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Space might be the final fron-
tier, but it is also now on the 
verge of becoming a well-
worn bureaucratic path. Mil-

itary and civilian leaders are cur-
rently working through the details of 
proposals to create an independent 
service dedicated to space within the 
next two years. This would be the 
first new military branch since the 
Air Force spun off from the Army 
in 1947. Pentagon planners estimate 
it would cost upwards of $13 billion 
over the next five years to establish 
the Space Force as a separate service 
branch, although history suggests 
the real cost will be many times that.1 

No one is suggesting the Space 
Force would be launching fleets of 
starships filled with Space Marines 
to go fight in distant solar systems. 
Its operations would be confined to 
supporting the missions of the exist-
ing services.2 Viewed in that con-
text, Congress and the Department 
of Defense should carefully evalu-

ate the desired outcomes of space 
operations and ensure each service is 
adequately organized and resourced 
to provide their own space sup-
port instead of creating an entirely 
separate organization to supply the 
unique and peculiar needs of the 
existing services. History shows that 
an independent service devoted to 
space would add greatly to the Pen-
tagon’s bureaucracy, creating more 

problems than it would potentially 
solve, without a corresponding capa-
bility increase. The American people 
would pay a premium for a less effec-
tive military force.

President Trump’s announce-

ment on June 18, 2018, directing the 
Department of Defense to establish 
the Space Force as the sixth branch 
of the military, caught many peo-
ple outside of the defense commu-
nity off-guard.3 But the idea is hardly 
unique to President Trump. In 2017, 
Representatives Mike Rogers (R-AL) 
and Jim Cooper (D-TN) proposed the 
creation of a semi-autonomous Space 
Corps within the Air Force to prepare 

for a fully independent Space Force.4 

Representative Rogers framed his 
argument for a Space Force in histori-
cal terms, citing the Air Force’s path 
to service independence in 1947 after 
a 40-year struggle that began with 
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the emergence of the Aeronautical 
Division within the Army’s Signal 
Corps in 1907.5 But a closer look at the 
history reveals that the evolution of 
an independent Air Force solved far 
fewer problems than it ultimately 
created.

The Air Force Case Study

Underpinning the idea of an inde-
pendent air force is the notion that 
air power, when centrally controlled 
by airmen and used to strike at vital 
targets deep within enemy terri-
tory, can decisively win wars with-
out any assistance from ground or 
naval forces. Airmen have been pro-
moting this idea since at least 1921, 
when the Italian naïf Giulio Douhet 
articulated his strategic bombing 
theories in his book The Command of 
the Air. Leaders of America’s precur-
sor Air Force organizations studied 
Douhet’s ideas at the Air Corps Tac-
tical School. American airmen con-
vinced themselves that Douhet’s idea 
for unescorted formations of heav-
ily armored, self-defending “battle-
planes” could destroy an enemy’s 
war-making potential by targeting 
its industrial centers without the 
need for a land campaign.6 

By World War II, leading bomber 
advocates, including future Air Force 
generals, and the other airmen push-
ing strategic bombing theory were 
desperate to convince the decision-
makers that nothing could stop their 
bombers in order to gain Congressio-
nal approval for their acquisition proj-

5 Representative Mike Rogers, “Remarks to 2017 Space Symposium,” April 4, 2017. 
6 Giulio Douhet, translated by Dino Ferrari, The Command of the Air, Air Force History and Muse-

ums Program, 1998, p. 117. 
7 Michael S. Sherry, The Rise of American Air Power: The Creation of Armageddon, Yale University 

Press, 1987, p. 55. 
8 Gene J. Pfeffer, “Long-Range Fighter Escort,” Warfare History Network, August 17, 2017. 
9 Perry McCoy Smith, Air Force Plans for Peace, Ross & Perry, Incorporated, 2002. 
10 James Stevenson, “America’s Over-Hyped Strategic Bombing Experiment,” War Is Boring, 

November 13, 2016. 
11 Ioannis-Dionysios Salavrakos, “A Re-assessement of the German Armaments Production Dur-

ing World War II,” Scientia Militaria, South African Journal of Military Studies, Volume 44, Number 
2, 2016. 

ects, especially the B-17.7 The single- 
minded focus on strategic bomb-
ing and, by extension, securing ser-
vice independence from the Army, 
led to significant capability gaps. The 
United States began the war without 
effective fighter aircraft, and, ulti-
mately, thousands of American air-
men died needlessly because their 
bomber formations lacked fighter 
escorts during the early phases of the 
war and were easy prey for the Ger-
man Messerschmitt fighter pilots.8 

Leading airmen viewed World 
War II as a perfect opportunity to 
prove their pet theories. As the his-
torian and veteran Air Force officer 
Perry McCoy Smith showed in The 
Air Force Plans for Peace, one of the 
Army Air Forces’ leaders’ primary 
concerns during the war was creat-
ing the justification for service inde-
pendence.9 Air leaders in the United 
States and Britain argued they could 
win the war through strategic bomb-
ing alone, by crippling Germany’s 
war-making potential and forcing 
it to surrender.10 The American and 
British Air Forces conducted massive 
raids over Germany during the Euro-
pean campaign, bombing both mili-
tary and civilian targets in the Com-
bined Bomber Offensive beginning 
in 1943. But two years of relentless 
bombing resulted in the Allies suf-
fering massive aircraft and aircrew 
losses. This effort hardly crippled 
the enemy’s morale or will to fight; 
German armaments production 
actually increased during the war.11 
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BUREAUCRATIC TURF WARS
To overcome the disjointed nature of the defense establishment 
following the passage of the National Security Act of 1947, military and 
civilian leaders signed a series of service agreements meant to clarify 
roles and missions for air assets.

• The 1948 Key West Agreement, assigning all strategic air assets and 
most tactical and logistic aviation roles to the new Air Force.1 

• The 1952 Pace-Finletter Memorandum of Understanding, defining 
Army aircraft as fixed-wing aircraft less than 5,000 pounds empty 
weight and helicopters used for observation, command, battlefield 
transport, and casualty evacuations.2

• The Johnson-McConnell Agreement of 1966, requiring the Army to 
hand over most of its fixed-wing aircraft to the Air Force. In return, 
the Air Force surrendered most claims to the development and 
operation of helicopters.3

The pattern is clear. None of these efforts would have been necessary 
had the services not been separated in the first place. The Army Chief 
of Staff could have simply ordered any necessary changes. If Congress 
creates an independent Space Force, the American people can expect 
even more interservice bickering. There would be years of debates and 
arguments over roles and missions for the various services. Congress 
would create a new bureaucracy, something that would then require 
even more bureaucracy to get it to work with the others.

1 “Functions of the Armed Forces and the Joint Chiefs of Staff,” Secretary of Defense 
Memorandum, April 21, 1948. 

2 Richard I. Wolf , “Memorandum of Understanding Relating to Army Organic Avia-
tion,” The United States Air Force: Basic Documents on Roles and Missions, Office of Air 
Force History, 1987, p. 243. 

3 Richard I. Wolf, “McConnell-Johnson Agreement, 6 April 1966,” The United States Air 
Force: Basic Documents on Roles and Missions, Office of Air Force History, 1987, p. 379. 

Allied armies still had to storm the 
beaches of Normandy and then fight 
a grinding campaign across Europe 
that lasted more than 11 months 
and ended only after the Germans 
were physically crushed between the 
invading armies along the Elbe River.

President Harry S. Truman, Gen-
eral George C. Marshall, and General 
Dwight D. Eisenhower resisted ser-
vice separation during the postwar 
military reorganization debates. But 
they were eventually convinced by 
early Air Force leaders’ claims that 
they would not neglect their respon-
sibilities to support ground troops. 
On September 18, 1947, President 
Truman signed the National Security 
Act of 1947 into law, formally split-
ting off the Air Force into a separate 
service. Air Force leaders had prom-
ised to create a Tactical Air Com-
mand focusing entirely on integrated 
operations with the Army, but just 
two years later, the new Air Force 
“stripped” resources from Tactical 
Air Command until it became a hol-
low force.12

Ever since, the Army has had to 
fight to get the Air Force to fulfill its 
federally mandated support role.13 

Air Force leaders have repeatedly 
failed to adequately provide for mis-
sions assigned to them and instead 
used the money to fund their own 
projects while clamoring for a larger 
budget slice. Rather than increas-
ing effectiveness and efficiency, the 
centralization of military aviation 
resulted in even more duplication. 

