














him a significant concession on the status of the Aerospace Corporation· . . 

contract and an equally significant concession that little more could be 

done until the NRO had been reorganized. Quite probably McMillan had 

learned that Vance disliked being called on to settle squabbles at·the 

"point of order" level. Finally, the principle prized had not 

been established. The final goal of reinforced NRO authority in CORONA 

affairs seemed no nearer. 

Increasingly irritated by the difficulties he was' encountering:,in his 

effort to manage the NRO, and with fresh memories both of his most 

recent clash and its pseudo-satisfactory outcome, Dr. McMillan chose 

the occasion of a 2 April presentation to the President's Foreign Intelli-

gence Advisory Board (FlAB) to make a broad statement of the case for 

a strengthened NRO. He led into his subject with a stab at the continued 

absence of a clear decision on a new search system and opened a resume 

of the management status of the NRO with the remark that "de facto, NRO 

does not exist. "* 

McMillan protested that the existence of the Executive Committee --

McMillan, McCone, Vance, and Fubini (Wheelon was not listedl) '-- had 

the effect of elevating almost all NRO matters to the Vance-McCone level 

*This and subsequent quotations are taken from the notes Dr. McMillan 
used in his statement. He may have changed his wording during delivery, 
but the sentiments were not altered; indeed, they reappear in later "essays" 
wcwarded to Deputy Secretary Vance. 
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and that Vance had been dragged into "very minor matters" as a con-. 
sequence. More important, the principals were busy with other ,matters, 

meetings were infrequent, and dec~sions tended to be delayed •. "Worst 

of all, " McMillan -added, "many of the agreements arrived at in the " 

ExCom have not been implemented. " 

It was clear, McMillan continued, that the CIA found direct manage-

ment control by an "outsider" -- "in particular by one who in their eyes 

is colored AF blue" -- to be "galling and hard to accept." The CIA 

people he had to work with, the Under Secretary said, "have a history 

of 'obstructing or defying my control." "This," he urged, "lends con-

firmation to charges of bias on my part." As examples he cited chan~s 

within Program B of which he had never been officially informed and ili-

structions to Colonel Ledford not to communicate with the DNRO. 

The core of the problem, McMillan believed, was satellite reconnais-

sance. He briefly went over the events of the previous week's mission to 

support that contention, observing that although the complement of CIA 

people involved in satellite reconnaissance had increased from about 5 

to about 25 in the past two years, "still there is no one to exercise over-

all technical responsibility for the CORONA system. "In passing he re-

marked on the "many active efforts to obstruct the exercise of such 

responsibility. " 
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In words that had an understandable cast of despondency, McMillan 

summed up by commenting on the current re-examination of the NRO. 

He had two particular points:121 

1. I believe in a strong NRO. I do not believe that 
either the CIA or the military are capable of accepting 
effectively an autonomous responsibility. Both need the' . 
discipline of a central problem-oriented management. 

2. If you choose a "coordinator" or "tasking" role 
for the DNRO, don't ask,him to be responsible for the 
budget. Unless the situation that now prevails is changed 
sharply, the DNRO cannot responsibly spend the tax­
payers' money without firm management controls over 
the way it is spent. 

At some point early in April. possibly in response to the FlAB 

statement, Mr. McCone proposed that the Satellite Operations Center 

be removed from the custody of the NRO and given to the CIA. He had 

in mind a physical as well as an organizational transfer. That event 

prompted McMillan to a long and rather despairing letter to Vance, 

eliding with: 122 

I am convinced that if the. Op Center is removed from the 
NRO, the NRO will be destroyed and the DOD will ex­
perience interminable difficulties in getting its require­
ments recognized. I am further convinced that this fun­
damental fact is well understood by others and that final 
irrevocable destruction of the' NRO is the primary int~nt 
behind the proposal to separate the Op Center. 

Yet McMillan seemed to recover quickly from any despondency 

arising fron~ the McCone proposal, perhaps cheered by the news that 
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McCone was leaving the CIA. (Word of the impending shift reached 

the NRO on 12 April; McCone rema~ned. officially. until 28 April. ) 

On 22 April McMillan formally presented and recommended early 

adoption of a propDsed directive composed by Dr. Fubini for the sig-

nature of the President. (In all likelihood. the Fubini proposal had 

been stimulated by a memorandum from General Stewart urging that 

Vance be asked to sign a letter directing early resolution of the . 

