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10
. . particular presidential speeches. The national security decisionmaking process is
Puttlﬂg the Pieces Together also a management system that helps the president carry out his responsibilities as
head of the executive branch by enabling the president’s staff to adjudicate and co-
 ordinate issues that fall within the responsibilities of more than one department
- oragency.
" The president’s staff—specifically the National Security Council (NSC) staff,
~inconcert with others in the Executive Office of the President—actively administers
this process. The backbone of the formal process is a constant churn of inter-
* agency meetings. commonly referred to as the NSC system, supported by formally
-~ prepared and staffed memoranda. intelligence estimates, and other papers. At the
 {op, meetings include the president, the president’s senior advisors, and the heads
of departments and agencies, known as the principals. Below this level, presidents
-~ are supported by a structure of subordinate councils and working groups. Most of
- the activity occurs in these subordinate meetings, without the direct participation
' of the president or the principals. Around this formal apparatus, a set of informal
arrangements continually evolves in response to the needs of the president.

The national security decisionmaking process is aligned with the annual bud-
* get process (described in chapter 9). A wide range of internal department and agency
~ systems feed into both of these processes. These internal systems are augmented
by a growing number of lateral agency-to-agency coordination mechanisms,
~ and increasingly by interagency centers, such as the National Counterterrorism
~ Center (NCTC. discussed in chapter 7), which integrate elements of various agen-
- cies into a single organization with a specific mission. The national security deci-
* sionmaking process is actually a system of processes that extends from the
- White House into a variety of executive branch entities.
Itis tempting to assume that the interagency process operates in a regularized
* way according 1o rules and timelines. Sometimes it does; more often, it does not.
| Forevery rule governing how the interagency process is supposed to f unction (such
g5 “this committee handles that issue”). there are exceptions. Indeed, there is no
'~ teal manual or rulebook, although documents that purport to be such abound.” The
~ processes used to support major decisions differ significantly from one adminis-
* tration to the next and even within an administration, depending on the issues.

National Security Decision Making

National security decision making is complex and fascinating because it occursal:
the nexus of two worlds. As Samuel Huntington explains: “One [world] is interng
tional politics. the world of balance of power, wars and alliances, the subtle and’
brutal uses of force and diplomacy to influence the behavior of other states. The
other world is domestic politics, the world of interest groups, political parties, so-
cial classes with their conflicting interests and goals.”' National security nl'fairs?r
influence and are influenced by both the domestic and international worlds, for ng-
tional security involves the application of resources at home and abroad in anat |
tempt to make the domestic society more secure. '

The institutional arrangements developed to advise and assist the president in|
sceurity matters are often referred to as the national security decisionmaking
process. Itis an interagency process because it necessarily involves multiple gov|
ernmental organizations across a range of issue areas, some of which are not tradi |
tionally associated with national security (for example, commerce and the envi |
ronment). When trying to understand American foreign and national .\'ecurily.
policy and actions, factors such as international afTairs or domestic politics tell only |
part ol the story. The process ol how decisions are made can be at least as impor
tant: understanding the national security decisionmaking process is essential.

The national security decisionmaking process is a system of formal and infor
mal coordination within the executive branch to ensure that senior leaders identify 8¢ The Presidency.  The president’s job is unique. In the words of Richard Neustadt:
national interests and abjectives clearly: that issues requiring presidential attention 8 “No one else sits where he sits or sees quite as he sees; no one else feels the full
B weight of his obligations.”™ The president, unlike many of his foreign counterparts,
is both head of state—the country’s symbolic leader—and head of government—
the chief executive. Broad executive power is vested in the president directly by the
Constitution, not granted by Congress. The president’s national security powers are

Factors that Shape Decision Making

Several institutional dynamics affect the national security decisionmaking process.
- This section surveys the most important of these factors.

fits, and risks are thoroughly considered. Occasionally, this includes coordination|
with Congress (see chapter 5). The process encompasses the full breadth of nationd
security decisions, from developing national strategy to determining the contentof|

aah
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' lines between domestic and security policy. Protecting the country now requires,
in the words of the 9/11 Commission, “unity of effort across the foreign-domestic
divide.”
From the average American’s perspective, the conceptual distinction between
' national security and homeland security may be largely meaningless. However, the
 distinction has practical significance. First, the domestic implications of homeland
‘sccunty policy mean that the president must share power with Congress on such
- issues. As Wildavsky observes, “It takes great crises . . . for Presidents to succeed in
controlling domestic policy,” and a president’s (lomestlc policy proposals succeed
 only half as often as his national security proposals.'” The events of 9/11 triggered
such a crisis, but President George W. Bush’s ability to pass domestic legislation
' ¢roded more quickly than his ability to enact foreign policy initiatives. For ex-
ample, Bush’s proposal to provide first responders with smallpox inoculations
failed, but three months later he was able to take the country into war with Irag.
 President Barack Obama was able to enact several important foreign policy initia-
fives, including withdrawal of US military forces from Iraq, deploying forces
. back to Iraq to confront the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), and nego-
| fiating a nuclear deal with Iran, despite vocal challenges to his foreign policy
endeavors. Obama’s domestic policy agenda faced stiffer opposition and met with
less success; a notable example was his inability to secure substantive gun control
kegislation in the wake of the 2012 Sandy Hook school shooting tragedy and other
mass shootings.

Second, the vigorous engagement of interest groups with Congress and the bu-
reaucracy impinges on the president’s power in homeland security matters.
Because homeland security policies touch the daily lives of Americans and
frequently collide with competing domestic priorities, interest groups and private
-~ sector firms become involved. These may include organizations ranging from the
National Rifle Association and Lockheed Martin to Facebook and Google.

Third, the president shares power with the states, and governors are frequently
uncooperative: the president has his interests, and they have theirs. For example,
with regard to immigration policy—an issue that affects both foreign policy and
~ domestic concerns——seventeen state governors sued the Obama administration
- over its immigration policy in 2015 and four state governors sued the Trump ad-
" ministration over its refugee and travel ban in 2017. Both policies were imple-
mented by presidential executive orders and both were challenged in the courts.
For all of these reasons, since ¢/11, the president’s national security predominance
simply no longer exists across a critical range of security policies."!

