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The Patients’ Bill Of Rights And The Underlying Issue Is A 

Top Priority For The Public

National Missile Defense Is Of Much Lower Importance To The Publ

ic
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The Missile Defense Story Is Garnering 

Relatively Little Attention
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As I read each item, tell me if you happened to follow this stor

y very closely, fairly closely, 

not too closely, or not at all closely?

% following very closely


Recent polling on the missile defense issue yields three key findings: Americans are not paying very close attention to this story; missile defense is not a high priority, even compared with other defense concerns; and, initial support for a national missile defense shield turns to opposition when voters are focused on the failure of the system to work and the fact that developing such a system would violate a treaty the U.S. has signed.  
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Fears of Terrorists Bringing In Weapons Vastly 

Outweigh Concerns About Missile Attack
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Few People Are Paying Attention To Missile Defense Debate 

Missile defense is an issue to which few Americans are paying close attention.  In a July 2000 poll, just 11% of Americans said they had been following the issue very closely.  Despite George W. Bush’s very public advocacy for national missile defense, this lack of attention has not changed appreciably in recent months.  A March, 2001 CBS/New York Times poll found that only 7% of Americans had heard a lot about the missile defense debate. 

Missile Defense Is Not A High Priority, Even Among Defense Issues
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Both Domestic And Other Defense Spending Is Deemed 

More Important Than Spending For Missile Defense
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Our polling has consistently shown that missile defense is quite low on Americans’ priority list.  Americans place little priority on national defense generally, compared to other, more pressing domestic issues.  Even within the defense arena, they prioritize other defense spending over spending on a national missile defense system.  

A national poll we conducted in June, 2001 revealed that Americans believe HMO rights (81% one of the most important or very important), hiring more teachers (73%), and providing a prescription drug benefit (73%) are vastly more important for Congress and President Bush to address than missile defense (55%).  Missile defense ranks at the bottom of the list, ahead of only allowing drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (52%).

This finding is consistent with other recent national polls.  A June, 2001 CNN/Gallup poll found that only 25% of Americans considered missile defense to be an extremely important issue for Congress to address.  This result placed it at the bottom of a list of nine issues and well behind the top issue, education, which 61% of Americans rated extremely important.  Similarly, a May 2001 poll by our Republican colleagues Public Opinion Strategies found that “developing a nuclear missile shield” finished last out of 13 issues in “importance to you personally.”  Only 22% rated the issue a “10” on a 10-point scale, as compared to 67% who rated privacy issues a “10”.  
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Initially People Favor The Missile Defense System, However 

They Oppose It If They Feel It Is Unlikely To Work Or Will 

Break Treaties
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Moreover, Americans much prefer spending on a variety of domestic and defense priorities ahead of missile defense when offered a trade-off.  A September 1999 Mellman Group poll found that Americans consider spending on education, Social Security and Medicare and crime prevention more important than spending on a national missile defense by wide margins (63 points, 55 points, and 49 points respectively).  Even when compared to other defense issues, majorities prioritize spending on military pay and training as well as defending against terrorists far ahead of national missile defense (plus 35 points, plus 28 points).  Only spending on conventional weapons is deemed a lower priority than a national missile defense, and that only by a 7-point margin.


In addition, people do not find the threat of nuclear missile attack particularly salient.  Results from the May, 2001 Pew poll show that 77% of Americans believe that nuclear weapons brought into the country by terrorists pose a greater threat than a nuclear missile attack; 10% believe the possibility of a nuclear missile attack is more threatening. 

Once Arguments On Feasibility And Treaty Abrogation Are Introduced, Support For Missile Defense Shield Evaporates 

Given a simple choice between having a missile defense and not having one, Americans not surprisingly, opt to have a defense shield.  However, when voters learn that the system is unlikely to work and would require us to abrogate a treaty, they quickly shift against the idea in large numbers.  For instance, a New York Times/CBS poll found that even though 58% favored building the missile defense system initially, that support was transformed to opposition when the high probability of failure (support decreased 33 percentage points), and the need to break the ABM Treaty (support decreased 30 percentage points) were introduced.  When told that scientists think NMD is unlikely to work, opponents outnumbered supporters by 56% to 25%.  Our other polling indicates that the most compelling argument against deploying a missile defense focuses on the repeated failure of the system to pass tests, despite the fact that we have spent over $60 billion developing it.  Spending tens of billions more to deploy a system that has repeatedly failed simple flight tests is throwing good money after bad.  When told a national missile defense system would break a treaty, 52% opposed it while just 25% favored it.  Thus, when respondents were made aware of either of these basic facts, Americans opposed a missile defense system by 2 to 1.

Voters are not sold on the necessity of the missile defense shield and put a much higher priority on other issues.  Support can be converted to opposition by making clear that the system is unlikely to work and that it would violate treaty obligations. 




Key Talking Points On Missile Defense Based On Recent Polling:





Repeated test failures and the fact that scientists say the system is unlikely to work mean that spending more to deploy a missile defense is throwing good money after bad.





Building a national missile defense would require the US to violate a treaty we have already signed.





We need to focus our limited dollars on other priorities like Social Security and Medicare, prescription drugs and better pay for the military.
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