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On 25 October, James Fletcher, ad- 
ministrator of the National Aeronautics 
and Space Administration, summoned 
Ruth Bates Harris, deputy assistant 
administrator for equal opportunity, 
into his office and fired her. In so do- 
ing, Fletcher may have precipitated 
just the sort of pressure for improving 
NASA's employment performance with 
women and minority group members 
that critics say it has so far managed 
to resist. 

NASA was pushed into the spotlight 
as civil rights and women's groups 
rushed to the defense of Harris and 
members of Congress demanded ex- 

planations from Fletcher. The issue also 

points up the frustrations and conflicts 
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in many government agencies over pro- 
grams to advance minority groups at 
a time when the watchword, more than 
ever, is economy. 

Ruth Bates Harris is a black woman 
who gained a national reputation in the 
1960's for her work as director of the 
Human Relations Commission in the 
District of Columbia. When NASA 
established a separate office for equal 
employment opportunity and contract 
compliance in 1971, they asked Har- 
ris, then human relations director for 
the Montgomery County, Maryland, 
school system, to head it. 

Harris says there were problems 
right from the beginning, when she 
found her title was not to be director, 
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but deputy director, and that the Of- 
fice of Equal Employment Oppor- 
tunity (EEO) would be supervised by 
the director of industrial relations. 
Harris says that she was frustrated by 
middle management's undermining of 
her office's authority and by lack of 
firm support from the top and that 
several times she considered resign- 
ing. 

Finally, last April, following pleas 
from her and her staff, the EEO office 
was elevated to a position where its 
chief had direct access to Fletcher. But 
instead of naming Harris assistant ad- 
ministrator for equal opportunity (the 
new title), they put Dudley McConnell, 
a black physicist and former head of 
the NASA Scientific and Technical In- 
formation Office, in the position and 
named Harris his deputy. 

It was apparently clear from the be- 
ginning that McConnell's approach was 
incompatible with that of the people 
who ran the two major components 
of the office: Harris, who, in addition 
to being his deputy, supervised the in- 
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The National Institute of Education (NIE) is like 

a ship that steams out of harbor on its maiden voyage 
and promptly runs aground. Only a year ago the agency 
was launched with the apparent blessings of both Con- 

gress and the Administration, but now Congress is 
well on the way to administering NIE a paralyzing 
budget cut. 

NIE spent about $106.5 million in the last fiscal year, 
and President Nixon asked for $162.2 million for the 

agency in his fiscal 1974 budget. Mainly as a result of 
action in the Senate, however, NIE now seems likely to 

get an appropriation of $75 million, some $30 million 
less than last year and less than half the amount re- 

quested in the budget. 
Congress has still not acted finally on the Department 

of Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW) appropria- 
tions measure which contains the NIE funds. And there 
is a general uncertainty about HEW funding, since the 
President may again veto the HEW money bill (Science, 
21 September). But House-Senate conferees have re- 

portedly agreed on the $75 million figure for NIE, and 
the agency is in the process of reviewing its program to 
see how it can come to terms with the draconian re- 
duction. 

NIE's nemesis on Capitol Hill this autumn was Sen- 
ator Warren G. Magnuson (D-Wash.), chairman of 
the Senate appropriations subcommittee which handles 
funds for HEW. Magnuson is a somewhat unlikely 
antagonist, since he has not been known as being either 

very active or highly opinionated on education issues. 
His animus toward NIE, however, was unmistakable in 
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debate on the Senate floor on 4 October when the Sen- 
ate HEW appropriations bill was passed. 

In the case of NIE, the usual congressional appropria- 
tions pattern was reversed. The Senate usually ups the 
amount voted by the more parsimonious House Appro- 
priations Committee, and a compromise is struck in con- 
ference on a figure somewhere in between. In this case, 
the Magnuson subcommittee came in with an original 
recommendation that NIE get a bare $50 million. This 
was raised to $75 million by the full Appropriations 
Committee, and this sum was accepted by the House con- 
ferees. The House bill actually called for $142.7 million. 