The effect of the distinction between national security and homeland security
~ on national security decision making is threefold. First, even as expectations that
the president will protect the country have risen since /11, the heightened rele-
vance of domestic issues to security has meant that the president’s power has di-
minished. Second. the development and implementation of coherent national
security policy has become more challenging due to the involvement of more
domestic agencics and policy instruments that were previously outside of the
realm of national sccurity policy. The durable relationships among interest

formidable and, as discussed in chapter 4., continue to expand over time. Asa
result, the president’s attention is often stretched thin.* Moreover, domestic and in-
ternational publics have high expectations of the most powerful leader in the world.
In addition to these demands, foreign and national security policies also present the |
president’s best opportunity for a legacy. The national security decisionmaking |
process belongs to the president and is responsive to these imperatives. J

Separation of Powers, Pluralism, and Federalism. The national security de-
cisionmaking process reflects the basic characteristics of the US political system? |
For the purposes of this chapter, two features stand out, The first—the subject of |
chapters 4 and 5—is the US system of separated powers, or more accurately, of 3
separate institutions that share power.® The second is political and social pluralism: |
the more pluralist the society—that is, the more numerous and distinct are i |
ethnic, cultural, religious, or other disparate groups—the greater the number of
entities that interact with the decisionmaking process and structure, and the more:
difficult it becomes to develop coherent national strategy and policy.”

While pluralism is the defining characteristic of the American domestic policy
realm, the foreign policy realm is different. There are fewer interest groups, and
most do not have the political clout of domestic policy groups. Apart from the mas
media, whose influence in both spheres is comparable, the most influential voices|
in foreign policy debates emanate from a small population of national security | :
elites, from a few public policy think tanks, and from America’s top academic in-
stitutions. While the number of influential actors continues to rise, the foreign |
policy arena is less crowded than the domestic policy arena.

In 1966, Aaron Wildavsky argued that two presidencies exist: one for domes- |
tic affairs and one for foreign affairs. Wildavsky’s thesis is no longer quite as ac-
curate in some areas (for example, international trade), but it remains useful in the
national security realm. Says Wildavsky: “The President’s normal problem with
domestic policy is to get congressional support for the programs he prefers. In for
eign affairs, in contrast, he can almost always get support for policies that he ba-ii
lieves will protect the nation—but his problem is to find a viable policy.™ i

Until relatively recently, the “two presidencies” thesis meant good news for the:
president in national security affairs. Presidents have been able to act without the.
express approval of Congress far more often in foreign affairs than on domestic is-
sues. However, the political reality of two presidencies now cuts both ways, The'
importance of domestic security concerns to the president’s national security re-
sponsibilitics began to grow in the early 19gos with the first World Trade Center
attack in 1993 and the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing, and then dramatically in- |
creased in the wake of the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks (see chapter 6).
Further domestic terrorist threats in the last decade, including the Boston Marathon:
bombings in 2013 and the San Bernardino and Orlando shootings in 2015 and.
2016, respectively, increased the linkages between foreign policy and domestic se: |
curity. Morcover, recent high-profile mass shootings, to include Sandy Hook in
2012, Charleston in 2015, Las Vegas in 2017, and Parkland in 2018, further blur the
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ies.* The geopolitical situation mattered to President James Monroe, but it mat-
red most in terms of what it spelled for the domestic political fortunes of his
| party. John Quincy Adams, who helped formulate the doctrine as Monroe’s sec-
etary of state, was elected to succeed Monroe at least in part because of the
domestic popularity of this international policy. Domestic politics is a critical
Jariable—sometimes the most important variable—in the national security deci-
sinmaking process. This need not be cause for cynicism; in a democracy, good
policy is policy that gets enacted, and politics is how it gets enacted: good strategy
is strategy that can be maintained. To be effective. a policy maker must be a

groups, relevant executive branch agencies, and corresponding congression
committees—sometimes known as iron triangles—mean that policy making
takes longer, involves more compromise, and is incremental. Third, the centerd
gravity for many security issues has shifted from the Senate to the House of Re;i-:
1'e.scntutivcs. whose members’ votes more often reflect how policy affects their |
F]lslricls rather than the nation as a whole. As a result, security policy today
increasingly influenced by public opinion. For example, the tension between local:
and federal priorities is seen in communities concerned about the regional econom :
impact of the Department of Defense (DoD)’s Base Realignment and Closurs |
(BRAC) proposals. While the closure of excess infrastructure may enable DoD
produce more military capability for the nation for a lower cost in taxpayer dollar,
the economic impact of the loss of a military installation can be significant tog ‘
specific local community. ’

pragmatist, not a perfectionist.

Ever-Increasing Complexity in National Security Affairs.  No realm of affairs
s grown more complex more quickly than national security, which must integrate
£ political, diplomatic. military, economic, technological, cultural, and psychologi-
 l dimensions.'® Each new challenge creates a policy demand. Government adds
afunction, agencies specialize, and jurisdictions overlap. Integrating national se-
 curity policy becomes simultaneously more important and more difficult. The bur-

Domestic Politics.  During the Truman administration, the Republican chair of
the Foreign Relations Committee, Senator Arthur H. Vandenberg from I‘\'lichigau..
famously claimed that “partisan politics stops at the water’s edge.”” Now, though;
this view is harder to sustain. While domestic politics do not necessarily preclude |
desirable courses of action, they do make some presidential decisions iougher o
more costly. Domestic politics can narrow or influence options (that President Johy §
Kenncdy had talked tough on Cuba during the 1960 presidential election sure]g-: :
influenced his decision to approve the Bay of Pigs operation), put new options cmJ
the table (it was Richard Nixon. the ardent anticommunist president, who could”
open up relations with Communist China), or simply roil the waters (an exampk
was the 2015 speech by Israel’s prime minister to a Joint Session of Congress jus
when the Obama administration was negotiating a nuclear deal with [mn).‘ Dores-
tic politics can also remove some presidential options completely, albeit rarely,
and usually through a conflict over the formal powers of the president and Cop-
gress; an example was congressional opposition to Obama’s military strike o1
Syria in 2014, or to his executive order in 2009 to close the US detention facility
at the US Naval Station at Guantinamo Bay, Cuba.'? Similarly, domestic politics!
can lead to :.spcr':i‘lic foreign [?()Iicy actions, such as when Congress overwhelmingly § domestic and economic policy more than national security policy. The Department
appr(I):recl significant sanctions on Russia over President Trump’s objectionsit f of State, DoD, and the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) were granted distinct,
2017. . £ even exclusive statutory authorities for most of what they do. This is no longer the
. Pc‘rhaps the most important domestic political factor affecting many of the pres- & case. The 9/11 Commission report observed that, even when national security pro-
ident s power c:a!lcu[uli(ms is the electoral cycle. In a first term, a president’s pros & fessionals are committed to collaboration, it is difficult to force cooperation. The
pects Fm' reelection constrain choices; in a second term, the president may haw 8 NSC system must increasingly and deliberately foster these interconnections o
more freedom to act, but less influence with Congress. [n either case, foreign leadens £ forge coherent policies. ’

