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A COMMENTARY

DR. RONALD J. KURTH 

JAMES J. WIRTZ'S arti cle “A Joint Idea: 
An Anti sub ma rine Warfare Approach to 
Thea ter Missile Defense” offers a con­
cept for organ iz ing the solu tion to a 

grow ing prob lem in military opera tions: de­
fense against theater missiles.  That concept 
is Navy doctrine for anti sub ma rine warfare 
(ASW). The basic problem for the Navy in 
ASW involves the reduc tion of a suspected 
tar get loca tion in a vast ocean area to a lo­
cal ized datum with suffi cient crite ria to war-
rant an attack.  An ASW unit seldom sees the 
sub ma rine it attacks.  Most often, 
sound—through active or passive means—is 
elec troni cally converted to a fix on the tar -
get, offer ing a combi na tion of bearing and 
dis tance.  Augment ing infor ma tion may be
pres ent—mag netic anomaly detec tion, for 
ex am ple.  In his arti cle, Wirtz assumes that 
de fense against theater missiles is similar to 
de fense against subma rines. 

The differ ence in the “battle field” envi­
ron ment of a subma rine and a transporter-­
erector- - launcher (TEL) is immense.  ASW 
sur veil lance and prosecu tion opera tions in 
peace time have the impor tant advan tage of 
the princi ple in inter na tional law of free­
dom of the seas. Further more, subma rine op­
era tions are naval opera tions of a special 
kind: they are always secre tive and never ad­
mit ted, and are not respon sive to schemes for 
a control regime that has been basi cally im­
pos si ble.  Conse quently, US naval forces 
could practice localiza tion proce dures in 
peace time—against Rus sian subma rines, for 
ex am ple—and not hear much about it. (“Inci­
dents at sea” expe ri ence is relevant here.) No 

such freedom exists for gaining similar ex­
pe ri ence in theater missile defense (TMD). 

The contrast in wartime for airborne op­
era tions in ASW and TMD is even more 
stark. An ASW aircraft flies over open-­
ocean areas during subma rine search opera­
tions with little fear that a lurking subma­
rine can threaten it. Nor does the aircraft 
nor mally vio late any sover eign terri tory
dur ing its search. The compe ti tion be-
tween hunter and hunted normally occurs 
in and over the vast but open and acces si ble 
ocean areas.  Searching over defended land 
ar eas for TELs is a more diffi cult endeavor. 

A locat able object must exhibit charac ter­
is tics that allow the seeker to differ en ti ate it 
from its surround ings.  The subma rine is 
for eign to its opera tional envi ron ment.  As a 
re sult, acoustic ASW has many charac ter is tics 
to exploit—so many that the subma rine can 
be detected when ambi ent noise exceeds the 
submarine- - generated sounds by orders of 
mag ni tude.  The cycle leading to this result 
is straightfor ward.  After scien tists identi fied 
sound as a poten tially exploit able charac ter­
is tic, they designed equipment to enhance 
the desired differ en tia tion.  At sea, testing
es tab lished the opti mal use of the equip­
ment. Lessons learned at sea became the 
gene sis of a better defini tion of the exploit-
able and/or the building of improved equip­
ment, allow ing the cycle to perpetu ate. 
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Could we search for TELs in any 
way compa ra ble to open-- ocean 

ASW opera tions? . . . I don't know. 

One should consid er other major differ­
ences. Tech nol ogy advanced to make subma­
rines less discov er able, but the march of 
tech nol ogy in ASW tended to match prog­
ress in subma rine devel op ment.  I do not see 
de vel op ments in TMD compa ra ble to the 
de vel op ments in theater missiles.  It did take 
years to cope with the advances in propul­
sion and secre tive ness offered by nuclear 
power, but ASW advances occurred.  They 
did so princi pally because subma rines in an 
open- - search environ ment retain charac ter is-
tics that make them discov er able: they make 
noise, their screws cavitate, and their ma-
chin ery has identi fi able fre quency charac ter­
is tics.  They gener ate heat, ocean distur bances, 
and magnetic anomalies. 

What are compa ra ble charac ter is tics of 
TELs? Except when firing, they are quiet. 
Fur ther more, they are mobile and easily hid-
den from air and satel lite search. Could we 
search for TELs in any way compa ra ble to 
open- - ocean ASW opera tions?  Can 
space--based plat forms do it? I don't know. 
As I mentioned earlier, subma rines at sea do 
not fight air borne ASW units, although they 
may fight surface and subma rine ASW units. 
But ASW opera tions can be inte grated in all 
three regimes.  TMD is still in its infancy in 
terms of multire gime attack. 

The natural state of all objects (man-­
made or natural) on land is to be at rest on 
the ground.  Many objects share charac ter is tics 
with TELs, includ ing weight, size, shape,
com po si tion, color, density, tempera ture, 
and so forth. Differ en tia tion (presuma bly at 
some dis tance) is problem atic because the 
hid den TEL shares the same natural states as 
its surround ings.  When in motion, the TEL is 
eas ier to locate because it is in an unnatu ral 

state. After launch, a missile is foreign to 
its environ ment and easily detected.  A 
mis sile in flight currently may be the 
most—pos si bly the only—ex ploit able charac ter­
is tic leading to a high prob abil ity of locat ing 
a hidden TEL. The several impli ca tions are 
ob vi ous. 

Do I sense in Wirtz's arti cle another 
exam ple of the Gulf War syndrome: open ar­
eas, des ert, air supe ri or ity easily estab lished, 
small area, the oppo nent's relatively backward 
technol ogy?  What if we were looking for 
TELs in China (vast), Japan (advanced), Viet­
nam (jungle), Yugo sla via (rugged and cov­
ered), and Russia  (vast, maybe advanced, and 
masters of cover)? How would we exer­
cise to assure ourselves of capa bil ity?  And 
when would we begin overflight, which 
could be an act of war? Further, the concepts 
of special opera tions presented by Wirtz, I 
think, are naive.  How many times could we 
put teams into remote, hostile terri tory for 
the same mission?  I'd go on the first but not 
the 10th. Decoys and maski rovka would be 
rather easy. 

The discus sion of exploit ing charac ter is tics 
of subma rines or other things requires 
consid era tion of the nature of each charac ter­
is tic.  Some are continu ous; some are persis­
tent. All have ranges at which detec tion 
be comes dif fi cult.  One ideal for ASW is a 
con tinu ous, non per sis tent (i.e., it doesn't re-
main after the subma rine has passed—unlike 
a tire track in the mud after a land vehi cle 
has passed) noise source of constant fre­
quency. Exploit ing this type of sound re­
quired the devel op ment of special ized 
equip ment and techniques.  Prosecut ing 
other types of energy (acoustic and other)
re leased into the water by a subma rine ne­
ces si tated differ ent equipment and tactics. 
The nature of the telltale charac ter is tic is 
criti cal to the devel op ment of the technol­
ogy to locate a subma rine (or a TEL). If the 
na ture of the telltale charac ter is tic for locat­
ing a TEL is similar to the nature of one or 
more acoustic charac ter is tics of a 
submarine, the de vel op ment of anti-- TEL
tac tics may be analogous to the devel op-
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ment of ASW. The bottom line is that this logi cally feasi ble, destroy ing an incom ing

ASW concept may be worth pursu ing for its mis sile appears to be a much simpler con-

value in inte grat ing an all-- source and all-- cept. 

defense concept. But if it becomes techno-