What happened is by now fairly widely known, but 
the question of why it happened still puzzles some well- 
informed observers. Magnuson made it clear that he was 
dissatisfied with the replies of NIE director Thomas K. 
Glennan, Jr., to his questions on what NIE was doing and 
what it planned to do in the future. He also read into the 
record correspondence from a state college president in 
his own state expressing the view that NIE might be 
"stifling broad participation in educational research." 
There were also reports that NIE staff had been rude in 
dealing with Capitol Hill staff and that NIE's congres- 
sional relations in general are badly underdeveloped. 
NIE, however, is a yearling agency, and the reaction 
seems to exceed the provocation. 

NIE's troubles are ascribed by some to general Con- 
gress-Executive hostility caused by Watergate, the im- 
poundment by the Executive of funds voted by Con- 
gress, and, particularly, the long wrangle over the HEW 
budget. Another theory is that the Democrats were look- 
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house affirmative action programs, and 
Joseph Hogan (who is white), who 
headed the contractor compliance divi- 
sion. 

According to Harris and several of 
her former associates, there was a great 
deal of frustration in the office arising 
from their belief that McConnell was 
not committed to real change and that 
he was turning the office into a public 
relations outfit. They felt that McCon- 
nell, who at 37 is NASA's only black 
in the administrative stratosphere of 
"supergrades," was a servant of the 
establishment and did not identify 
strongly enough with the needs of mi- 
norities. McConnell says that Harris 
continued to act as though she were 
running the office, that she was unco- 
operative and uncompromising, and 
that she did not seem to be fully aware 
of the bureaucratic restrictions govern- 
ment employees must work under. 

At any rate, Harris, Hogan, and 
Samuel Lynn, a black contract com- 
pliance officer, decided the office was 
going nowhere. "After months of 
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agonizing," she says, the three of them 
put together a report-on their own 
time and money-documenting their 
belief that NASA's equal opportunity 
effort was "a sham." 

The report, submitted to Fletcher in 
late September, points out that the num- 
ber of people in minority groups em- 
ployed by NASA has gone up only 1 
percentage point-from 4.10 percent 
to 5.19 percent-since 1966. Women 
(almost all of them clerical workers) 
make up 18 percent of the NASA work 
force. Most women and blacks hold civil 
service grades below GS 9, despite the 
fact that 70 percent of all NASA em- 
ployees are at GS 10 or above. "At 
the present rate of increase, NASA 
would reach only 9 percent minority 
employment by the year 2001!" la- 
ments the report. The authors said ef- 
forts by the office to speed things up 
had been thwarted by the fact that its 
recommendations on hiring were often 
ignored or overruled and that the 
quantity and quality of equal oppor- 
tunity officers at NASA's ten research 
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and space centers left much to be de- 
sired. 

The report rounds off by raking Mc- 
Connell over the coals and asking that 
he be removed from office. McConnell 
is accused of "an apparent lack of in- 
tegrity" in his communications between 
management and staff and "immaturity 
in relation to people." (A case in point 
was McConnell's use or a little bell to 
summon his secretary, a practice that, 
says Harris, earned him the sobriquet 
of "Mr. Ding-a-ling" and made the 
EEO office a "laughingstock" within 
NASA. McConnell, wincing at the 
memory, says the bell was a little 
souvenir given him by his wife and he 
is very sorry indeed about having used 
it.) In sum, wrote the authors, in only 
5 months, "he has impaired the in- 
tegrity of the office and made a mock- 
ery of the equal opportunity program." 

Hogan, Lynn, and Harris delivered 
the report in person to Fletcher and 
went over it with him point by point. 
Fletcher, they say, agreed that NASA's 
record was dismal and arranged to 
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ing for a place to make cuts to compensate for sub- 
stantial increases they have made in the Administration 
budget and settled on NIE because the agency is new, 
is identified with the President, and lacks a constituency 
with clout. 

All these factors probably contributed to NIE's 
difficulties, but some of the troubles can be traced to 
basic issues on policy-making. The idea for an inde- 
pendent agency to administer high-quality education 
research dates back at least to the late 1950's, but it took 
recognizable form as NIE in the Nixon education mes- 
sage in 1970. The proposal won bipartisan support on 
Capitol Hill but failed to make its way through the 
legislative mill until it was passed as part of the Higher 
Education Amendments of 1972 and was signed into law 
in June of that year. 