CORONA question along the lines favored by the NRO Staff.) Fubini's 

directive would have resolVed all outstanding issues by enforcing the 
. 

lines of agreement urged by FIAB a year earlier (2 May 1964) -- the 

recommendation from which so much had been expected and from. 

which nothing had come. The Fubini proposal would have limited the 

CIA's influence to the maintenance of a research and development group 

responsive to the Director. NRO. It went somewhat beyond the words 

of the FlAB recommendations of May 1964, but, in McMillan's opinion 

(and presumably in Fubini's), did not violate their spirit. 12~ 

The CIA proposal to abolish the NRO was dated four days after the 

.. ~ ..•...... , 

Fubini proposal and two days before the official transfer of CIA authority 

from McCone to Vice Admiral William F. Raborn (Retired), once head of 

the Polaris project. Although the CIA plan may have been hurried to 

completion by the imminence of McCone's departure, there .re some 
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indications that Raborn was aware of it and that McMillan may not . ' 

have wished to acknowledge that circumstance. (General Carter left 

simultaneously, being succeeded by Richard Helms, who had been 

Mr. Bissell's depQty during the Dulles-Bissell era.) The timing prob-
, . 

ably was not critical, however; so much had happened to stir up new 

controversy since the STC confrontation of late March that a direct 

cla~h wa's' almost certainly inescapable. 

Both Raborn and Helms were unknown quantities. McMillan con-

tacted Raborn almost immediately after the Admiral's assumption of 

authority, proposing an early resolution of the disagreement over what 

search system to develop., At about the same time Raborn accepted 

without ,quibble a proposal from Vance that FULCRUM funding be cut 

back from a level month to preparatory 

to "wind [ing] the m~tter up by May 30. ,,124 

Separately, McMillan approached Raborn on a personal basis ,with 

a plea for careful consideration of specific items included in the CIA 

estimate of program needs in fiscal 1966. The '·cMillan budget pro-

po~al provided substantially less than the CIA had asked in several 

areas, notably OXCART, IDEALIST. 

Interestingly, McMillan couched his request to Raborn in terms of a 
. ' ~125 

personal note to be handled as such until they had discussed. its content. 
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Any expectation that a direct approach to Raborn might sidestep 

the problems earlier encountered in dealing with Wheelon and McCone. 

was sadly misplaced. Whether Raborn discussed the budget matter 

with McMillan bef.ore 2 June is uncertain (although the absence of aD)' 

McMillan record of such a discussion would seem good evidence on 

that point); in any event, Raborn contacted Vance and in the course of 

a conversation concerning FULCRUM remarked on his understanding 

that no action on a search system could be taken "until final reorgam.-

zation of the NRO." Raborn had earlier discussed ~he issue with 

Dr. Donald F. Hornig, the President's Science Advisor, who had sug-

gested that the issue be submitted lor resolution to a special reconnais-

sance panel of the President's Science Advisory Committee. (The panel 

was headed by Dr. Land.) 

A new attempt by McMillan to resolve the long-delayed issue of the 

Aerospace Corporation role in the Lockheed-CORONA contract was 

Similarly unsuccessful. On 14 June, McMillan briefed Raborn on the . 

status of the contracts, identified the objections to their earlier formali-

zation, and commented that such issues had all been resolved to the 

satisfaction of the Agency. Again attempting to force the issue, McMi~ 

observed that he intended to authorize Signature ot a revised Lockheed 

contract in the immediate future. Raborn, after first discussiDa the . 
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matter with Wheelon, telephoned General Stewart and asked that no 

action be taken on the contracts pending further conversations between 

Raborn and Vance. Simultaneously, on 17. June, Wheelon told Lockh.eed­

Sunnyvale that Raborn did not want Lockheed to sign. 126 The episode . 

was In most respects a repetition of events of the previous August. 4.1 

it achieved was to indicate that Wheelon had lost no influence with .McCone's 

departure and to suggest that McMillan lacked the strength to force a . 

favorable outcome on a major policy clash with the CIA. And, of course, 

the Lockheed contract did not change. 