may use their 111'1d§31'standing of the US political and electoral systems to enhance & With respect to each new challenge of interrelatedness, the president has three
Lhen" ovxlfn burgﬂn_nng positions.™ +  choices: (1) assume a new coordination burden, (2) decide that a particular issue is
' The l-mpucl of domestic politics does not always happen at the margins, noris & nota sufficiently high priority to warrant presidential attention, or (3) provide guid-
it new. [:r|}csl May argues that the Monroe Doctrine, which opposed European o ance or impose requirements on the agencies to effect lateral coordination on
ll)]ll.u[l&lll ln.llm_!\rncricas and became the bedrock of American strategy toward & their own. The first option has the cost of increasing the size and diffusing the focus
Latin America for nearly a century, is best understood in terms of domestic polif of the president’s staff. The second runs the risk of miscalculation, as a seemingly

den on the president becomes greater.

As complexity rises, so does the interrelatedness of issues. The most familiar
example is the connection between security and international economic policy, but
interrelatedness is growing in many specific policy areas (for instance, counterter-
wrism intelligence) and individual programs. Fewer problems fall solely within
the purview of a specific agency, and it is increasingly unlikely that an individual
. department or agency is cognizant of all the ways in which its policies and pro-
grams relate and interact to those of others."” At a minimum, agencics differ in
their priorities. For example, although both the Department of Justice and DoD had
legal authorization to investigate the disclosure by Wikil.eaks of top-secret docu-
ments related to Afghanistan, the departments’ internal priorities differed. Ulti-
- mately, DoD took the lead on the investigation, with the Justice Department in a
“supporting role.'®
~ For most of the last sixty years, this phenomenon of interrelatedness affected
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low-priority issue may surface later as a major problem. The third option is prob:
lematic at best: presidential commands are “but a method of persuasion . . . and
not a method suitable for everyday employment.”"” :

sion, a referee for arguments, assurance of a hearing, and a judgment on disputes.
Their jurisdictions were at once divided and entangled. . . . None could act alone.™
s the Tower Commission, which was formed in the wake of the Iran-Contra scan-
dalin 1986. stated: “The NSC system will not work unless the president makes it
york 26
The National Security Act of 1947 established the fundamental institutional ar-
chitecture for the formal national security decisionmaking process. After World
War 1 ended. the wartime structure of ad hoc relationships and temporary com-
mittees dissolved. but the nation’s security interests could not be pursued effec-
fively by agencies acting independently. With an appreciation for this challenge,
President Harry Truman gave a speech in December 1945 that called for a unified
defense establishment.2” Supporting his call for unification were the Army and War
!‘Departmenls. The Navy, which opposed this proposal, favored decentralization: it
' persisted in this stance through various reorganizations, including Goldwater-
Nichols in 1986 (which is described in chapter 8).
The National Security Act that emerged in July 1947 was a compromise. The
' get created a secretary of defense (but not yet a unified defense department), the
Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), the Air Force. the CIA, and several other entities. It also
£ created the NSC o “advise the President with respect to the integration of domes-
xe >, - . . . ; § tic foreign, and military policies relating to the national security so as to enable the
:TE:Z:;‘;‘:::E:"&;II[;:g?lc::;‘:l];:l;;r‘;:i ’Iz‘lllllr()t\:vinb:l;}:gnzii;;l [5‘3'('1‘1"‘1:5 stay in t'he‘. 1 military services ‘u.nd .lhe o.lhcr dcpau'}nn:nl§ and agenf:ics of the _Gq}fjcrnment to
and provide continuity to changing adm\i;]i%[r'ltio[:q ;[ - ‘0 _"""f"(’P expertiss @ cooperate more cffectively in matters involving the nlatmnal security.”** The NSC
covernment oreanizations i SR L e "x_e"““.“*-“ at th_c tops of B was authorized to have a staff, managed by an executive secretary. As flaws of the
filinn: daiia : l!':'l E‘Unz ]f].l{ht df_ve‘lon SHppert within their bl"““““‘l‘.“‘-"c" to gel B fnitial plan became apparent, Congress amended the act in 1949, creating a DoD
pt‘esi:dcnt's p[:'o:'[:::3"[},;}1":;;:}2;‘15“(:»i]](::i;;’:::l‘?]nmifl“-;]) “l"g[‘l _“’ilh lhf 1 vtri{h‘ full authority over the mi]il;n'}i scrvic‘c:\'. 1'.01110\"i|‘15_'. _ll-n: 'scrvi‘cc representa-
: : ;o ploy ithin particular de- & (ives from the cabinet and the NSC, and creating a chairman of the JCS who
partments and agencies and the views, over time, of their politically appointed lead & yould serve as the military advisor to the NSC. A&diliona] adjustments occurred
ers, are naturally more parochial than the president’s. Cabinet secretaries become 11958, 1086 .'m 1in 200 J(Hb]ello 1 )
det;:ndcrs of their departments’ functions and constituencies; they seek to stake ol | . i o
and to defend their “turf.”* Elli ichards s1d four cabi eitianc e
stated that “culiinclll Illtt_‘lllllllb.el'ﬁ Eu[:?(;iltlhl;;Ll[I:Sn\fL:‘;hgall]::g ([)(I?Ll]l]mti:[;tll:lcilllll)l(i)(:u-mns' , 1 Tablg 10.1 The National Security Council (NSC) as Established by the National
; Cepa - . 8 nal re- B Security Act of 1947. as Amended
sponsibilities to be advocates of their departmental programs.”™* Since cabine |
mc”}bm respond to more than just the president’s agenda, the president has an in- |
centive to centralize decision making in the White House and to use the national
security decisionmaking process to assert control.