The agency got its start with the transfer of about 80 
people and $90 million worth of programs from the 
Office of Education. Glennan was nominated as director 
last October and confirmed promptly by the Senate. The 
first real note of discord between Congress and the 
Administration over NIE was struck when the White 
House delayed appointing the 15-member National 
Council on Educational Research prescribed in the law 
establishing NIE. The council is not the usual cere- 
monial advisory body appended to most federal research 
funding agencies; it is charged with formulating the 
"general policies" of the agency and is expected by 
NIE's congressional patrons to do just that. 

The Administration's nominations to the council were 
not announced until last June, and major policy and pro- 
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gram decisions had to be held up. In the interim the milk 
of congressional kindness toward NIE began to curdle. 

Whether the White House delay in naming the coun- 
cil was caused by Watergate drift or, as was asserted, by 
efforts to find the best possible people is now an aca- 
demic question. During the interregnum, Congress was 
urging NIE to both act independently and not to make 
major decisions before the council was ready to have 
its say. These conflicting signals obviously did not make 
NIE's first year easier. 

Glennan has borne the brunt of congressional criti- 
cism, particularly in his encounters with Magnuson. The 
NIE director, an economist who worked for the RAND 
Corporation before he came to Washington, D.C., was 
assistant director for planning research and evaluation at 
the Office of Economic Opportunity when he took the 
NIE job. Until he ran into the Magnuson buzz saw, his 
reception on the Hill had not been hostile, although it was 
noted that he had little experience with either education 
politics or congressional customs. 

Certainly NIE has received little effective support in 
its time of trial from Republicans in Congress or from 
the Executive. Nor did Democrats in Congress friendly to 
NIE make much headway when they tried to mount a 
salvage effort. But perhaps the unkindest cut of all is the 
failure of the education community to mount a serious 
rescue effort. Some educational researchers, for various 
reasons, have been hostile to NIE, but if they think 
federal support of education R & D will flourish even 
though NIE does not, they too are probably due a rude 
shock.-JOHN WALSH 
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meet with them again after he had had 
time to further absorb their message. 
It was at the second meeting that he 
dismissed Harris, transferred Hogan 
(who, unlike Harris, is protected by 
Civil Service) to another depart- 
ment, and warned Lynn that, if he 
couldn't get along with McConnell, he 
would be expected to resign. 

Fletcher indicated that this action 
had nothing to do with the report, 
which contained information that was 

already well documented. Rather, it 
was that Harris had become a "divi- 
sive" force and that "there was a 
basic incompatibility in the organiza- 
tion in which she was placed." Harris 

says the effort to lay the dispute to 

personality differences is a "smoke- 
screen" to cover the fact that top man- 

agement was simply not prepared to 
take the "painful" measures necessary 
to make the program really work. 

Indeed, the inference that Harris 
modeled herself along the lines of An- 

gela Davis does not wash with some 
of her former colleagues, who regard 
her as thoughtful, reasonable, and easy 
to get along with. It is also difficult to 

imagine that it took NASA 2 years 
to discover that the woman was a "divi- 
sive" personality. 

McConnell's side of the story is that 

things never went very smoothly under 
the Harris leadership-that she lacked 
administrative experience and never 
troubled to learn the workings of the 

bureaucracy. He implied that her ef- 

forts, however heartfelt, were not par- 
ticularly effectual. Asked if it were not 
undemocratic to demand that the heads 
of the two major components of the 
office subordinate their ideas to his, 
McConnell compared himself to the 

captain of a ship who is confronted 
with unruly crew members-"If the 

captain has the responsibility, he should 
also have the authority." McConnell, 
who comes across as soft-spoken, in- 

gratiating, exceedingly articulate, and 

strong-willed, says he had no inkling 
that people felt he lacked the human 
touch until a black female contract 

compliance officer quit last summer, 
complaining in a letter to Fletcher that, 
while McConnell undoubtedly thought 
he was doing his best, he was "not sen- 
sitive" to the mission of the office and 
"close to hostile with regard to the 
concerns of women." 

