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THE WHITE HOUSE
WAaHJNGTON

DATE:

l': 2, s:~

TO:
FROM:

x L. Friedersdorf

Please handle._ _ _ _ _ __
Please see me

---./_,....a.><:::::::--.,

For your information

THE \VHITE HOUSE
WASHDIGTO:"l

August 21, 1976

iv!S~ORANDU~l FOR:

GUY STEVER
JIN NITCHELL
ART QUERN
LYNN ,:>}AJ::
~~-·

~LIE

LEPPERT

----

FROM:

GLE~~~

SUBJECT:

~THQUAKE MEMORANDu~l

/

~·le must go forward with an information memo

on earthquakes early on Wednesdayr August 25.
Accordingly, r:tay we have your corrections and
comments on the attached draft by 9:30 a.m. on
Hednesday.
Please have them telephoned to
Dennis Barnes at 456-2126.
Thanks for your help.
turn-around.

Sorry for the short
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THE WHITE HOUSE
\NASHJNGIO"<

August 25, 1976

~·1E.J.'10RAl\iDUM

FOR:

FROI-1:

SUBJECT:

THE PRESIDENT
J I f-1 CANNON
EARTHQUA_~

AND

PREDICTION

PREPJL~~TIONS

Jack Marsh has asked that we bring you up to date on
recznt activities with respect to earthquakes. Accordingly,
this memorandum.sumrnarizes:
Increased public and Congressional concerns.
Pending legislation
Executive branch actions and activities
Next steps
Increased Concerns
Over the past few months, the public and the Congress have
become increasingly concerned about earthquakes because:
. Information released last December by the U.S. Geological
Survey indicated that significant movement had occured over
the past 15 years along a 100 mile portion of the San
Andreas Fault north of Los Angeles(the "Palmdale Uplift) .
. New public claims have eminated from the scientific
community that we are on the verge of being able to
predict earthquakes •
. In Nay 1976, a California Institute of Technology professor
reported that a major earthquake in the Los Angeles area
was possible within a year .
. During th~ past year, major destructive earthquakes have
occured in China, Guatemala, Italy and the Philippines -seen by some as a potential worldwide earthquake pattern.
Congressional Action
The Congress has acted on earthquake legislation -- pushed
primarily by members of th~ California delegation.
Specifically:

-
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. In May 1976, the Senate passed a bill sponsored by Senator
Cranston(S. 1174) which would (a) direct the President to
establish a "coordinated earthquake hazard reduction program"
to reduce disruption and loss of life and property, and (b)
authorize $150 million over th~ee years, mostly for
increased research by NSF and the Geological Survey .
. On August 10, 1976, the House Science and Technology Co~~ittee
ordered reported an amended version of S. 1174 which:
- Establishes a new Office of Earthquake Hazards Reduction
--to be located in the Executive Office of the President
until a "home" is found for it !Jy the President in some
existing agency.
- Establishes two new statutory earthquake advisory committees.
- Calls for launching a "National Earthquake Hazards
Reduction Program," consisting- of {a) expanded research
on prediciton, damage reduction and related economic
and social issues, and (b) planning and implementing
of all aspects of a comprehensive earthquake progr~~- Requires the President to specify the responsibilities
of some 12 agencies that have earthquake related
activities, and conduct an annual "unified" review of
the overall program.
- Authorizes $92 million over three years.
Administration witnesses have testified agains~ the bills in
both the House and Senate on grounds that sufficient authority
already exists to carry out Federal responsibilities with
respect to earthquakes.

t

Our current assessment is that (a) both bills are undesirable-particularly the House bill which calls for a major new
program and creates three new organizations prior to the
completion of any satisfactory delineation of the problem
to be addressed, (b) the House bill may well be on your desk
before the end of the session unless some extraordinary steps
are taken to slow it down, (c) a veto of the bill will be
difficult to justify publicly.
~ J
· ·;1. ··
•

