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How the Upcoming Missile Defense 
Review Can Make America Safer
Patty-Jane Geller

the ongoing missile defense review (MDr) 
gives the biden Administration an oppor-
tunity to outline how it will address the 
increasingly complex global missile threat.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

the next MDr should reject the use 
of missile defense as a bargaining 
chip in arms control negotiations with 
russia and china.

Instead, it should focus on protecting the 
U.S. by investing in capabilities that take 
advantage of missile defense’s contribu-
tion to deterrence and stability.

The Biden Administration’s missile defense 
review (MDR) has been underway since early 
summer 2021 and will likely be completed 

by the end of the year or early in 2022.1 The Obama 
Administration conducted a Ballistic Missile Defense 
Review (BMDR) in 2010. It was followed by the Trump 
Administration’s 2019 MDR, in which the word “bal-
listic” was dropped from the title to reflect the rise 
of missiles flying on other than ballistic trajectories.

The MDR gives the Administration an opportunity 
to outline the policies, strategies, and capabilities that 
it will pursue to address increasingly complex missile 
threats from around the world. As adversaries’ mis-
sile arsenals grow in both number and diversity, the 
Biden Administration should invest in missile defense 
capabilities that take advantage of the contribution of 
missile defense to deterrence and stability.
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The Worsening Missile Threat Environment

Even since 2019 when the most recent MDR was conducted, U.S. adver-
saries have increased their missile arsenals and have fielded new cruise and 
hypersonic missile capabilities.

 l North Korea continues to pursue a nuclear intercontinental ballistic 
missile (ICBM) program—to include a new “monster” ICBM suppos-
edly able to carry multiple warheads and decoys—that will enable it 
to strike the United States. It also recently tested ground-based and 
sea-based ballistic missiles and appears to be directing its missile 
advancements toward overcoming missile defenses.2

 l Iran continues to maintain a missile arsenal capable of striking U.S. 
and allied assets in the Middle East and Europe and has conducted 
rocket launches that demonstrate that it either has or is developing 
the ability to build ICBMs.3

China and Russia, in addition to their vast ballistic missile inventories, 
are deploying new hypersonic glide vehicles and investing in new ground-
launched, air-launched, and sea-launched cruise missiles that uniquely 
challenge the United States in different domains.

 l China has advanced theater-range, dual-capable missiles like the 
DF-26 that can overcome U.S. missile defenses in the Indo-Pacific and 
strike U.S. assets—like Guam—with precision.4

 l Russia is developing entirely new capabilities, such as a nuclear-pow-
ered cruise missile, that are intended to avoid U.S. sensors and 
missile defenses.

 l Russia can also launch conventionally armed cruise missiles from both 
air and sea at the U.S. homeland from Russian territory, giving it the 
capability to strike the United States below the nuclear threshold.5

Essential Principles for the MDR

Missile defense plays a critical role in addressing these advancing threats 
by contributing to deterrence of attack and protecting U.S. and allied 
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populations and forces should deterrence fail. The Biden Administration 
should focus on bolstering U.S. missile defenses and not accept any limits 
on missile defense that would disrupt U.S. abilities to defend and deter.

In particular, the next MDR should adhere to the following principles:

 l Recognize the benefits of missile defense to the United States 
and its allies. Missile defense is not intended to intercept any 
missile launched at any location, as doing so would be both costly 
and technologically prohibitive. Rather, missile defense can deter 
attack by instilling doubt that an attack will work as intended, taking 
cheap shots off the table, and limiting the perceived value of missiles 
as tools of coercion. It allows space for diplomacy during a crisis 
and can protect critical assets should deterrence fail. To reap these 
benefits, the next MDR should boost funding for the Missile Defense 
Agency (MDA). The fiscal year (FY) 2022 MDA request of $8.9 billion 
is actually a net decrease in real dollars from FY 2008, when threats 
were more benign.6 Future budgets should be commensurate with the 
importance of missile defense.

 l Reject claims that missile defense disrupts strategic stability 
with Russia and China. The United States’ 44—and planned 64—
homeland interceptors could not affect Russia’s arsenal of around 
1,550 warheads deployed on hundreds of ground-based, sea-based, 
and air-based platforms and hinder its second-strike capability. Nor 
could the U.S. addition of 20 more interceptors credibly said to be 
driving China’s strategic nuclear breakout7 or pace the Chinese threat, 
which is now expected to exceed Russia’s capabilities.8 Changing the 
strategic stability calculus with Russia and China would require large 
numbers of ground-based interceptors, which the United States has 
no plans to acquire.

History has shown that Russia and China pursue offensive nuclear 
capabilities regardless of U.S. missile defenses. For instance, after the 
United States agreed to the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty in 1972 and 
dismantled its Safeguard missile defense system, the Soviet Union 
pursued one of the largest force buildups in its history and tripled 
its deployed warheads over the next decade.9 Similarly, China has 
increased its nuclear forces drastically in recent years despite the 
United States having made only minor upgrades to its homeland 
missile defense system.
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Moreover, both Russia and China deploy advanced missile defense 
systems of their own, including Russia’s 68 nuclear-armed interceptors 
around Moscow and both countries’ advanced air defenses that can 
intercept U.S. ballistic missiles.10 By Russia’s and China’s own logic, if U.S. 
missile defense disrupts their assured retaliatory capabilities, their own 
missile defenses would be just as—if not more—destabilizing. The next 
MDR should reject accepting any limits to U.S. missile defenses as well 
as attempts to prevent the pursuit of missile defenses that can help the 
United States deter attack and defend American territory and interests.

 l Advance capabilities to detect and track all missile threats. As 
acknowledged in the 2019 MDR, adversaries are investing in cruise 
and hypersonic missiles that fly at low altitudes and can maneuver 
during flight, making them difficult to track using legacy space-based 
early warning sensors and ground-based and sea-based radars. Con-
tinuing to invest in a space-based layer of proliferated satellites that 
can track a missile’s entire flight therefore remains critical.

