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Three Mile Island: A Case Study in C3| for

Crisis Management

Richard L. Thornburgh

Since the time he addressed this seminar, Richard L.
Thornburgh was named Attorney General of the
United States, and has served in that capacity since
July 1988. At the time of this presentation, he was
the Director of the Institute of Politics, John F. Ken-
nedy School of Government, Harvard University,
after having served two terms as Governor of Penn-
sylvania (1978 to 1986). During his term of office,
he was elected Chairman of the Coalition of North-
east Governors and of the Republican Governors
Association, and was named as one of the nation’s
most effective big state governors by his fellow gov-

ernors in 1986. Previously, he served as Assistant
U.S. Attorney General in charge of the Criminal
Division of the Justice Department from 1975 to
1977, and as U.S. Attorney for Western Pennsylva-

nia from 1969 to 1975.

Oettinger: As you know, Governor Richard
Thomburgh is the Director of the Institute of Poli-
tics. He will begin with some remarks that he has
prepared, though he has indicated that he is amena-
ble to questions even then. Then we’ll move on to
discussions.

Thornburgh: Thank you, Tony. As I said during
our luncheon gathering beforehand, I thought it
might be useful to begin this discussion of my expe-
riences as Governor of the Commonwealth of Penn-
sylvania for eight years by drawing on my reminis-
cence of an extraordinary event that occurred very
early in my tenure in office; by delivering to you
the thoughts that I recorded in a paper that I pre-
pared shortly before leaving office on the Three
Mile Island incident as a framework for discussion
of a variety of other activities that reflected not only
the management of emergencies but the everyday
business of a state government.

Pennsylvania is at present either the fourth or fifth
largest state in terms of population, depending upon
how many people came into Florida today. It’s a
state with a very diverse population and economic
base, and I think is a reasonable laboratory to look
at in terms of the challenges that face those involved
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in the administration of state government. I'd be
most interested in your response to the history and
what I think are the lessons leamed from the Three
Mile Island accident in the context of the challenges
of state government.

Let me begin by giving you this kind of extended
summary of that event, and then we’ll open it up for
questions.

Only one thing was on my mind at 7:50 on the
morning of March 28, 1979. As a Govemor in of-
fice only 72 days, 1 was vitally interested in secur-
ing passage of my first budget — one that would
reflect my administration’s priorities for the Com-
monwealth of Pennsylvania. The agenda at my
breakfast meeting for freshman Democratic legisla-
tors — [ am a Republican — that March moming
was to secure bipartisan support for a fiscal plan
that reflected our campaign goals: enacting a bal-
anced state budget, promoting economic develop-
ment, providing better roads and schools, reforming
a costly welfare system, and cracking down on vio-
lent crime and governmental corruption.

At 7:50 a.m., however, a telephone call from the
state Director of Emergency Management inter-
rupted our meeting. There had been an accident at
the Three Mile Island nuclear power plant located




Jjust 10 miles downstream of us in the middle of the
Susquehanna River. I knew immediately that our
ambitious agenda for leadership was about to be
rudely amended. What happened in the next five
days is now history.

The problem actually had begun at four o’clock in
the moming when vital cooling water started to es-
cape through an open valve in the newest of two
nuclear reactors at the plant. For the next 2'/, hours
plant operators failed to read these symptoms cor-
rectly, failed to close that valve, and mistakenly
shut off an emergency cooling system that otherwise
would have operated automatically. The reactor
core overheated and the worst accident in the his-
tory of commercial nuclear power in the United
States was well underway.

That was eight years ago. We now know that
while some of the reactor fuel heated to the point of
melting, a disastrous meltdown, as suggested in the
popular movie The China Syndrome, would be
avoided. We now know that while detectable
amounts of radiation escaped into our air and water
and even into our milk during the days of tension
that were to follow, the amounts were limited and
their impact on public health, if any, remains
debatable.

And we know now that a massive evacuation of
the up to 200,000 people residing in the area, and
its potential for panic, would have been far more
dangerous and damaging than was the accident it-
self. But when I answered the phone at 7:50 on that
March morning in 1979, we knew none of this.

Nuclear power was still the technological marvel
of our time. To some it was the ultimate answer to
our growing energy problems: a source of electricity
once described as being ““too cheap to meter,” and
an industry whose safety record had been, or at
least was thought to have been, second to none.

I had neither reason nor inclination to challenge
these assumptions — except, perhaps, the one about
my light bill being too cheap to meter. Nuclear jar-
gon was a foreign language to me and my exposure
to emergency management at a nuclear power plant
was limited to a perfunctory briefing just after tak-
ing office. I knew enough, however, that the
thought of issuing a general evacuation order first
entered my mind at 7:50 that morning and never left
me throughout the unprecedented days of decision
that followed.

On the first day it was not yet clear that the Gov-
ernor would have to manage the civilian side of this
crisis personally, but it was very clear that a new
administration, with ultimate responsibility for pub-
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lic health and safety, had better start asking ques-
tions, analyzing the answers, and preparing for the
worst,

Because we were so unfamiliar with the existing
state bureaucracy and because there simply was no
state bureau of nuclear crisis management as such,
let alone a precedent to study, we did something at
the outset which was to serve us very well. In lieu
of the existing bureaucracy, I assembled what might
be called an “‘ad hocracy” — a team of close asso-
ciates whose judgment and competence I would
trust absolutely, and a support group of relevant
state specialists whose judgment and competence
were about to be tested under pressures none of
them had ever known before.

The ad hocracy included, among others, the Lieu-
tenant Governor who, in addition to his role as
Lieutenant Governor, served as Chairman of our
Energy and Emergency Management Councils. He
would head our fact-finding effort in the early
stages of the accident. Another member was my
Chief of Staff who, like me, was a former federal
prosecutor with an instinct for asking the right ques-
tions of the right people at the right time — an in-
stinct that served admirably throughout this ordeal.
Another was my Secretary of Budget and Admini-
stration, who would evaluate the state’s existing
emergency management apparatus, including evacu-
ation plans, and find them deficient — a situation
which we moved quickly to comect.

Others were my Director of Communications,
along with my principal speechwriting assistant,
both of whom, as former reporters, shared an in-
stinct for gathering and analyzing facts, as well as
putting them in language the public could under-
stand. And, of course, there were the specialists:
the Director of the Bureau of Radiation Protection,
the Secretaries of Health and Environmental Re-
sources, the Director of Emergency Management,
and various others who moved in and out of the
group on an “‘as needed’’ basis.

The ad hocracy reported to me only periodically
at first and those reports were sandwiched between
other pressing, but somewhat normal, affairs of
state. At the outset, I believed it was important to
conduct business as usual in the Governor’s office,
and perhaps even more important to appear to be
doing so. As the implications of the accident be-
came more apparent, however, I began to cancel
other appointments and the ad hocracy virtually
moved into my office for an extended and unforget-
table stay.



Qur first task was to find out exactly what was
happening at the site of the accident. I'd been
trained as both an engineer and as a lawyer, and
had a well-developed respect for the integrity of
~ facts. 1 instinctively demanded much more of my
sources than opinion, conjecture, guesswork, or
contradictory allegations. I wanted the facts as best
as they could possibly be determined and as quickly
as they could possibly be assembled. In the case of
Three Mile Island this would prove to be far more
difficult than any of us imagined.

The utility, its regulators, and other groups and
institutions appeared to be contradicting one an-
other, or telling the public either less than they
knew or more than they knew. Self-appointed ex-
perts began to exaggerate either the danger or the
safety of the situation. The credibility of the utility,
which first seemed to speak with many voices, and
then with none at all, did not fare well either with
us, the news media, or the public. The company
began that first day by seeking to minimize the acci-
dent — assuring us that everything was under con-
trol, when we later learned that it wasn’t, and that
all safety equipment functioned properly, when we
later learned that it didn’t. Even when company
technicians found that radiation levels in the areas
surrounding the island had climbed above normal,
the company itself neglected to include that infor-
mation in its statement to the public. The company
also had vented radioactive steam into our air for
about 2!/, hours at midday without informing the
public.

It fell to us, then, to tell the people of central
Pennsylvania, as the Lieutenant Governor did at a
4:30 p.m. press conference, that, ‘“The situation is
more complex than the company first led us to be-
lieve. That there had, indeed, been a release of ra-
dioactivity into the environment. That the company
might make further discharges. That we were con-
cerned about all this, but that off-site radioactivity
levels had been decreasing during the afternoon and
there was no evidence, as yet that they ever had
reached the danger point.”

Although we continued, throughout the crisis, to
monitor what utility officials were saying, we began
to look elsewhere for sources of information which
would be more credible to the public, as well as
helpful to us. Among others, we tumed inevitably
to federal engineers and inspectors who had spent
most of the first day inside the plant.

Three of these on-site government experts briefed
us that evening and joined the Lieutenant Governor
in a 10:00 p.m. press conference that was to put a
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long Day One to bed for most members of the ad
hocracy.

I was an exception. My past reading habits would
delay what otherwise might have been a deep, com-
fortable, and much needed sleep, because I recalled
reading a book reassuringly titled We Almost Lost
Detroit, an account by John G. Fuller of problems
at the Enrico Fermi nuclear power plant in Michi-
gan. I remembered Fuller’s discussion of the con-
sequences of core damage at the Michigan plant
and realized that our federal experts had not raised
this issue with respect to TMI during our evening
briefing.