The Challenge of Jointness

When Congress passed the National 
Security Act of 1947, it was with the 
ostensible purpose of “unifying” the 
services by placing them all within 

12 Thomas Alexander Hughes, Overlord: General Pete Quesada and the Triumph of Tactical Air Power in World War II, The Free Press, 1995, p. 304. 
13 Raoul Archambault and Thomas M. Dean, “Ending the Close Air Support Controversy,” Naval War College, June 21, 1991. 
14 Douglas T. Stuart, Creating the National Security State: A History of the Law That Transformed America, Princeton University Press, 2008. p. 80.
15 Harry S. Truman, “Our Armed Forces MUST Be Unified,” Collier’s Weekly, August 26, 1944, p. 16. 

a single department of defense. Pre-
viously, the Army and Navy had 
been completely separate, each with 
their own Cabinet-level secretary 
who answered directly to the presi-
dent. Even this bifurcated Army/
Navy structure presented chal-
lenges that military leaders during 
World War II found difficult to over-
come. President Truman and Gener-
als Marshall and Eisenhower had all 
favored a plan to erase the service 
differences by creating a single mil-

itary establishment.14 (In 1944, then-
Senator Truman even published an 
article in Collier’s Weekly making the 
case for service unification.15) They 
believed that erasing service differ-
ences would eliminate inefficiencies 
caused by duplication and make it 
easier to conduct the combined arms 
campaigns, like the Normandy inva-
sion, that would be necessary to pre-
vail in future wars.

The unification efforts of the 
immediate post-war years met stiff 
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resistance from those who benefited 
from the status quo.16 Navy lead-
ers and their partisans in Congress 
who feared their interests would not 
receive sufficient attention and fund-
ing in a unified military dominated 
by soldiers fought fiercely against 
Army leaders who advocated for ser-
vice unification. The Air Force lead-
ers believed they could decisively 
win wars from the air and that the 
country did not need large ground or 
naval forces at all, but they were will-
ing to settle for service independence 
and co-equal status with the Army 
and Navy.

Again, in the manner of so many 
bureaucratic fights, the leaders of the 
day worked out a compromise that 
on paper gave the appearance of solv-
ing the problem, but in reality only 
worsened long-standing problems. 
In an attempt to unify the military, 
the United States went from having 
two separate services to three, with 
an extra layer of bureaucracy added 
on top. The new organization proved 
so unwieldy that the first secretary 
of defense, James Forrestal, quickly 
exhausted himself. In less than two 
years, he suffered a nervous break-
down, was diagnosed with “severe 
depression of the type seen in oper-
ational fatigue during the war,” 
and committed suicide in 1949, rais-
ing “serious questions concerning 
the tensions associated with high 
office.”17 Psychiatrists who treated 
Forrestal prior to his death would 
later connect the onset of his mental 
illnesses with his time in office.18

Prompted by the challenges of 

16 Arlene Lazarowitz, “Promoting Air Power: The Influence of the U.S. Air Force on the Creation of the National Security State,” Independent Review, 
Spring 2005.

17 Mary Akashah and Donald Tennant, “Madness and Politics: The Case of James Forrestal,” Oklahoma State University, Department of Sociology, 
1980. 

18 Alexander Wooley, The Fall of James Forrestal,” The Washington Post, May 23, 1999. 
19 Gordon Lederman, Reorganizing the Joint Chiefs of Staff: The Goldwater-Nichols Act of 1986, Greenwood Press, 1999, p. 81. 
20 “US Joint Forces Command (USJFCOM),” Globalsecurity.net. 
21 “Sec. Gates Announces Efficiencies Initiatives,” Department of Defense, August 9, 2010. 
22 Corey Dickstein, “Pentagon: Another BRAC Could Increase Force’s Combat Readiness,” Stars and Stripes, September 5, 2017. 

getting three services with very 
different institutional cultures to 
work together, Congress passed the 
Goldwater-Nichols Act in 1986 to 
correct many of the problems created 
by the National Security Act of 1947. 
Goldwater-Nichols increased the 
powers of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and 

created a more direct civilian control 
of combat operations by establishing 
the combatant command system. It 
also mandated the services to take 
more care when assigning officers for 
duty assignments with other services 
by establishing a “joint specialty.”19

Department of Defense leaders 
apparently did not think this solved 
the problem. Thirteen years later, 
Department officials established the 
United States Joint Forces Command 
to develop joint operating concepts, 
increase interoperability, and con-
duct joint training exercises.20 This 
only lasted until 2011, when the Sec-
retary of Defense directed its closure 
since over time it had “created an 
unneeded extra layer and step in the 
force management process.”21

Yet the fundamental problems 
persist.

Compounding Interservice 

Friction

At the center of every military ser-
vice is a bureaucracy. All bureaucra-
cies share several common behav-

iors. They all hold as their first goal 
self-preservation. This is followed 
closely by the intimately related self- 
justification. As a result, they are 
always on the lookout for opportu-
nities to inflate their contributions, 
which they can then use to battle 
threats to their existence.

Human beings are likely a long 
way off from “Star Wars”-style bat-
tles in space. For the time being, the 
military applications in space serve 
to support pursuits here on Earth, 
whether that’s through commu-
nications or surveillance. To most 
effectively accomplish these sup-
port functions, there should be as 
few bureaucratic barriers as possible 
between them and the correspond-
ing combat forces.

Experience shows that an inde-
pendent Space Force will work to 
first carve out its own unique iden-
tity. Its leaders will insist on having 
their own service schools, sources of 
supply, uniforms, and bases—even 
as Pentagon leaders have repeat-
edly sought the freedom to close 
bases they believe are unnecessary.22 
Experience also suggest they will 
claim that the rapid pace of techno-
logical development will necessitate 
special acquisition procedures, and 
will seek broad exemptions from the 
existing regulations, which would 
greatly hinder Congress’s ability to 

“In an attempt to unify the military, the United States 
went from having two separate services to three, with 
an extra layer of bureaucracy added on top.”
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exercise its oversight functions. This 
has already begun: Air Force Secre-
tary Heather Wilson signed a memo 
on September 14, 2018, with her pro-
posal to establish the Space Force, 
touting the current Air Force Space 
Rapid Capabilities Office’s special 
authorities and exemptions granted 
by Congress allowing it to work out-
side of the normal federal acquisi-
tion system.23 If anything, due to the 
anticipated cost and potential fail-
ure rate, acquisition programs of this 
kind should receive more, not less, 
Congressional oversight.

As it matures, Space Force’s doc-
trine and operations are likely to 
become increasingly disconnected 
from the other services. While 
attempting to assert their indepen-
dence, Space Force leaders will likely 
start acquiring equipment that is not 
compatible with the other services. 
The Army and Air Force have repeat-
edly had difficulty working together 
because their radio sets operated 
on different frequencies. This even 
occurred during World War II before 
the Air Force became independent. It 
is not much of a stretch to imagine a 
new satellite network under the con-
trol of an independent Space Force 
not working smoothly with equip-
ment purchased separately by the 
Army, Navy, or the Air Force.

The real power in the military is 
in control of the budget. The way to 
create the kind of cohesiveness nec-

23 Heather Wilson, “The Air Force Proposal for a Space Development Agency and Transition to a Department of the Space Force,” United States Air 
Force, September 14, 2018. 

24 Katie Bo Williams, “Opposition to a Space Force Simmers in the Senate,” Defense One, August 1, 2018. 

essary to establish a force capable of 
conducting combined arms opera-
tions is to ensure that a single person 
ultimately has the ability to make 
policy decisions which can then be 
enforced through control over the 
budget. In theory, the Secretary of 
Defense has this authority, but when 
programs span separate services with 
their own budget lines, that power 
becomes diluted. As is true with all 
things related to war, the best policy 
is to keep things as simple as possi-
ble. Adding another service would 
add an entirely new level of complex-
ity and friction to an endeavor that 
already has too much.

