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June 8, 1986

15 Years of Arms Control Demolished
By Robert S. McNamara; Robert S. McNamara, Secretary of Defense in the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations, is writing a book about nuclear
weapons.

WASHINGTON— President Reagan's decision to abandon the second strategic arms limitation
accord will, unless reversed, severely harm United States security interests. At present, the SALT
limits are the only existing agreed constraints on strategic weapons. Without them, we will face the
dangers of a totally unrestricted nuclear arms race.

The SALT II agreement prohibits the Russians from increasing their total number of strategic
missiles and bombers. The accord also includes a limit on land-based missiles equipped with
multiple warheads -the weapons most feared by the Pentagon. Since the Russians are within two
missiles of reaching that limit, keeping the agreement would force them to remove older missiles
and dismantle their silos as the new mobile SS-24 missile enters the field. Moscow has already
removed from operation or dismantled more than 1,300 missile launchers, 45 bombers and 21
submarines to stay within the SALT limits.

If President Reagan's decision is implemented, those limits will be swept aside. The entire structure
of strategic arms control, carefully laid over a period of 15 years by four Presidents - Lyndon B.
Johnson, Richard Nixon, Gerald R. Ford and Jimmy Carter - will be destroyed.

Why did those Presidents negotiate on strategic arms? Not because they trusted the Russians. Not
to do the Kremlin a favor. They pursued SALT for only one reason - because they believed it to be in
the security interests of the United States. They were joined in that belief by their Secretaries of
Defense and the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Arms control is the only means we have for containing the
Soviet nuclear arsenal. Without SALT, our fears of a Soviet first-strike potential will rise,
heightening the danger of nuclear war in times of crisis.

The President's repudiation of ''the SALT structure'' becomes more ominous when one recalls that
SALT includes not only the 1972 and 1979 agreements on offensive forces but also the 1972 Anti-
Ballistic Missile Treaty. Secretary of Defense Caspar W. Weinberger has never supported the ABM
treaty. He now says that remaining in compliance with it, if it blocks progress on the development
of the ''Star Wars'' anti-missile system, ''is something obviously we would be very much opposed
to.''

SALT was an American initiative. In November 1966, President Johnson and I first proposed to the
Russians that we begin working toward limits on strategic forces. We spent a long day at Glassboro,
N.J., in 1967 trying to persuade Premier Aleksei N. Kosygin that development of anti-missile
weapons would fuel the arms race and increase the danger of war. Five years later, in 1972,
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President Nixon was successful in obtaining Soviet agreement to both the ABM accord and the
interim agreement on offensive forces. Now the United States is telling Moscow that it has changed
its mind. The stage is set for an all-out competition in both offensive and defensive strategic
weapons.

Some in Washington perceive President Reagan's decision as yet another negotiating ploy designed
to increase American leverage at Geneva. Others see it as an effort to placate hardliners in the
Pentagon without completely withdrawing from the SALT agreements.

But the Soviet Union, not unexpectedly, appears to be taking the President at his word. Soviet
military leaders will plan for the worst, just as Pentagon military planners would advise President
Reagan to do if we were faced with Soviet renunciation of SALT. The President's decision will
strengthen the hand of Soviet hardliners who believe that the United States is seeking strategic
superiority. Those hardliners will insist that the Soviet Union cannot wait for the President to come
around - and that Moscow must begin planning today for a huge expansion of weaponry in order to
compete in the world without arms control.

The Congressional Research Service estimates that without SALT each side could more than double
its strategic nuclear weapons by 1992. Some Administration spokesmen now cast doubt on such
scenarios; they argue that each side can show restraint without the SALT limits. But given the
current high level of mistrust between the superpowers, it is far more likely that each country,
guided by worst-case assumptions about enemy intentions and capabilities, will substantially
expand its forces.

The demise of SALT will also, very likely, undermine the Geneva arms talks. If we are to negotiate
deep reductions in arsenals - a laudable goal affirmed by the President and Mikhail S. Gorbachev at
last year's summit meeting - we need an agreed upon base line from which to reduce. The SALT
limits provide such a baseline; an unrestricted arms race would not.

To justify its decision, the Administration charges that Moscow has violated the SALT accords. The
issue of treaty violations is a complicated one. Both we and the Russians have accused the other of
such actions. At least some of the Administration's claims appear to be justified. But none of the
alleged violations are of major military significance. The correct response should be the one taken
by the four previous Presidents -making full use of established diplomatic channels to resolve
disputes with Moscow. Responding to Soviet violations by scrapping SALT is tantamount to
reacting to an increase in the crime rate by abolishing the criminal code.

Between them, the United States and the Soviet Union already have some 50,000 nuclear
warheads, including 22,000 strategic weapons. If President Reagan implements his decision to
abandon SALT, the superpowers will intensify an arms race that is far worse than anyone would
have dared to predict at the dawn of the atomic age. Why should we risk such a course when we can
keep the lid on the competition, while seeking the substantial reductions both sides have proposed?
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