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The other comprehensive review which President Nixon commissioned was
conducted by a panel of independent technical. experts. T~s panel, ~hieb
reported to the President through bis science advJSOr~ was ;ch~ed by Ric:Jiard
Garwin, an IBM physicist and a member of the Prestdent s Sc1ence AdVISOry
Committee.
As we mentioned in Chapter 2. the panel reports of the interdepartmental
SS'f Review Committee rejected the basic arguments which had been used to
justify the SS'f project. 1 Furthermore, the panel considering t~e enviro~ental
impact of the SST concluded that the sonic boom would be mtolerable if the
plane were allowed to fly supersonically over populated areas and that ssr
airport noise would be a very serious problem.
.
The report of Garwin•s panel was, if possible, poten tially even more damagmg
to the project. In addition to the concems raised by the interdepartmental
review, Garwin's panel examined the extent to which the terms of the ~sr
development contract with Boeing bad been met. These terms had required
Boeing to submit, by January 15, 1969, „a completely integrated design, fully
substantiated by physical tests and detat1ed engineering analyses, ... for a safe
and economically profitable production version of the SST." 2 Garwin 's panel
observed, however, that
there are substantial grounds to believe that the Government could terminate
the contract "for default." These grounds are of three types:

1.

The fixed-sweep prototype, as proposed, will have take-off ~d la~ding runs
some 50% longer, take-off and landing speeds very substantially ~gher, and
other characteristics deficient with respect to the prototype required under
the contract.

2.

. .• The design is not fully substantiated as required by the contract.

3.

lt may be judged that the contractor has not demonstrillatebed tha~ t~e
production ai(p~ane whic~ follows f~om the pr~totype w
a sa1e,
economical .•• • commerc1al supersoruc transport.

These points were followed by a series of technical criticisms. The panel
pointed out several aspects of the SST program of

~h risk-among them the noise specifications.... More imp?rtant and more
fundamental is the fact that the estimated design payload constltutes only 7% ~f
the aircraft gross weight, as contrasted with a realized 12-30% for a subsomc
commercial transport of longer range. Our accuracy of design of stru.cture, and
our ability to calculate fuel consumption and adequate fuel res~rves lS.not such
as to insure that the payload will exceed 2%, which would have d1sastrous effects
on the economics of the aircraft.4
The panel also found that, even if technical problems were overcome, the m~ket
might amount to only half of the Federal Aviation Agency's "conservat1ve"
estimate of 500 airplanes-a market too low to allow the government to recoup
its investment in the development of the SST. Furthennore, Garwin 's panel
found it unlikely, because of the economic risks involved, that Boeing could
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obtain the several billion dollars of nongovernment financing required by the
contract for the production phase of the program. The panel report observed
dryly: "Both the government and the private sector can do much better with
their money in other programs." 5
After this devastating critique, the panel's primary recommendation for
"termination of the development contracts and the withdrawal of Govemment
Support. from the SST prototype program"6 should have come as no surprise.
The mterdepartmental SS'f Review Committee report and the Garwin Report
are apparently the only comprehensive studies of the SST that President Nixon
commissioned. Yet despite the strong negative recommendations of both of
these reports, Nixon gave his go-ahead to the SS'f program in September 1969.
As far as the public knew, this decision was based upon the results of the reviews
which he had commissioned.

The SST Review Committee Report Becomes Public
The report of the interdepartmental SS'f Review Committee became public at
the end of October 1969, as a result of the efforts of Representative Reuss of
Wisconsin. He described how he obtained the documents as follows:
1 bad great difficulty. 1 first got wind that there was such a report about a
month ago, and 1 thought that the taxpayers of this country bad a right to look
at it. So 1 wrote the Administration, "May 1, sir, have a copy of this report?"
A~d. 1 got back a l~tter from the Departinent ofTransportation saying, "This is
pnvileged. You can t see it. You're just a Congressman."
.wen, 1 took this ~P with our Freedom of Information subcommittee and they
pomted out that this squarely violates an agreement that the President made
which is that only the President can claim privilege, not the Department of
Transportation, or anybody else. And with that, their house of cards collapsed
and 1 go! the report. And now 1 sec why they didn't want to give it to me,
because 1t completely contradicts everything they said and renders this one of
the worst fiascos in our sorry history of waste. 7