At any rate, Fletcher's Nixonesque 
purge appears to have opened up a can 
of worms NASA may not have bar- 

gained for. Some 70 headquarters per- 
sonnel sent a memorandum to Fletcher 

806 

expressing concern about the future of 
NASA's EEO program and asking for 
his reassurance, and representatives of 
civil rights and women's groups at 
several NASA centers have publicly 
pledged support for Harris. The As- 
sociation of Women in Science, the 
NAACP Legal Defense Fund, and the 
Leadership Conference for Civil Rights 
have been holding meetings and plot- 
ting action. Harris says newspaper 
stories on her firing have elicited calls 
from all over the world. "People have 
come out of the woodwork and out 
of retirement." Members of Congress 
are also stirring. Representative Charles 
Rangel (D--N.Y.) has asked Fletcher 
to reinstate Harris and come across 
with a full explanation of the matter, 
and Representative Charles Mosher 
(R-Ohio), a member of the House 
Science and Astronautics committee, 
has asked his staff to look into the mat- 
ter. What's more, Senator Frank E. 
Moss (D-Utah), chairman of the Sen- 
ate's Committee on Aeronautical and 

Space Sciences, and committee mem- 
bers James Abourezk (D-S.D.) and 

Floyd Haskell (D-Colo.) have asked 
for explanations from all concerned 
and may hold hearings. 

An employee of the Association for 
Women in Science says that many peo- 
ple involved with employment oppor- 
tunity in government find it particularly 
alarming that someone with Harris's 
stature could be so summarily dis- 
missed-"the attitude is that, if this 
can happen to Ruth Bates Harris, it 
can happen to anyone," she says. 

Harris herself has petitioned the 
Civil Service Commission for reinstate- 
ment on the grounds that her dismissal 
was a "reprisal." But she believes that 

congressional hearings are the only way 
to get to the bottom of the matter. She 
says she has discovered ominous things 
she didn't know about while working 
at NASA-"We've got to have a hear- 
ing . . . we've learned so much more 
since then . . . it's frightening." 

Fletcher was prompted by all the 
turmoil to send a memorandum to all 
NASA employees explaining the situa- 
tion. He said Harris wanted to cen- 
tralize equal opportunity authority at 
the headquarters office, thus robbing 
centers of the autonomy they enjoy in 
other matters, and that she wanted 
EEO personnel exempted from the 
universal reductions in force NASA 
has been suffering. He said that, while 
he admired Harris's "dedication and 
enthusiasm," she lacked the "neces- 
sary administrative and management 
skills." She was "unwilling to share the 
broader problems of management with 
her peers, and because she became a 
seriously disruptive force within her 
own office," he concluded it was time 
for her to go. 

Fletcher acknowledged that the 
NASA record was "not a record in 
which we can take pride," but said 
all that was changing under McCon- 
nell's leadership. He pointed to the fact 
that goals and timetables are now being 
developed and programs are being 
formulated for recruiting women and 
minority members, hiring students to 
do stints as paid NASA employees, 
and helping jog people out of "dead- 
end" jobs. Fletcher finished by say- 
ing, ". .. my major concern is that 
Mrs. Harris's termination might dis- 
courage other employees from making 
their ideas and criticisms known to the 
Administrator for fear of jeopardizing 
their own jobs," and that he and dep- 
uty director George Low were "very 
interested" in hearing any complaints. 
Harris supporters find this ironic, since 
they believe she was fired for "doing 
her job." 

Even granting NASA the best of in- 
tentions, it faces special difficulties in 
increasing its professional female and 
nonwhite personnel. As an agency 
strongly preoccupied by its dramatic 
scientific missions, it has tended to be 
dominated by scientific and technical 
rather than administrative types. Al- 
most half the NASA work force is 
made up of scientists and engineers, 
but the national manpower pool 
contains few women and minority 
members. Only 1 percent of engineers 
are female, for example, and 3 per- 
cent are nonwhite. Critics point out 
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that NASA contractors, who draw 
from the same pool of talent, have a 
far better record in equal employment 
than NASA. But contractors do not 
operate under the Civil Service con- 
straints, veterans' preference, and pe- 
riodic reductions in force that char- 
acterize the NASA of the 1970's. 
What's more, the Office of Federal 
Contract Compliance is a considerably 
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It was the President's fifth full dress 
statement on energy since the summer 
of 1971, and in important ways his 
nationwide broadcast of 7 November 
marked a watershed with all the 
others. As recently as last September, 
when predictions of winter fuel short- 
ages still ranged between 3 and 5 per- 
cent, problems of national energy sup- 
ply constituted, in the 'President's 
estimation, no more than a "challenge." 
Now, in the face of a Middle East oil 
cutoff and consequent shortages of 10 
to 17 percent or more, the word was 
"crisis." 