It might be remembered that in 1979 few people
realized that there really was no danger of an actual
nuclear explosion, a mushroom cloud and all, from
a nuclear power plant. That isn’t physically possi-
ble. The real catastrophe, as outlined by Fuller,
would be the overheating of the reactor core to the
point where it actually melts down and burns
through its concrete and steel containment, thereby
releasing massive amounts of radioactive material
which silently but lethally could contaminate the
environment for miles around and for centuries to
come. The term ““China Syndrome” was derived, in
fact, from the theory that such a core would be so
hot it actually could burn its way through to the
other side of the earth.

Ironically, the movie of that name was running in
Harrisburg area theaters that very week, and its
script incredibly described a meltdown as having the
potential to contaminate an area, and I quote, “‘the
size of the state of Pennsylvania.”

I did manage to get sleep that night, but I began
Day Two with a new skepticism toward experts in
the industry.

As the authors of a specially commissioned report
were to write much later, the second day of the cri-
sis was an interlude: a day for the drawing of deep
breaths; a good time for members of Congress to
put in an appearance which, of course, they did.
Chairman Joseph Hendrie of the Nuclear Regulatory
Commission (NRC), meanwhile, was telling a con-
gressional committee in Washington that we had
been nowhere near a meltdown, although he had no
way of really knowing this at the time. The com-
pany was holding its first full-fledged press confer-
ence since the accident, and telling reporters that the
plant was stable and that the controlled release of
limited amounts of radioactivity into our atmosphere
soon should be terminated. There seemed to be a
feeling among those in charge that the worst of the



accident had passed. I wanted to believe that, of
course, but I was not too sure.

Company efforts to cool down the reactor were
not working as well as expected and self-appointed
experts and eyewitnesses of dubious distinction con-
tinued to feed us unsubstantiated stories about dead
animals, along with exaggerated wamings, various
evacuation schemes, and a ridiculous tale prompted
by a poorly worded NRC press release in Washing-
ton, of radiation so powerful that it was penetrating
four feet of concrete and spreading across the coun-
tryside up to 16 miles from the plant. There were
also signs popping up in grocery store windows pro-
claiming, ““We don’t sell Pennsylvania milk.”

Public faith in the experts and institutions was
beginning to erode and it was clear that the credibil-
ity of the Governor’s office was to become much
more than simply a political asset for its occupant.
That credibility was to become, perhaps, the last
check against a possible breakdown in civil author-
ity, and the chaos and panic such a breakdown
surely would ignite. Obviously, we were deter-
mined to preserve that credibility and that check.

The time had come, I felt, for the state to become
more visibly active and to use whatever credibility
we had maintained to put things back into perspec-
tive: to establish, in other words, if the situation
was not as bad as some would have us fear nor as
good as others would have us believe.

Let me emphasize that we did not run to the capi-
tol media center with every doomsday alarm, off-
site rumor, pseudoscientific finding, or even cred-
ible piece of information that crossed my desk. We
took our lumps from the news media, in fact, for
alleged inaccessibility because we spent hours and
hours cross-checking one source against another and
testing all of our information for truth, accuracy,
and significance. Once we did go public, even the
grumpiest of reporters acknowledged that they did
indeed come to depend upon us for the truth about
what was going on and what it all meant.

While I did continue to seck advice and briefings
from federal people working at the site, I sent our
own state experts on radiation and nuclear engineer-
ing to the island to supplement and cross-check
what they were being told.

On their assurance that it was safe to do so, I also
asked the Lieutenant Governor to go into the plant
and bring back what was to become the first authen-
tic layman’s report on what it was like there. 1
wanted to know if the company technicians them-
selves were in a panic, and his later description of
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the workers as calm and cool was reassuring, to say
the least.

The mere fact that the Lieutenant Governor actu-
ally had gone inside the plant at that particular time
was perhaps even more reassuring to a citizenry
bombarded by the various ‘“Chicken Littles™ in our
midst.

Finally, we all agreed it was time for me to be-
come publicly involved in the effort. As you know,
a Governor cannot command the television cameras .
free of editing the way a President can. Yet, I felt a
need that afternoon to communicate directly with
the people who had been living with the uncertain-
ties of this strange and unprecedented event. So, as
[ opened my first press conference since the acci-
dent began, I addressed my remarks directly to the
people of Pennsylvania. *‘There is no cause for
alarm,” I said, “‘nor any reason to disrupt your
daily routine, nor any reason to feel that public
health has been affected by the events of Three Mile
Island.” *“This applies,” I said, ‘‘to pregnant
women. This applies to small children and this ap-
plies to our food supplies. While we believe the
danger is under control at this time, we recognize
that it is very important that all of us remain alert .
and informed. We will do so0.” i

My briefing to the press that day was followed by '
one of the experts from the NRC, a staffer who de-
clared to my astonishment that the danger was over.
I leamed later that night that another on-site expert
privately disagreed, and that water samples indi-
cated that core damage was very bad. While Thurs-
day ended on this somewhat edgy note, it was a
mere prelude to a Friday I will never forget.

Day Three was to become known as the day of
the great evacuation scare — the day that illustrated
not only the folly but the very real danger of trying
to manage this kind of an emergency by long dis-
tance. It began, once again, in the early moming
hours, when the shift operators at Three Mile Island
were alarmed by a buildup of steam pressure on a
valve. Without approval from anybody, they simply
opened the valve and allowed the steam, along with
a substantial amount of radioactive material, to es-
cape into the atmosphere.

Helicopter readings taken directly above the
plant’s exhaust stack indicated a radiation exposure
rate of 1,200 millirems per hour — a rate certainly
high enough to warrant an evacuation if the read-
ings had been taken in nearby Middletown, in Har-
risburg, or anywhere off the plant site itself. But
coming directly out of the stack, where the materi-



als immediately were dispersed, such a reading was
no more significant than those taken on the previous
two days of the crisis. )

Unfortunately, in a classic manifestation of what I
later was to call the *‘garble gap™ between Harris-
burg and Washington, the NRC’s Washington-
based executive management team thought that the
readings had, indeed, been taken in an off-site area
and decided to recommend that we evacuate all resi-
dents within a five-mile radius of the plant. Also
unfortunately, this Washington group forwarded its
recommendation up to us through our Emergency
Management Director instead of our Radiation Pro-
tection Director, the latter of whom could have cor-
rected the error and spared central Pennsylvania
from reaching the very brink of panic. Even more
unfortunately, the Emergency Management Director
called a local civil defense director, who called a
local radio station with the news that an evacuation
order from the Governor might well be imminent. I
had vet to be so informed.

When the word finally did get to me that a Doc
Collins from Washington was saying we should
evacuate, [ had no idea who he was or by what
authority or for what reason he was making such a
recommendation, and I did not intend to evacuate
thousands of people on such incomplete informa-
tion. For no matter how well they are planned, mas-
sive evacuations can kill and injure people — espe-
cially the aged and infirm, infants in incubators,
other hospital patients, and even the able-bodied
bystander who, like the usher at the exit of a bun-
ing theater, happens to be in the wrong place at the
wrong time.

So, I started asking questions. My difficulty in
getting answers was compounded by the jamming
of our switchboard, thanks not only to the prema-
ture disclosure of an erroneous evacuation advisory,
but also to the mysterious tripping of an emergency
siren that soon had hearts pounding and eyes widen-
ing all over the city.

Oettinger: What city are you talking about?

Thornburgh: Harrisburg. People were throwing
their belongings into trucks and cars, locking up
their shops and homes and packing to get out of
town. If ever we were close to a general panic this
was the moment,

I placed a call to the NRC Chaimman himself, and
by the time I reached him, his staff had discovered
what my own radiation experts were telling me: that
the evacuation advisory was a mistake. The NRC
group withdrew the advisory, and I immediately
went on the air to assure our people that the alarm
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was a false one and that there would be no general
evacuation.

Shortly after that I was on the phone with Presi-
dent Carter. Our two staffs had put aside partisan
interests in dealing with this crisis from the begin-
ning, and rightly so. They had developed the kind
of “friendship under fire” that such incidents tre-
quently promote. My conversation with the Presi-
dent was, therefore, honest, open, direct, and above
all, productive.

I asked for, and the President agreed to send us, a
high-ranking professional who could go to Three
Mile Island as his personal representative, merge
solid technical and management expertise with an
on-site perspective, and report accurately and di-
rectly to the White House, to me, and to the people
on what was going on out there, what was not go-
ing on, and why.

Harold Denton, the NRC’s Director of Nuclear
Reactor Regulation, turned out to be the perfect
choice, and his arrival later in the day would repre-
sent a turning point in the crisis. For the moment,
however, the evacuation question was not entirely
settled. While we were relieved that a general
evacuation was unnecessary, the confusion which
that episode exposed in Washington, as well as in
the plant, and the uncertainty over what might hap-
pen next troubled us deeply.

We began to wonder on our own if pregnant
women and small children — those residents most
vulnerable to the effects of radiation, yet relatively
easy to move — should be encouraged to leave the
area nearest the plant. We put that question directly
to Chairman Hendrie who answered, and I quote,
“If my wife were pregnant and I had small children
in the area, I would get them out, because we don’t
know what’s going to happen.”