Growth of the Federal Government. As policy needs expand, government
.lends to expand as well. The number of executive agencies with national sccurilf
interests continues to grow in order to address new demands; so does the number
of specialized bureaus, offices, and centers.”” Meanwhile, Congress creates new
con}mittees and subcommittees. In 2003, for example, George W. Bush created the
position of the undersecretary of defense for intelligence, one of five new under-'-'
s.ccretaries added between 1998 and 2004. This political appointee is rcspnnsibie.—‘
for the coordination of DoD-wide intelligence activities. While this is an impor.-;
lfllnllfunction, it adds to the number of actors involved in the interagency proces&f
Similarly, the NSC staff “has become bigger, roughly doubling since 1992 to abott |
400 people™ by the end of the Obama administration in 2016.%' The Trump admi- |
istration has said that its NSC staff will be smaller and less operational, but itis |
unclear whether this will remain true as the administration confronts the myriad
demands of national security decision making.

"~ Chair: President

- Members: Vice President (added 1949)

' Secretary of State

Secretary of Defense (Secretaries of Army. Navy, and Air Force removed

The Natio H in 1949) Secretaries and under secretaries of other executive departments

andl th Nna" SECUrlty ACt of 1947 and of the military departments, when appointed by the president with
e National Security Council advice and consent of the Senate

Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff (added 1949), or vice chairman in

chairman’s absence (added 1980)

Both the president and the agencies involved need an agreed upon process for n b il cry Advisors:

zllonztl security decision making. As interrelatedness increases and as the presi-
ent’s coordinati rden rises, s :s that of the ¢ ies. T is a8
dent’s co din 11.10:1 burden rises, so does that of the agencies. The result is an-
increase in ‘umllluls that only the president can adjudicate. Describing Kennedy's |
cabinet during the Cuban Missile Crisis, Graham Allison and Richard Neustad;
wrote: “What top officials needed from the President [was]| . . . a forum for discus-

Director of National Intelligence (added 2004, replacing director of
Central Intelligence)

Source: US Code, Title 50, Chapter 15, Subchapter 1, Section 4o2. as amended by the National Security
Act Amendments of 19,49, the Defense Reorganization Act of 1958, the Goldwater-Nichols Act of 1986,
and the Intelligence Reform and Terrorism Prevention Act of 2004,
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Other senior officials

NSC sp

NSC special

The National Security Council in Practice. By the end of the Truman admin i o = —3;2

istration, the current basic structure was in place: the statutory NSC with an executie e & 2 = "‘—’ﬂ- . 5 L BB
secretary responsible for facilitating meetings, communicating with the presiden; £l 3 E 2 2 £ 5 8 5§ E z
and overseeing a supporting staff. The staff was given responsibility for coordina: SlE<s _ B3z 23 <% E 83
ing interagency committees and managing the preparation of policy papers.® Th E 2 § 2 E f E § ;. E’ ::, ER IR E_ 5_‘{ %
position of national security advisor was created in 1953 (see also chapter 4). : § % 8 3 s % f’ % ; g E s 3 § ":‘: £ :;

The National Security Act authorized the president to appoint other cabinet seg: R8s 53 5B S 5 £ 53 28 §35¢E
retaries and undersecretaries to the NSC, with Senate approval. No president ha 5 5 ‘f g 5 = é .:T, = 2 § %i. ? § o i s
sought such approval, although every president has added participants. Table 103 % A2 A ELLEOELTULO0LESC A
compares how each of the recent administrations has tailored the NSC to its needxf_' 3 > 5 g = -
After the Eisenhower administration and before g/11, formal meetings of the NSC J‘l.? - i é £ c - P 2 z
were generally infrequent—on average slightly more often than once a month = é - = E 2 = £ "é 0_2 = ,:.,‘u
George W. Bush convened the NSC more frequently: every day for a period follow: «g S| E é ; é £ z E ‘% g =
ing 9/11, and once or twice a week thereafter (often by secure video teleconfer 9 é ‘f 45 @ #. 28 B = £
ence [VTCI)." As with the George W. Bush administration, in the Obama ani 8| 3 .ﬁ ; é = 3 z E —E 5 .g» E é Q 'E z
Trump administrations, crises typically generate a flurry of formal NSC meetings ; FEER R RN é £z = & 38 3
between crises, meetings occur less frequently.”! _ 5 s nT == o )

Formal meetings occur less often than lower-level meetings for a number of "‘*; g g g 7
reasons. First, the president does not need a formal meeting to confer with his nz Sls| 8 o % 5 E 3
tional security team. Decisions can be made any time the president gathers the g2 & = 2 '_3‘ "‘f E & B —;
right people or the right advice. Second, much of the value of the NSC system s g@l=| 2 g s Tz 2 g 2 =
created in meetings that occur below the principals’ level without the president o) %’ ; i: ~ f = = & -_C* é g g
These meetings improve the decisionmaking process by coordinating policy, craft E S i EZ -§ '% E ,E’ é Em é -
ing distinct options, clarifying differences, and minimizing the issues that requir z 8 23 EE 258 2882
the president’s attention. £

= - “ =

The NSC Staff.  The NSC staff has three enduring purposes: to advise the pres-I = E 2, £ 3 :‘S: —g = ,;‘,“
ident; to coordinate the development of policy across the executive branch; and (3 : —f-. % ;E ; £ :_"; % Z:- E
to monitor the implementation of presidential decisions, policies. and guidance* 2IEl°d &5_8 2 s - E
The most important staff position is the national security advisor, supported by ong = ;f Zj R ..'_E :C;* 5 2 E B . é
or more deputy national security advisors. Each president and national security é R 2wz z = 52 z ; g
advisor customizes the structure of the NSC staff based on the needs of the presi 3 ceTEEms T T
dent, the challenges at hand, and the capabilities of the individuals on the NSC fr B - 2 =
staff. Colin Powell, President Ronald Reagan’s national security advisor, said that 23| . = 2 2 El: =
“at the end of the day, the duty of the National Security Council staff and the as- GBlE|Z2£3 8 g £ 24 =
sistant is to mold themselves to the personality of the president.™! E - - f:_ 3 L_: . ‘,”: = % £ 5 §