The events of that spring were remarkable in several respects. Most 

obvious in retrospect, though perhaps not ~een so clearly at the time, : 

was a marked shift in 1he tactics Dr. McMillan used in his dealings with 

the CIA. Until late 1964, Dr. McMillan had generally avoided direct 

confrontations on other than extremely crucial policy issues. Starting. 

late in 1964. and typified by the events of that December. he began taking . 

a firmer stance and he began arguing smaller issues more earnestly. ' 

There is no single or simple explanation for a change of tactics that 

was to end, ultimately, in the departure of most of the principals. McCone' 

and Carter went first, but Wheelon stayed on. and in the early summer --

before 10 July -- the NRO Staff learned that Dr. McMillan also was leaving. 

Eugene Kiefer had resigned the preceding February, spending nearly a 
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year with the RAND Corporation before rejoining his former chief, 

Richard Bissell, at United Aircraft. Kiefer had been a moderating 

influence on McMillan, and so had General John Martin, who in 

August 1964 had left the staff chief's post in the NRO to succeed General " 

Greer in the West Coast project office assignment. Brigadier General 

James Stewart, who succeeded Martin in the staff post, was appreciably 

less patient with the evasiveness of Agency policy and encouraged 

Dr, McMillan to fight out the small issues as well as the large, But 

that policy tended to cause relatively minor differences to become 

questions of prestige on which neither the NRO nor the CIA could sur-

render without losing much more than whatever points were immediately 

at issue. Kiefer, who had by late 1964 effectively lost aU influence with 

his associates in the CIA, felt by early 1965 that he was no longer able 

to exercise a moderating effect on the contacts between the CIA an~ 

Dr. McMillan. His resignation followed, and no successor was appointed. 

With his departure, the confrontations between McMillan and Carter, not 

the principal Agency spokesman in NRO matters, became both more 

frequent and more acrimonious. Neither side was wilUng to temper its 

stand on issues once joined, so more and more frequently they had to 

be resolveci ,,-y appeal to Vance. And Vance, as was particularlJ apparent 

in the aftermath of the April argument about controlling CORONA operationa, 
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did not appreciate being called upon to settle NRO affairs on a day-by-day 

basis. 

The consequences of the several confrontations of the spring of 

1965 were varied,_ but from the NRO yiewpoint they were almost uni-

versally unfavorable. First, and perhaps most important, no progress 

at all was made in the effort to resolve the matter of systems engineering 

responsibility for CORONA. The total lack of any progress represented 

a substantial setback for McMillan. Second, the Land Reconnaissance 

Panel (part of the President's Science Advisory Commi~tee) merely re­

affirmed the findings of earlier panels respecting a follow-on search 

system: study should continue; but there was no special reason tor 

selecting one among the several system prospects for immediate de-

velopment. The NRO had hoped for selection of some system other than 

that advocated by Wheelon's group, a development that would tend to 

choke off the CIA's involvement in the creation of new satellite recolmais-

sance systems. There the evidence of CIA obstructionism seemed most 

evident, and there the chances for a notable success seemed brightest. 

Third, and tremendously important in its own right, was the issuance of 

an "agreement" :or reorganizing the National Reconnaissance Program. 

Except in feeding policy suggestions to Dr. Fubini earlier that spring, 

the NRO Staff had no important role in the generation of what w~.,. for 
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practical purposes, a new NRO charter. 

And fourth was Dr. McMillan's resignation. 

The reorganization agreement was largely written in the period 

between the annouJlcement of Dr. McMillan's resignation (which most 

of the NRO Staff learned about through the Sunday papers) and the time. 

nearly 10 weeks later. of his actual departure. Deputy Secretary of 

Defense Cyrus Vance apparently relied on the advice ot Dr. Eugene 

Fubini in accepting the agreement. Indeed, Fubini may have been' Us 

principal author; it certainly incorporated several of the notions he had 

discussed with various members of the NRO Staft in preceding weeks. 