Conclusion

So far, plenty of skepticism endures 
on Capitol Hill about the need for a 
new military branch.24 The officials 
calling for an independent Space 
Force will doubtless continue to 
claim this domain holds the key to 
victory in any future conflict, and 
requires the most independence and 
largest share of  the budget possible. 
But, just like with aviation, space 
operations will not be decisive on 
their own. Their true potential can 
only be realized as supporting efforts 
of operations on the sea and espe-
cially on the ground. When viewed 
in that light, it only makes sense for 
the commanders of the sea or ground 
forces to also be in command of the 
supporting space forces.

Leaders in each of the services 
should carefully assess their true 
space domain needs and tailor an 
appropriate organization to meet 
them effectively and efficiently. 
Should there be Department-wide 
requirements, the Secretary of 
Defense should determine which ser-
vice has the greatest stake and assign 
it as the lead agency while the other 
interested parties contribute accord-
ingly. Budget pressure is generally 
useful in defense spending, as it adds 
a strong dose of discipline into a pro-
cess that so often lacks it in the begin-
ning. Constrained budgets force ser-
vice leaders to pursue more practical 
and simpler designs that usually per-
form better than the overly compli-
cated systems born when money 
flows more freely. If, though, a sepa-
rate, independent Space Force is cre-
ated, its leaders will likely only work 
with the other services when forced 
to do so by an outside entity like the 
Secretary of Defense or Congress, 
and even then, as history shows, the 
resulting cooperation is likely to be 
half-hearted and will vanish as soon 
as the source of external pressure 
moves on. 

Victory in war comes through the 
cooperation of all arms toward a sin-
gle goal. The United States should 
be taking steps to reduce barriers to 
this kind of cooperation, not creating 
more.  n

WHY THE ENVELOPE?
In each issue, we include a business reply envelope as a gentle reminder to anyone intending to donate or to renew 
their subscription. Some of you have asked why we do this when you’ve requested only one solicitation per year. It’s 
less expensive to mail out to our entire list than to mail separate issues to those who wish to be unsolicited. If you’ve 
already sent in what you meant to, please accept our thanks and ignore the envelope! 

Thank you for your understanding and enjoy the rest of the bulletin.

http://www.pogo.org/cdi
https://www.politico.com/f/?id=00000165-f737-d789-a9e5-f7b7a1e70000
https://www.defenseone.com/politics/2018/08/opposition-space-force-simmers-senate/150227/


The Defense Monitor  |  November-December 20186

MILITARY-INDUSTRIAL CIRCUS

War...By the Numbers
Charting Progress in Afghanistan is Tough 
Without Data

The following piece was first published on October 1, 2018. It has been excerpted and 
updated. The original can be found at https://www.pogo.org/analysis/2018/10/war-
by-the-numbers/

It seems the only Afghan 
war number that everyone 
agrees on is how long we’ve 
been fighting it: 17 years.

But beyond that key date, other 
data, including Afghan battlefield 
deaths and civilians killed in the 
crossfire, are denied to the rest of us 
by the U.S. and Afghan officials run-
ning the war. If the Afghan war were 
a business, no accountant would be 
able to audit its books based on the 
flimsy and conflicting data Ameri-
cans have available to decide whether 
or not to continue this investment. 
And it’s a heavy lift: Beyond the 
deaths of 2,276 U.S. troops in Afghan-
istan as of this writing, the nation has 
spent close to $1 trillion on this war, 
including $132 billion to build Afghan 
security forces capable of defending 
their country on their own, and for 
economic development.1

But after nearly two decades, the 
U.S. and Afghanistan are treading 

1 iCasualties.org; Neta C. Crawford, “United States Budgetary Costs of the Post-9/11 Wars Through FY2019: $5.9 Trillion Spent and Obligated,” 
November 14, 2018; Clayton Thomas, Afghanistan: Background and U.S. Policy In Brief, Congressional Research Service, Updated November 1, 2018, p. 
13. (Hereinafter November 1, 2018, Afghanistan: Background and U.S. Policy In Brief)

2 Clayton Thomas, Afghanistan: Background and U.S. Policy In Brief, Congressional Research Service, Updated September 10, 2018, p. 1. 
3 Mark Thompson, “Should the Military Return to Counting Bodies,” Time, June 2, 2009. 
4 Thomas Gibbons-Neff, “U.S. Retreats on Publicizing Body Count of Militants Killed in Afghanistan,” The New York Times, September 20, 2018. 
5 Rod Nordland, “The Death Toll for Afghan Forces Is Secret. Here’s Why.” The New York Times, September 21, 2018. (Hereinafter “The Death Toll for 

Afghan Forces Is Secret. Here’s Why”)

water in this conflict, at best. “U.S. 
military officials increasingly refer 
to ‘momentum’ against the Tali-
ban, however, by some measures 
insurgents are in control of or con-
testing more territory today than at 
any point since 2001,” the nonparti-
san Congressional Research Service 
reported on September 10.2

They talk of “follow the money” 
in politics. But when it comes to war, 
“follow the numbers” is just as impor-
tant. The U.S. military has long used 
figures—troops deployed, tons of 
bombs dropped, attacks launched—
as yardsticks on the road to victory. 
Sometimes they can be mislead-
ing (none more so than the infa-
mous body counts of enemy killed 
in Vietnam) but they do represent a 
crude proxy for progress, or the lack 
thereof. The current dearth of data 
from the U.S. and Afghan govern-
ments can mean only one thing: the 
war is not going well.

Washington and Kabul have flip-
flopped on what numbers they pro-
vide.3 Over the past 16 years, they 
have published Taliban body counts, 
then halted them, before resuming 
them yet again in January 2018. Then 
they stopped doing so September 20 
when the New York Times asked about 
the resumption of the practice.4 Some 
see the Taliban death tally as the Pen-
tagon’s way of showing a skeptical 
President Trump that his revamped 
war strategy, with 14,000 U.S. troops 
now in Afghanistan—a 4,000-troop 
boost on his watch—is making prog-
ress. For the past year, the U.S. and 
Afghan governments have refused 
to say how many Afghan troops 
and police have been killed fighting 
the Taliban as their casualties have 
soared (up to 400 in one recent week, 
according to the Times).5

Most critical data remains elusive. 
In his July report to Congress, John 
Sopko, the tireless Special Inspector 

BY MARK THOMPSON

https://www.pogo.org/analysis/2018/10/war-by-the-numbers/
https://www.pogo.org/analysis/2018/10/war-by-the-numbers/
http://icasualties.org/
https://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/files/cow/imce/papers/2018/Crawford_Costs%20of%20War%20Estimates%20Through%20FY2019%20.pdf
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/R45122.pdf 
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R45122/13
http://content.time.com/time/nation/article/0,8599,1902274,00.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/20/us/politics/military-body-count-afghanistan.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/21/world/asia/afghanistan-security-casualties-taliban.html 
http://content.time.com/time/nation/article/0,8599,1902274,00.html
http://content.time.com/time/nation/article/0,8599,1902274,00.html
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General for Afghanistan Reconstruc-
tion, described the currently secret 
war figures6:

• Afghan casualties (according 
to the Congressional Research 
Service, Afghan combat deaths 
went from roughly 5,500 in 2015 
to 6,700 in 2016 to over 10,000 last 
year7)

• the target size of most Afghan 
military and police units, and 
how close to that goal each unit is 
(independent reporting indicates 
that only 314,000 of the 352,000 
authorized slots are filled8)

• how many Afghans are leaving 
their country’s army and police 
force (outside reporting suggests 
35 percent of Afghan army and 
police personnel quit each year9)

• how well those units are per-
forming (the Obama Administra-
tion resisted reporting that infor-
mation too10)

• how ready their equipment is
• how many aircraft and pilots are 

assigned to the only Afghan air 
unit outfitted with night-vision 
gear, assault helicopters, and 
fixed-wing intelligence, surveil-
lance, and reconnaissance capa-
bilities

• information about how much 
damage U.S. airstrikes have 
done against targets suspected of 
funding the Taliban

The nation is tired of the war, yet 
taxpayers continue to pay for it—
close to $1 billion weekly—and to 
risk the lives of young Americans for 

6 Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, July 30, 2018, p. 66. 
7 November 1, 2018, Afghanistan: Background and U.S. Policy In Brief, p. 9. 
8 “The Death Toll for Afghan Forces Is Secret. Here’s Why”
9 “The Death Toll for Afghan Forces Is Secret. Here’s Why”
10 Neil Gordon, “Darkness Falls on Afghanistan Oversight,” Project On Government Oversight, January 29, 2015. 
11 Matthew Pennington, “Pentagon: Afghan war costing US $45 billion per year,” Associated Press, February 6, 2018. 
12 Department of Defense, “Secretary Mattis Media Availability at the Pentagon,” September 24, 2018. 
13 Mark Thompson, “The General Who Lost Vietnam,” Time, September 30, 2011.  
14 Nesar Azadzoi and Rod Nordland, “3 U.S. Soldiers Died in Afghanistan: Why This Fight Drags On,” The New York Times, November 27, 2018. 

a murky mission.11 No one reflects 
this more than the commander in 
chief: he has yet to visit with U.S. 
troops in Afghanistan, or any other 
war zone. 