Representative Reuss in fact got much more than the review committee's
panel reports. In addition, he received copies of a draft summary report,
together with letters from members of the review committee to the chainnan
1
protesting this summary. These documents suggest not only that Congress and
the public were misled about the technical basis of agency decisions, but also
that an effort was made to mislead the President about the Committee's
conclusions.
Because of the insights this episode provides into the ways in which
government "channels" sometimes work, we will discuss it at some length here.
Following the completion of the panel reports, the chairman of the Committee,
Undersecretary of Transportation James Beggs, wrote a summary report and
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circulated it to the other membets of the committee, requestlng their comments
within twenty-four hours. Both the biased nature of Beggs's summary and the
haste he required for responses provoked a storm of protest from Committee
members.
The treatment of the concems raised by the panel reporting on the
environmental impact of the SST may give an indication of the reasons for their
constemation. Beggs summarized their conclusions as follows:
[The SST] has thc potential for further deteriorating thc environment in the •
environs of the airport and within the area cnco.iipassed by the sonic boom path
(on the ground) when the aircraft is flown supersonically. However this potential
was not considered to be a deterrent to the SST program; instead, when and if it
did move forward, this potential should be considered in detail and resolved as
carly as possible.
. . . Increased water vapor released into the atmospherc from combustion of
aircraft fuel could be a problem in terms of local climate and changes in
atmospheric circulation and must be further examined.
The foregoing environmental factors are potentially serious and thereforc
should not be overlooked and underestimated. They are largely known, and can
be carefully examined, and a decision made to avoid them.9
Contrary to this statement, most of the panel had found the consequenc~s for
the environment to be a „deterrent to the SST program." Moreover, Beggs's
Statement in bis draft summary that a decision could be made to avoid the
environmental problems flew in the face of the environmental panel's report.
For example, as Lee DuBridge, science advisor to the President, pointed out to
Beggs, there was no practical way to avoid the sonic-boom problem. He also
stated that he was doubtful that engines could be designed which were
sufficiently light and powerful to be adequate for the SST and also sufficiently
quiet to avoid the airport noise problem.
Hendrik Houthakker, member of the Council of Economic Advisors and
chairman of the ad hoc SST Review Committee's Economics Panel, expressed
what appeared tobe a virtually unanimous criticism of Beggs's summary:
lt does not adequately reflect the views of the working panels and the members
of the Committee. lt contains primarily the most favorable material, interspersed
with editorial comments, and thus distorts the implications and tenor of the
reports. 10

lt appears from reading the letters of protest that Beggs was also violating an
explicit commitment which he had made .that the committee as a whole would
present its views to Secr~tary of Transportation John Volpe. Several of the
members of the conunittee referred to a letter in which Beggs stated that
after these working panel reports have been received, reviewed, and accepted by
the Committee, we will collectively make ·our views known to Secretary Volpe,
who in turn will make his recommendation to the President," 11
All we know conceming the results of the protests is that a meeting between

1
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refused a second time, a suit was filed catling for its release under the Freedom
of Information Act.15 On a goverrunental motion, the suit was dismissed in District Court on the grounds that the Garwin Report was indeed protected by
executive privilege. This decision was unanimously reversed on appeal, however,
and the case was remanded to District ·court for trial on its merits. These
preliminary skirmishes bad consumed more than a year, however, and events had
outrun the slow judicial process. By the summer of 1971, the fate of the SST
program had been decided by Congress without the benefit of access to the
Garwin Report. Thus, further suppression of the report could serve the
administration no very important purpose. Loss of the case by the government,
on the other band, would set a precedent adverse to the administration-by
putting teeth into the Freedom of Infonnation Act. Thus, on August 17, 1971,
Edward David, Jr., the new Presidential science advisor, released the report. In
bis covering letter he blandly told the plantiffs:
Our compliance with your request will moot any further litigation .•.• Our
action in this regard has been prompted by continued public interest and certain
impressions which have arisen depicting the government as attempting to con·
ceal hitherto undisclosed factual data on the SST program. To dispel any further
misconceptions that might result from continued litigation, we are releasing the
report at this time.
In connection with its release, 1 would like to place the report ·in proper
perspective so that there can be no misunderstanding about its role in the
formulation of the Administration's position on the SST program. The report
was one part of a full consideration of the program in early 1969. Other reviews
recommended continuation of the program in contrast to one recommendation
of this report.

16

When your authors wrote Dr. David requesting a list and/ or copies of the
positive reports which he mentioned in this letter, we received no reply.
Thus ends our tale of how the Nixon administration tried to keep from the
public the unfavorable results of its comprehensive reviews of the SST program.
We now turn to a consideration of two reports relating to the SST program
which were yoluntarily released.