Clinton added to the NSC staff a second deputy, for international economic af % g ‘3 7 —§ £z g "12: = E_ 2 g
fairs, who also reported to the director of the National Economic Council (NEC), AR 2EL 2883
The NSC under George W. Bush grew to include six deputies for key policy fune: = _—
tions: the number was reduced to four deputies under President Obama and this 5 2= 3
continued at least through the early years of the Trump administration, albeit with g B s é 2= E Z :—; z
some slight differences in responsibilities.* The rationale for additional deputies e Sefazcm £ 3z 5
is to attract a sufficiently senior person to the position and to ensure that he or she % 2 £ ; 3 é = £ = > % 2 &
has appropriate status within the White House and with the departments and agen- 2 g é 2 '3 E. ;: gz s & S E

Other senior officials

ecial statutory

advisers

statutory advisers
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jhe meeting and ensures that t]u. necessary (Iou,umuns (usual]y :Iur,c to-six page
memos called “PC papers”) are prepared and disseminated in advance. The PC
may meet daily or even twice a day during crises and often handles rapidly unfold-
g or time-sensitive issues.

"L(Wld[‘)hl(. and lunc,lmna[ pu!u,y areas; Ltu.h senior duu.lm lV['I]Ld”y oversee
three to eight directors, who are the “action officers™ of the NSC staff, Director
are a mix of policy generalists and subject-matter experts, cach with a specific pozt;
folio. They range from very senior officials with long-time policy experience !
talented up-and-comers. A director’s influence is only partially determined by
seniority: it is mostly determined by policy acumen, political skill, relationships,
and results. The White House is an entrepreneurial place—results earn relevance—
and there is no shortage of strong individuals seeking to engage in the poligy
process. Tactful and effective directors can earn access, while some senior diret
tors and even deputies may find themselves marginalized.™
Members of the NSC staff come from a variety of backgrounds: governmen,
academia, the private sector, and think tanks. Many individuals’ careers cross se-
tors, offering multiple vantage points on security issues. Military officers in every
rank from captain to four-star general have served in positions on the NSC staf {
from director to national security advisor. They have essential military knowledg |
and experience, understand how to organize and run staffs, are nonpartisan, and.
may offer critical continuity during changes of administration. Common challengéi
for military officers are adapting to the unfamiliar fluidity of the White Hous]|
and walking a careful line between policy and politics in a place where partisa-|
ship can profoundly shape the policy process.
The specific policy demands facing an administration shape the staff structure
If the NSC staff and agencies begin to have routine meetings on a particular topi |
then it becomes practical to designate an NSC official of appropriate rank § ; ; ; . : : .
supported by a handful of NSC directors, to manage that portfolio. For exumplc,‘: '.’CS; nd the assn.lu!‘n to the vice president for n_almnlul security affairs. IF the
the George W. Bush administration created the Iraq and Afghanistan directoratg | i eeios aporticuloy e isueh - raq or /\lt_v'h‘umslzm}. (he mlcw} " ;”:hus-
the Combating Terrorism directorate, and the Strategic Communications and Global! B companders (or 111.01 HOSpHDES) Ay pIspae . N FC-);‘ he
Outreach directorate.™ Later, signaling shifts in focus, the Obama administratios IR 2tional sealiily AdVishr generblly GpIVEREs GNY Chalis (e Hesting) the
£ deputy national security advisor for international economic affairs chairs meetings

climinated the posts of deputy national security advisors for Iraq and Afghanista 5 % - . ;
and for global outreach, B that concern economic issues and have a slightly augmented membership. As with

the PC, the NSC staff typically prepares and circulates a DC paper before the meet-

Deputies Committee. The deputies committee, which has been called “the en-
gine of policy.” is particularly useful.*” The DC resolves those interagency issues
ihat can be handled without engaging the principals; it elevates critical or conten-
fious issues that require the attention of the principals or the president; and it presents
isues to the principals in a manner that sets a foundation for deliberation. While
imakes few truly strategic decisions, there are many important policy decisions
{hat may require dissemination and action more than confidentiality. Essential
L White House and departmental staffers regularly attend DC meetings, which are
kss formal than NSC or PC meetings. The DC supervises the work of the subordi-
nite committees, where most policy issues are introduced and some are settled.
' Occasionally, for high-priority initiatives or during crises, important issues begin
atthe DC level rather than in the subordinate committees.

The NSC DC is generally chaired by the deputy national security advisor: it in-
dudes the deputy sccretaries of state, treasury, energy, homeland security, and
defense; the deputy attorney general: the deputy director of the Office of Manage-
‘ment and Budget (OMB); the deputy to the US representative to the United Na-
tions; the deputy director of national intelligence (DNI); the vice chairman of the

The Interagency Process follow up on the principals’ decisions and to ensure clear communication and
coordination. This rhythm can drive an intense cascade of recurring meetings

Although details and titles have varied across administrations, the national sect- & | : . : : :
£ inthe agencies to support both policy formulation and implementation.

rity decisionmaking architecture has been relatively stable since 1989. It comprises
a principals committee (PC), a deputies committee (DC), and subordinate mlet
agency policy coordination committees (PCCs), .~ Policy Coordination Committees. Policy coordination committees (PCCs) are
organized around specific geographic or functional policy areas. PCCs accomplish
 the bulk of the work of integrating policy, adjudicating conflicts, and framing issues
for the deputies and principals. Sometimes the PCC elevates an issue to the DC
for resolution: sometimes the DC makes a policy decision and sends it to the PCC
to work out the details. The number and composition of PCCs vary over time.
The scope, membership, rank of participants, frequency, and authority of an
PCC depend on the issues the PCC handles and the level of responsibility given to
it. Members typically include political appointees at the level of deputy assistant

Principals Committee. A principals committee meeting is an NSC mceling:
without the president. The PC’s main functions are to advise the president and 0
coordinate and resolve interagency policy issues at the national strategic level. The
frequency of PC meetings increases to meet demands. The core participants are
the NSC members and advisors and the national security advisor. The vice presi
dent and the White House chief of staff also attend some PC meetings, and others

£ ing. During crises, DC meetings often parallel PC meetings to prepare for or
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seeretary or occasionally assistant secretary, senior agency olficials, senior IGURE 10.1 Machinery of the National Security Council System
tary officers from the Office of the Secretary of Defense and the Joint Staff, s — N
President

other experts. Membership is a mix of political and career officials. Althod!

