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How the mighty have fallen

In 1957, science advisers were brought into the White House as the President’s Science Advisory
Committee. Its demise has deprived the US government of invaluable counsel.

Richard Garwin

The Second World War left the United
States with enormous energy among its
scientists and great advances in technol-
ogy — for example, radar, the proximity
fuse, nuclear weapons and the ability to
detect sound underwater. Taking office
in 1953, President Dwight Eisenhower
consulted the little-known Science Advi-
sory Committee (SAC) in the Office
of Defense Mobilization. Eisenhower
depended on ‘his scientists’ to help him
counter those military officers and hard-
sell technologists whose enthusiasm to
protect the country and to advance the

state of technology often exceeded their <,

competence.

After the launch of the Soviet
satellite Sputnik on 4 October 1957,
Eisenhower brought the SAC into .
the White House as the President’s
Science Advisory Committee .,
(PSAC). The PSAC had a key role in :
creating NASA in 1958. From then
until 1973, when it was disbanded by
President Richard Nixon, it helped
to lay out a civil scientific space pro-
gramme and to guide military space
intelligence.

Although often dismissed by critics
as the ‘scientists’ lobby in the White
House, the PSAC concentrated on
marshalling science for government,
as seen in the committee’s involvement in
the first manned mission to the Moon. On
25 May 1961, President John F. Kennedy
called for a mission to send man to the
Moon within the decade. In a deal with
his science adviser Jerome Wiesner, chair
of the PSAC, Kennedy never claimed that
the purpose of the Apollo programme
was to advance science, and the PSAC
never criticized it publicly despite internal
reservations.

One of the committee’s earliest achieve-
ments was to place scientific expertise at
the highest level in the US Department of
Defense in the form of a director of defence
research and engineering. This post was
a powerful one — number three in the
department — and the PSAC ensured that
its first occupant was the young nuclear
physicist Herbert York, followed by fellow
physicists Harold Brown and John Foster.

Opposition to the PSAC arose early on,
in the form of complaints to members of
Congress and government officials from
scientists and industry adversely affected
by PSAC analyses. Paradoxically, the higher

profile of science and technology that the
PSAC helped to create in government
departments and agencies made it easier for
its opponents to argue that the White House
didn’t need its own scientific advisers.

In fact, such advice was never more
needed. Towards the end of the 1970s, I
was told by one of our most competent
defence secretaries that he did not regard
it as his responsibility to ensure
that a weapons
programme ol
submitted

by the Department of Defense for the pres-
ident’s budget was sound and worthwhile.
He saw it as the job of the White House
Office of Management and Budget to sort
that out, with the help of the PSAC. To me
this was evidence that increased scientific
and technological expertise in govern-
ment departments increased rather than
reduced the need for scientific competence
in the White House.

Since Nixon abolished the PSAC, no
president has seen fit to create an advisory
committee of a similar level of commit-
ment or energy — despite the establish-
ment of a President’s Council of Advisors
on Science and Technology by George
Bush Snr in 1990. In 1972, Congress had
founded the Office of Technology Assess-
ment (OTA), which was run by a biparti-
san congressional board. Its studies were
conducted by a small staff supplemented
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by people hired for individual projects. The
unique feature of the OTA was an advisory
committee for each study that included
passionate proponents and opponents of
the programme in question, whose points
of view were evaluated, if not endorsed.

The United States has drawn particular
strength from granting independent tech-
nical consultants access to government at
many levels. Such individuals add know-
ledge, if not always wisdom. Today, that
access is increasingly subject to political
and ideological tests.

A strong PSAC would have been
helpful in the controversy over space-
based missile defences that followed
President Ronald Reagan’s ‘Star
Wars’ speech of 23 March 1983
(although there were good OTA
' studies on this) and more recently
/ in setting a response to potential
threats of bioterrorism and disease
pandemics.
. Inafurther blow, the OTA was
abolished in 1995 by a Congress
under Newt Gingrich’s leadership.
Some likened this act to Congress
shooting themselves in the brain.
Against this backdrop of decay in
the United States, it is good to see a
scientific advisory system in the United
Kingdom — the Foresight programme
(www.foresight.gov.uk) — that has con-
siderable influence on government deci-
sions. Foresight was established in 1978 and
recast in its present form in 2002. The three
or four Foresight projects under way at any
one time address serious potential prob-
lems facing the country. Curent projects
include mental health and wellbeing, obes-
ity, and sustainable energy management. A
sponsoring government minister for each
project ensures that the advice gets to peo-
ple with the power to act on it.

Foresight stands in sharp contrast to the
absence of analysis in the United States
for decision-making in and direction
of programmes such as missile defence,
smallpox-vaccine production and home-
land security. The demise of integrity and
competence in the US government is a
matter for dismay. The restoration of the
OTA would be a partial remedy — and a
harbinger of reform. ]
Richard Garwin is IBM fellow emeritus at
the IBM Thomas J. Watson Research Center,
Yorktown Heights, New York 10598, USA and
a former member of the PSAC.

For more essays and information see http://nature.com/
nature/focus/arts/scipol/index.html

. SCIENCE & POLITICS

43




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage false
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 450
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 450
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 2400
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck true
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly true
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.30000
    0.30000
    0.30000
    0.30000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (OFCOM_PO_P1_F60)
  /PDFXOutputCondition (OFCOM_PO_P1_F60)
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <FEFF004e005000470020005000520049004e005400200050004400460020004a006f00620020004f007000740069006f006e0073002e002000320032006e0064002000530065007000740065006d00620065007200200032003000300034002e002000500044004600200031002e003300200043006f006d007000610074006900620069006c006900740079002e>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [665.858 854.929]
>> setpagedevice


