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Iﬂ the secretive “md of

“overhead” reconnaissance
emd spy satellite intelli-
gence, the existence of the
National Reconnaissance
Office has been one of the
best kept secrets.

The name of the organiza-
tion, in fact, is top secret
and according to intelligence
officials has appeared in
public print only once before
— by inadvertence.

Yet the office, which is fi-
nanced primarily through
Air Force app iations,
spends an estimate $1 5b11-
lion a year acqmnﬁg and
wanaging the most com-
plex, elusive and expensive
lorce of spies that everhave
been recruited into e.igo»-
ernment’s service. "'tii."-'

Its customers mclu&e the
Central Intelligence Agency
National Security Agenc},
Defense Intelligence Axgtency
and the White House. Its ac-
tivities are screened off
from all but arelatzive"]]and-
ful of specialists in the na-
tional security bureaucracy
who carry some ofthg high-
est and most specialized
clearances issued by the
government, o

Curiously, the only "';'et’ep
ence to the National Recon-
haissance Office that has
been made in a public gov-
ernment document was last
October 12 in areport of the
special Senate committee to
study questions related to
secret and confidential gov-
ernment documents, The
drafters of the report unwit-
tingly breached security: by
listing, along with the CIA
and often agencies on the
concluding page, the Nation-
al Reconnaissance Office, -

Senator William Proxmire

(Dem-Wis.) alluded to the of-
ices mission in a recent
statement challenging the
appointment of Lockheed
Aircraft Corporation regon-
naissance satellite expert
James W. Plummer as un-
dersecretary of the Air
Force. :
« In questioning Plummer’s
nomination on conflict  of-
interest grounds, Proxmire
made a pointed observation.

“'Normzlly, the underse—
cretdry of the Air Force has
jurisdiction o ver certain in-

!

AplLEC

tellig@nce ‘matters and sits
n & special committeefhat
dlrects manned and un-
manned overhead regon-
naissance including spy sat-
ellite programs. These criti-
cal projects have run into
e billions of dollars - mo-

ney that flows to defense.
contractors such as Lock-

heed.” g

Plummer has served wiﬂi
Lockheed since 1955. {The
California-based firm 13\’1he
principal corporate contrac-

to

ed “‘black”
atellite pro-
ams carried out by thena-
tional reconnaissance of.ﬁc&

In . addition o
conflict-of-interest issue
Plummer’s appointm
congressional mvestagators
are Jooking into the possibili-
ties of excess costS*n the su-
per-secret reconnalssance
satellite program.

“I’'ve never hear of oneof
these programs that didn’t
have enormous cost over-
runs,” said one defense De-
partment official who has
worked first hand with some
of the spy satellite opera-
tions. The- opportunities for

reaking costs and performs-
jce commitments are

greater in spy sate]ﬁte pro-

sectecy and narrov
nels of account-ability' \in
which they operate.

The National Reconnais-
sance Office’s existence is
shielded from senior con-
gressional intelligence over-
seers. Former high-ranking
staff members of the Nation-
al Security Council, ‘who
were cleared for some of the
most sensitive intelligence
material to reach the Presi-
dent’s desk, acknowledged
in mtemews ithat they had
not been informed about it.
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program in the mld 19508
to 1970 $10 billion to $12 bil-
lion has been spent on the
space spies, according to an
estimate by aviation and
space writer Philip J. Klass
in hib hook, “Secret Sentries

in¥8pace.” Since then the
ou ay may have grown by

_3 ot $5 billion. :

Such reconnaissance has
proven of enormous valuein
providing more realistic as-
sessments-of such thingsas

 Soviet ballistic .missile

strength, both offenswe and
ve. It helped, in fact,
' % etaeds

early 1960s. The most publi-
cized use of the program
was  to support President
contention that
the Russians were installing
offensive missiles in Cuba.

Congressional  investiga-
tors dn yet unpu-blicized'};’in-
quiries are raising questions
about -relationships between
corpm ate contractors and

' the ¢ supersecret programs

being carried outyuiider the
aegis of the National Recon-
nawsance Ofﬁce and other

itelligence agen-

s

Proxmire’s concern abogt
the plummer appointment is
ore. example of this.
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