Final arrangements were worked out by Vance and Raborn, each relying 

on his relatively small personal staff for help in matters of detail. * 
In the aftermath of th.e announcement that he was leaving. but betore 

the report of the Land Panel had been completed, McMillan made one· 

last effort to bring off a tait accompli maneuver against Wheelon. In 

mid-July he sent to Vance and Raborn a summary stat:us report in which 

he asked not for support of his actions but for a deferred review ot 

progress. Surveillance system evaluation was somewhat confu~d in 

". 
*01 the five pre-1966 charters and proposed charters in which NRO 
functions were defined, that of August 1965 is the only one that lett no 
residue of draft, proposal, or comment in NRO tiles. Apart trom some 
contributions to papers Dr. Fubini was working on in April and May. the 
NRO Staff had no inputs at all. While perhaps too much should not be 
made of those facts, they are interesting enough to require mention. 
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that Itek, Perkin-Elmer and Eastman Kodak were all performing hard-. 
ware studies, although a rather substantial NRO commitment to. EK had 

been made and the CIA commitments to Itek and Perkin Elmer were 

relatively large ~ . (EK was stretched to the limits of ita capacity by 

GAMBIT, GAMBIT-CUBED, a NASA lunar camera .project being moni-

tored by Greer's office. and studies associated with the impending deci-

sion on MOL -- the Manned Orbiting Laboratory). McMillan reported 

to Vance that the original Eastman S-2 system still appeared to be the 

most promising approach. adding that he proposed to select either Itek 

or Perkin-Elmer to develop an alternate camera configuration. In the 

spacecraft area, General Electric's proposal had the advantage of 

Lockheed's and a TITAN IIlX seemed to be best suited as the booster. 

McMillan proposed using a four-capsule re -entry vehicle configuration 

initially, with the possibility of shifting to sixteen small re-entry 

vehicles in some future modification. 127 

The reaction from Raborn was strikingly like the reactions Of' 

McCone, Carter, and Wheelon to comparable proposals on similar 

occasions in the past. First, he politely protested McMillan's apparent 

intention of unilaterally selecting a specific search system for develop-

ment; second, he invoked the still-pending Land Panel report as a 

reason for not proceeding precipitately; and, finally, he made the none'-
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too-diplomatic point that only he and Vance could make the "final 

judgement on any specific search and surveillance system." Vance 

had earlier cautioned McMillan to proceed most cautiously in making 

program commitments to Eastman, but McMillan, who was convinced 

that the Eastman system was by far the best prospect, had continued to 

invest in the Eastman approach. The Land Panel proposed no solution, 

of course, merely urging further study. 128 Raborn's suggestion that 

McMillan had exceeded the authority entrusted to him seems to have -

had some foundation. The 'maneuver, not 'very skillful in its essentials. -.;;l 

i 
ended as catastrophically as its predecessors. I 

In late June Dr. McMillan-despairingly summed up the now massiVe --

problem of NRO-CIA relationships both as he saw it and as it appeared 

to others. In a comment on a paper written by an outsider who had 

looked into the problem of satellite reconnaissance, he noted:129 

To caricature. .. Ohe] findings somewhat, they paint the situation 
as one of intense competition between USAF and CIA, in which 
there is no real mechanism for resolution. Recommendations in­
clude "improved communications" and __ technical reviews byout­
side experts. It seems to me, rather, that the executive agent 
(Secretary of Defense] should be urged to exert his authority. 
not to abdicate it, or to acquiesce in its rejection. 

The purpose of the NRO reorganization -carried through in the late -

summer of 1965 was precisely that desired by Dr. McMillan -- to 

provide a mechanism for resolving increaSingly intense competition 
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between the CIA and the NRO. The basic difficulty was readily defined: 

although the 1963 charter made the Secretary of Defense the executive: . 

agent for reconnaissance and the Secretary had formally delegated his 

authority to the Director, ~ational Reconnaissance Office, the DNRO 

was unable in practice to act decisively on key issues. In practice, 

Dr. Fubini had been exercising much of the authority nominally assigned 

to the DNRO, while Mr. Vance reviewed or approved .... or even made .. -

many of the major program decisions. Dr. McMillan's impotence was 

particularly apparent in matters affecting new program proposals and 

in problems involving NRO"CIA prerogatives. 