Shortly after noon on Day Three of the crisis,
therefore, I recommended that pregnant women and
preschoolers leave the area within five miles of the
plant until further notice, and that all schools within
that zone be closed as well. I also ordered the open-
ing of evacuation centers at various sites outside the
area to shelter those who had no place to go. “Cur-
rent readings,” I told the people, “‘are no higher
than they were yesterday, but the continued pres-
ence of radioactivity in the area and the possibility
of further emissions leads me to exercise the utmost
caution.”

Harold Denton arrived at the plant that afternoon.
A three-way hotline was installed there to connect
him with me and with the President. Later that
night, Harold and I met for the first time and spent




an hour and a half reviewing the situation. It was
quite, quite clear that his slow and relaxed North
Carolina drawl, his way of smiling naturally as he
spoke, his ease and apparent candor with the press,
- his ability to speak plain English, as well as nuclear
jargon, all of these factors soon were to make him
the world’s most believable expert on the technical
situation at Three Mile Island. It wasn’t to be too
long before his value would be put to the test.

While he was on his way up to Pennsylvania, his
colleagues in Washington finally referred publicly to
the theoretical possibility of a meltdown, an accu-
rate but poorly handled statement which caused
even that most credible of all Americans, Walter
Cronkite, to lead the CBS Evening News by saying,
and I quote, “*We are faced with a remote but very
real possibility of a nuclear meltdown at the Three
Mile Island atomic power plant.”

Harold Denton joined me at a press conference
that night, put the facts in perspective, lowered the
level of concern, and earned his spurs with the press
and with me. While we did continue to cross-check
his observations against those of my own team, we
quickly became convinced that he was as credible
as he appeared to be. As Day Three wound down, I
felt we were finally equipped to handle the misstate-
ments, second guessing, and false alarms that were
certain to continue.

Harold Denton’s long series of regular press con-
ferences in Middletown, near the plant site, began
on Day Four, Saturday, March 31. These briefings
did serve to keep things relatively calm, and I felt it
safe to leave Hammisburg for the first time since the
accident. I wanted to visit some of the people who
had spent the night at my advice on cots and blan-
kets covering the floor of a sports arena in nearby
Hershey. It was there that I resolved to do all that 1
could for the remainder of my term to see that nei-
ther human nor technological error on Three Mile
Island ever would be allowed to threaten these peo-
ple again — a commitment that would consume an
inordinate amount of my time for the balance of my
term of office.

As for March 31, 1979, however, human and
technological errors were to provide yet one more
scare for these good people. Based on information
given to it by an anonymous source within the Nu-
clear Regulatory Commission in Washington, a wire
service ran a news bulletin that night that read, and
I quote, “Urgent. The NRC now says the gas bub-
ble atop the nuclear reactor at Three Mile Island
shows signs of becoming potentially explosive.”
This fear was totally groundless. The hydrogen bub-
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ble never would explode in the reactor vessel. As
one review of the crisis later recalled, It would
blow up, instead, in the media.”

The bulletin, in its most cryptic and chilling form,
moved like a hurricane advisory across the bottoms
of prime time television screens everywhere in the
nation that Saturday night. In Harrisburg, people
streamed out of downtown bars and restaurants. Qur
switchboard jammed again, and a herd of reporters
stampeded into my press office, not for the story
itself, but demanding to know if they should get out
of town. Obviously, we had to move fast.

We called Harold Denton at the plant and learned
that there was no danger of an imminent explosion
and no cause.for alarm. My press secretary, skip-
ping our normal clearance procedures, banged out a
three-paragraph statement to that effect and literally
ran it down to the capitol newsroom.

Concurrently, we asked Denton, who was on his
way to my office, to go directly to the newsroom
instead, which he did. Within minutes stories quot-
ing our statement, and then Harold’s impromptu
news conference, began to move on the wires, and
another potential panic seemed to have been
avoided.

In the course of this “bubble’ drill, we had been
in touch with the White House and discussed the
possibility of a visit to the area by the President
himself. Press Secretary Jody Powell authorized me
to say that the President would, indeed, be joining
us in the near future, and I did. Powell issued a
similar advisory out of Washington. This was to be
in effect the end of the panic avoidance phase of our
Crisis.

The President arrived the very next day, and he
and I toured the plant together in full view of net-
work television cameras. The image that was
beamed around the world on April 1, Day Five of
the crisis, had its desired effect. If it was safe
enough at Three Mile Island for the Governor of
Pennsylvania and the President of the United States,
it had to be safe enough for anyone.

Over the next several days, Harold Denton con-
tinued to oversee the cooling down of the reactor
core and to offer progress reports to a press contin-
gent that was fast losing interest in the story. On
April 6, just 10 days after that fateful opening of
what was to become the most famous power plant
valve in the world, I prepared to tell our people that
the crists had passed, and that those who had cho-
sen to leave the area could indeed come home
again.




While I recognize that no other governor has
faced a nuclear emergency, and while I pray that
none ever will, the experience has suggested a num-
ber of lessons that could be useful to other govern-
mental executives, not only in managing those
unforeseen crises that always seem to come with the
territory, but also some of the normal problems of
government and management.

Perhaps the first among these lessons is to “ex-
pect the unexpected” and be prepared to adjust ac-
cordingly. For us, if it wasn’t Three Mile Island, it
was three-mile long gas lines at a time of energy
shortage. If it wasn’t a water shortage, it was a
flood. If it wasn’t a transit strike, it was a subway
crash. If it wasn’t an underground mine fire, it was
a prison hostage crisis. All of which happened
while I was in office.

The importance of limiting those things that any
executive should attempt to do in the time allowed,
the importance of carefully choosing one’s battles,
is implicit in the fact that some of the toughest of
those battles are chosen for us rather than by us.

Upon taking office, any governor should make
sure not only that the state’s existing emergency
apparatus is adequate, but also that good men and
women are in place to handle the administration’s
planned agenda, should the chief executive become
occupied by an item that never was planned for at
all.

Second, when an emergency does strike, a trusted
“ad hocracy” may be far more useful than an en-
trenched or untested bureaucracy. It was not in our
job description to function like a virtual grand jury,
grilling witnesses to a nuclear emergency, and then
to serve as a communications center for the people,
but it worked. A chief executive should not be
afraid to scramble the organization chart, as we did
during Three Mile Island, or in perhaps a more fa-
miliar example, as President Kennedy did during
the Cuban missile crisis, when his own brother’s
advice weighed more heavily with him than that of
the Secretary of State or the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

Third, be ready to restrain those who, as de-
scribed by our Emergency Management Director
during the crisis, may be ‘“‘leaning forward in the
trenches,” helmets, sirens, and all, and be thinking
solely in terms of doing something, regardless of
the safety or necessity. This applies not only to
emergency volunteers and staff, and not only to
emergencies, but also to bureaucrats, technocrats,
academicians, medical and other professionals, and
yes, even to my colleagues in politics. The impulse
in government to act merely for the sake of action
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or to test a plan or agency simply because it is there
must be kept firmly under control.

Fourth, be wary of what might be called *‘emer-
gency macho™ — the temptation to stay up all night
and then brag about it, or, more likely, allow your
press staff to brag about it. While it often is impor-
tant for the governor to maintain a visible and reas-
suring presence, anyone making life or death deci-
sions for thousands of innocent people owes those
people a mind that is clear and a body that is rested.

Fifth, don’t try to manage an emergency from
anywhere but the site itself. This does not mean that
the governor, for example, must be on site person-
ally, but someone must be in charge there whose
competence and judgment the governor can trust.
As you have'seen, most of our communications
problems originated in Washington. Even Harold
Denton, I later leamed, had been a major participant
in that bogus evacuation advisory the NRC sent up
to us on the third day. He was later to concede that,
“I"ve leamed that emergencies can only be man-
aged by people at the site. They can’t be managed
back in Washington.”

Sixth, search for and evaluate the facts and their
sources again and again, and communicate those
facts truthfully and carefully to the people, remem-
bering that credibility can be as fragile as it is cru-
cial under the heat of a genuine public emergency.

Seventh, respect but do not depend upon the news
media. Throughout the Three Mile Island incident,
we developed a considerable empathy for the more
than 400 reporters from around the world who were
assigned to cover this event. Their frustrations mir-
rored ours in the attempt to establish reliable facts.
In many instances, our decisionmakers and the
members of the press compared notes on vital issues
to ensure both the quality of the reporting and the
quality of action within state government. Not all
the reporting was reliable, however, and some was
downright outrageous. For example, I was informed
that a British news organ, in its attempt to convey
the gravity of the situation, carried an item to the
effect that the Govemor’s wife, pregnant with their
first child, had left the area. In fact, as it turned out
my wife was not pregnant; we already had four
children; and, most importantly, she stayed with me
in Harrisburg during the entire episode, as did the
Lieutenant Governor, incidentally, whose wife was
pregnant with their very first child, and who also
stayed with him.

Eighth, forget partisanship, for there is no Repub-
lican or Democratic way to manage a real emer-
gency. In our stewardship of this most basic of all



public trusts, we inevitably survive or suffer to-
gether, and not incidentally, so do the people we’re
elected to serve.

Ninth, value and learn from history. While the
Fuller book on the Fermi plant proved useful, let
me assure you that if one of my colleagues already
had experienced a nuclear emergency like Three
Mile Island, and had recounted it in published form,
such a publication would not long have lingered on
my shelf.

Tenth and finally, as that well-known American
philosopher Yogi Berra once said, ‘‘It ain’t over till
it’s over.”

