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Jason still a stealthy power
&a Jolla Military matters__are~noLthe only. th.~ings
OPE.RAT~ONS wound down last week in a ] }ha~J~"~-~’~s~i~ie_~.._..~o.0_n~e-topics ar~
top-security compound above the affluent Ifquasi:~iiit:~.~-~U~t~ atmospheric turbu-
southern Californian town of La Jolla ~lence, which is important both in astron-
where an elite body of 45 scientists has met ~omy and in Star Wars laser systems. And

others, focusing on environmental prob-for the past two months. No-one outside
the group know~ exactly what has been
under discussion and no conclusions will
be made available to the public. Even a list
of those attending is hard to obtain.

The group is known as ’Jason’. It has
met every year since 1960 and exerts a
powerful influence on US defence policy
-- yet few people even know it exists.
Most of the topics it examines are classi-
fied. But many involve ideas as far in the
future as Star Wars (the Strategic Defense
Initiative) was 26 years ago, when the
group firs: di~"ussed the issue.

Almost every member of Jason is a
physicist or an engineer. Their aim is to set
aside politics and independently evaluate
advanced defence projects and new con-
cepts. Jason has included at least eight
Nobel prizewinners, among them Charles
Townes of the University of California,
Berkeley, Murray Gell-Mann of the
California Institute of Technology, and
Joshua L~lerberg. president of Rockefeller
University.

Jason began wi~h INojcct 137. set up
in 19S8 to involve academic people in
defence and national policy decisions. It
ended after only one year but the idea
lived on in a new group organized by
distinguished scien~ts, including Towhee,
fellow Nobel laureates Hans Bethe and
Eugene Wigner, and black-hole pioneer
John Archibald Wheeler. Over the years,
they attracted a mix of older talent and up
and coming stars. The name Jason was
chosen because members felt the search
for the Golden Fleece captured the mood
of the venture.

The Jasons gather from mid-June until
early August in La Jolla on the grounds of
GA Technologies. Their headquarters, in
Building 29, is surrounded by trees and ivy
and is swept regularly for electronic eaves-
dropping equipment. Separate clearances
are needed to enter both it and GA
Technologies.

Although no-one knows exactly what
they discuss, one of this summer’s major
topics is acknowledged to be an examina-
tion of the ’brilliant pebbles’ concept for
the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI)
Office. This scheme involves placing
thousands of autonomous homing missiles
in orbit. A Jason team headed by John M.
Cornwall, a theoretical physicist at the
University of California, Los Angeles, is
evaluating the idea and asking if the
proiect is possible and whether missiles
can be prevented from shooting down the
wrong targets. The results of the study are
confidential.

lems such as acid rain or carbon dioxide
buildup, are not related to.defence at all.

J~a..~__son_.has spa~n_e_d~m_~a.aq y_ gore rn me nt
’.p.r__ojects_.__,£~ost are classified, but One
involves a method of very-low-frequency
:ommunk:ation with deep-sea submarines.
And another, created by the late Nobel
~iaureate Luis Alvarez, centres on new
~ways to detect explosives at airports. The
idea is being pursued by:the Federal
~Aviation Administration and was discussed
at this year’s meeting.

Th, c g~oup’s annual budget of approxi-
mately $3 million comes mainly fromthe
Department of Defense. But sponsors
include the Defense Advanced Research.
Projects Agency, t.he Department of
Energy and other, more secretive, gov-
ernmental bodies. Administration and
security are run through the Boston-based
Mitre Corporation.

Meml~s typically work in small groups,’..
putting out a report at the end of the
summer. The conclusions are not always
wha’t sponso~ ~ant to hear; "The thing
about the Jasons is that they are, number
one, an independent group and also a
fairly critical group’, says Dean Judd,
chief sdentbt for the SDI Office.

Twice a year, in the autumn and spring,
the Jasons gather in the Washington, DC,
area for three days of technical and intelli-
gence briefings and a chance to determine
which topics they will consider in the
coming summer.

Jasons rarely make statements to the
press. But, of/’ t/~ record, they agree
about the creative atmosphere inside
Building 29 and what a welcome break it
is from the competitive academic world.
"A critical mass’, is how one member
describes the group. "The rate of ideas
and useful information goes up exponen-
tially. When I reach a dead end, I know
who the expert on Jason is."

Bm Jason members also face criticism
from opponents of academic involvement
in military issues. Members have had their
homes picketed by anti-military demons-
trators. A consultancy fee of around $500
a day helps to provide some compensa-
tion. But current Jason chairman Will
Happer, an experimental physicist at
Princeton University, says members
receive a better reward by providing a
non-military voice in defence matters.
"There are very few ways an academic
scientist has an influence on defense
matters now ~ especially on classified
matters. Jason is one of the few ways left."

Robert Buderl
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Don’t Miss the HDTV Boat

Your editorial "HDTV: A Better Buggy
Whip" ["The Week," July 14] trivial-
ires the debate over government’s role
in reviving our �onsumer electronics in-
dustry.