From the facts a variety of inferences may be drawn. First, Dr. 

McMillan had excellent reason to be apprehensive that the authority of 

the DNRO would be diluted .. - perhaps very substantially -- by a re-

organization arranged by Fubini, Vance, and Raborn. He obviously 

was aware of the reorganization discussions, but there is no indication 

that he participated in them. .Second, McMillan had felt obliged to call 

on Vance for support more and more frequently during the spring and· 

summer of 1965. His approaches to Raborn were largely ignored; 

Raborn chose. w discuss issues with Vance rather than with McMillan, . 

and Raborn's attitude toward the NRO was not much different from that 

of McCone. Third, McMillan had been unsuccessful in converting .Vance 
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to his viewpoint (as witness his pseudo-success in the matter of 

CORONA payload condition data), and by engaging the Deputy Secretary 

of Defense in what had the appearance of rather minor squabbling over 

administrative de~ails made Vance impatient. Whether McMillan's 

course was chosen with the advice and consent of Fubini is uncertain, 

but there is evidence that he believed Fubini supported the classic. NRO 

outlook. Certainly the Fubini "draft Presidential directive" of iate 

April seemed to reflect McMillan's views •. But Fubini also figured 

prominently in the negotiations that led to the 11 August 1965 reorgani-

zation paper, which suggests that he was appreciably more willing to 

see merit in the CIA viewpoint ·than McMillan understood. McMillan 

seems to have put too much trust in Fubini's influence,. while Fubi~ 

wanted to appear a conciliator rather than an NRO extremist. Wh~er 

McMillan's resignation was deemed essential to reconciliation of CIA-

NRO differences, was prompted by his opposition to the terms of the 

reorganization. or even was a quid pro quo for CIA concessions re-

mains uncertain, but the .connection between the reorganization and the 

reSignation is most difficult to overlook. 

The agreement that Vance and Raborn approved on 11 August' 1965 

put a new face on the National Reconnaissance Office. It substantially 

reduced the authority of the Dire.ctor, transferring many .of the right. 
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and responsibilities of that post to a special Executive Committee . . , 

(ExCom) of three voting and one non-voting members: the Deputy, 

Secretary of Defense, the Director of Central Inte~ligence, the 

Special Assistant to the President for Science and Technology. and 

(non-voting) the Director, National Reconnaissance Office. (In the 

event of an ExCom impasse, the Secretary of Defense was to sit with 

the Committee and make the final decision). 

Somewhat strangely, the functions alloca~ed to the National 

Reconnaissance Program were in many respects more clearly defined, 

and more logically, than those assigned in the earlier and more forceful 

charter of 1963. It was not clear, however, whether the National Recon-

naissance Office had sufficient authority to exercise those functions; the 

ExCom was in most respects the supreme authority. Howeve'r; the 

DNRO was pro-vided with a seat on the ExCom (and also on the United 

States Intelligence Board when matters of concern to the NRP were on 

the agenda), and thus acquired a more direct voice in affairs than had 

been the case with a de facto ExCom composed of Vance, Fubini, McCone, 

and Wheelon. Whether "a voice" was important remained to be determined. 

Certain other differences between the 1963 and the 1985 agreementa 

had partic..t.1Ci.,L· significance. The Director of CentrallDtelligence, for 

example, had acquired spedfic authority to review and approve the NRP 
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budget each year and the Deputy Director, NRO, was to "act for and 

exercise the powers of the Director, NRO during his absence or dis-

ability." Another important proviso was that "the NRO staff will re-

port to the DNRO and DDNRO and will maintain no allegiance to the 

originating agency or Department." The DNROts authority to modify 

or alter program assignments was conditioned by a "subject to review 

by the Executive Committee" clause, as was his budgetary responsibility. 130 

As had his predecessor, Dr. McMillan left a memoir with" Secretary 

McNamara when he departed. It was, in the main, a resume of accom-

p1ishment.· But in its course he included some comments on the new 

agreement and on the organization it generated. McMillan thought the 

document was "intended to palliate some of the frictions which were" 

