When I became the Minister of Defense of the Czech Republic almost a year ago, I inherited unfinished negotiations with the United States about the placement of the terminals of the Shared Early Warning System (SEWS) for the detection of launched ballistic missiles on our territory.

Although I was always among the supporters of missile defense, we have, together with the Czech military leadership, after several months long negotiations about the SEWS come to the conclusion that this is not the right way and that the offer has been surpassed in time.

After we made our decision public, speculations, misinterpretations, and errors appeared in the press about the character of the entire project.

Some activists and foreign diplomats even began to present this decision as their own accomplishment and the outcome of their long time criticism of missile defense.

The SEWS was not supposed to be a military base, an operation center, or a command center for the US missile defense system in Europe. The SEWS was presented to the Czech Republic following the Obama administration’s cancellation of the previous missile defense project, which was to place a radar on our territory.

The offer consisted of the placement of two computer terminals within the facilities of the Czech Republic’s army, via which we would have access almost in real time to information regarding the launch of ballistic missiles as detected by American sensors.

The Americans would cover the annual cost in the approximate amount of 17 million Czech Crowns during the first two years and then we would take over the expenses.

We intensively negotiated for several months about the SEWS and evaluated the offer in the context of the development of the negotiations regarding the future of missile defense within NATO. As new information came in, we assessed that the offered SEWS terminals will neither be utilized within the NATO framework nor the new US missile defense system, which reckons with placing interceptors in Romania and Poland and a radar in Turkey. Succinctly said, we would receive passive information regarding a possible missile launch but the system would not be interlinked to allow for active defense against such missiles.

We continue to support NATO missile defense

In the meantime at the Summit in Lisbon, NATO has approved missile defense as a joint alliance mission and outlined the exact requirements of the new system. One requirement is to share information regarding missile threats with all member states, including the Czech Republic. 

Said differently: we will have access to the same information within the NATO framework even without the SEWS in Prague. The bilateral offer given before Lisbon regarding terminals of early warning was surpassed by the developments in the Alliance. The reason for our decision was not that we succumbed to whatever pressure from the Russians.

We did not decline the terminals of early warning just to spite the United States or because it was too big of a project. On the contrary. We would like to be involved more substantially and we want to affirm our alliance with the US via concrete projects. At the moment when we are not sure if this project has a potential to growth, it would not be wise to invest in it and create excessive expectations, which in the end could lead to needless frustration in mutual relations.

Our support of the NATO missile defense project has not changed. If an opportunity arises in the future as to how meaningfully involve the Czech Republic in the NATO missile defense, we will be open to these negotiations.