Defense Secretary Jim Mattis said 
on September 24 that the Afghan 
government was not losing a “war of 
attrition” to the Taliban. “So far, they 
have taken hard casualties over the 
last year,” he said. “And they’re still 
in the fight.”12

That sounds familiar to those of 
a certain age. Army General Wil-
liam Westmoreland was fighting the 
same kind of war a half-century ago. 
“The premise was that, if he could 
kill enough of the enemy, they would 
lose heart and cease their aggres-
sion against the South Vietnamese,” 
author Lewis Sorley told me in 2011, 
when he published Westmoreland: 
The General Who Lost Vietnam. “The 
enemy did not lose heart, did not 
cease aggression. Instead he simply 
sent more and more replacements to 
make up his losses. Westmoreland’s 
first resort in claiming progress in 
the war was always body count, but 
in fact this was meaningless. All the 
enemy’s losses were quickly made up. 
Westmoreland was on a treadmill.”13 

Relatively few U.S. troops are dying 
on Afghan soil (12 so far this year).14 

The bad news is that we’re on a sec-
ond treadmill, 2,500 miles from 
Westmoreland’s, and we’ve been on 
it far longer with no end yet in sight. 
Without key numbers, there’s no way 
to add up what’s really going on.  n

17YEARS

Length of time United States 
has been fighting a war in 
Afghanistan

2,276
Number of U.S troop deaths 
since 2001

14,000
Number of U.S troops now in 
Afghanistan

$1 TRILLION

Amount United States has 
spent on the war, including 
$132 billion to build Afghan 
security forces

35
Percentage of Afghan army 
and police personnel who quit 
each year

http://www.pogo.org/cdi
https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2018-07-30qr.pdf
https://www.pogo.org/analysis/2015/01/darkness-falls-on-afghanistan-oversight/
https://www.militarytimes.com/news/pentagon-congress/2018/02/07/pentagon-afghan-war-costing-us-45-billion-per-year/
https://dod.defense.gov/News/Transcripts/Transcript-View/Article/1644076/secretary-mattis-media-availability-at-the-pentagon/
http://nation.time.com/2011/09/30/the-general-who-lost-vietnam/
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/11/27/world/asia/us-soldiers-killed-afghanistan.html


IN NOVEMBER 2018 the Center for 
Defense Information released a new 
database and report which found 
that from 2008 to the present over 380 
high-ranking Department of Defense 
officials and military officers became 
lobbyists, board members, execu-
tives, or consultants for defense con-
tractors within two years of leaving 
the Department.

The revolving door is one of sev-
eral forms of undue influence on 
the operations of the Department of 
Defense. For companies, that influ-
ence can help them gain access to 
senior officials, a competitive advan-
tage, business opportunities, and 
taxpayer dollars.

Our investigation also found:

• There were 645 instances of the 
top 20 defense contractors in 
fiscal year 2016 hiring former 
senior government officials, mil-
itary officers, Members of Con-
gress, and senior legislative staff 
as lobbyists, board members, or 
senior executives in 2018. Since 
some lobbyists work for multi-
ple defense contractors, there are 
more instances than officials.

• Of those instances, nearly 90 per-
cent became registered lobby-
ists, where the operational skill is 
influence-peddling.

• A quarter of the Pentagon officials 

went to work at the Department 
of Defense’s top 5 contractors 
(Lockheed Martin, Boeing, Ray-
theon, General Dynamics, and 
Northrop Grumman).

• Military officers going through 
the revolving door included 25 
Generals, 9 Admirals, 43 Lieuten-
ant Generals, and 23 Vice Admi-
rals.  

Without more transparency and 
more effective ethics laws the public 
and Congress cannot properly check 
the influence of defense contractors 
and what that influence is costing the 
Pentagon, taxpayers, and our troops.  
n
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Pentagon’s Contracting Gurus 
Mismanaged Their Own Contracts 
BY DANIEL VAN SCHOOTEN 

The following piece was first published on August 16, 2018. It has been excerpted and updated. The original can be found at  
https://www.pogo.org/investigation/2018/08/pentagons-contracting-gurus-mismanaged-their-own-contracts/

1 Defense Contract Management Agency, “About the Agency.” 
2 Kenneth Littlefield, “Defense Contract Management Agency Report of Antideficiency Act Violation,” (Case 18-01) undated draft, p. 13. 
3 Elizabeth Smith, “Report of Preliminary Review of Suspected Anti-Deficiency Act Violations Regarding Integrated Workload Management System 

(IWMS) Contracts,” Department of the Army, September 27, 2017. (Hereinafter Preliminary Report); Memorandum from Keith Gudgel, Director, 
CFO Compliance Division, to Ms. Pamela Conklin, Director, Financial and Business Operations Directorate, regarding Report of Suspected and 
Potential Antideficiency Act (ADA) Violations, undated. 

4 Preliminary Report, pp. 22, 19.
5 Preliminary Report, pp. 3, 6; Mark Woodbury, email to POGO Investigator Daniel Van Schooten, “Seeking comment re: IWMS,” August 7, 2018. 
6 Draft Final Report, p. 2.
7 Draft Final Report, p. 9.
8 KBR, “KBR Appoints Lieutenant General Wendy M. Masiello, USAF (Ret.) to Board,” August 24, 2017. 

The Pentagon’s contract-
ing gurus repeatedly made 
massive, preventable mis-
takes while managing con-

tracts for a critical software project 
of their own, violating federal bud-
get law along the way, according to 
scathing internal reports and other 
records obtained by the Project On 
Government Oversight. Ironically, 
the purpose of the mismanaged sys-
tem is to help manage the rest of the 
Pentagon’s contracts. 

The Pentagon relies on the obscure 
Defense Contract Management 
Agency (DCMA) to negotiate and 
administer an average of $455 million  
paid out to contractors each day.1 

How well that agency does its job 
directly affects both how wisely tax-
payer dollars are spent and whether 
our troops get what they need when 
they need it. Yet the cascading series 
of major, systemic failures within the 
agency, which has an annual budget 
of roughly $1.5 billion, led an inde-
pendent investigator from the Army 
to go so far as to recommend that it 
be prohibited from awarding its own 
contracts in the future.2 

Documents obtained by POGO—
including a September 2017 prelimi-
nary investigative report, an April 
2018 internal memo, and a draft of 
the final report from this summer—
show that over the course of several 
years, the agency seriously misman-
aged software project contracts.3 The 
agency spent far more than it was 
authorized to spend, violated numer-
ous policies and regulations, and 
received insufficient oversight from 
the Pentagon. 

