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Leadership Crisis Rocks Academy

Harold Liebowitz vows to remain as president of the National Academy of Engineering despite an unprec-
edented vote of no confidence from the National Academy of Sciences and an effort to get him to resign

Although their thousands of mem-
bers may not have felt the ground
shake, two organizations at the pin-
nacle of the U.S. scientific estab-
lishment were rocked by an ex-
traordinary series of events last
month. And the temblors are far
from over. On 15 February, the gov-
erning council of the National Acad-
emy of Sciences (NAS) passed a
resolution sharply criticizing Harold
Liebowitz, the new president of the
National Academy of Engineering
(NAE). The resolution expressed
“no confidence” in Liebowitz’s abil-
ity to help manage the two acad-
emies’ joint bureaucracy, the National Re-
search Council (NRC), and strips him of all
duties as the NRC's vice chair. The same day,
according to NAE sources, members of the
NAFE’s governing council asked Liebowitz to
resign within a week. He has so far refused.
These unprecedented developments are
the latest moves in a bitter struggle between
Liebowitz and the NAE council (Science,
22 December 1995, p. 1915) that has left
Liebowitz increasingly isolated. The crisis
in the NAE’s leadership is hampering the

Fission. The NAS Council, chaired by Bruce Alberts, has
“no confidence” in NAE President Harold Liebowitz (right).

organization’s operations and could impede its
ability to raise money, say a wide spectrum of
NAE members. Yet Liebowitz, a former engi-
neering professor at George Washington Uni-
versity in Washington, D.C., seems unfazed
by the criticism. “I was elected by the majority
of members for a 6-year term, and | have every
intention of fulfilling my obligations,” he told
Science. In response, the NAE council is now
mulling over a possible vote of no confidence
in his leadership and may decide to seek ap-
proval from NAE members for his ouster.

RICK KOZAK

Liebowitz and his governing council have
been headed toward this showdown almost
from the start of his term in July. The 72-
year-old Liebowitz was
elected as head of the
1800-member organi-
zation over Cornelius
Pings, president of the
Association of Ameri-
can Universities. Pings
had been anointed by
the council to succeed
the retiring Robert
White, but promises
by Liebowitz to in-
volve members more
fully in the NAE’s day-to-day work and
shake up the staid organization won him an
enthusiastic following.

Shortly after Liebowitz took office, how-
ever, the council became concerned about his
personnel and financial management. One of
the biggest points of contention was Liebowitz’s
relationship with the federal agencies that
provide the bulk of the funds for NRC studies.
His critics charge that Liebowitz sought funds
for NAE studies that would not flow through
the NRC. That is a “flagrant violation” of an

SAM KITTNER

NAE Council Chair to Change Hands

National Academy of Engineering President Harold Liebowitz
may have lost the confidence of officials at the National Acad-
emy of Sciences (see main story), but he appears to have retained
enough clout to influence the selection of the NAE council’s next
chair. This month, when members of the NAE vote to elect a
chair of the 14-member council that oversees the organization,
Alan Lovelace will appear on the ballot as the choice of the
nominating committee. A retired General Dynamics executive,
Lovelace’s name emerged last November at a meeting of the
committee chaired by J. Fred Bucy, the former president of Texas
Instruments who campaigned vigorously for Liebowitz in last
year’s race for the presidency. Lovelace came out ahead of Norm
Augustine, chair of Lockheed Martin, the country’s largest aero-
space corporation. Augustine is completing a 6-year term as chair,
and NAE sources say he had reluctantly agreed to seek another
term.

Although Lovelace is a respected engineer and manager in the
space launcher field, the decision not to renominate Augustine
upset some members of the council, according to several NAE
sources. Past chairs, they noted, have been current or former chief
executive officers or the chairs of corporations. Some members
also considered the decision an insult to Augustine. “It was de-

meaning to one of the greatest industrialist-engineers in the coun-
try today,” said one outraged NAE member. The council directed
the committee to try again, but Augustine had withdrawn his
name. Lovelace won again when Bucy’s group met in January. On
15 February, at its annual meeting in California, the council
accepted the committee’s decision.