NSC stafT administers, shapes, and
F £ . " v . | s imes drives the process, und,
attendance is controlled, the roster is relatively flexible: agencies will send rep g NSC Miresiimof ik Hatlona] Securie AV
sentatives they feel should be involved, and White House staff will attend ast | #x
cumstances and their portfolios require. An NSC senior director usually chairs g
PCC to coordinate the actions of the departments and agencies and to ensure
they are consistent with the administration’s overall policy. i Agencies respond and
~ . - . 8 PC) provide input at each level
A properly led PCC cultivates a sense of teamwork, encouraging collaborais E i —_— of theprocess
& E. . - . s : r SOME 1SSUcs 4 b
and communication outside of scheduled meetings. Membership and working#|  could report dirccty
. s . 3 — . . . 0 the PC
lationships often endure from one administration to the next, so few issues are i :
new to PCCs. Since PCC chairs have no formal authority to override any Chonadigs Ongeing
ATPNCV. 0 1 a A OANOY (v o sttt H A 5 SR e s DC coordination within
agency, a single agency can be nh.suu.(,ltomsl and prevent consensus. [n respon ‘, (D) o we
the PCC has three choices: compromise to achieve consensus, continue to se: ‘ agencics
for common ground, or elevate disputes to the DC. Because PCCs must be sel . v
tive about what they elevate, there is strong pressure to achieve consensus, whitl CIA
H % P 39 Policy Coordination lg—23 Policy Coord| natic Palicy (mnlmnhm ol
can quash bold or innovative policies.’ _ Cormmittee (PCC) Commitice (PCC) Commitice (PCC) !
PCCs often establish subordinate groups (sub-PCCs) for high-priority initiatig .
or to coordinate certain activities. Some of these groups endure as standdl J,_—H s
- . . | Usdst Obama, PCCs wer
bodies, but many are short term. Occasionally, the DC may establish an ad Bl & mesgeocy voney Defense
 Committoes; under Clinton they - ele

working group, or the national security advisor may direct a member of the N B o hicragency subbce fe— subpec
staff to form a focused interagency working group on a policy initiative with ] =% o,
intent of introducing that initiative at the DC or PC level. The operations of i |

NSC, PC, DC, PCCs, and sub-PCCs are depicted in figure 10.1.

Departments and Agencies

Depiction of multiple PCCs is intended to
reflect ongoing coordination among them

Substantive Products.  Some presidential decisions are not written down but:
conveyed orally, directly to the president’s advisors and cabinet secretaries. Ho
ever, most decisions are communicated in writing, either as overarching statemes
of policy (such as the National Security Strategy [NSS]), guidance to the exe
tive branch (as in a presidential directive on human trafficking), or statements
meet legal requirements. Some of these are common and important enough tow
rant description.

and planning function within the national security decisionmaking process B
‘—g been criticized.

Presidential Directives. Presidential directives are legally binding instruments
for conmunicating presidential decisions about the national security policies of the
United States. Most presidential directives include language intended to articulate
) . ' ",overarching approach or strategy that must be interpreted, implemented, and
Strategies.  Important articulations of national strategy occur in presiden eeularly reassessed. Because of their broad nature, the degree to which they
speeches, which u,lk_c,l the pru.xfluu s thoughts and the essence of policy. Rec emain legally binding from one presidential administration to the next is open to
presidents have also found value in articulating policy in the form of national s . N
cgy documents; some of these are required by law. The 1986 Goldwater-Nich
Act, for example, requires the president to submit an annual NSS to Congress. Pif
ducing such documents can become a major task of PCCs, the NSC staff, Executive Orders.  Executive orders are generally narrower in nature than pres-
relevant agencies. The Trump administration was the first administration to h dential directives. They address issues by giving specific and unambiguous direc-
published its NSS before the end of the administration’s first year in office. 0 | .rh Executive orders are legally binding orders issued to federal ugt.:t!cic-s under

While the Pentagon has a formal system of generating strategic documents, Wil president’s constitutional authority to “take care that the Laws be [unhlully ex-
process within the White House and the interagency system does not follow a el ecuted.” Most executive orders are issued to carry out laws passed by Congress or
ilarly cyclical or systematic sequence. The lack of a rigorous long-term stralegir ulings by the courts. Some executive orders set new policy.

e




260 American National Security Putting the Pieces Together 201

lack of Accountabiliry.  The formal process, with cumbersome and dense inter-
gency procedures and committees, may result in an overemphasis on coordination
widend up diluting responsibility for policy planning and implementation. On the
Bush, and Barack Obama issued 364, 291, and 276 executive orders, respectivii@uther hand, pulling decision making out of departments and agencies and into
A handful of Obama’s earliest executive orders, including changes to interrogatisfie White House can undermine responsibility and accountability within the pres-
ient's cabinet.