Earthquake Related Actions Taken by the Executive

Branch~

During the past 9 months, the following actions have been
taken:
. Your 1977 Budget eliminated any funding for civil defense
activities relating to natural hazards.
Instead such
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activities were limited to nuclear war preparations .
. In April, you approved reprograr:-ni::g of $2.6 million for
monitoring the uplift near Los A::geles. These funds are
in addition to about $20 million already in your Budget
for NSF and Geological Survey earthquake research and
prediction.
You directed Dr. Stever to review current Federal earthquake research and prediction progras and provide
information needed to consider increased earthquake
research funding in your 1978 Budget. An interagency group
and an outside advisory group established by Dr. Stever
will soon recommend options for increasing earthquake R&D
in 1978 by $19 million to $66 million above the current
$20 million level .
. The Federal Dis&ster Assistance A~uinistration {FDAA} of
HUD delegated to the Geological Survey responsibility
under the Federal Disaster Relief Act of 1974 for:
- preparing to issue earthquake warnings.
- providing assistance to state and local governments to
issue warnings to the public. (No funds available for this.)
. The FDAA retains responsibility for:
- providing assistance to states for earthquake disaster
preparation planning.
- providing post-disaster assistance in the form of
low-interest loans.
Next Steps
Thus far, our review of earthquake natters has indicated
that:
. The ability to predict earthquakes accurately -- in terms
of date, location and intensity -- is not as near at hand
as some had thought .
. Despite this, we are not in a very good position to
demonstrate that the Administration has taken all the
actions that could reasonably be expected with respect to
earthquakes.
In fact, responsibilities are fragmented and
·.,., .
·.<'
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no comprehensive review has bee~ andertaken ~o (a) identify
and define the problems to 0e a~~ressed, and (b) assign
responsibilities.
(This si~uation helps explain our inability to head off the legisla~~o~ ~ow moving in the Congress •
. No one has really thought through what the economic, social
and legal proble.;ns \vould be if a::: ',<Then the capability
exists to predict earthquakes sc2e days or weeks in advance •
. He are relying he2nily on S":".ate anC. local Govern.-aents and
the private sector to prepare for earthquakes, but:
those goverru-nents are not ',·lell prepared to carry out
their responsibilities, a~d
- recent events appear headed in the direction of forcing a
greater Federal role and responsibility.
~'le

have assumed that Federal responsibility is li.-uited
largely to R&D, planning assistance, warnings and post
disaster loans; and that the state and local governments
and private sector are responsible for post-prediction
activities including warnings to the public, planning,
zoning, building standards, insurance and dealing with
virtually all economic, social and legal problems.

In view of our findings thus far, I ~ave established an
Ad Hoc Domestic Council group -- with participation from
appropriate agencies -- to assess in more detail the current
Federal autho::i~y and pro9"rams relating to earthquakes, identify
problems requ1r1ng attentlon, and recommend necessary actions
for your consideration.
Both Qyffi and Dr. Stever have concurred ln this action and
will participate in the work of the Ad Hoc Group. _
I will keep you informed of progress.
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THE WHITE HOUSE
WASHINGTON

August 25, 1976

MEMORANDUM TO:

JACK MARSH

FROM:

ART

SUBJECT:

REPORT ON EARTHQUAKE ISSUES

QUERN~

Attached is the report you requested for the President
regarding earthquake prediction and preparation.
Let me know if you think we need anything more at this
time.

cc:

Jim Cannon
Jim Lynn
Max Friedersdorf
Glenn Schleede
Lynn May
Dick Allison

Some items in this folder were not digitized because it contains copyrighted
materials. Please contact the Gerald R. Ford Presidential Library for access to
these materials.

Donna -

Thanks.

Trudy
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THE WHITE HOUSE
WASHINGTON

INFORMATION

;r~

PRESIDEN~/
CANNmtf'f.'':J;}-,.)<~~

MEMORANDUM FOR:

THE

FROM: ·

JIM

SUBJECT:

