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Nixon Advisers’ Climate
Research Plan: Another Lost
Chance on the Road to Crisis
A 1971 plan fo� a �lobal ca�bon dioxide monito�in� netwo�k neve�
came to f�uition. The p�oposal is detailed in a document newly
unea�thed by the National Secu�ity A�chive.

By Ma�ianne Lavelle
Ap�il 26, 2024
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A newly �evealed �esea�ch p�oposal f�om 1971 shows that Richa�d Nixon’s science
adviso�s emba�ked on an extensive analysis of the potential �isks of climate chan�e.
C�edit: Olive� Atkins/National A�chives

In 1971, President Richard Nixon’s science advisers proposed
a multimillion dollar climate change research project with
benefits they said were too “immense” to be quantified, since
they involved “ensuring man’s survival,” according to a
White House document newly obtained by the nonprofit
National Security Archive and shared exclusively with Inside
Climate News.

The plan would have established six global and 10 regional
monitoring stations in remote locations to collect data on
carbon dioxide, solar radiation, aerosols and other factors
that exert influence on the atmosphere. It would have
engaged five government agencies in a six-year initiative,
with spending of $23 million in the project’s peak year of 1974
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—the equivalent of $172 million in today’s dollars. It would
have used then-cutting-edge technology, some of which is
only now being widely implemented in carbon monitoring
more than 50 years later. 

But it stands as yet another lost opportunity early on the road
to the climate crisis. Researchers at the National Security
Archive, based at the George Washington University, could
find no documentation of what happened to the proposal,
and it was never implemented.

We’�e hi�in�!

Please take a look at the new openin�s in ou� news�oom.

See jobs

“Who knows what would have happened if we had some kind
of concerted effort, just even on the monitoring side of
things?” asked Rachel Santarsiero, an analyst who directs the
National Security Archive’s Climate Change Transparency
Project.

It turns out that the monitoring proposal, which was
authorized by the head of Nixon’s White House Office of
Science and Technology, Edward E. David Jr., did get a
second life in another form. After leaving the Nixon
administration, David joined the oil giant Exxon, and as
president of the Exxon Research and Engineering Company
from 1977 to 1986, he signed off on a groundbreaking Exxon
project that used one of its oil tankers to gather atmospheric
and oceanic carbon dioxide samples, beginning in 1979. That
research, which was first reported by Inside Climate News in
2015, confirmed fossil fuels’ role in global warming. It also
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showed the oil industry knew the harm of its products and is
now a key piece of evidence in lawsuits by states and cities
across the country seeking compensation from the oil
industry for climate damages.

Exxon’s Richa�d We�thame� (�i�ht) and Edwa�d Ga�vey (left) a�e aboa�d
the company’s Esso Atlantic tanke� wo�kin� on a p�oject to measu�e the
ca�bon dioxide levels in the ocean and atmosphe�e. The p�oject �an f�om
1979 to 1982. C�edit: Cou�tesy of Richa�d We�thame�

The National Security Archive relies on the Freedom of
Information Act to obtain such historical documents, and it
currently maintains one of the largest non-governmental
archives of declassified government documents—many
relating to military and security issues. In the past year, the
Archive has launched a project specifically to compile the
historical record of the U.S. government’s reckoning with
climate change. On Friday, to mark Earth Week, the group
released a briefing book detailing climate change discussions
in the Nixon White House, including the new document.
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It has long been known that Nixon’s advisers warned him of
the risks of global warming. A tranche of documents released
by the Nixon Presidential Library in 2010 showed that his
then-adviser Daniel Patrick Moynihan urged his
administration to engage with the issue as early as 1969.
Moynihan, who later served 24 years as U.S. Senator from
New York, noted that sea level rise of 10 feet was possible
with a 7-degree Fahrenheit (3.9-degree Celsius) temperature
increase. “Goodbye, New York,” he wrote. “Goodbye
Washington, for that matter.”

But the newly revealed Dec. 20, 1971, research proposal by the
White House Office of Science and Technology shows for the
first time that Nixon’s science advisors embarked on an
extensive analysis of the potential risks of climate change
and an assessment of the data needs. 

Edwa�d E. David �ives a public
lectu�e on the Unive�sity of
Colo�ado Boulde� campus in
2005. C�edit: Cou�tesy of the
Unive�sity of Colo�ado

The purpose of the project
would be to “assess current and
future impact of natural
climatic changes, provide alerts
to potential catastrophic trends
and gain new environmental
insight and understanding as a
basis for wise strategies,” reads
the research plan, which is
unsigned but was conducted
under the authority of David.