At various points, the internal 
documents POGO obtained state 
that some of the agency’s foul-ups 
on the project indicate “a serious sys-
temic problem within the organiza-
tion” and raise “serious concern over 
contracting practices and processes 
within DCMA.”4 

The project, called the Integrated 
Workload Management System, was 
created to help review, implement, 
and track defense contracts. Despite 
awarding $46.6 million over three 
years, the project was not even half 
finished when the agency abruptly 
and indefinitely stopped all devel-
opment work on the system in 

May 2017. Nevertheless, the agency 
declared the software operational in 
September 2017 and is now using it. 
(An agency spokesperson says the 
agency kept contract costs down to 
$44.9 million.5) 

At least $17 million of the project’s 
funds was money the agency wasn’t 
authorized to spend—a violation of a 
budget law called the Antideficiency 
Act. In addition, neither the project 
cost nor the amount of unauthorized 
spending include any in-house costs 
like government labor, which weren’t 
tracked but would likely add mil-
lions to both.6 The investigation also 
found evidence that one employee 
had “willful intent to violate” the 
law.7

The investigation was initiated 
by the agency’s then-director, Lieu-
tenant General Wendy Masiello. (In 
August 2017, she joined the board of 
defense contractor KBR.8) The inves-
tigation identifies nine responsible 
individuals, six of whom hold or 
held senior leadership positions: the 
former director of information tech-
nology, comptroller, director of con-
tracting, former chief general coun-

http://www.pogo.org/cdi
https://www.pogo.org/investigation/2018/08/pentagons-contracting-gurus-mismanaged-their-own-contracts/
https://www.dcma.mil/About-Us/
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/4610600-DCMA-Formal.html (Hereinafter Draft Final Report) 
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/4610609-DCMA-Prelim.html 
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/4610609-DCMA-Prelim.html 
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/4610601-DCMA-CFO-Memo.html (Hereinafter CFO Memo)
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/4610601-DCMA-CFO-Memo.html (Hereinafter CFO Memo)
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/4610601-DCMA-CFO-Memo.html (Hereinafter CFO Memo)
https://kbr.com/about/newsroom/press-releases/2017/08/24/kbr-appoints-lieutenant-general-wendy-m-masiello-usaf-ret-to-board
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sel, and both Deputy Director Marie 
Greening and a former agency direc-
tor, Charlie Williams. Several of the 
responsible individuals no longer 
work at the agency; to date, none of 
the nine have been formally disci-
plined.9 When reached for comment, 
an agency spokesperson stated that 
as the investigation was ongoing, “It 
would be premature to take any dis-
ciplinary action until the Agency has 
all the necessary information.”10 

POGO contacted or attempted 
to contact these current and former 
senior leaders and other individuals 
involved. Most did not respond to 
the requests for comment or referred 
POGO to an agency spokesperson. 
The agency’s former director of infor-
mation technology, Jacob Haynes, 
who was criticized heavily in the 
investigative reports, told POGO that 
he attributed the agency’s failures 
to attempting to move too quickly 
through a new and complex process. 
He said that “no one wanted to do 
anything wrong,” and that he relied 
on the judgement of his subordinates, 
the legal department, and procure-
ment staff for the decisions he made. 
He retired last year, and says he was 
not pushed out of the agency. 11

After POGO reached out to the 
agency for comment, the agency 
launched a leak investigation into 
who provided POGO the information.

A “Conflict of Interest”

Like agencies across the federal gov-
ernment, the Defense Contract Man-
agement Agency sought to replace 
an old and ineffective data system 

9 Draft Final Report, pp. 5, 10.
10 Mark Woodbury, email to POGO Investigator Daniel Van Schooten, “Seeking comment re: IWMS,” July 27, 2018. (Hereinafter DCMA Comment)
11 POGO interview with Jacob Haynes, former DCMA Director of Information Technology, on August 14, 2018.
12 Preliminary Report, p. 19.
13 Preliminary Report, pp. 11, 19.
14 Preliminary Report p. 4.
15 Preliminary Report, p. 12
16 Preliminary Report, p. 19.
17 Preliminary Report, p. 6.

with something newer and more 
capable purchased from the private 
sector. The agency got the ball roll-
ing in 2011 with a contract paying a 
company called Apprio to conduct 
a study on what a “Model Contract 
Management Office” would look like 
and to “identify relevant technol-
ogy.” The next year, Apprio’s contract 
was expanded to envision a replace-
ment for the old software system.12

Things started going south for the 
software project in mid-2013, when 
Apprio won a contract worth more 
than $3 million to begin testing and 
developing software for the replace-
ment system. Because Apprio had 
helped design the project’s require-
ments, they should have been ineligi-
ble for subsequent contracts to imple-
ment those designs. Regulations 
prohibit this to ensure that a contrac-
tor is not tempted to misrepresent 
the needs of the agency in order to 
sell more of its own products or ser-
vices down the line. The preliminary 
investigative report found this was 
an “organizational conflict of interest 
violation” that raised “serious con-
cern over contracting practices and 
processes within DCMA.”13

Because the contract involved 
spending more than $1 million on 
a system the Defense Department 
uses to manage its resources, then-
Director of Information Technology 
Haynes needed approval from the 
Pentagon’s deputy chief manage-
ment official.14 The official rejected 
Haynes’ initial request, citing miss-
ing documentation and other flaws, 
and asked him to resubmit it. Despite 

not having the Pentagon’s approval, 
Haynes “knowingly had” the con-
tract awarded to Apprio, accord-
ing to the preliminary investigative 
report.15 

“Rubber Stamps”

During testing over the next several 
months, Apprio’s software “failed to 
properly integrate” with the agen-
cy’s other systems.16 The agency then 
turned to another company, Discover 
Technologies, for a solution. (Apprio 
continued working on other aspects 
of the project in a more limited capac-
ity.) Problems arose even before the 
contract was signed. According to the 
preliminary report, the documents 
Haynes provided to the Services 
Acquisition Review Board to get 
approval for the contract appeared 
“deliberately misleading,” as they left 
out cost estimates that might prompt 
questions such as whether the Pen-
tagon had approved the necessary 
funds—which it had not. Instead 
of catching the problems, the board 
received and approved the contract 
on September 28, 2013, and reap-
proved it each year through 2017.17 

Additionally, the board failed to 
conduct a formal review of the Dis-
cover Technologies contract before 
approving it, and the preliminary 
report says that board personnel 
consistently “did not understand 
what was being communicated” by 
Haynes and others in the IT depart-
ment, “and therefore either stopped 
asking questions or failed to ask” 
any at all. This tendency extended 
beyond the Discover Technologies 
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contract. “In the absence of any ques-
tions or objections,” the prelimi-
nary report continues, “approvals 
were rubber stamps,” with the board 
approving 95 percent of IT submis-
sions on first attempt. (The agency 
restructured and renamed the board 
in June 2018, an agency spokesperson 
told POGO.18)

If it had done a thorough review 
of the Discover Technologies con-
tract, the review board might have 
caught numerous problems. For 
example, the agency used the wrong 
type of contract: a “Blanket Purchase 
Agreement,” which is intended for 
recurring needs for straightfor-
ward supplies or services, not the 
type of complex software modifica-
tions Discover Technologies would 
be performing. Certain documents 
were also missing, and the contract’s 
requirements were vague, overlap-
ping with work already assigned to 
Apprio.19 

On the last day of the fiscal year, 
two days after the review board 
approved the Discover Technolo-
gies contract, the Pentagon approved 
spending about $6.3 million on the 
software project over the next year. 
Hours later, the agency awarded the 
contract. The last-minute approval, 
according to the preliminary report, 
was “contrary to regulatory and stat-
utory intent.”20 The draft final report 
explains there was “pressure in con-
tracting to get contracts awarded at 
year end,” leaving insufficient time 
to plan and properly craft the proj-
ect’s requirements.21

18 Preliminary Report, p. 24; DCMA Comment. 
19 Preliminary Report, pp. 19-25.
20 Preliminary Report, p. 18.
21 Draft Final Report, p. 9.
22 Draft Final Report, p. 2; Preliminary Report p. 11.
23 Preliminary Report, p. 7; Draft Final Report, p. 8.
24 Preliminary Report, p. 23; Draft Final Report, p. 11. 
25 Preliminary Report, pp. 16, 7; Draft Final Report, p. 7.
26 POGO interview with Jacob Haynes, former DCMA Director of Information Technology, on August 14, 2018.
27 DCMA, “IWMS 3.0 launch transforms contract administration,” November 8, 2016. 
28 Draft Final Report, pp. 6-7. 