EARTHQUAKE PREDICTION AND PREPARATIONS

Jack Marsh has asked that we bring you up-to-date on
recent activities with respect to earthquakes. Accordingly,
this m&norandum summarizes:
Increased public and Congressional concerns.
Pending legislation.
Executive Branch actions and activities.
Next steps.
Increased Concerns
Over the past few months, the public and Congress have
become increasingly concerned about earthquakes because:
Information released last December by the U.S. Geological
Survey indicated that significant movement had occurred
over the past 15 years along a 100 mile portion of the
San Andreas Fault north of Los Angeles . (the "Palmdale
Uplift")·
New public claims have emanated from the scientific
community that we are on the verge of being able to
predict earthquakes.
In May 1976, a California Institute of Technology
professor reported that a moderate earthquake in
the Los Angeles area was possible within a year.
During the past year, major destructive earthquakes
have occurred in China, Guatemala, Italy and the
Philippines -- seen by some (incorrectly) as a
potential worldwide earthquake pattern.
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Pending Legislation
The Congress has acted on earthquake legislation -- pushed
primarily by members of the California delegation.
Specifically:
In May 1976, the Senate passed a bill sponsored by
Senator Cranston (S. 1174) which would (a) direct
the President to establish a "coordinated earthquake
hazard reduction program" to reduce disruption and
loss of life and property, and (b) authorize an
additional $150 million over three years, mostly
for increased research by NSF and the Geological
Survey.
On August 10, 1976, the House Science and Technology
Committee ordered reported an amended version of
S. 1174 which:
- Establishes a new Office of Earthquake Hazards
Reduction -- to be located in the Executive Office
of the President until a "home" is found for it by
the President in some existing agency.
- Establishes two new statutory earthquake advisory
committees.
- Calls for launching a "National Earthquake Hazards
Reduction Program," consisting of (a) expanded research
on prediction, damage reduction and related economic
and social issues, and (b) planning and implementing
a comprehensive earthquake program.
- Requires the President to specify the responsibilities
of some 12 agencies that have earthquake related
activities, conduct an annual "unified" review of
the overall program budget, and submit an annual report.
- Authorizes an additional $92 million over three years.
Administration witnesses have testified against the bills
in both the House and Senate on grounds that we are already
reassessing earthquake R&D needs and sufficient authority
already exists to carry out Federal responsibilities with
respect to earthquakes. This opposition has not slowed
the bills.
!..· '.
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Our current assessment is that (a) both bills are undesirable
particularly the House bill which calls for a major new
program and creates three new organizations prior to the
completion of any satisfactory delineation of the problem
to be addressed, (b) the House bill may well be on your
desk before the end of the session unless some extraordinary steps are taken to slow it down, and (c) a veto
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of the bill will be difficult to justify publicly.
Earthquake-Related Actions Taken by the Executive Branch
During the past 9 months, the following actions have been
taken:
Your 1977 Budget eliminated any funding for civil
defense activities relating to natural hazards.
Instead, such activities were limited to nuclear
war preparations.
In April, you approved reprogramming of $2.6 million
for monitoring the uplift near Los Angeles. These
funds are in addition to about $20 million already
in your Budget for NSF and Geological Survey earthquake
research and prediction.
You directed Dr. Stever to review current Federal
earthquake research and prediction progra~and provide
information needed to consider increased earthquake
research funding in your 1978 Budget. An interagency
group and an outside advisory group established by
Dr. Stever will soon recommend options for increasing
earthquake R&D in 1978 from $19 million to $66 million
above the current $20 million level.
The Federal Disaster Assistance Administration (FDAA)
of HUD delegated to the Geological Survey responsibility
under the Federal Disaster Relief Act of 1974 for:
- preparing to issue earthquake warnings.
- providing assistance to state and local governments
to issue warnings to the public.
(No funds available
for this.)
The FDAA retains responsibility for:
- providing assistance to states for earthquake disaster
preparation planning.
- providing post-disaster assistance in the form of
low-interest loans.
Next Steps
Thus far, our review of earthquake matters has indicated that:
The ability to predict earthquakes accurately -- in terms
of date, location and intensity -- is not as near at
hand as some had thought.
Responsible claims now are
that the capability may be available "within a decade."

-4When Dr. Stever completes his work in the next few
weeks, we will be in good shape to deal with earthquake
R&D questions.
Activities are underway in other earthquake-related
areas, principally by the FDAA.
(For example, FDAA
officials are now in California conferring with
state and local people on earthquake preparedness matters.)
However, we have not assured ourselves or made a
convincing case publicly that we are taking all necessary
actions with respect to earthquakes beyond R&D.
In
fact, responsibilities are fragmented and no comprehensive
review has been undertaken since 1969 to (a) identify
and define the problems to be addressed, and (b) assign
responsibilities.
(This situation helps explain our
inability to head off the legislation now moving
in the Congress.)
Relatively little thought has been given to the economic,
social and legal problems that might result if and when
the capability exists to predict earthquakes some days,
weeks or months in advance.
We are relying heavily on state and local governments
and the private sector to prepare for earthquakes, but:
- those governments are not well prepared to carry out
their responsibilities, and
- recent events appear headed in the direction of forcing
a greater Federal role and responsibility.
We have assumed that Federal responsibility is limited
largely to R&D, planning assista~ce, warnings and post
disaster loans; and that the state and local governments
and private sector are responsible for post-prediction
activities including warnings to the public, planning,
zoning, building standards, insurance and dealing with
virtually all economic, social and legal problems.
In view of our findings thus far, I have established an
Ad Hoc Domestic Council group -- with participation from
appropriate agencies -- to assess in more detail the
current Federal authority and programs relating to
earthquakes, identify problems requiring attention,
and recommend necessary actions for your consideration
in the new budget and legislative program.
OMB, Dr. Stever, and HUD have concurred in this action
and will participate in the work of the Ad Hoc Group.
I will keep you informed of progress.
..
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The Washington Post
August 25, 1976