Under a section marked “cost-
benefit analysis,” the authors
wrote, “No analysis is feasible.
Benefits are immense, but not
quantifiable, since this elementInside Climate News uses cookies. By continuin� to use this site, you accept
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contributes to ensuring man’s survival.”

Nixon’s aides proposed that the government embark on
development of new instruments using lidar, or light-
detecting and remote sensing—a technology then less than a
decade old—to better measure carbon in the atmosphere.
They were correct on the advantages of lidar, but it would be
more than four decades until scientists at NASA and around
the world began to implement its use to study not just the
concentration of carbon dioxide, but its global distribution
and daily variations.

“I felt like this document was really ahead of its time,”
Santarsiero said.

Decades before a scientific consensus emerged on climate
change, Nixon’s science advisers conveyed an understanding
of the risks. Research, they wrote, would assist in “taking of
protective measures against potential natural disasters such
as large-scale inundation of low-lying coastal regions, broad
extensions of ice sheets and severe health hazards.”

“No analysis is feasible. Benefits are
immense, but not quantifiable, since
this element contributes to ensuring
man’s survival.”

The advisers showed awareness of the role of fossil fuel
pollution in climate change, even if their understanding was
incomplete. “Transportation on land or in the air exerts a
deleterious effect upon the atmosphere and is in turn
affected by it,” they wrote.

“They readily admitted that the science wasn’t there yet to
solve these problems,” Santarsiero said. “But they said we
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still need to take action, and the science will grow alongside,
to help us tackle these issues. That attitude just feels
markedly different from the discourse that’s happening
today, where we can’t even get general consensus, and that
basically halts preventative or mitigation efforts in its
tracks.”

Nixon, indeed, left behind a far more progressive record on
the environment than his Republican successors. He
proposed and established the Environmental Protection
Agency and later embraced a national Earth Day, expanding
on the idea launched earlier by U.S. Sen. Gaylord Nelson, a
Wisconsin Democrat. Although the U.S. government never
embarked on a carbon dioxide monitoring plan as ambitious
as the one Nixon’s science advisers proposed, it would
expand its research stations, as they advised, beyond the one
site at Mauna Loa, Hawaii, which had been operating since
1958. The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
opened additional carbon dioxide measurement stations at
Barrow, Alaska; American Samoa; and South Pole,
Antarctica, in 1973.
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But by then, with the Watergate scandal engulfing
Washington, the Nixon administration was unraveling.
Nixon, who had privately railed against environmentalists
for wanting humans to “go back and live like a bunch of
damned animals,” as Santarsiero recollects in her briefing
book, abolished his science and technology office. Its leader,
David, quit in frustration early in 1973, according to his New
York Times obituary in 2017.

While at Exxon, David continued to press for more science
related to global warming, and in addition to the sampling
research, he oversaw a transition to more climate modeling
work—some of which was remarkably on target in its
projection of temperature increase related to carbon dioxide
concentrations. But in a coda to his career, he signed on to a
2012 Wall Street Journal opinion piece in which climate
science skeptics argued there was no compelling reason to
decarbonize the world’s economy.

Ultimately, U.S. government researchers at NASA, NOAA and
other agencies would lead much of the science that led to a
consensus on global warming. But government policy has
lagged far behind the warnings of scientists, as the latest
document from the Nixon archives underscores.

Sha�e this a�ticle

   

Ma�ianne Lavelle

Repo�te�, Washin�ton, D.C.

Ma�ianne Lavelle is a �epo�te� fo� Inside Climate News. She has
cove�ed envi�onment, science, law, and business in Washin�ton,

Inside Climate News uses cookies. By continuin� to use this site, you accept
this policy. Lea�n Mo�e