The NAS-NRC Report on Sonic Boom Effects
The National Academy of Sciences' National Research Council (NAS-NRC)
received in 1964 a contract by the Federal Aviation Administration toset up a
committee to monitor the federal govemment's sonic-boom research program. In
1968 the NAS-NRC Committee on SST.Sonic Boom issued a series of reports on
the subject. One of these reports-that dealing with the effects of sonic booms
on buildings-is the focus of our concern here.
The conclusion of this report stated that "the probability of material damage
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We conclude that ~he level of technology demonstrated by Boeing and
General Electric [the contractor for the SST engine) is sufficient to achieve the
noise level objectives we recommended [i.e., the same as for four-engine,
intercontinental subsonic transport aircraft) . 24
The advisory committee was not asked and did not report what the impact of
these changes would be on the- ssr economics. An indication of the magnitude
of this impact became available when Christopher Lydon of the New York
Times learned that the principal design change was the addition of noise
suppressors weighing about 50,000 pounds25-a weight nearly equal to the entire
payload of the previous design. Another indication of the economic nonviability
of the new design came a few months Jater when, after further SST
appropriations had been voted down by Congress, Boeing gave its tenns for
restarting the development program. lncluded in its new cost estimate was $350
million for the development of an entirely new and quieter ssr engine.26
With this example we conclude our presentation of case histories of how
administration officials carried out_ their responsibilities in passing on to
concerned Congressmen ~d citizens the technical analyses of the SST program
which they had received. This sorry record is an important piece of evidence we
offer to support our argument that Congress and the public need their own
science advisors.

::~~~~~:ic ~::m
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Meanwhile, the anti.SST forces continued to use the airport-noise probJem
effectively as an argument against the SST program. In the early spring of 1971,
as the final Congressional votes became imminent and it appeared that the
development program might be canceled, Boeing suddenly announced that a
number of modifications had been made in the SST design which reduced the
airport noise to acceptable levels. Simultaneously, William Magruder, Director of
the SST Development Program within the Department of Transportation,
released to the media a Statement from the chairman of the SST Community
Noise Advisory Comrnittee:

(1971): 32126·32129.
3. lbid„ 1l. 32126.
4. lbid., p. 32126.
5. lbid., p. 32128.

6. lbid„ p. 32129. Contrast these statements in the Garwin Report with the foUowing
comment by Presidential science advisor Lee DuBridge, in a letter to Rep. Henry Reuss

58

Advising or Legitimizing1

dated April 3, 1970: "lt would be unfortunate to leave the impremon that the [Garwin
teport) was 'highly crltical' of the SST program.'' [ Reprinted in Congressional Record 111
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William Shurcliff in his SST/Sonic Boom Handbook (New York: Ballantine, 1970) give an
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damage awards ligures compiled by Shurcliff, but used the population of the relevant
metropolitan areas-instead of cities-over which the boom tests were conducted, and thus
obtained an estimate of $222 damage per million man-booms. (U.S., Environmental
Protection Agency, Report no. NTID 300.12, The Effects of Sonü: Boomsand Similar
Implosive Noise on Structuru (Washington, D.C.: Environmental Protection Agency,
December 31, 1971).) The conclusion remains unassailable that if SSTs were flown over the
United States. the damage to structures from sonic booms would be very costly. And the
legal costs could dwarf the actual damage costa-see W. F. Baxter, "The SST: from Watts
to Harlem in Two Hours," Stanford Law Review, November 1968, pp. 1-57.
20. The following discussion is based on information in Dr. Shurclifrs files.
21. John Walsh, Science 172 (1971): 242.
22. An example is discussed by Nicholas Wade, Sclence 173 (1971): 610.
23. NAS.NRC-NAE News Report. February 1969, p. 11.
24. Reported, for example, by Christopher Lydon in the New York 1imes, March 1,
1971, p. lS. We obtained a copy of the report itself from Dr. Leo L Beranek, chairman of
the SST Community Noise Advisory Committee. lt was dated February S, 1971, and was in
the form of a one-page memorandum addressed to William Magruder.
25. New York Time1, March 1, 1971, p. lS.
26. Washington Post, May 20, 1971, Sec. A, pp. 1, 8.
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Invoking the Experts :
The Antiballistic Missile
Debate
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