The year after the accident, I had to step into a
new furor over a plan to vent radioactive krypton
gas into the atmosphere as part of the Three Mile
Island cleanup operation. Public hearings on the
safety of the plant almost turned into riots. One
imaginative opponent of the krypton venting put on
a Superman suit and proceeded to choke himself on
the front steps of the capitol in full view of all the
television cameras.

I took the unorthodox step of asking the Union of
Concerned Scientists (UCS), a well-known group of
nuclear industry critics, to study the venting plan.
When that organization concluded that it posed no
physical threat to public health and safety, the vent-
ing proceeded peacefully. The year after that, how-
ever, we leamed that no plan had been devised to
fund a billion-dollar effort necessary to decontami-
nate the damaged reactor.

Because the site cannot be considered truly safe
until that cleanup has been completed, and because
the established institutions were at an impasse, I had
no choice but to develop and push a national cost
sharing plan for its funding, a plan which is now in
its implementation stage.

These lessons, along with other by-products of
the Three Mile Island experience, helped us to
reach most of the other goals we had established for
Pennsylvania when so rudely interrupted on that
fateful day in 1979. Thanks to this ‘‘shakedown
cruise” we learned, for example, whom we could
depend on to do good work under pressure in state
government, and we learned it in perhaps a tenth of
the time taken by most new administrations.

For the balance of my time in office, however,
the cooling towers of Three Mile Island continue to
represent a far greater demand on my time than I
ever imagined possible. Protracted proceedings in-
volving the utility’s application to restart the undam-
aged Unit One reactor at Three Mile Island, pro-
ceedings which ultimately went to the Supreme
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Court of the United States, consumed thousands of
man-hours in our effort to ensure a maximum com-
mitment by the plant operators to public health and
safety, and the integrity of the environment and the
area of the facility before restart was undertaken.
Problems were raised almost daily with regard to
the process of decontamination and the legal, eco-
nomic, and social aftermath of the accident.

And one final postscript. In December of 1979,
some eight months following the accident, I visited
the Soviet Union and met in Moscow with top gov-
ermnmental and scientific leaders in their nuclear en-
ergy program to share with them some of the les-
sons of Three Mile Island, or as their translator
called it, “‘Five Kilometer Island.” To our discom-
fort, they told me that they regarded nuclear safety
as a solved problem, and these are quotations: ‘‘that
the problems raised by our experience had been
over-dramatized,” and they quoted the head of their
National Academy of Science as saying that, **So-
viet reactors would soon be so safe as to be installed
in Red Square.”

The rest is history. But one must wonder if the
accident at Chemobyl might have been prevented if
the people of the Soviet Union were as free to ques-
tion their authorities as were Americans following
the Three Mile Island accident in 1979.

Without a free press, however, the Soviet people
had no opportunity to learn that Chernobyl was
probably more dangerous than Three Mile Island,
or even to alert their people to the accident itself,
which became known only after unusually high ra-
diation levels were detected in other countries with
a free press. '

There is no right of free speech to protect a Soviet
citizen who might have warned of such a danger or
the need to evacuate quickly. And, of course, there
are no free elections which might have prompted the
Soviet government to be a little more accountable to
its constituents and more attentive to their health
and safety needs.

For all of its shortcomings, the genius of our
political system is that its open nature makes it diffi-
cult, if not impossible, to ignore or suppress prob-
lems such as those raised by Three Mile Island. De-
mocracy may indeed be, as Winston Churchill was
once said to have observed, ‘‘the worst system of
government — except for all the rest,” and for that
we can be eternally grateful,

Oettinger: Thank you so much. It was wonderful.
Before opening it up, if I might just make a couple
of comments to tie this to some thoughts that we



might have been dealing with before. As I was lis-
tening to what you were saying, what came to mind
is a breakdown of various sources of information
which are often ignored. As I heard your talk, you
covered all of them, and I'd sort of like to put it on
the board and to get your sense of how, on balance,
you would weigh them. I could of course apply
some judgments, but I'd rather you gave yours.

Inside the
Inside the Quuside the | Decisionmaker’s
Organization | Organization | Head

Formal;
According to
Chant;
Preplanned

Informal; Ad
Hocracy

One set of sources is from inside your organiza-
tion, which for this purpose would be inside the
state government. There are a number of instances
where you got information from those folks. And
then outside the organization, and again in this case
this is outside the state government, which includes
the federal government, and lots of other folks as
well. Indeed it’s a very curious and unexpected one.
The third, then, is from inside the decisionmaker’s
head, and you had a number of instances that you
related where that was important. And then all three
of those we sort of break down into two other cate-
gories which are formal — kind of preplanned,
there’s a chart for it and there's provision in the leg-
islation and somehow something exists — and infor-
mal, which is the most eloquent part, as what you
described as the ad hocracy.

I would appreciate it if you would comment on
whether you think that’s useful or not. We found it
useful in military and some other contexts. I think
it’s useful here. If you buy that, then among the
various things you said, where is the weight here,
reflecting back on the many instances you gave us?

Thornburgh: I think in an area like this, particu-
larly with its technological complexity, you have to
begin, at least, outside the organization because the
sources that you go to outside the organization are
specialized and focused in the area of concern. That
is, state government is not in business to deal with
the complexities of nuclear power, and certainly the
governor is not in that business. But the utility
which is the operator of this plant prima facie has
the most expertise in explaining what happened
there. The problem is that their expertise was ren-
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dered ineffective by an inability or unwillingness to
treat with the facts as they were.

Oettinger: On a spectrum, in retrospect now,
where would that fall between lie and stupidity?

Thornburgh: I couldn’t assess that. I really
couldn't. That would require plumbing of human
and psychological factors that I don’t think anybody
could undertake. Clearly there was an understand-
able desire to calm people, not to get them excited,
while the experts found out what was going on,
because I don’t think at the outset they had any
idea. If you read the detailed accounts, and there
are several of them, of the technical breakdown that
occurred, it was quite clear that for some time they
didn’t know what was going on, and they didn’t
have the confidence in themselves or their organiza-
tion to say that. That’s the hardest thing to do. It
requires an enormous amount of aplomb and self-
confidence to say, ‘“I don’t know.” And they didn’t
do it. To a certain extent that was the initial prob-
lem. As I said, people were telling us more than
they knew. Then they proceeded to tell us less than
they knew — they didn’t tell us that they had, in
fact, vented into the atmosphere, which created a
condition of some concern.

At this juncture I think the difficulty was com-
pounded by incompetence in the press and public
relations end. The people at the facility who were
interacting with the news media and with our people
simply were not skillful in that kind of dealing.
They lacked an instinct for candor — that is about
the most charitable way that I can put it — and, in
fact, may well have purposely misrepresented,
thinking that it was in the interest of their employer
to do so. Again, I can’t tell, but that’s the condition
that existed and caused the outside organization in-
formation — both formal and informal — to break
down almost immediately. Their credibility was
zero by the time the first half day was over.

The inside organization kicked in in the form of
people within our management roster who did un-
derstand the technology and were able to speak the
language, as it were, with those people who were
floundering and trying to determine what had tran-
spired or to communicate what had transpired.
These folks initially didn’t know either, but they at
least told me they didn’t know.

Qettinger: What was interesting is that, if [ heard

you correctly, you said your state Director of Emer-
gency Management was the fellow who alerted you
in the first place to this.

Thornburgh: That was simply a conveyance from
the plant. He turned out to be slightly less than




advertised and was replaced shortly thereafter. What
he did was call me after he had received a call from
the plant and say, ““There’s something wrong.” He
was not one of the people whom [ relied on, and,
thereafter, we activated a network that kind of
worked in tandem or around the guy who had the
nominal duty of responding. As it turned out it was
a good guess. It wasn’t that he wasn't all that good,
but it was simply that he was not someone with
whom I'd had any previous interaction, whereas
there were people that 1 had dealt with over a pro-
tracted period of time whose judgment I did trust.

Inside the decisionmaker’s head you can see
sprinkled throughout this certain things, the most
vivid example being the Fuller book, which is ser-
endipitous. I happened to have read that book, and
it happened to relate to what was occurring. Part of
the problem, in fairness to the briefers who ulti-
mately failed to highlight the problem of core dam-
age, was their difficulty in communicating with lay
people about a highly specialized field with its own
extensive jargon and glossary of terms. It was labo-
rious for us to sit and hear.these people talk to us
about terms and concepts that were totally foreign,
and then go back over it again, and again, and
again to try to make some plain English out of it.
We had to do that constantly, particularly the first
day when this was all an unknown language to us. I
think we may have wom them down to the extent
that they neglected to raise with us a very important
element that, as I said, sprang to my mind simply
because I'd read a book about this before.

The distinction between formal and informal, I
think, is a useful one. The formal are established
lines of communication, and the best example of the
informal was my hearing from one of the group of
federal people who was there following his col-
league’s assertion that the danger is over, which
was a semi-official announcement on camera that,
“Everything’s okay, folks.” This guy called later
in the evening and said, “‘Hey, that just isn’t so.
We’ve got some bad core samples down here, and
you’d better dampen the enthusiasm.”

Oettinger: The impression I'm getting from listen-
ing to your account is that your own approach —
given that this was really unprecedented — placed
an enormous reliance on what were for the Gover-
nor’s office informal structures — nothing pre-
planned. In an odd way, a lot of reliance there was
put on things that were formal for some other pur-
pose, including some of the technical purposes, that
then you or someone on your staff went to call on.
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It was an ad hoc calling on a variety of preexisting
formal building blocks.

