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SDI – the US Strategic Defense Initiative
•
•

•
•
•
•

Announced in January 1984 by President Reagan
Defined to explore key technologies which might enable the
development of a missile defensive system intended to protect the
United States from attacks by ballistic strategic nuclear weapons
Its first stage ran for four years. Start in 1986, succeeded by other
programs, renamed
In the late 90’s the program was transformed and changed its
scope from global to more regional coverage
It was never truly developed or deployed.
Certain aspects of SDI research and technologies paved the way for
some of the anti-ballistic missile systems of today.

2

3

Our hypothesis:
Given the dominance of the free-market philosophy in the US that
does not allow for direct government interventions in the market
through industrial technology policies:
• Can a defense technology programs such as SDI be considered as a
hidden trajectory to fund industry relevant research?

• Is the military route a more appreciated an appropriate way for such
involvement, in the US?
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The defense-economy debate in the US
•
•

•
•

•

War production was responsible for pulling the nation out of the
Great Depression of the 1930s.
A sort of Keynesianism rescued the economy; the large demandcreating government intervention in economy was military in
origin
Galbraith large complex organisations – including the military
complex - were the defining characteristics of the US’ economy
Melnam warned against the Pentagon’s dominance over civilian
economy controlling R&D, capital, production means and
technical personnel
Tirman: the ‘spin-off’ argument is key to understanding the
defense-economy debate
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What will be SDI’s spin-off?
We concluded:
•

although SDI’s R&D is mainly generic by nature, and might
generate civil applications,

•

the exotic nature and the military context of the program and the
extensive restrictions on technology transfer
with demanding constraints for publication and participation of
SDI-funded scientists in open scientific meetings

will reduce the possibility of commercial spin-off
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What would Walter say on EC’s plan to increase the
European defense research budget?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

President Juncker expressed the need for a Europe that protects,
empowers and defends
Europe’s defense research budget should grow
In the period 2021-2027, an annual budget of 500 million Euro.
Research should focus on for instance the development of a European
Drone that can eliminate ground-based targets from high altitudes.
National budgets should be made available to buy these weapon systems
European companies (ca 5 billion Euro, annually)
Trump’s election - Europe should strengthen its contribution to NATO
This provided more fundament under Juncker’s argument that Europe
should work more closely together in defense R&D and procurement
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Walter would say:
•
•
•

•

•

Juncker’s defense research program is – as we use the terminology
of today – focused at higher TRL levels than SDI was.
So, the research is application oriented
For now, it seems to be a program that aims to strengthen the
competitiveness of the European defense market, that suffers from
fragmentation and insufficient industrial collaboration
However, with the shrinking national defense budgets it remains
to be seen how large the European market will be for these new
weapons systems
Although technology transfer instruments have improved, spin-off
can not be expected due to low basic research level
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