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/28/science/edward-david-dead-science-adviser-to-nixon.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/28/science/edward-david-dead-science-adviser-to-nixon.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/28/science/edward-david-dead-science-adviser-to-nixon.html
https://insideclimatenews.org/news/24102019/exxon-scientists-climate-research-testify-congess-denial/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052970204301404577171531838421366
https://twitter.com/share?text=Nixon%20Advisers%E2%80%99%20Climate%20Research%20Plan%3A%20Another%20Lost%20Chance%20on%20the%20Road%20to%20Crisis&url=https://insideclimatenews.org/news/26042024/nixon-administration-climate-research-plan/
https://twitter.com/share?text=Nixon%20Advisers%E2%80%99%20Climate%20Research%20Plan%3A%20Another%20Lost%20Chance%20on%20the%20Road%20to%20Crisis&url=https://insideclimatenews.org/news/26042024/nixon-administration-climate-research-plan/
mailto:?subject=Nixon%20Advisers%E2%80%99%20Climate%20Research%20Plan:%20Another%20Lost%20Chance%20on%20the%20Road%20to%20Crisis&body=https://insideclimatenews.org/news/26042024/nixon-administration-climate-research-plan/
mailto:?subject=Nixon%20Advisers%E2%80%99%20Climate%20Research%20Plan:%20Another%20Lost%20Chance%20on%20the%20Road%20to%20Crisis&body=https://insideclimatenews.org/news/26042024/nixon-administration-climate-research-plan/
https://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=https://insideclimatenews.org/news/26042024/nixon-administration-climate-research-plan/&p[title]=Nixon+Advisers%E2%80%99+Climate+Research+Plan%3A+Another+Lost+Chance+on+the+Road+to+Crisis
https://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=https://insideclimatenews.org/news/26042024/nixon-administration-climate-research-plan/&p[title]=Nixon+Advisers%E2%80%99+Climate+Research+Plan%3A+Another+Lost+Chance+on+the+Road+to+Crisis
https://www.linkedin.com/sharing/share-offsite/?url=https://insideclimatenews.org/news/26042024/nixon-administration-climate-research-plan/
https://www.linkedin.com/sharing/share-offsite/?url=https://insideclimatenews.org/news/26042024/nixon-administration-climate-research-plan/
https://insideclimatenews.org/profile/marianne-lavelle/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/


Related

Newslette�s

We delive� climate news to you� inbox like nobody else. Eve�y day o� once
a week, ou� o�i�inal sto�ies and di�est of the web's top headlines delive�
the full sto�y, fo� f�ee.

ICN Weekly

Inside Clean Ene��y

Today's Climate

B�eakin� News

Email Add�ess

I a��ee to the te�ms of se�vice and p�ivacy policy.

Si�n Up

D.C. fo� mo�e than two decades. She has won the Polk Awa�d, the
Investi�ative Edito�s and Repo�te�s Awa�d, and nume�ous othe�
hono�s. Lavelle spent fou� yea�s as online ene��y news edito� and
w�ite� at National Geo��aphic. She spea�headed a p�oject on
climate lobbyin� fo� the nonp�o�it jou�nalism o��anization, the
Cente� fo� Public Inte��ity. She also has wo�ked at U.S. News and
Wo�ld Repo�t ma�azine and The National Law Jou�nal. While
the�e, she led the awa�d-winnin� 1992 investi�ation, “Unequal
P�otection,” on the dispa�ity in envi�onmental law enfo�cement
a�ainst pollute�s in mino�ity and white communities. Lavelle
�eceived he� maste�’s de��ee f�om Columbia Unive�sity G�aduate
School of Jou�nalism, and is a ��aduate of Villanova Unive�sity.

 @mlavelles   ma�ianne.lavelle@insideclimatenews.o��

Inside Climate News uses cookies. By continuin� to use this site, you accept
this policy. Lea�n Mo�e

https://insideclimatenews.org/newsletter
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://twitter.com/mlavelles
https://twitter.com/mlavelles
mailto:marianne.lavelle@insideclimatenews.org
mailto:marianne.lavelle@insideclimatenews.org
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/
https://insideclimatenews.org/about/privacy-policy/


A Pennsylvania County Is �uing the Fossil Fuel Industry for Damages
Linked to Climate Change
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MIT’s �loan �chool Launches Ambitious Climate Center to Aid
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Part I of the Award-Winning �eries: Exxon's Own Research Confirmed
Fossil Fuels' Role in Global Warming Decades Ago

By Neela Bane�jee, Lisa Son� and David Hasemye�
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Biochar Is ‘Low-Hanging Fruit’ for �equestering Carbon and Combating
Climate Change
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�inking Coastal Lands Will Exacerbate the Flooding from �ea Level Rise
in 24 U� Cities, New Research �hows
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Virginia �eeks Millions of Dollars in Federal Funds Aimed at Reducing
Pollution and Electrifying Transportation and Buildings
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Power Plant Pollution Targeted in �weeping Actions by Biden
Administration
G�eenhouse �as �ules offe� leeway, but come packa�ed with new standa�ds fo� ai�, wate�
and waste that put bi� �est�aints on coal.

By Ma�ianne Lavelle

‘Pathetic, Really, and Dangerous’: Al Gore Reflects on Fraudulent Fossil Fuel
Claims, Climate Voters and Clean Energy

The Recovering America’s Wildlife Act Is �till a Bipartisan Unicorn
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