Thornburgh: It was a mustering of our best re-
sources, and the redirecting of those resources into
the channels of highest priority. I mentioned earlier,
and I dealt with briefly there, the notion of sending
my budget secretary over to examine the function of
the emergency management process. At first blush
that sounds a little bizarre. This is a guy who’s sup-
posed to be a numbers cruncher. What in the world
is he going to do? Well, he happened to be a gradu-
ate of the Air Force Academy and was a Pentagon
staffer, and then was in the White House and had a
checkered career — a bank vice president, a college
president — hut he had an instinct for the jugular
when it came to analysis. Therefore, although his
job description in no way could arguably be said to
relate to evaluation of emergency management, he
had the right kind of instincts and good sense and
he had my confidence when he went over and did a
quick walk-through of what the emergency manage-
ment setup was, and came back rather ashen-faced
to tell me how it was. For example, the evacuation
plans in one respect had two lines of traffic, suppos-
edly carrying people out of the area, meeting in the
center of a bridge. Obviously, something was amiss
there. That was a symptom that there really hadn’t
been the type of careful planning for emergency
management that was necessary.

Oettinger: I get an impression there was heavy
reliance on the Lieutenant Govemnor about things. Is
that correct?

Thornburgh: Initially, that was the case. He was a
close associate. He and I had been through running
together. We had been through the campaign and
through the start-up of the government process to-
gether. His responsibilities under our setup included
being the Chairman of the Emergency Management
Council, which was the governing body of the
Emergency Management Administration, and the
Director of our Energy Council. In the first stages
of the handling of the accident, before we became
aware of how serious it was, this would be some-
thing that was in his normal bailiwick. It certainly
wasn’t anything within my field of expertise, and
there was a government that had to continue going
on. Throughout the first day, as I tried to indicate, 1
kind of kept an eye on what was going on but I'm
frank to say, I didn’t have any notion of how seri-
ous this was, because of all this static coming out
of the people who were evaluating it. In retrospect
obviously that was a mistake, but at the time, it



seemed to me to be a reasonable response. Any ex-
ecutive tries to get people who have certain respon-
sibilities and then let them handle them, and he did
a good job of doing that. As I said later on, due to

. the gravity of the situation and the need to escalate

our attempt to be a credible source of information, I
stepped into his shoes.

Qettinger: Credibility brings to mind another
theme that I hear running through. You said several
times, ‘‘getting at the facts — hours and hours of
cross checking.”

Thornburgh: Literally.

QOettinger: What is the balance between that and
saying, ‘‘[’ve got to act.”

Thornburgh: That’s the toughest judgment call of
all: how much is enough?

Qettinger: Can you comment on that more ex-
plicitly? What comes to your mind about when,
explicitly or implicitly, you said, “I've got to act.
External events. I've got a deadline. There’s no
choice because the damn media are breathing down
my neck.” .

Thornburgh: Well, as you said during our lunch
conversation, at some point or other in an event like
this it dawns upon oneself that, ““This is my deci-
sion.” It wasn’t terribly comfortable because liter-
ally the lives of a sizable number of people would
depend upon how decisions were made. The most
difficult period of time in my life, which I'll never
forget, is the time between about 20 minutes of nine
and ten minutes of ten on Friday moming, which
was the interval between the time that I received a
supposed recommendation from the *‘big guys’ in
Washington — okay, this is the Nuclear Regulatory
Commission, these guys are in the business — and
they tell me, ““You’ve got to evacuate people from
this site.”

From my point of view, what am I to do? Who
am I to second guess these guys? Except there were
some clues that just didn’t sound right. I never
heard of this ““Doc Collins.” It gets a little bizarre
to think that it might have been a hoax. But I said,
“Let’s at least find out who in the hell this guy is. [
never heard of a Doc Collins.” In the course of tak-
ing the time to try to thread back where this recom-
mendation had come from, by good fortune, a
stroke of luck, in that interval of delay the mistake
had been discovered and the recommendation was
reversed. But I'm sitting there for an hour and ten
minutes thinking, ““Oh, my God, suppose that [
should have ordered this evacuation.” You can’t
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write a book about how to do that. With a little bit
of luck and some judgment it works out.

Qettinger: But you're very clear even now, it
seems to me. There was a recommendation. There
was never any doubt about where the authonty to
order evacuation lay at this point.

Thornburgh: No, in point of fact, the authority
was mine.

Oettinger: Clearly.

Thornburgh: But at the same time, I did defer to
their expertise even though, as it later tumed out, it
came from far away and was based on information
that simply didn’t relate to reality.

Student: 1 have two questions. The first one is,
since the ad hocracy was so effective, did you keep
them on line later on in your term for big projects?

Thornburgh: Well, people come and go, but you
always have a core group, I think, of people to
whom you turn in times of distress.

Student: This was your kitchen cabinet?

Thornburgh: No, not as such. They all had as-
signed tasks and in the normal course of events car-
ried those tasks out. Probably the second most sen-
ous problem we had to deal with — well, another
one — was a serious prison-hostage situation at
Graterford Prison, the maximum security prison
outside of Philadelphia, where a three-time lifer
named Jo Jo Bowen, who had been convicted three
times of first-degree murder, with two or three other
people had taken 23 hostages. Jo Jo just really
didn’t have much incentive to respond to reason.
That period of time lasted about four days and fi-
nally ended when we got a negotiator in there. It
was fascinating. In fact, somebody’s doing a case
study on that.

A similar group, though some of the faces and
names have changed, was drawn into handling that
situation. T was in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, at the
time, returning from giving a speech that evening,
when I got a call just as 1 got on the plane that they
had taken these hostages. When I got back I gath-
ered this group together, and a very important de-
termination was made at that time, that under no
circumstances was I to go to this site and negotiate
with these people. That was based on collective ad-
vice and wisdom, and drawn fortunately from some
of my previous experiences in the United States De-
partment of Justice from Norm Carlson, who was
then head of the Bureau of Prisons, and his people
who had been expert in handling this. But that’s the
kind of thing that would recur from time to time.
Floods, tomadoes, natural disasters, and things like



that, that are of a lesser and maybe a more predict-
able kind arise, but in each case, there’s a certain
cadre of people as an overlay on the existing func-
tional bureaucracy, which has certain things to tend
to in any event at the time of an emergency. But the
key decisions are more likely to be counseled, or at
least | would argue should be counseled, by trusted
advisers with whom you have experience and can
almost communicate without much laboring.

Student: To that same end, my second question is,
I'm still not sure I understand the wisdom of doing
what you say. I guess one of your lessons is to be
ready to Scramble the organization chart in a time
when you have a front-loaded crisis. For example,
at Three Mile Island, if there was some kind of a
venting of lethal radiation doses, every tick on the
clock would mean that there’d be more exposure,
and you’d want to have people out of there as
quickly as possible. How do you justify the wisdom
of taking out an emergency management system
that’s supposed to be in place to handle that kind of
a crisis, and putting in your ad hocracy?

Thornburgh: Let me clarify that. With regard to
the technical questions, as you’ll recall, when I re-
ferred to the ad hocracy, the last entry was, “as
needed, those people who had particular knowledge
about particular technical questions.”” The counsel
from the ad hocracy, as [ described it, was really
more in judgmental terms as to how to respond to
the overall situation, rather than superseding those
people who have technical skills and expertise who
are vitally important to floating to the surface the
facts, or approximation of the facts, that are neces-
sary to exercise that judgment.

Oettinger: Let me try to test my understanding of
something [ think we went around before. What I'm
hearing you say in this comment about the differ-
ence between judgmental and functional is that, in
terms of formality and informality, the closer to the
judgmental end the more informal, ad hoc, ete.,
with shuffling of the building blocks, it is, but with
a necessary reliance, or at least a reliance, on the
formality of the functional organizations that had
this or that responsibility. Now my guess is that

if we were to go down to some of those layers,
we’d find that replicated inside some of those
organizations.

Thornburgh: If they’ve got any sense.

Oettinger: They’d be like that on their own, but
from where he sat the functional ones looked
monolithic.
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Thornburgh: Let me recast the one example that I

used and perhaps deal with it a little bit more com-

pletely, and that is sending the Budget Secretary to

evaluate the emergency management setup. Note

that I did not ask him to assume control of the

emergency management setup. I asked him to go,

give me a quick evaluation, and tell me what had to ' .
be done. Those shortcomings, then, were passed

directly to the emergency management people to tell

them to clean up their act, and the Budget Secretary

continued to monitor that. It was not a matter of S
taking the organization chart, pulling the present

occupants out, and inserting new people, which

would be really counterproductive, but of ensuring

that you weren’t a captive of that one source of in-

formation, any more than you'd be a captive of the

utility as the one source of information that came

from whatever actually happened at the reactor site.

Oettinger: There is the recurrent theme that one !
shouldn’t confuse information channels — that is,
the intelligence information upward flow side, with
the command side and the downward flow of local
commands. The fact that you might supersede for
eyes and ears is, [ think, based on your testimony
highly necessary. You’ve now rounded that out by
saying that doesn’t mean superseding the chain of
command from execution, because otherwise you
have chaos, since there’s nobody out there to exe-
cute except some fibrillating nonorganizations.
That’s a very delicate point which keeps getting
confused both in theory and in practice.