“No Oversight”

For the next three years, Haynes con-
sistently spent more—sometimes 
far more—than he had approval to, 
and also paid for the project with the 
wrong account, a “color of money” 
violation.22 With respect to the type 
of funding used, Haynes said he 
relied on legal guidance, which he 
described as “gospel” despite hav-
ing not read it, according to the pre-
liminary report. The investigation 
determined that the legal guidance 
was based on “two important false 
premises” that led the agency’s legal 
department to give bad advice jus-
tifying the use of the wrong type of 
funds.23  

As for the repeated overspend-
ing, the preliminary report attributes 
this in part to the fact that there were 
“essentially two budget offices with a 
separate one in IT,” and “there was no 
oversight of the IT budget personnel 
by the [agency] budget office.” This 
meant the agency’s own budget office 
didn’t know the agency was spend-
ing more money than it was autho-
rized to. Disturbingly, Pentagon bud-
get officials also didn’t adequately 
keep track of the numbers or talk to 
each other, so one office kept giving 
away more money than the other had 
authorized. Given this dysfunction, 
similar overspending could be hap-
pening at other Pentagon agencies, 
the draft report states.24 

When the independent investiga-
tor questioned those involved with 
the matter, “several witnesses were 
deliberately vague in responses”; 

the investigator also found “record-
keeping is a systemic and signifi-
cant problem in certain areas” of the 
agency, including IT and contract-
ing. The report notes that when inter-
viewed, the primary contracting offi-
cial “[could not] recall discussions 
from any meetings he attended.” 
Haynes, according to the draft final 
report, was “evasive” in interviews.25

In a phone conversation with 
POGO, Haynes said he was forth-
coming with the investigator.26

“Stonewalling” 

A press release from November 2016 
boasts of the system’s rapid devel-
opment with “minimal resources.”27 
However, over the ensuing months, 
agency director Lieutenant Gen-
eral Wendy Masiello “became con-
cerned with the spending...and what 
progress was actually being made,” 
according to the draft final report. The 
report describes Haynes as “stone-
walling” and “not forthright” when 
the director asked about the project. 
On March 8, 2017, she ordered that all 
development work stop until her con-
cerns were addressed. By then, the 
agency had spent around $45 million 
on the project, not including govern-
ment labor costs. A few weeks later, 
she chartered a “Turn Around Team” 
with the goal of resolving the criti-
cal problems in the IT department’s 
financial management and contract-
ing processes.28

The Turn Around Team reported 
some of its findings in May 2017, 
informing Masiello that the project 

http://www.pogo.org/cdi
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had far exceeded its funding, used 
the wrong type of funds, and was 
far behind schedule. While the inter-
nal Turn Around Team continued 
its work, Masiello hired an outside 
investigator to conduct an official 
administrative investigation into the 
financial violations, and requested 
that the Pentagon’s Inspector Gen-
eral audit the contract management 
issues. The administrative investiga-
tion resulted in the preliminary and 
draft final reports POGO obtained. 

Two weeks after the Turn Around 
Team’s briefing, Vice Admiral David 
Lewis replaced Masiello. (“She 
retired at the end of her normal cycle 
for her rank and assignment,” an 
agency spokesperson told POGO.29) 

After POGO requested comment 
from the agency’s spokesperson on 
these issues, an investigator from the 
agency’s internal audit office called 
asking how POGO obtained the 
information about the mismanage-
ment. POGO refused to discuss the 
matter. 

“Not Aggressive”

On April 25, 2018, the Pentagon’s 
Inspector General released their 
report. The watchdog examined a 
sample of the IT department’s con-
tracts and reported that the vast 
majority were severely misman-

29 Draft Formal Report, p. 6; DCMA, “Director, Defense Contract Management Agency.” 
30 Department of Defense Inspector General, Defense Contract Management Agency’s Information Technology Service Contracts (DODIG-2018-110), April 25, 2018. 
31 Government Accountability Office, Defense Contract Management Agency: Amid Ongoing Efforts to Rebuild Capacity, Several Factors Present Challenges in 

Meeting Its Missions (GAO-12-83), November 2011. 
32 Commission on Wartime Contracting, Special Report on Contractor Business Systems, September 21, 2009. 
33 “Pentagon withholding payments from six weapons makers,” Reuters, October 16, 2013; Anthony Capaccio, “Pentagon Holds Back Funds From 

Sikorsky Over Business Systems,” Bloomberg, February 13, 2017. 
34 CFO Memo, pp. 3-4.
35 DCMA Comment.
36 Draft Final Report, p. 13.

aged: out of 14 contracts, the agency 
improperly administered 13. The 
report notes that Lewis agreed with 
the findings and has begun imple-
menting its recommendations.30 

Previous Defense Department 
Inspector General reports have found 
fault with other parts of the agency’s 
contract management. Five reports in 
as many years have found significant 
problems with the agency’s perfor-
mance, ranging from paying contrac-
tors when they shouldn’t have to not 

escalating unresolved problems with 
the F-35 fighter jet program. Other 
bodies have criticized the agency 
as well. The Government Account-
ability Office wrote in 2011 that the 
agency had “a seriously eroded 
workforce” and quoted one official 
who described the inconsistent guid-
ance across the decentralized agency 
as a “free for all.”31  

The agency regularly says it is tak-
ing steps to tackle these issues, but it 
is not clear that much has changed. 
In 2009, for example, the Congressio-
nally created Commission on War-
time Contracting wrote, “DCMA is 
not aggressive in motivating con-
tractors to improve business sys-
tems,” which it described as “the first 
line of defense against waste, fraud, 
and abuse.” The agency’s “conser-
vative approach results in little, if 

any, motivation for contractors to 
improve their business systems, and 
ultimately has a direct impact on the 
warfighting mission.”32 

While the agency has in many 
cases not been zealous enough in 
protecting taxpayer interests, parts 
of the agency have at times seemed 
more willing to hold contractors to a 
higher standard. Examples in recent 
years include withholding payments 
from Lockheed Martin, Northrop 
Grumman, and Sikorsky.33

The extent to which the agency 
mismanaged its own contracts is still 
coming into focus. An April 2018 
memo from the head of the agency’s 
compliance division describes addi-
tional financial violations in other 
parts of the agency’s IT department. 
That memo estimates there may be 
an additional $37 million in Antide-
ficiency Act violations on top of the 
$17 million confirmed by the admin-
istrative investigation. The memo 
also acknowledges that the final sum 
will likely be significantly higher, as 
several parts of the IT department 
had not been reviewed yet.34

When reached for comment, a 
spokesperson emphasized that the 
agency “self-reported” these issues 
and sought outside help to resolve 
them.35 

Even so, the author of the final 
report concluded the agency’s prob-
lems were so systemic and serious 
that they—the Pentagon’s contract 
managers, who handle about $5 tril-
lion in contracts—couldn’t be trusted 
to issue contracts of their own.36  n

“Some of the agency’s foul-ups on the project indicate 
‘a serious systemic problem within the organization’ and 
raise ‘serious concern over contracting practices and 
processes within DCMA.’”

https://www.dcma.mil/About-Us/Director-Lewis/; DCMA Comment. 
https://media.defense.gov/2018/May/03/2001912087/-1/-1/1/DODIG-2018-110.PDF
https://www.gao.gov/assets/590/586078.pdf 
https://www.gao.gov/assets/590/586078.pdf 
https://cybercemetery.unt.edu/archive/cwc/20110929221533/http:/www.wartimecontracting.gov/docs/CWC_SR1_business-systems_2009-09-21.pdf 
 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-pentagon-companies-withholding/pentagon-withholding-payments-from-six-weapons-makers-idUSBRE99F16X20131016
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-02-13/pentagon-holds-back-funds-from-sikorsky-over-business-systems
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-02-13/pentagon-holds-back-funds-from-sikorsky-over-business-systems
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Hidden Foreign Influence 
at the Witness Table 
Despite Requirements to Disclose, Witness 
Forms Miss Foreign Funding Sources

1 Rules of the House of Representatives, § 798, “Open meetings and hearings,” (5)(B), p. 571. 
2 Eric Lipton, Brooke Williams, and Nicholas Confessore, “Foreign Powers Buy Influence at Think Tanks,” The New York Times, September 6, 2014. 
3 Ken Silverstein, “Their men in Washington: Undercover with D.C.’s lobbyists for hire,” Harpers, July 2007. 
4 Remarks by Representative Jackie Speier (D-CA), regarding “Amendment on Disclosures of Payments from Foreign Governments,” 2014. 
5 113th Congress, Resolution amending the rules of the House of Representatives, September 15, 2014. 