Lovelace’s nomination is a victory for Liebowitz, said NAE
sources, given tense relations between Augustine and the presi-
dent. They note that Liebowitz chose a majority of the nominat-
ing committee members, and claim that he and Bucy set a date for
the first committee meeting that was inconvenient to some mem-
bers of the panel who supported Augustine. Liebowitz said the
council approved the members and denied involvement in setting
a date. Bucy did not return repeated phone calls.

Lovelace told Science that he had agreed to run only because he
understood that Augustine had already dropped out of the race, and
he tiptoed around the current controversy surrounding the presi-
dent. “Rather than say I'm a Liebowitz fan, I believe that institu-
tions—and the NAE certainly is that if nothing else—must be
willing to make changes to remain viable,” he said. If the members
approve his nomination, Lovelace will assume the job in July.

-A.L.
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agreement made in the 1970s by both acad-
emies to use the NRC as a common operating
organization, says one NAE source. NAE
members say the council was also concerned
about Liebowitz’s attempts to fire experienced
staff and his failure to provide them with a clear
framework for his reforms. These concerns led
the NAE council to pass a resolution in Sep-
tember restricting Liebowitz’s control over
personnel matters and the NAE's finances.

Relations between Liebowitz and the NAE
council have continued to deteriorate since
then, according to sources in both the NAS
and NAE. The issue came to a head last
month at the annual meeting of both groups
in California. The NAS council unanimously
agreed that it “has no confidence in Harold
Liebowitz’s capacity to provide leadership for
the National Research Council,” where he is
second in command to NAS President Bruce
Alberts. The resolution removes his author-
ity to represent the NRC, instructs Alberts
not to assign him any duties, and slashes
NRC funds set aside for the vice chair. It also
cites his “adverse impact on Research Coun-
cil staff productivity and morale.” In re-
sponse, Liebowitz told Science this week that
“the clear purpose of the NAS resolution was
to thwart [my] efforts to correct management
procedures in both the NRC and NAE” and
to win federal grants aimed at increasing the
number of minorities in engineering.

The same day that the NAS approved
its resolution, the NAE council met with
Liebowitz to discuss his performance. NAE
Vice President Morris Tanenbaum told Sci-
ence that the council did not “specifically”
ask Liebowitz to resign. Other NAE sources,
however, say council members informally re-
quested that he step down by the end of the
day on 21 February to avoid a public show-
down with the council.

When Liebowitz took no action, the
NAS released its resolution on 22 February,
and the NAE council closed ranks behind its
sister body. The NAE council “understands
the reasons for the NAS Council’s actions
and its importance,” the NAE said in a writ-
ten statement. “It has been concerned about
President Harold Liebowitz’s leadership and
operation of the NAE for some time.”

Asked last week about the controversy,
Alberts said that Liebowitz “is an innovative
thinker, but he doesn’t believe in following
the rules.” Given the NRC’s complexity,
Alberts said, “you can’t just come in and try
to do things your own way.” While declining
to provide specific examples, Alberts added
that Liebowitz has also failed to understand
the need to remain at arms’ length from the
studies NRC performs. “He has the idea that
he is the PI [principal investigator] on every
project he solicits.” That may be fine for ac-
ademia, Alberts said, “but that’s not the way
it works here. In fact, we have procedures to
make sure that there is a separation between

officials and those who will carry out the
study. The review itself must be impartial.”
Liebowitz dismissed Alberts’s criticism as “so
incorrect it’s pathetic.” He said that he wanted
to be the contact person for studies done for
the National Aeronautics and Space Admin-
istration because he felt that the NAE deserved
a larger role within the NRC in space affairs.
The events of the past several months have
led one of Liebowitz’s most prominent backers
to change his mind about the NAE president’s
leadership. “ apologize to everyone,” said Will-
iam Harris, an NAE member and engineering
professor at Texas A&M University in Col-
lege Station who campaigned on Liebowitz’s
behalf and worked closely with him as a paid
senior consultant until the end of 1995. “It
never occurred to me this could happen.”
Harris, whose contract was not renewed by
Liebowitz when it expired in December, says
Liebowitz has failed to involve members more
fully. A frustrated Harris said that Liebowitz
has “lost the capacity to concentrate ... and
is unable to make decisions.” Liebowitz de-
nied those charges. “I have never had a prob-
lem with my management abilities,” he said.