Thornburgh: It suddenly occurred to me that in
coming in here today, and I can’t change the facts
of what happened, I might well have been recount-
ing something that runs totally contrary to the con-
ventional wisdom. I hope that’s not the case. I hope
that what we did there doesn’t fly in the face of
what you all have been examining in much greater
detail and with the luxury of not having to respond
immediately. I gather that’s not the case, because a
lot of these resonate.

Student: It scems like it worked, but did you ruf-
fle any feathers, let’s say, as part of going that
route?

Thornburgh: Yes.
Student: Did that hurt in the long run? .

Thornburgh: No. I think what helped in the long .
run was that our credibility remained intact. People

are often surprised when I tell them that following

the Three Mile Island accident we had three nuclear

power plants come on line in Pennsylvania, includ-

ing the undamaged reactor at Three Mile Island,



Unit One, with a minimum of public outcry. I con-
trast that with what is going on around here with
Seabrook and in Long Island with Shoreham where
they have become so politically volatile. I like to
think that part of that is due to the fact that we be-
came a credible steward of the public’s interest in
making sure that health, safety, and environmental
concerns were attended to by the utility and by the
regulatory agencies in such a way that people were
satisfied that we had presented a reasonably good
case, and that, in fact, through a number of regula-
tory and court proceedings, we forced the alteration
of some of the methods that were being followed to
put them back on stream. Of course, that’s a highly
self-serving characterization, as you would expect
from a politician.

Student: You criticized an aspect of the Soviet
system, that they didn’t have a free press to wam
the public, to make government more accountable.
But when I listened to your story I thought to my-
self, “Wow, it was really the free press that got us
into trouble,” since our problems were primarily
panic oriented and the press acted really only on the
one hand to create panic and then on the other to
subside it as you were able to move in. What does
that tell us and how would we want to be able to
control the press in future crises?

Thornburgh: I think any of us in government,
from a narrow point of view, would prefer to shut
the press down. I don’t think you’'re ever going to
find anybody who'’s in public life who's going to
say at a time like this you want the press mucking
around in what you’re trying to do. As an Ameri-
can, however, and as a citizen, that’s totally abhor-
rent. I think that, on balance, the notion that there
is a free press out there to report on wrong-doing,
incompetence, error in government — most of the
time accurately — is a tremendous plus. My point
about the Soviets is that no such institution exists.
As one would think, as has happened in America
and in other free world countries, after Three Mile
Island there was a great hue and cry about the safety
of nuclear facilities, and a lot of examination
prompted not only by the press but also by interest
groups and political leaders, sometimes for the
wrong motives and sometimes misguided, but out of
that inefficient, highly unstructured atmosphere and
environment comes a proper pressure on those in
charge of the operation of these facilities to answer
concerns and measure up in terms of performance.

Oettinger: I think your question strikes me as a
little bit off in this sense. I didn’t hear that same
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contradiction that you heard. There was nothing that
I heard Dick say that suggested that the press was
fabricating phony reports and going out to create
panic. They were doing their job in a pluralistic
checks and balances attempt at reporting. What I
heard was that there were any number of folks, in-
cluding the Nuclear Regulatory Commission, in-
cluding a whole variety of experts on one thing and
another, who were feeding the press with more or
less bogus infermation. The press was not inimical.
When the government cleared it up and was giving
this message, then the folks had to make their own
judgment.

Student: I didn’t mean to say that the press was
fabricating or anything, but only that it was used, or
that it played the role of creating some of the most
crucial danger that existed.

Thornburgh: That’s right. That’s the distinction
that I tried to make between saying, from my point
of view, we’d have been better off without the press
because there would not have been the potential for
panic in the misreporting of the so-called meltdown,
the so-called seeping of radioactivity through these
enormous walls, the bubble thing.

Oettinger: It’s not self-serving, but the fact is that
you're dealing retrospectively with one particular
outcome. Suppose this were not Three Mile Island
but had been Chemobyl in middle Pennsylvania and
the same press had said, *‘Evacuate” and the people
had evacuated. They would have been a hell of a lot
better off. What you’re describing is not so much a
systemic success or failure as it is that in this in-
stance the facts turned out such that the report and
the suggestions to evacuate turned out to be mis-
placed. Had this happened in Chernobyl it might
have been a very different story.

Student: I don’t know if you’d want the press

to say everybody leave and scoot out of town as
quickly as possible. You look at people like Schel-
ling* and they discuss how those kinds of group
reactions just cause a lot more problems.
Oettinger: They can, but it depends under what
circumstances. You're dealing here with an
instance.

Thornburgh: What happened in the Soviet Union
at Chermnobyl was that when the thing went
‘“kaflooey” they sat on it. They didn’t tell anybody.
Nobody knew. People who might have saved them-
selves from exposure to radiation were uninformed
and had no basis to think that they were in any way

*Schelling, Thomas C., Choice and Consequence. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1984,




exposed to any danger. I may be telling you more
than I know, but T suspect that’s what happened.

Student: There were certainly press comments to
the effect that the party members, the more senior
people, who did find out quickly what happened,
evacuated their families before the general populace
heard about it. T can’t centify the accuracy but I
know there were reports about it.

Thornburgh: It’s certainly credible.

Oettinger: The question that you’re raising that
became important is one that needs to be looked at
over a range of happenings, factual patterns, and
eventual outcomes.

Thornburgh: The most interesting thing to me
was the shift in relationship between the press and
our fact finders as they developed a relationship.
Originally the press by nature was pugnacious, con-
tentious, suspicious: *‘Why won’t you tell us?” But
as the hours and days went on, they recognized that
we made a best effort to tell them what we knew, or
to tell them that we didn’t know, or to tell them that
we knew but wouldn’t tell them. Once those kinds
of relationships are established, then they become a
very important, in fact the only available vehicle,
for us to communicate as we wish. Obviously, we
don’t control them, and these things would seep out
from other sources or other places from enterprising
reporters who hung around the NRC in Washington,
mostly. But the people who covered it on the site,
by and large in my view, did an excellent job. A lot
of them developed extraordinary skills in dealing
with a field in which they had no previous experi-
ence. [ was never one to complain about the cover-
age from the site that was given to that incident.

Oettinger: We have on record a contrary instance.
I can give you one of our publications where one of
our research fellows talked to the Science Adviser
to Lyndon Johnson about the eastern power failure.
The critical thing was the way it happened. It could
have been a nuclear attack for all anybody knew.
The President of the United States heard about that
on his car radio. The President’s Science Adviser
learned about it because his daughter, who was here
as a student at the time, called her mother in Wash-
ington and said, “What the hell’s going on? Have
we been nuked? The Cambridge lights went out and
everything.” The mother was sitting in Washington
and the lights were on. The line tumed off some-
where in the middle of Pennsylvania — where the
power failed and where it continued, and she called
the Science Adviser and said, ‘“What the hell’s go-
ing on?”’ He switched on the television and called
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Bob McNamara and said, *‘You’re going to have
the boss on the line pretty soon, so figure out
what’s going on.” So by that time the Secretary of
Defense had been alerted. So when the President
heard it on his car radio, he called the Secretary of
Defense, the SecDef had been alerted by the Sci-
ence Adviser to use the formal sources.

There was a significant gain in the alerting of the
centers of power by the use of the press. You have
innumerable accounts of situations — Vietnam,
elsewhere — where writers, AP dispatchers, etc.,
etc., got to their relative commanders, whether in
Washington, or in the field, ahead of formal intelli-
gence. It’s very complicated when these channels
are positive or negative, and I should say the fact
pattern that Governor Thornburgh has described is
obviously solid testimony, but don’t leap from that
to a universal pattern about the relative roles of
the press and the formal intelligence reporting
apparatus.

McLaughlin: I think a couple of illustrations hit
home. Bob Hilton suggested a couple of years ago
putting CNN into the National Military Command
Center just so the people would know what was go-
ing on.* I was in the SAC Command and Control
Center at the time that John Hinckley made his at-
tempt on President Reagan’s life, and with all the
consoles down on the floor, [ would say that 90 per-
cent of the people were gathered around the few
commercial TV monitors to find out what was go-
ing on.

Oettinger: It’s the mix that’s the thing. The thing
that has struck me over this whole account is the
choice among the menus. It seems to me that the
most difficult task was which of these things to pick
from, but I think one of the solidities of the Ameri-
can system is that this pluralism of channels and
sources is a vital factor, because in every story
where he said, ‘““This or that failed,” I can give you
a counter story where one of the things that worked
for him failed in another instance.

Thornburgh: That’s the vivid contrast with the
Soviet system that impressed me.

Oettinger: I think that’s exactly the critical ele-

ment to get out of it: that by having exclusive, lim-
ited channelis, you have a problem because any one
channel is bound to fail in particular instances. You

*Rear Admiral Robert Hilton, *'Roles of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in
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nications and Intelligence. Guest Presentations, Spring 1983,
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don’t know which, and I think this goes back to
the heart of it — the comments of “‘expect the
unexpected.”

Student: I was troubled a little bit by your conclu-
sion which drew a political argument out of this
case with the Soviet Union. I think the two inci-
dents are comparable to a certain extent. Chermobyl
was certainly more grave and more terrible than
what happened at Three Mile Island, and maybe if
such a meltdown as at Chemobyl had happened at
Three Mile Island, you would have had to evacuate

people.
Thornburgh: Absolutely.