BY LYDIA DENNETT

On any given day, it’s 
not uncommon to see 
experts from various 

Washington, DC, think tanks tes-
tify at Congressional hearings. On 
everything from Middle East policy 
to nuclear nonproliferation, Congress 
relies on these experts to provide 
outside input and help shape future 
U.S. policy. 

A Project On Government Over-
sight investigation into compliance 
with a rule that requires witnesses 
to disclose any financial ties to for-
eign governments they may have 
has found numerous loopholes that 
keep Congress and the public in 
the dark about the extent of foreign 
governments’ financial relation-
ships with Congressional witnesses. 
The House of Representatives had 
adopted the rule, which obligates 
non-governmental Congressional 
witnesses to disclose foreign fund-
ing when it relates to the subject of 
the hearing at which they’re testify-
ing, after multiple investigations 
revealed some think tanks had been 
receiving millions in funding from 
foreign governments, with little or 
no disclosure.1 

Representative Jackie Speier (D-CA) 

proposed the rule change in response 
to a 2014 New York Times investigation 
by Eric Lipton, Brooke Williams, and 
Nicholas Confessore, which detailed 
the extent of foreign government 
donations to prominent DC think 
tanks.2 The piece highlighted ques-
tions about whether such organiza-
tions would be required to disclose 
those relationships under the For-
eign Agents Registration Act (FARA), 
a law that requires foreign lobbyists 
and public-relations managers to reg-
ister with the Department of Justice. 

The Times investigation elevated 
concerns raised in a 2007 Harpers 
exposé by Ken Silverstein (who is now 
a journalist-in-residence at POGO).3 
After the Times story, lawmakers 
grew increasingly concerned that 
think tanks might be pushing the 
perspectives or agendas of their for-
eign funders without disclosing the 
relationship. 

“While this funding may not dis-
tort the testimony of these witnesses, 
this financial support should be dis-
closed for Members to appropriately 
assess potential conflicts,” Represen-
tative Speier stated.4 

All non-governmental witnesses 
are required to file “Truth in Tes-

timony” forms disclosing specific 
information about any U.S. govern-
ment grants or contracts they have 
received. The 2015 House rule simply 
added a requirement that such wit-
nesses also disclose any grants or con-
tracts they or their organization have 
received in the last two years from 
a foreign government related to the 
subject of the hearing. That wording 
is weaker than Representative Speier 
intended, as what is related to the 
hearing can be subjective and com-
pounds the bias problems inherent 
to self-reporting.5 Furthermore, the 
House Rules Committee has issued 
guidance to some think tanks that if 
their experts are invited to testify as 
individuals rather than as represen-
tatives of the organization, they do 
not have to disclose the institution’s 
funding. This creates a huge loop-
hole in the disclosure requirement. 
And, aside from the possibility that a 
specific Member of Congress would 
make a critical, public statement on 
the House Floor, there is no penalty 
for those who violate the rule. 

The names of some of the big-
gest DC think tanks are synony-
mous with independent, fact-based 
research and writing. However, there 
is no requirement for think tanks to 
disclose their funders, foreign or oth-
erwise, which makes it difficult to 
know who has a stake in their work. 

POGO wanted to determine if the 
rule works as intended to capture 
how foreign-government donations 
to think tanks could color the analy-
sis of Congressional witnesses. To 
do so, POGO reviewed all publicly 
available Truth in Testimony forms 
filed by non-governmental witnesses 
appearing before the three primary 

http://www.pogo.org/cdi
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/HMAN-115/pdf/HMAN-115.pdf#page=584 (Hereinafter House Rule § 798(5)(B))
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/07/us/politics/foreign-powers-buy-influence-at-think-tanks.html
https://harpers.org/archive/2007/07/their-men-in-washington/ 
https://s3.amazonaws.com/s3.documentcloud.org/documents/1302526/spiers-proposed-foreign-payments-amendment.pdf. 
https://s3.amazonaws.com/s3.documentcloud.org/documents/1302532/speier-proposal.pdf
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House committees that focus on 
international issues and U.S. national 
security since the Rule was enacted: 
the Foreign Affairs, Armed Services, 
and Appropriations committees.

Ambiguity in Self-Reporting 

Creates Unintended Loophole

The House rule requires witnesses to 
disclose “any Federal grants or con-
tracts, or contracts or payments orig-
inating with a foreign government, 
received during the current calen-
dar year or either of the two previ-
ous calendar years by the witness or 
by an entity represented by the wit-
ness and related to the subject mat-
ter of the hearing.”6 POGO’s review 
shows that some expert think-tank 
witnesses use a very narrow defini-
tion of “related.”

For example, in reviewing forms 
filed by Atlantic Council experts 
testifying before the House Foreign 
Affairs, Armed Services, and Appro-
priations committees, POGO found 
that none included any disclosure of 
foreign funding related to the subject 
of the hearing. 

Yet in its 2017-2018 annual report, 
the Council, which describes itself as 
“a nonpartisan group of foreign policy 
change-makers,” lists over a dozen 
foreign governments or foreign- 
government-owned companies as 
major donors of $25,000 per year or 
more.7 In fact, the government of the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) donated 

6 House Rule § 798(5)(B)
7 Atlantic Council, Annual Report 2017-2018, pp. 64-65; Atlantic Council, “About.” 
8 The U.S. government enters into grant or contract agreements with think tanks when it wants research done on a particular topic.
9 Testimony of the Honorable David C Miller Jr., Non-Resident Senior Fellow, The Atlantic Council, before the House  Foreign Affairs Committee on 

“Reforming the National Security Council,” September 8, 2016;  Testimony of the Honorable Frederic C. Hof, Director Rafik Hariri Center for the 
Middle East, Atlantic Council, before the House Foreign Affairs Committee, on “Defeating Terrorism in Syria,” February 14, 2017. 

10 Jim Sciutto, Mariano Castillo, and Holly Yan, “U.S. airstrikes hit ISIS inside Syria for first time,” CNN, September 23, 2014; The New Arab, “UAE, 
Egypt back launch of new Syrian opposition movement,” March 12, 2016. 

11 Center for Strategic and International Studies, “CSIS 2016 Annual Report: CSIS in 2016.” 
12 Center for Strategic and International Studies, “CSIS 2016 Annual Report: Impact.” 
13 Interview by Lydia Dennett, Project On Government Oversight, with H. Andrew Schwartz, Chief Communications Officer, Center for Strategic and 

International Studies, August 22, 2018. 
14 Center for Strategic and International Studies, “Financial Information”; Center for Strategic and International Studies, “Government Donors.”  
15 Amy Elizabeth Searight, Center for Strategic and International Studies, “Truth in Testimony Disclosure Form” for House Foreign Affairs Commit-

tee, September 22, 2016. 

at least $1 million to the Council in 
2017, more than any branch of the U.S. 
government did.8 A conservative esti-
mate of all of the Atlantic Council’s 
foreign-government donations for 
2017-2018 is approximately $2,585,000, 
based on the low end of the stated 
ranges, but it’s impossible to know 
how much the donations totaled by 
just looking at the organization’s 
Truth in Testimony forms alone. 