You ask: "If HDTV is such a promis-
ing idea, why does it need all these
government subsidies?" Innovation in the
electroni~ field will undoubtedly come
primarily from the private seczor, with
or without government financial involve-
ment, but the last vestiges of our con-
sumer electronic~ ind~try are in danger
of disappearing. Our foreign competitor~
are not encumbered by our tax disin-
centives and antitrust policies, and they
have acee~ to significantly cheaper cap-
ital. If American industry is going to
enter the HDTV thigh-definition televi-
sion] market, there needs to be a range
of government policy support, perhaps
even some financial support matched by
industry on at least a one-to-one basis.
This is not unrealistic given a $64-billion
annual federal R&D budget that is most-
ly obsolete in i~ priorities.

The question you should be asking is:
To what extent i~ our defense and eco-
nomic security at stake .if we are not i6
the HDTV market in the twenty-first
century? On the defense side, the ~mi-
conductor chip that provides the brain-
power for HDTV performs the same
function in radar dbplays and high-per-
formance aircraft. Conservative~ usually

¯ endorse government spending for impor-
tant defen.~-related technologies. The Stra-
tegic Defense Initiative is a good exam-
ple. So is the Stealth bomber. Why not
HD’rV?

While it’s true that "U.S. industry
already inve~ting its own money in tele-
computers and fiber optics," federal R&D
funding was essentia| to the eari~, devel-
opment of the digital computer and com-
puter networlc%.

On the economic side. HDTV, and
eventual merger with personal cumputers,
could provide an "end-use" market that
would dominate the semiconductor in-
du.~7 like nothing we’ve ever ~ecn. In
terms of global high-tech trade and the
high-paying jobs it generate~ to miss out
on HDTV is to miss out on the twenty-
first century. We would" do well to boost
these advanced "consumer" electronics,
which are central to our global competi-
tiveness and to better jobs for tomorrow.
In short, if we do not enter the fray
now, we could become a very advanced
Third World nation exporting agricultur-



¯ Physicist Richard Garwinis akey shaper of America’s doomsday
. weapons, Unlike the secrecy-loving pentagon, he thinks the missile race has reached

a lunatic stage that cries ofit forpublic.scrutiny and a new SALT treaty

"~ach summer 40 of the best
,1~ physical scientists in Ameri-
.ca vanish from their usual haunts
and turn up at a. private sch. ool in
La Jolla, California. For seven.
weeks they meet in small panels,
s~eking answers to hard ques-
.tions about national defense--
.discussing everything.from anti-
submarine warfare to satellite
communications, from nuclear
warhead guidance to particle-
beam "death rays."

It is a beautiful and peaceful
setting. The Bishop’s Schools’
white Spanish-style buildings
stand on broad lawns, shaded by
pines and palms. The Pacific

. Ocean thunders ~igainst 200-foot
cliffs a quarter mile away. But
the scientists think about the un-
thinkable behind locked and
guai’ded doors in rooms that are :

identity cards, Use ScrambieF tele’p~ones and seeure com-
puters, and keep their doeumems in armored, double-
locked filing cabinets. "

Thegroup, whieh was established in 1960] is called
Jason, after the legendary seeker of th~ Golden Fleece~
Membership is by invitation only and is highly prized.
The Jasons are drawn f0~ themost part from the nation’s.
leading universities. Their number includcsboth eminent.
physicists like Freeman Dyson of Princeton, theauthor of
Disturbing the Uniuerse, and younger m~n whose fa~ne is
still before them. Their task is to provide hnswe~s..to majo~

TOM BUCKLEY, a veteran New York Times ~e~rter, ,
h~s writte~ frequentl~ for this magazine on ~ubjects ranging from
remcarnatton to the e~pibnage novels of John le CarrY. .. : ..

technical questiofis posed by the
Department of Defense and .by
the Department. of Efiergy,
which.has the ’responsibility for
building nuclear warheads.

’.The/:hairman’ofJason’s steer-
ing committee, which chooses the
proje.cts it will undertake, is
Richard Garwin, 52, a soft-spok-
en experimental physicist who is
alsb’ one of the country’s preemi-
nent experts on’ the technology
and.strategy of nuclear weapons.

Garwin was introduced to that’
dat:k w, orld in 1950, shortly after
receiving his doctorate at the
University of Chicago,. when he
spent a summer at the weapong
laboratory at Los Alamos, New
Mexico. Since 1952 he has also

TOM BUCKLEY              held a yariety of full-time assign-

PHOTOGRAPHS BY.JOHN MARMARAS merits, includinga year as direc-
tor of a,,p, plied research with the

an IBM Fellow, Garwin is permitted to do whatever he
thinks Us.eful, and he divides his time, in equal parts,
among ¯corporate. affairs, teaching public policy at Har-
vard and physics at Columbia, and serving as.a govern-
ment consultant on defense matter~ at the highest level.
Because Garwin generally works seven long days a week
and seldom takes a vacation, his schedule comes close to

In. recent years Garwin has undertai~en a fourth task.
Tha(is to make known his views on nuclear strategy and.

: "tec!mology outside the¯guarded conference rooms and¯
~ labgratories, "If wecan have informed public debate

about the things that tan be discusged publicly, and almost
all of the’m can be," he told me, "we’ll come to much better
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