Student: ... with the terrible consequences you
mentioned. It seems to me that overconfidence in
high technology, such as nuclear technology, exists
in every country. It was true in the United States
before Three Mile Island and it was true, as you
say, in the Soviet Union when you went there. It
was true in China. The Chinese have learned a great
deal after the Chernobyl incident and in constructing
the Dynatech plant they tried to get all the experi-
ence in nuclear safety before signing the contract. I
think people learn from their own mistakes first and
then of course from history, as you say. Chemobyl
was a much more terrible accident than Three Mile
Island, so of course the Soviets could have told you
what they told you. What surprised me is maybe
what is comparable between the experiences at
Chemobyl and what you say. It seems to me the
Soviets had exactly the same problems of conflict-
ing interests between the utility company which in
the Soviet Union was managed by the government
bureaucracy, but was still a vested interest separate
from the government, the local government, and the
army. What you described as your problem as a po-
litical figure independent from this state interest,
because your administration had just come in, your
problem with the utility which didn’t get the facts
out, your problem with Washington that you can
compare with the army, the Nuclear Regulatory
Commission, all these things are very similar. It
seems to me that the supremacy of the American
system in that case is more independence of the lo-
cal governor, which you were, who could super-
sede, as you say, false interconnections and try to
push that out of that no man’s land.

I think the Soviets have learned the lesson, and
the press in the Soviet Union and their TV have in-
quired very much into these connections of bureau-
cratic interest, utility interest, plus the army, and
how all that’s connected. The trial of Chernobyl
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was an open trial, and you know what happened.
I’'m not saying that they’re becoming democratic,
but they identified exactly the same problem that
you mentioned. May I ask who was the number one
political representative in the state? How come the
federal level — over the NRC — didn’t intervene
before three days? That surprised me very much in
your account. Because apparently you were aware
personally from the first day on of the gravity of the
situation. The NRC apparently was, too, but the
federal government didn’t react for three days.

Thornburgh: Let me make a couple of observa-
tions first. I think your analysis is very accurate in
looking at the post-Chernobyl response in the Soviet
Union. My point was that I suspect that a lot of the
hardship resulting from the incident in Chemoby!
might have been avoided or alleviated if, in fact,
there had been a more pluralistic environment
within which to actually leam some lessons from
Three Mile Island rather than beating their chests
and telling us how much better they were and hav-
ing this monolithic control apparatus over the indus-
try itself, and no sharpshooters, or critics, or special
interest groups, that were going to keep them on
their toes. I think in this country, as much as we
respect the capabilities of the scientific community,
there is always a series of checks and balances out
there on all of these advances that take place in one
way or the other.

Oettinger: I suspect that if the Union of Con-
cemned Scientists to whom you are referring had
given you an unpalatable answer, you could have
shopped for another one. One of the joys of the sys-
tem is one can find technical opinions in most any
direction.

Thornburgh: But you’d run a substantial risk,
Tony, because having the UCS on record against
this particular thing, if you conjure up somebody
else, you've got a built-in problem. Let me see if I
can deal with your question. I may not have stated
this accurately. There was a division of authority
with regard to dealing with this accident that reflects
the federal system in this country; that is to say, the
licensing — and this is a lot of what’s going on up
at Seabrook — the licensing authority is the federal
government. There’s nothing that I as a state gover-
nor could do to prevent the licensing of a nuclear
reactor. I have a right as a party to appear and pre-
sent evidence and to urge points, which we did in
connection with the restart of the reactor at Three
Mile Island.

The management of an emergency, however —
the’ health, safety, and environmental concerns of



the people — is solely and strictly a matter for state
and local officials. It wasn’t a matter of dissidence
or lack of consistent focus between the federal and
state officials on the same question. It was a con-
centration on roles that prompted some of what
would appear to be conflicting perceptions of what
was going on. Federal people from the NRC, and
the Department of Energy, and the Environmental
Protection Agency were on site in a timely manner
carly on the first day of the accident, fulfilling their
function of trying to determine what had happened
and how to bring this under control. They were, as
I indicated, the second source to which we turned
following the utility’s proving to be less than useful.

That formed the basis for the exercise of the
authority that we had, or nonexercise as it turned
out, with regard to evacuation or other steps that we
might want to take. The limited evacuation that was
undertaken was on the basis of the information that
we got, as I made clear, I think, in respect to the
hour and ten minutes on Friday moming that caused
us considerable heartburn. That was not an order
and would not be an order. Tt would not come to
this, but I could stiff them if they told me to evacu-
ate. I could say, “‘I don’t think it’s a good idea. I'm
here. I'm responsible for these folks, and I'm not
going to evacuate.” Well, it didn’t come to that be-
cause we were maintaining the kind of relationship
that made it useful for us to dialogue back and
forth. But I think that’s the distinction that might
have escaped you in looking at the relationship be-
tween what they were doing in Washington and
what we were doing in Harrisburg.

Student: It was a clean interaction because you
mentioned the role of the President in the matter of
your own local support. Interaction was important.
If the President himself would have told you,
“Please evacuate,” 1 would imagine you would
have done so.

Thornburgh: Not necessarily. He could not tell
me to do that. It’s somewhat unrealistic to talk in
those terms because I can’t imagine it. But it has
happened. It happened in Detroit during the urban
riots of 1967 the year before the presidential effort,
when Governor Romney was looked on as a poten-
tial contender for the presidency. I don’t remember
all the details, but there was a contretemps between
the President and the Governor of Michigan over
the federalization or the use of the National Guard.
There was a real conflict there and it was recog-
nized that the President could not take the steps that
he wanted to because of this unique sort of **feder-
alism” that we have.
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Oettinger: This is a fascinating subject and we
could continue, but I'd like, if it’s agreeable or even
if it’s somewhat disagreeable, to channel the re-
maining few minutes we have with Governor
Thormburgh in a somewhat different direction. One
of my reasons for inviting him as a governor into
this forum is to get us off the nuclear level, the nu-
clear power plants or nuclear armaments level cri-
ses, into more day-to-day happenings. I would hope
that maybe you could give us some feel for the
other end of the spectrum. I mean, these were he-
roic days early in your administration, which, out of
eight years in office, was a limited amount of time,
and the rest of the time there were daily grinds and
an occasional flood, and you won an election in
between, a reelection. So, we'd appreciate your
thoughts in the time that remains and some ques-
tions and discussion about the daily routine, where
the information comes from, what you do about it,
and so on. If you can, highlight, if you will, the
humdrum. Sample the humdrum.

McLaughlin: Tony, you're being very gentle. Let
me try and make it a little more specific because
we’ve talked about this state vs. the federal level
before, What kind of intelligence apparatus is avail-
able to a governor?

Thornburgh: This whole procedural thing, I hate
to mention it, is the subject of a whole other lecture
that I gave earlier this year in the field that fasci-
nates me, and that is the humdrum. The ““how do
you handle these things,” and what tripwires do
you have? But that’s really not the question that you
asked.

On information gathering, I suspect it isn’t a great
deal different from the process that I've described
during a cnisis. This same kind of matrix is there.
Of course, the information is quite a bit different.
It’s who may be voting for a particular piece of leg-
islation that you’re interested in, or who may not be
voting, or what it will take to make someone who
did not want to vote for a particular piece of leg-
islation vote for it. All of that comes from a wide
variety of networks and intelligence gathering, the
overlay on the various tripwires that we had set up
for our entire decisionmaking process. In brief, eve-
rything we did, whether it was to get a policy initi-
ated, or to respond to some other activity, or to de-
sign or chart a course in anything, really broke itself
down into six areas. One was the policy develop-
ment area, in which our own private think tank, our
Office of Policy Development, was made up of peo-
ple who had various areas of expertise and could
present and assess ideas for me. Out of that, in their




information gathering, a certain amount of data and
viewpoints would be floated to the top.

Second would be information from a legal point
of view — that is to say, was what was being pro-
posed or was our reaction constitutional or did it
conflict with legislation that was on the books, and
what did we have to do in order to do legally what
we had to do. In the course of gathering that, rec-
ommendations, certain data and information would
come to the top.

Third would be budget implications. Could you
afford what you were proposing to do? And if not,
where could the money come from in the way of
increased revenues or reallocation of resources, and
that in turn would float a whole series of informa-
tion to the surface.

Fourth would be from the point of view of the
legislature. What was the attitude in the legislative
branch toward this action or this response? That, of
course, is the consummate information. The gossip
in the halls of the capitol. The reactions that you
get from reading newsletters, or speeches, or what
these guys are doing out there. What do they think
about this? That’s an incredibly important bit of
intelligence.

The fifth area was the media. What likely edito-
rial reactions are you going to get? What reporters
are going to be interested in putting a good spin or
a bad spin on a particular policy or story? In the
course of making that finding, bits and pieces of
incidental information come up.

And the sixth is really the purely political or con-
stituency type of tripwire. That is to say, who of
your supporters are going to be surprised, or disap-
pointed, or pleased, or chagrined by a particular
course of action? Who of your opponents are going
to be pleasantly surprised that you’re doing some-
thing? What interest groups are?

All of these things are, in their own way, sources
of information and intelligence, and net in any or-
ganized way — in really a kind of anecdotal man-
ner. Both the information that comes in, and the
recommendations that I would get from the people
who were in charge of those specific operations
when it came to making a decision which only I
could make, would be weighed and again would be
the subject of some judgmental chemical factor. No
one of those would ever be determinative but they
would all enter into what you were trying to get
done.