In the face of crisis, what had been 
a firm but undefined commitment to 
spend $10 billion on energy R&D 
over the next 5 years reappeared with 
the resplendent name of Project Inde- 
pendence. The President likened it to 
the Manhattan and Apollo projects, 
and said its goal was to give the nation 
the capacity to meet its own energy 
needs by 1980. But "self-sufficiency," 
and technology's role in achieving it, 
remained to be clarified, and this am- 
biguity quickly stirred some criticism 
in Congress. "We are foolish to believe 
any longer that technological tricks can 
relieve us of our need to husband non- 
renewable resources," Representative 
Morris K. Udall (D-Ariz.) said in a 
speech the next day. "No amount 
of cheerleading will provide an instant 
solution." 

The message's most immediate result 
was a galvanic effect on Capitol Hill. 
In the week that followed, it seemed 
increasingly likely that Congress would 
not only act to give the President some 
(though not all) the emergency authori- 
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ty he wanted to regulate energy supply 
and demand, but might also move be- 
fore the December recess to reorganize 
the federal energy R & D establishment, 
as the White House has asked. Sudden- 
ly the prospect loomed that the Atomic 
Energy Commission would be trans- 
muted into a new Energy Research and 
Development Administration (ERDA), 
built on the core of the AEC's staff 
and laboratories but without the AEC's 
regulatory powers. 

The spurt of congressional activity 
derives in part, obviously, from the 
urgency of the circumstances. But the 
White House traded at least two note- 
worthy concessions for fast congres- 
sional action, and both seemed to have 
gotten more mileage than any of the 
President's periodic complaints about 
foot-dragging on energy legislation. 

For one, the White House appeared 
to back off substantially from its orig- 
inal proposal for emergency regulatory 
powers. In a bill printed up for the 
Senate Interior Committee and dated 
6 November, the day before the Presi- 
dent's speech, the White House asked 
for the authority to suspend the three 
major environmental laws passed since 
1969, without public hearings, for in- 
definite periods, and under circum- 
stances vaguely defined as "any 
emergency deficiency in energy sup- 
plies" resulting from foreign export 
restrictions and limits ort domestic U.S. 
supplies. The White House bill asked 
authority to grant nuclear power re- 
actors operating licenses for 18 months 
without public hearings; to exempt 
"any stationary source of air pollutant 
emissions from any emissions limita- 
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tions .. . under the Clean Air Act"; to 
exempt any fuel-producing facility or 
generating plant from regulations of 
the Federal Water Pollution Control 
Act or any state pollution law; to 
shield such actions from judicial review 
under the National Environmental 
Policy Act; to ration fuel; to encourage 
the use of alternative fuels (such as 
coal and natural gas) by imposing 
special taxes; and to deregulate natural 
gas prices. 

The bill was prefaced with a note 
that it did "not represent the official 
position of the Administration," but 
was instead only a proposed alternative 
to a much more limited measure in- 
troduced 2 weeks before by Senator 
Henry Jackson (D-Wash.), chairman 
of the Interior Committee, which has 
jurisdiction over such legislation. Jack- 
son's bill, by contrast, defined an 
emergency as a petroleum shortage of 
5 percent or more, would not allow the 
deregulation of natural gas, and would 
authorize the President to lift air pol- 
lution regulations on power plants only 
as long as shortages lasted and only 
on a "case-by-case basis." 

By the time the President delivered 
his message, however, requests for 
sweeping powers to suspend the nation's 
environmental laws had vanished. What 
remained was a tip of the hat to Jack- 
son and others "for the hard work that's 
already been done" on emergency legis- 
lation and a request that temporary 
variances be allowed for federal emis- 
sions controls on a "case-by-case 
basis." The Senate Interior Committee 
quickly spurned the Administration's 
plea to deregulate the price of natural 
gas at the wellhead, but reported out 
the essence of Jackson's bill on 12 
November. 

The Energy Research and Develop- 
ment Administration poses equally 
complex and contentious issues, but 
both the House and Senate government 
operations committees-which have 
jurisdiction over executive branch re- 
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