The concept is simple: Reel out a line from
the space shuttle like a kite on a windy day.
But the second failure last weekend of a joint
U.S.-Italian experiment that has already cost
almost half a billion dollars shows that the use
of tethers to boost satellites into higher orbits
or to gather data is still far from a working
reality. Although scientists are keen to try
again, politicians in both countries appear re-
luctant to finance a third try.

The international crew aboard the space
shuttle Columbia began deploying the 21-
kilometer-long Tethered Satellite System on
25 February, unreeling the thin tether from a
National Aeronautics and Space Adminis-
tration (NASA)-built boom extending out
from the shuttle’s payload bay. At the end of
the tether was a small satellite designed to
send back a wide array of scientific and engi-
neering data. In 1992 the tether reel mecha-
nism jammed when the satellite was only 260
meters from the shuttle, and the crew was
able to reel it back in. This time, however,
the crew managed to unfurl most of the tether
before it snapped and sped away from the
shuttle. A defect in the system is the likely
reason for the failure, said Ivan Bekey, senior
executive for advanced concepts at NASA
and one who helped develop the project.

Officials from both NASA and the Ital-
ian Space Agency (ASI) insist the mission
was a success despite its unfortunate ending.
Bekey said the fact that the crew was able to
guide the satellite into a higher orbit and
deposit it there “shows that you can raise
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Fate of Tether Hangs by a Thread

NAE member and Liebowitz supporter
Kirk Bride said Liebowitz “has been pre-
vented from executing his responsibilities by
a small group of good old boys.” However,
Harris, who said he wants to see changes at
the staid NAE, does not view the councils’
actions as an attempt to preserve the status
quo. “This is not an old boys’ attempt to
discredit him,” Harris explained. “There is
no vindictiveness on the part of anyone.”

With the two sides at loggerheads, the
council is contemplating its next step. NAE
bylaws do not give the council the authority to
remove the president from his $250,000-a-
year position. “Our concerns have to be taken
to the members,” said Tanenbaum. “It is ex-
tremely important that they make a decision.”

Tanenbaum wouldn’t discuss the council’s
strategy, but he said the council is consider-
ing a range of options that includes asking
members to recall Liebowitz or to amend the
bylaws so that the council would have the
authority to remove him. In any event, what
has already become a very nasty fight seems
certain to escalate before it is over.

—Andrew Lawler

the orbits of satellites using
tethers.” Giovanni Rum,
head of ASI’s space station
and science missions departments, said “the
data we did get are very encouraging” indem-
onstrating the promise of tethers. Leonardo
Gagliardi, an ASI spokesperson in Rome,
said, “We've done what we set out to
achieve. It’s a shame that the satellite is lost,
because we can’t put it in a museum.” Lofting
satellites into higher orbits without using
heavy and expensive propellants is one of
dozens of planned applications for the teth-
ers, which some day might also generate and
conduct power, emit low-frequency radio
waves that penetrate the oceans, and gather
data on magnetized atmospheric plasma that
cannot be detected on the ground.
Replacing the lost satellite, however, would
be expensive. With an annual budget of about
$600 million and a host of other programs on
its plate, ASI will be hard-pressed to afford a
new mission. Earlier this week, Italian Sci-
ence Minister Giorgio Salvini was put on the
defensive as members of Parliament attacked
his management of ASI. “The election cam-
paign has already started,” he responded. The
satellite’s future in the United States seems
equally bleak. “My guess is that Congress won't
want to put up the money for a third time,”
predicts one congressional staffer. Another
aide is more blunt: “It’s dead.”
—Andrew Lawler

Additional reporting by Susan Biggin in Padova, Italy.
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