Student: Is it significant that you didn’t mention
any of your subordinate officers, the department
heads, and so forth?

Thornburgh: In this schematic they would have
two roles. One, as sources of information for each
of the areas that I would talk about because each of
them would have a press officer, a budget officer,
or whatever. But I was speaking of immediate staff
people, and moreover, their responsibilities were
largely in the execution of policy. That was the
modus operandi that we utilized. Once the policy
was divined upon, they were to carry it out. Their
input up front would be filtered through people who
had an overall administration viewpoint.

Student: As a result of the Three Mile Island ex-

perience, did you reorganize or did you reconsider

any way to change your command structure? Has it
changed to be more in accord with the way you ac-
tually operated during a crisis situation?

Thornburgh: We did make some minor adjust-
ments in moving boxes around, but I guess we were
confident enough that we were never going to have
to deal with that exact same situation again, or
maybe, I would have quit!

Student: I don’t mean from a crisis standpoint,
though. If you felt that your day-to-day operational
apparatus wasn’t adequate to deal with a crisis situ-
ation, did you as a result change it?

Thornburgh: No, and again, don’t misunderstand
me. I did not mean to indicate that our day-to-day
operational setup was inadequate. It was overlaid
with a secondary form of operation that related
strictly to a particular crisis. And the most important
changes that we made in the organization were to
put new people in where those were found to be
wanting. There were about three or four people who
were specifically replaced as a result of their short-
comings during this particular episode. That's what
I meant when 1 said it was an enormous advantage.
You don’t normally get a chance to shake down
your operation so early, or in some cases ever, and
the way people respond under enormous stress like
that is a pretty good clue to you as to how they’re
going to handle their day-to-day responsibilities as
well.

Student: May I just ask one more question? In
regard to the crisis, in getting back to the crisis pe-
riod itself, there were enormous administrative
responsibilities. What was the flow like? I can’t
imagine how on one hand you had the crisis over
here and you’re trying to keep your hand on the
operation over there.

Thornburgh: By the time we got into this thing, it
had ground to a halt. Fortunately, there wasn’t any-
thing else. There wasn’t a prison riot that came up.




It was a short period of time, in other words; think
of it, ten days.

Student: You had no way of knowing how long it
was going to last?

Thornburgh: No, you didn’t. It would have been
a severe overload by the time we got down to Fri-
day, the bad day, if we’d had some extraordinary
event — an oil spill, for instance. You just kind of
hope these things come one at a time. Again, what
you'd do then would be to break a group out and
send them off to handle that. That’s pretty much
what you’d have to do.

Student: Could you comment on the relationship
of the governor to the cities that are in his state, and
whether you found that analogous to your relation-
ship with the federal govemment in dealing with
certain situations — the one I had in mind being the
MOVE bombing — and what kind of input you had
into the cities that were there. Something blows up
and then you’ve got a real PR problem on your
hands.

Thornburgh: In this case of the Three Mile Island
thing the relationships with the local people were
not good. That was a tough call. They literally had
to find out, in many cases, over the radio and tele-
vision what was going on, simply because we had
no mechanism to communicate adequately with
them on a regular basis. I felt badly about that, but
it was simply unavoidable. There was no way that
we could counsel with mayors and township super-
visors, most of whom were part time. In politically
sensitive positions, I understood and sympathized
with them, but it was just impossible. We took
some heat from that, and it gradually died down,
but it was just unavoidable.

On the MOVE situation, that was a City of Phila-
delphia operation from start to finish. I literally
knew about that what I read in the papers, because
it was not something I had power over. Law en-
forcement is probably the most jealously guarded of
the local prerogatives and it’s on rare occasions that
the state will move in on the locals, or the feds in
on the state, in an area of primary jurisdiction. It’s
one of those things where you do await the call.
Now, we are in a position through the state police
or the attomey general’s office to respond to a local
official who asks for assistance. Similarly, the
United States Department of Justice, as I outlined
with the Bureau of Prisons, was enormously helpful
in giving us advice and counsel on handling a
prison situation. But those lines of jurisdiction are
very, very tightly drawn.
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Student: How do you feel when they tum around
to you and say, “Well, we need $20 million to re-
build the neighborhood?”

Thornburgh: Well, we give them $2 million. I
don’t mean to be glib about it, but obviously that
was a negotiable point. We did not want to be in-
sensitive to the cost of rectifying the harm done to
the neighborhood, but we’re not going to pick up
the tab for it. That was a back and forth between
Mayor Goode and my administration.

Well, I'm glad you ran out of questions before I
ran out of answers.

Student: Did you ever have any crises where it
basically involved your state and another state at a
state level where the federal government wasn’t
directly involved?

Thornburgh: During my last year in office we had
a little go-round with the District of Columbia. A
private operator of a prison in western Pennsylvania
contracted to take 75 inmates from Lorton in Vir-
ginia, the federal facility that serves D.C., on a con-
tract basis, without telling us. So I had to go and
rap on Mayor Barry and tell him to take his inmates
back. Literally, I almost had to stop them at the
state line as the bus was coming in.

Student: I'm just kind of curious: When things
like that happen, do you tend to go to the federal
level at all or do you just stay within the state?

Thornburgh: That case was a little different be-
cause it was a federal facility, but we did interact
with the Bureau of Prisons, although it was the Dis-
trict of Columbia that was sending them up. No,
normally those things are head on. Happily, most of
the interactions between the states are on a coopera-
tive basis. There’s a lot of interaction and joint ef-
forts; the Chesapeake Bay, the Delaware River
Basin Commission, a lot of water problems that
were dealt with jointly.

We had an interesting battle with the EPA over
emission standards from coal-burning utility facili-
ties. The region in which Pennsyivania lies is differ-
ent than the region in which Ohio lies, and the EPA
was applying more stringent standards to the coal-
burning plants in Pennsylvania than they were in
Ohio, with the same kind of stuff coming out of the
stacks. They allowed more high sulfur, whatever all
that stuff is that comes out of the stacks, and it was
putting our coal industry at a disadvantage because
they could not sell, and our utilities had to install
these scrubbers and things to clean up the stacks.
That was an instance where controversy between
states — in effect Ohio had somehow gotten a better




deal from the EPA than we had — got up to the fed-
eral level in a somewhat indirect way. The battle is
still going on as far as [ know.

Oettinger: One name that did not come up at all in
anything you’ve said is that of the Federal Emer-
gency Management Administration (FEMA).
Would you comment on that?

Thornburgh: They were there. They were helpful.
They were a source of counsel and technical advice.
They conducted themselves very well. We had
some differences but they were not serious and they
were cognizant of the distinction that I made about
the areas of responsibility, recognizing that we had
the final say so, and our relationships were pretty
good. They were a resource to us.

Oettinger: In that sense I think I would say they
were functioning the way they should have. That’s
their charge.

Thornburgh: The reason I didn’t say anything
about them was, as usual, good news is no news.

Oettinger: For those of you who don’t know,
FEMA is charged with planning for emergencies. It
struck me that you did not mention them at all. Just
one of their roles is to stimulate and work with state
organizations, local organizations for that matter, in
preplanning for emergencies and stashing away sup-
plies and providing guidance and making evacu-
ation plans, etc., etc. And so it meant either that
they were totally irrelevant or that they worked qui-
etly and had done their job, and, therefore, weren’t
worth talking about. And from what you say, it
seems 1o be a bit of the latter.

Thornburgh: It was. It’s in contradistinction to the
controversy that developed between Joe Califano at
the Department of Health and Human Services
{HHS) and our administration over the question of
distribution of potassium iodide, which is another
story in and of itself. The long and short of it was
that potassium iodide is a block to the effects of
radioactivity on the thyroid — I'm in over my head
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here. The controversy came because we had to
locate huge amounts of this stuff and get it to the
area in case there was a radioactive threat. It was a
logistic nightmare. The chemical company, Mal-
linckrodt, I think, was the manufacturer of this
stuff. We got all manner of quantities shipped in to
the area as a precaution, but some of the bottles
were cloudy and the stoppers were loose. You don’t
need to hear all the gory details.

The controversy came up over the HHS people
wanting to distribute this stuff immediately upon its
getting there. While we were willing to make it
available at the plant site, I had an image of these
federal inspectors going around knocking on peo-
ple’s doors and saying, ‘‘Here is your potassium
iodide,” and the people would say, **What’s this
for?” He’d say, “You take that when the radioac-
tive cloud comes.” You then have an unstructured
evacuation of people saying, ‘Oh, my God, let's get
out of here.” So it sat in the warchouse and Joe and
I still kind of josh one another. Fortunately it was
not a serious matter. That kind of back and forth
was duplicated countless times during an event like
this because there’s always somebody in the bowels
of either the state, federal, or local bureaucracy
who comes up with some goofy idea that if nobody
stops it is going to happen.

QOettinger: This is a bit off the subject, but another
one in a similar vein was President Ford’s swine flu
program where in contrast it did get distributed, and
those of you who are interested in that should read
Tom Schelling’s very good study of the swine flu
episode which so well corroborates that distributing
stuff needs to be done with caution. I'm sure we
can also find case studies where holding it back was
a disaster.

Thornburgh: It’s all a judgment call.

Oettinger: Sir, we’re reaching the end of our time,
and I want to thank you very, very much for taking
the afternoon with us, We really appreciate it.

Thornburgh: Thanks for the chance to talk.



