the Secretary of Defense under President Jimmy
Carter) testified before the Senate Committee on Aeronautical and Space
Sciences on the purpose of SAINT. He told the committee that SAINT was
being developed “because we believe that we must have the capability to
inspect any unidentified space object to determine its characteristics,
capabilities or intent.”18 Brown also reported to the committee that this
function “might be done with unmanned satellites capable of maneuvering to
intercept unidentified spacecraft and that the results of the planned test
flights would enable the Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) to determine
the feasibility of the SAINT approach.”19

Terminating the Satellite Interceptor

Before many of the contracts for developing SAINTs were awarded, the
program was in trouble. Financial, technical, and political problems spelled
doom for the program. The Air Force’s inability to solely fund SAINTSs, as well
as subsequent budget cuts in the program, presented insurmountable
financial problems. SAINT contractors, in spite of their promises, faced a
myriad of very difficult problems.2? President Eisenhower’'s (and later
President John F. Kennedy's) “Space for Peace” platform presented perhaps
the largest obstacle SAINT had to overcome before it stood a chance for full
scale development and deployment. Charles Sheldon, who attended SAINT
contractor briefings at the White House, remarked SAINT suffered from
“severe conceptual problems—for example: could you get away with inspect-
ing another satellite without creating horrendous international problems?”21
Perhaps that is what Eisenhower and Kennedy feared most—the political
repercussions of “weaponizing” space. Given these difficulties the Air Force
cancelled the SAINT progra