In particular, the MDR should prioritize speedy deployment of the 
Hypersonic and Ballistic Tracking Space Sensor, for which President 
Biden’s FY 2022 budget includes $256 million.11 This effort should 
remain a top priority because, as stated by General John Hyten, Vice 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, “If you can’t see it, you can’t shoot 
it. And if you can’t see it, you can’t deter it either.”12 For instance, the 
United States can deter use of a hypersonic glide vehicle, even if lacking 
an intercept capability, by threatening an immediate response—but only 
if the United States can see the launch in the first place.

 l Maintain the policy of outpacing the rogue state threat to the 
homeland. The United States has consistently maintained the policy 
of, at minimum, being able to defend the homeland from a limited 
or rogue state missile attack.13 Rogue states like North Korea use 
their offensive capabilities in strategies of coercion or blackmail to 
extract concessions from the United States. They also may use nuclear 
weapons to decouple the United States from its allies by sowing doubt 
that the United States would come to allies’ defense if the U.S. home-
land were under nuclear threat. If the United States can protect the 
homeland from attacks by rogue states, it can remove these dangerous 
options for North Korea by undermining confidence that its attack 
will succeed.
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To outpace the rogue state threat, the Biden Administration must 
continue the Next Generation Interceptor (NGI) program, scheduled 
for initial delivery in 2028. Compared to the current ground-based 
interceptors, which were hastily developed in the early 2000s 
using many existing parts, NGI will have advanced capabilities 
tailored to the missile defense mission. For instance, NGI will 
carry multiple kill vehicles that enable a single NGI to intercept 
multiple objects—including warheads and decoys—in a single threat 
cloud. It will also have improved on-board sensor capabilities to 
detect and discriminate among incoming objects. As North Korea 
improves its capabilities to add multiple warheads and decoys to its 
ballistic missiles, this upgrade is needed to keep up with the North 
Korean threat.14

 l Commit to the defense of deployed U.S. forces and allies against 
advanced regional missile threats. The United States should pro-
tect forces abroad both to enable U.S. operations and to defend critical 
assets. This task becomes more challenging as adversaries expand 
their missile arsenals and field advanced capabilities like precision 
strike missiles and hypersonic munitions.

In particular, the Biden Administration should commit to fielding an 
advanced defense system on Guam as quickly as possible to defend 
against Chinese advanced cruise and ballistic missiles.15 It should also 
accelerate acquisition of the Glide Phase Interceptor to defend against 
Russian and Chinese hypersonic vehicles deployed on sea-based, air-
based, or ground-based platforms. Finally, the United States should 
continue to procure regional defense capabilities like THAAD, PAC-3, 
and SM-3 shooters to protect more assets from adversaries’ growing 
missile stockpiles.

 l Ensure that U.S. capabilities can hedge against changes in the 
threat. The next MDR must assume a dynamic threat environment 
in which future changes might warrant different or additional mis-
sile defense capabilities. Maintaining such hedging capabilities is 
necessary to minimize risk. For example, the Obama Administration 
decided to maintain U.S. homeland interceptor capacity at 30 in the 
2010 BMDR but was able to increase capacity to 44 after North Korean 
provocations in 2013.16
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One way the Biden Administration can hedge against future threats is 
to advance more quickly the SM-3 Block IIA interceptor and THAAD 
system for use as an additional layer of homeland missile defense.17 
Research and development of advanced interceptors should also 
remain active to ensure that the United States does not have to start 
from scratch when current systems begin to age.

 l Invest in future advanced missile defense technologies. Priori-
tizing innovation in missile defense capabilities is critical to ensuring 
future defense against advanced or numerous missile threats with 
potentially more cost-effective technology. For example, General 
Hyten recently explained that directed energy has the capability to 
intercept cruise and ballistic missiles at a lower cost than ground-
based interceptors.18

The House Armed Services Committee’s version of the FY 2022 
defense authorization bill would rightly prioritize directed energy 
investment by moving its budget authority back to the MDA, from 
which it was removed in 2020.19 The next MDR should focus on ensur-
ing that the MDA has the authorities required to develop and field 
advanced technologies once they become available and avoid paralyz-
ing the MDA with policy and fiscal constraints.

Conclusion

The Biden Administration’s MDR should reject claims that missile 
defense is dangerous and should be used as a bargaining chip in negoti-
ations with Russia and China. Rather, to advance U.S. national security, 
the next MDR should be grounded in the basic theory that missile defense 
contributes to deterrence and stability and should bolster U.S. capabilities 
accordingly.

Patty-Jane Geller is Policy Analyst for Nuclear Deterrence and Missile Defense in the 

Center for National Defense, of the Kathryn and Shelby Cullom Davis Institute for National 

Security and Foreign Policy, at The Heritage Foundation.
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