As of 2018, presidents had issued more than 13,800 numbered executive ordes
Franklin Delano Roosevelt issued the most: 3,721 executive orders during his

rity policies established by his predecessor. Donald Trump issued fifty-ei
orders in his first year in office. Several of those orders affected national secu
policy, including banning immigration of foreign nationals from specific countriet
imposing sanctions on Venezuela, and expanding sanctions on North Korea® |

flexibility, Lack of Creativity, and Over-Cautiousness.  Formal meetings of bu-
gaucrats sitting in their usual seats—with their agendas, position papers, and
smumerations of second-order effects—may not generate fresh thinking or inno-
tive policy. A powerful example is seen in the result of a formal interagency
wolicy review on the question of German unification in early 1989—just months
Assessing the Value of the Formal Interagency Process. Sometimes the e pefore the fall of the Berlin wall. National Security Review-5 (NSR-5) concluded
mal process does exactly as intended: it ensures that the key details of importa§ fat “it serves no U.S. interests for us to take the initiative to raise” the question of
policy decisions are fully developed and coordinated by agency experts and @8 German unification.® George H. W. Bush thereafter decided to “create action-
endorsed by the principals, enhancing the likelihood of a significant and lastig§ for ing events, including [two] presidential trips [to Europe] and speeches that
national security or foreign policy success. As former Secretary of State Hengould oblige the US| government . . . to deploy ideas about the direction of pol-
Kissinger recognized, “A foreign policy achievement to be truly significant mug ey Approximately eighteen months after the formal interagency review and
at some point be institutionalized.”** The formal process adds value by establistf s pessimistic assessment, a treaty reunifying Germany as a full member of NATO
ing the setting. The routines of the formal process create an essential foundationf s signed. The formal national security decisionmaking process did not assist,
of coordination and foster relationships that are helpful when nonroutine situation § and may in fact have impeded. a major foreign policy success at the end of the
arise. 4 Cold War.
The formal process is particularly useful for coordinating the details of poligh
implementation once the president has made a decision. It helps ensure that infoef .
o ; P — = ; & lnability to Keep Pace.  The world, the White House, and the bureaucracy move
mation is not distorted as it moves upward to or downward from the president [ = """ - . P o i ;
. . R g & atdifferent speeds. As exemplified by the rapid political change across North Al-
also helps reveal unexamined assumptions, minimizes the chance of overlookingf * . . > _ } e tha A T
: . . . . - - b rica and the Middle East that began in 2011—commonly known as the “Arab
viable alternatives, and provides an opportunity for the full airing of costs, benefig§ ™ =~ ; = i vaae Wher thiis
i i . Spring"—international events occasionally move at a very rapid pace. hen this
and risks. A solid body of scholarly research strongly suggests that such practic 2 e :
: . : fo T : .- B oceurs, the formal process can be hard pressed to keep up. Opportunities must be
improve presidential decision making.* The process also provides a foundatiof ™ 2 &
; “ PG T S P i seized; nuance must be understood and accommodated. It is often the march of
for department and agency “ownership™ of decisions: organizations that have h . . : S . : o —
s P : : : . & wvents, not the methodical deliberation of White House and agency policy makers,
the opportunity to have their views considered by policy makers are more likel : . . i
i o £ that forces the broadest strokes of American policy to emerge.
to support the resulting decision. k: ” ) . v s . R
The president’s best chance for a legacy is in the foreign policy arena, and the
president must assume that only four years will be available to accomplish it. But
' the formal process. in particular the PCC-level forums that survive in one form or
“another for successive administrations, does not ordinarily respond to the electoral
cycle.

Shortcomings of the Formal Process. The formal process also has flaws. Th
section briefly reviews some of the shortcomings that are most often cited by pret
idents or their advisors.

Lack of Presidential Control of the Bureaucracy. The formal process can hégf “Death by a Thousand Cuts.” The formal system is geared toward consensus.
the president rein in the bureaucracy, but it can also be a hindrance. Sometimdf The deputies, the principals. and the president cannot be called on to settle what
it is the president who is reined in. In the words of Senator Henry M. Jacksf aformer NSC senior director described as “extended interagency disputes too small
(D-WA) in 1965, the president “has been left in an unenviable position. He haf o be seen without the aid of a magnifying glass."*” Accommodation requires com-
found it necessary to undertake an endless round of negotiations with his o : promise: as a result, specific and prescriptive words are often replaced with broad,
department heads.™* noncommittal language in PCC and DC meetings. Presidential advisors have no
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ity advisors faced with intransigent agencies emd an unresponsive process have

authority to act as tichreakers; il they were to do so without the explicit acquiss
sorted to advocacy (o move policy forward.?

cence of the group, they would corrupt the integrity of the process. Even wheiis
conflict reaches the president, consensus usually rules. y
Oiher Roles of the National Security Advisor. Although the role of policy ad-
ate in some circumstances is now an accepted one for the national security
isor. extensions of this behavior are more controversial. Policy design, public
mmunication, diplomacy. and implementation tend to associate the advisor with
Specific policies. Such additional roles could also serve as a source of tension with
Principals. For example. if the national security advisor represents the president’s
y - 3 Policies in the media. this may compete with the traditional role of the secretary
Lack of Strategic Coherence. A major criticism of the NSC system and the NSE .
staff is its inability to do long-range planning. The NSC staff is uniquely positios
to administer such a function, but it tends to be drawn into the short-term wo
of deadlines and immediate political needs. President Dwight Eisenhower esl
lished a formal planning board to conduct strategic (if not grand-strategic) plas
ning, but that architecture was dismantled in the Kennedy administration, a
nothing similar has yet been resurrected.*®

Lack of Confidentiality.  The creation of security policy, especially concernis
negotiations with other nations. often requires secrecy at one point or another. Ti
becomes increasingly difficult to maintain with the involvement of more perss|
nel across the burcaucracy.

i state as the principal voice on foreign affairs.

Plihat the President Needs: The Importance
of Informal Process

ery president must balance the need for high-quality decisions with the need for
nsensus and the prudent use of time and other policymaking resources. The pres-
Plient also has limited windows of opportunity when circumstances and political
| forces align to make certain choices possible. Presidents need to be able to make
isions at different speeds and with different levels of effort.” For these reasons,
ery president has {rom time to time stepped outside of the formal process to seek
Insel.