charged to the prior agreement." He believed "it has weakened consid-

erably the structure provided by that prior agreement ..• " The dangerous 

ambiguities, he felt, lay in the definition of the authorities of the Executive 

Committee and the Secretary of Defense, in omitting references to the 

reconnaissance operation area where DNRO functions were defined, and 

in neglecting to provide a "focus of responsibilities for actions undertaken 

under the NRP." McMillan felt that the shortcomings could be overcon:ae " 

if the Secretary of Defense issued a definitive set of implementing in-

structions. but that otherwise the day-by-day management of the recon-
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naissance program might well require the tntervention of the Secretary . ' 

, ' 131 
and Deputy Secretary of Defense. 

Even before Dr. McMillan's formal retirement, Dr. Alexander H, 

Flax. A •• i.tant Secretary of the Air Force for R.D, w •• named to be 

his successor as Director, National Reconnaissance Office. The prob-

lems that had so troubled McMillan remained also; on the first day of 

his official occupancy of the post, Dr. Flax was confronted by an 

announcement that the CIA had discontinued the Program B structure 

characteristic. of the earlier NRO and had substituted a complex 

pyramidal organization under Dr. Wheelon. 132 But there were early 

indications that the response might be different: Flax replied to the 

CIA reorganization notice with the comment that necessary guidelines 

and working relationships could certainly be worked out. l;i3, 

In October 1965, when Dr. Flax became Director of the NRO. the 

future of the organization was very uncertain. Specifically, how 

effectively the DNRO could operate under its new charter remained to 

be determined. 

Notwithstanding the apparent disabilities incurred under the August 

1965 arrangement of functions, Flax began his DNRO tenure with some 

significant advantages. Possibly most important. he had no background 

of acrimony to overcome in his dealings with the CIA; the personal 
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differences so marked in the McMillan-Wheelon relationship were 

absent. But he would have to cope with the substantial backlog ot 

resentment built up on both sides during the extended period of tension 

between McMillan and Wheelon. And the SUbstantive problems of the 

previous regime remained. Chief among these were a decision on a 

new search system, the CORONA management contusion, and differences 

over the composition of future programs. The great uncertainty was how 

·the newly constructed executive arrangement would work in practice; 

Dr. McMillan's exceptions and questions were well taken, although 

possibly more pertinent to the situation in which he had found him~elt 

than that which Flax faced. 

In 1960 Dr. Charyk had set for h~mself the task of accumulating the 

resources and authorities needed to support a truly national reconnais-

sance effort. He had left the task unfinished, although at the time of 

his departure what remained seemed to be only to consolidate assigned 

resources and to implement signed agreements. 

Two unanticipated developments interfered with an. easy resource 

consolidation: CORONA did not phase out, and the CIA claimed rights 

to development oi the next generation search system. In the matter ot 

implementing agreements there were similar difficulties, particularly 

as they affected the extension of DNRO authority over the "CIA sector" 
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of the national reconnaissance activity. And in attempting to secure

control of resources and authorities Dr. McMillan was repeatedly

outmaneuvered. At the close of Dr. McMillan's tenure the original

task still was incomplete and there was reason to wonder whether the

NRO would be continued in anything like the form Charyk had envisaged.

Dr. Flax therefore was confronted not only by the tasks Charyk

had left undone, but also by the considerable difficulties created by

McMillan's disastrously unsuccessful efforts to carry through Charyk's

plan. Nevertheless Flax had one substantial advantage his predecessor

had lacked: although it was far from welcome, and although prepared

without the apparent knowledge or participation of any of the NRO Staff,

a new charter certifying to the permanence of the NRO had been drawn,

approved, and issued. Validation of the NRO's mission occurred in the

face of a formal CIA recommendation that the organization be reduced to

the status of a coordinating agency with no executive authority. Given

that the NRO at the time of McMillan's departure was probably less

influential than at any time since its creation, much that was encouraging

could be found in the reaffirmation of DOD determination to preserve,

indeed to strengthen the principle of a National Reconnaissance Office and

a National Reconnaissance Program.
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