In some instances, that foreign 
funding could be relevant to a hear-
ing’s subject, even if the country of 
origin is not directly named. For 
instance, testimony on “Reforming 
the National Security Council” or 
“Defeating Terrorism in Syria” may 
not directly relate to any of the Coun-
cil’s numerous foreign donors, but 
some who give money would have 
an interest in the outcome9: the UAE 
certainly has an interest in Syria, 
having been involved in supporting 
both sides of the Syrian civil war.10 

Testimony from the Center for 
Strategic and International Studies 
(CSIS) demonstrates how the rule 
does not fully capture instances 
where foreign donors could have 
interests in U.S. policies. CSIS 
describes itself as “a bipartisan, non-
profit policy research organization 
dedicated to providing strategic 
insights and policy solutions to help 
decisionmakers [sic] chart a course 
toward a better world.”11 Part of that 
mission includes testifying before 

Congress: CSIS representatives tes-
tified before the House Committee 
on Foreign Affairs 21 times between 
2016 and 2018.12 

“We see congressional testimony 
as an opportunity to help members 
of Congress think more strategically 
about the global environment and 
full transparency is an important 
part of that process,” a CSIS spokes-
man told POGO.13 

In 2016, the organization reported 
a $43.8 million operating revenue, 
with 27 percent of that funding com-
ing from “government,” but it’s one 
of many think tanks that only pro-
vide general information on the 
sources of their funding.14 The ranges 
of funding reported are unusu-
ally broad, including all donations 
between $5,000 and $99,999 in one 
range before jumping to $100,000-
$499,999 and finally to $500,000 and 
above. A conservative estimate of 
all CSIS’s foreign-government dona-
tions for 2017-2018 is approximately 
$1,930,000. One 2016 Truth in Testi-
mony form states that the organi-
zation received $1,739,500 from the 
governments of Japan, Taiwan, and 
Vietnam since 2014.15

Letting think tanks decide for 
themselves if a donor is relevant to 
the subject of a hearing can allow for 
an overly narrow interpretation of 
the rule—a determination that is par-
ticularly hard to make when a hear-
ing is globally or regionally focused. 

http://www.atlanticcouncil.org/images/publications/20180514-Atlantic-Council-Annual-Report-sm.pdf
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/about 
https://foreignaffairs.house.gov/hearing/hearing-reforming-national-security-council-efficiency-accountability/
https://foreignaffairs.house.gov/hearing/hearing-reforming-national-security-council-efficiency-accountability/
https://foreignaffairs.house.gov/hearing/subcommittee-hearing-defeating-terrorism-syria-new-way-forward/#channel=f38c0457f66dd98&origin=https%3A%2F%2Fforeignaffairs.house.gov%3A443  
https://foreignaffairs.house.gov/hearing/subcommittee-hearing-defeating-terrorism-syria-new-way-forward/#channel=f38c0457f66dd98&origin=https%3A%2F%2Fforeignaffairs.house.gov%3A443  
https://www.cnn.com/2014/09/22/world/meast/u-s-airstrikes-isis-syria/
 https://www.alaraby.co.uk/english/indepth/2016/3/12/uae-egypt-back-launch-of-new-syrian-opposition-movement
 https://www.alaraby.co.uk/english/indepth/2016/3/12/uae-egypt-back-launch-of-new-syrian-opposition-movement
https://www.csis.org/features/annual-report-2016-overview 
https://www.csis.org/features/annual-report-2016-impact
https://www.csis.org/programs/about-us/financial-information
https://www.csis.org/support-csis/our-donors/government-donors
 https://docs.house.gov/meetings/FA/FA05/20160922/105354/HHRG-114-FA05-TTF-SearightA-20160922.pdf 
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The Personal Capacity Loophole

Some think tank experts distance 
themselves from their organization’s 
foreign donors by saying their testi-
mony and statements represent their 
personal views and not those of their 
organization. For example, witnesses 
associated with the Brookings Insti-
tution testified before the House For-
eign Affairs Committee seven times 
between 2016 and 2018, and in all but 
one case the witnesses responded 
“yes” to having accepted money 
from foreign governments. All wit-
nesses affiliated with the think tank 
handled the disclosure in the same 
way. Each Truth in Testimony form 
filed by a Brookings witness includes 
a link to reports that outline Brook-
ings’ donors and a statement reading: 

Consistent with the Brookings Institu-
tion’s commitment to independence 
(which includes not taking Institutional 
positions on issues), I am hereby inform-
ing the Committee that my testimony 
represents my personal views and does 
not reflect the views of Brookings, its 
other scholars, employees, officers, and/
or trustees[…] Furthermore, out of an 
abundance of caution, I have affirma-
tively responded to questions 5 and 
6 above [the questions asking if the 
organization received U.S. or foreign 
government funding], in the event that 
some of the donors disclosed above are 
responsive to these questions.16 

Although the rule explicitly states 
that disclosures must include pay-
ments received “by the witness or 
by an entity represented by the wit-
ness,” some House committees seem 
to accept the distinction between 

16 Brookings Institution, “The Brookings Institution’s Congressional Testimony Disclosure.” 
17 House Rule § 798(5)(B)
18 Interview by Lydia Dennett, Project On Government Oversight, with Tracy Viselli, Senior Advisor for Strategic Communications, Brookings Institu-

tion, August 24, 2018.
19 Brookings Institution, 2018 Annual Report. 
20 Testimony of Dr. Thomas Wright, Director, Center for the U.S. and Europe and Senior Fellow, The Brookings Institution, before the House Foreign 

Affairs Committee, on “Brexit: A Negotiation Update,” December 6, 2017. 

individual experts and their par-
ent organizations as a reason not to 
require disclosures.17 A Brookings 
Institution spokeswoman told POGO 
that the organization developed its 
disclosure language in consultation 
with the House Rules Committee 
when the rule was first enacted.18 

The donor information Brookings 
links to in the disclosure form pro-
vides some detail but wouldn’t actu-
ally satisfy the requirements of the 
rule if disclosure were required. All 
of Brookings’ financial disclosures 
are broken down in ten ranges, start-
ing with “up to $4,999” and culmi-
nating in “$2,000,000 and above.”19 

Based on these ranges, a conserva-
tive estimate of all of Brookings’  
foreign-government donations for 
the first half of fiscal year 2018 is 
approximately $3,750,000.

While Brookings and those wit-
nesses affiliated with it view their 
statements and testimony as separate 
from the views of Brookings itself, 
that may not be clear to Members of 
Congress or the public. The notion 
that they are separate is particu-
larly at odds with how the witnesses 
are introduced and given cred-
ibility based on their position and 
work with the Institution. In several 
instances, Brookings-affiliated wit-
nesses referenced Brookings reports 
or work in their testimony, and they 
were almost always introduced with 
their Brookings titles. In some cases, 
the hearings were directly related 
to Brookings’ foreign-government 
donors, such as Brookings Senior 
Fellow and Center for the U.S. and 
Europe Director Dr. Thomas Wright’s 
testimony at a hearing on Brexit the 

same year the organization received 
money from the United Kingdom.20 

Allowing witnesses to testify in 
an individual capacity, and therefore 
not disclose potential conflicts, while 
maintaining the prestige and credi-
bility that comes with being affiliated 
with an organization like Brookings, 
is a huge loophole in the rule. The 
intent of the rule is to provide trans-
parency into any relationships that 
may color the analysis presented in 
Congressional testimony. Regardless 
of the capacity in which an individ-
ual is testifying, they should be dis-
closing the financial relationships of 
their current employer. 

Non-governmental witnesses are a 
vital part of the Congressional hear-
ing process and many of those rep-
resenting or affiliated with think 
tanks have spent their lives study-
ing and learning the intricacies of 
their subject matter. Congress should 
value and utilize their expertise. Still, 
many of the biggest and most influ-
ential think tanks paint a picture 
of themselves as un-influenced and 
unbiased ivory towers of informa-
tion without disclosing much, if any, 
information about how they main-
tain multimillion-dollar operating 
budgets. There’s no requirement for 
think tanks or nonprofits to publicly 
disclose their funding sources, which 
is why the Truth in Testimony rule is 
so important. Congress is besieged 
by special-interest representatives, 
lobbyists, and “consultants” every 
day. Understanding who has an 
interest in the information presented 
is necessary to making informed 
decisions.  n

http://www.pogo.org/cdi
https://www.brookings.edu/CongressionalTestimonyDisclosure/
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/2018-annual-report.pdf.  
https://docs.house.gov/meetings/FA/FA14/20171206/106630/HHRG-115-FA14-Wstate-WrightT-20171206.pdf 
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