- Smaller, informal meetings foster essential collegiality, are more confidential
and candid, and can be more productive. Principals devote their energy and time
preparing for such mecetings in a way that they do not for formal committees.™ In
sich meetings, principals may bargain with one another, breaking the logjams pro-
ed by the formal process. Informal and one-on-one consultations may also
allow the president to draw on input from others without yielding any power in the
‘ 0 ess.”* Because they have greater freedom to brainstorm and engage ideas, in-
Honest Broker. There is broad consensus that the national security advisorarmal groups can be more conducive to creativity.

the NSC staff must be the custodians of the formal interagency process. Th .Smull, informal groups become particularly important to presidents during cri-
volves exercising quality control, conveying (and by necessity filtering) inform$s. During such situations, the factors affecting presidential decision making
tion, ensuring that relevant information and intelligence are available, convey ome more acute and the constraints more formidable. The best-known exam-
the president’s views when authorized and appropriate, ensuring that a full rangg ple occurred during the Cuban Missile Crisis. President Kennedy's ad hoc advisory
of options has been developed and considered, ensuring that agency heads have £ &recutive committee arrived at a course of action that was a successful result of the
opportunity to express their views, accurately presenting those views to the pre
dent, guaranteeing the confidentiality of advice, accurately communicating deg
sions, and monitoring implementation of presidential decisions and policies.” |

b
1
)
H
l

Role of the National Security Advisor

Power in the executive branch is often determined by proximity to the presides
and few are more proximate than the national security advisor. That one persi
sits at the crux of the formal process and the unique needs of the presides
Debate about the proper role of the national security advisor revolves around i
degree to which he or she should be a policy-neutral honest broker, a policy ad
cate, or some combination of the two. Within the boundaries of the law, the nali,‘
security advisor serves the president’s needs, and the president largely determi
the role that he or she plays.

lhis group gave Kennedy's advisors “the very things they needed. under circum-
stances bound to minimize parochialism, strengthening their sense of common ser-
yice to the top.™

However, small informal groups are prone to some of the same flaws common
o many decisionmaking processes. “Groupthink™ may lead to excessive optimism
ad risk taking, discounting warnings, ignoring ethical and moral consequences.
| & reolypmu adversaries, pressuring group members who express strong dissent-
gdrgumcnls self-censorship of doubts and counterarguments. shared illusion of

Policy Advocate. Because national security advisors who act as advocates i
alienating the principals, policy advocacy is often seen as undermining the hone
broker role. However, even effective “brokers™ have an obligation to express (b |
views Lo the president within appropriate boundaries. For example, the plesld
may need to hear an under-represented point of view.” Sometimes national seo

informal process. Neustadt and Allison argue that the improvised procedures of

Q.
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equirements for military officers created by the Goldwater-Nichols Act of 1986,
s discussed in chapter 5). Whether the Goldwater-Nichols Act can serve as a useful
edent for the broader national security community remains to be seen.

unanimity concerning judgments, or self-appointed “mind guards™ who shelterii
group from adverse information that would challenge the group’s thinking’
Another problem with small groups is that they shut out of the process officid
in the departments and agencies who need access and guidance. Departmen
and agencies across the government need the interagency process as much as &
president does. Moreover, there is reason to be concerned that small groups mj
have difficulty managing multiple crises at once. :

Discussion Questions

_ 1. If you had just joined the policy stall of the NSC, what issues from chapters 4 through
{owould you most keep in mind?

2. How does the nature of the US political system affect the national security decision-
king process? How has this changed over time?

~ 3, Why does the power of the president in foreign policy differ from that in domestic
wlicy? To what extent is that changing?

. ‘4. Given the importance of career civil servants, should Congress require that national
rity professionals rotate through various agencies throughout their careers?

5. How have the coordination challenges facing the NSC and its staff grown more com-

Looking Ahead

The president’s job is unique and uniquely demanding with impossibly broal
responsibility, high expectations, and a relatively weak management hand
practice. Domestic politics frame every choice, even il the president decidesk
disregard or minimize their significance. The challenges will continue to multig
as the problem of homeland security further blurs distinctions between the i
ditional realms of national security and domestic policy. The complexity of nation
security policy has increased, resulting in more specialized functions, greater int|
relatedness among issues, and a larger bureaucracy, while congressional commi
tees remain as dispersed and distinct as ever. The DNI and interagency centef #le, and what would be their advantages and disadvantages? . _
represent attempts to improve coordination in key functional areas. but they duff 8 How could the national security decisionmaking process be modified to emphasize
complicate decision making. £ development of long-range strategy. in_s!cud of h_mng rcucm;c 10 ur.genf cnse.s:! .

As a result, the incentive will continue for future presidents to centralize e 9 What are the appropriate roles for the national security ild\’ir‘OTi Why? How might
tional security policy in the White House even further. Presidents’ use of inft R cvolve? What W(_mm ha;wpcn m.dcmu'm [_mlkmg a? a_remlt' o

: s i pd e . . . . . ; 10. If you were the president of the United States, what management style for national

ma! process and confidential advice will continue to rise, as will the role ofig urity would you adopt. and why? How would you structure the formal and informal pro-
national security advisor more as an advocate than as an honest broker. L y S

S8 Gesses to et information and to make decisions most effectively?

White House national security policy stalfs are likely to remain the norm, andif 2
hierarchical, multilayered interagency committee architecture is likely to end
Even as the formal national security decisionmaking process becomes more impa
tant to facilitate interagency coordination, its value as an advisory system
decline. |
Can the institution of the presidency realistically handle the full burden of i}
tional security policy development and coordination throughout the executi
branch? Constitutionally, of course, the president alone bears the responsibilify
Practically, someone with a manageable scope of responsibility is needed to cog:
dinate the efforts of the departments and agencies. In addition to the three opti
noted earlier in this chapter for a president faced with any coordination challe
(coordinate it, leave it alone, or tell the agencies to coordinate with each othen!
there is a fourth option. The president may delegate sufficient authority to som
one clse, such as the DNIL The role of the DNI may become a model for furtl}
reforms in the national security decisionmaking process in the coming years. |
Future adjustments to national security decisionmaking may well invalg
changes in the management of the personnel involved in the process. Theg
continue to be calls for legislation to require national security personnel to
ceive some form of interagency education, or to serve in agencies other than the
“home agency™ as a prerequisite to career advancement (similar to the joint servig|

lex since 9/117

6. Is it possible to move some of the growing interagency coordination burden outside
‘githe White House? How? What would the president gain or lose as a result?

7. Can the formal interagency process be improved? What changes might be appropri-
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