The Violent Earth
.. CCORDING
TO' THE GEOLOGISTS, there is nothing unusual about the round of earthquakes
A
and volcanic activity that has recently swept the
world. If there is any connection between the threatened eruption of La Soufriere in the Leeward Islands, the predicted eruption of Mauna Loa in Hawaii, and the ·earthquakes in China, the Phillipines
and elsewhere, we do not know of it. These events
the experts say, are no more than one might expect
in the way of-bubbling and heaving of il planet that is
still a long way from having solidified. This is not to
suggest that we know nearly enough about the forces
that from time to time create catastrophic· upheavals
on the surface of our planet. And what we dori't
know about this matter, contrary to the old adage,
_can hurt us in terrible ways. It is rare that there is no
damage to human beings or their settlements when
the earth stirs violently.
But much more is known about earthquakes and
volcanoes now than was known just a few years ago.
The science of predicting such events has developed
rapidly and the day may .come whi:m geologists-can
say with considerable accuracy when a quake or an
eruption will occur. Chinese·scientists have predicted
the timing of several major earthquakes in the past
two years-sometimes accurately and sometimes not
-and their government bas taken emergency steps
to.limit casualties and damages. American scientists
are predicting a major eruption of Mauna Loa within
24·montbs and have recommended that Hawaiian officials develop plans for attempting to divert lava
flows from populated areas. Last winter, the director
oJ the U.S. Geological ~urvey, V. E. McKelvey, prop_osed the creation of a national Eartbqua.l;:e Prediction C01mcil to evaluate and make public t}{e predictions made by individual scientists and agencies:
These developments open up serious questions of
public policy. The first set of these deal with what resources ought to be devoted. ~o exploiting and expanding knowledge about the earth's internal stresses. Congress has increased, slightly, the budget for
such programs in the Geological Survey. And bills are
, pending on Capitol Hill to inject substantially more
money into the earthquake prediction program. But,
as in most scientific projects, it is difficult to guess at
what the return op such an investment might be. The

development of a reliable method of reducing theseverity of an ·earthquake-and there are proposals
now for beginning major experiments aimed at doing
that-might someday save billions of dollars worth of
property in Los Angeles and San Francisco. But there
is no guarantee that a stepped up program will produce the desired results. .
The other set of public policy questions relates to
the problems that y.rill arise if the scientists create areasonably reliable. ·meth~d of predicting ·earthquakes. What do individuals-and governments. for
that matter-do iftbe geologists announce that a major earthquake will occur near Los Angeles in 3 or 30
or 300 days? The Chinese.have evacuated a couple of
large cities based on just such predictions. And, on at
least one occasion, nothing happened. Evacuating a
city, and withstanding the criticism for an inaccurate
prediction, may be possible in a totalitarian nation
but is it either possible or desirable in this country?
What degree of reliability would a prediction have to
have before a public official would be willing to advise citizens to take drastic action to protect them-..
selves? Given the inexact nature of man's knowledge
of these natural phenomenons-and that "is all we are
likely to have for some years-should government ~
limit itself to shutting down nuclear power plants.
lowering the water level behind dams, and similar actions when the earthquake danger is bigh-1 '
The questions are not esoteric. A majbrity of this
nation's population now lives in areas which are re-.
garded by geologists as earthquake zones and there
are still five active volcanoes on the West Coast.
Sooner or later, some part of the country is likely to
undergo the -kind of earthly violence that has killed
more than 25,000 people so far this year in Guatemala, Italy, Bali, Phillipines, China and the Soviet Union.
Right now, nobody is pretending to be able to tell you
with any certitude where this might happen or when.
Gradually, however, the scientests will develop an increased ability to pinpoint the place and the time. At
some point off in the future, the real question will
then be whether enough people will acquire enough
faith in the warnings of the scientists in time to take
the kind of extraordinarily ~ostly and disruptive precautions that might save hundreds of thousands· of
lives.
· · ·__
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