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P.R. DE LUNA
RED DEER COLLEGE

Bureaucratic Opposition as a Factor in
Truman’s Failure to Achieve a
Columbia Valley Authority

Although the Truman Administration during the years 1949 to 1952 publicly
espoused liberal electric power goals, it did not, on balance, compile an
impressive record of achievement in this area.! Federal generating capacity,
production of electric power and miles of transmission lines were increased
considerably during this period;> however, in a number of efforts, the
Government failed to achieve its goals or had to compromise with private
power interests. For example, it was unable to win Congressional approval for
steam plants for the Pacific Northwest and the Central Valley of California
and to reserve the remaining choice power sites for Federal development.
Furthermore, private power and its advocates managed to impede a number of
Federally planned transmission systems and to force the Government to
conclude “‘wheeling contracts,”” which allowed private utilities to purchase
Federally produced power and distribute it over their own lines. In addition,
the Administration did not succeed in establishing any new valley authorities
as a means of solving the river basin organizational problem.?

3

An important contributing factor in many of these failures was opposition
to specific programs from within the executive branch itself or from
regulatory agencies of the Government. As an illustration, this paper will
focus on one case where a concerted effort was made by Administration
officials to achieve an important aim of liberals in the area of public power —
the attempt to apply the Tennessee Valley Authority example to the Columbia
River Valley.

How valley authorities came to be included on the liberal agenda is a
story about which much could be and has been written.* Here, by way of
introduction to this specific topic, it will suffice to discuss briefly American
liberalism in general and then the liberal attitude toward natural resources and
valley authorities in particular.

Mid-century American liberals were those individuals whose

predecessors in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had rejected
both the old laissez faire capitalism, which emphasized individual freedom
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and equality of opportunity, on the one hand, as well as compulsory
centralized planning and nationalization of industries, on the other. Instead,
these reformers chose a center path within the capitalist system. From the
farmer-dominated Greenbackers, Grangers and Populists of the late
nineteenth century to the broadened group called Progressives, which
included laborers, farmers, middle class professionals and intellectuals, of the
early twentieth century, down to the New Deal liberals of the thirties, such
reform called for government power acting positively to promote the general
welfare of the people. Thus would the old liberal ends of individual liberty
and equality of opportunity be realized.®

Far from monolithic regarding the amount and methods of using this
governmental power, twentieth century liberalism paradoxically included
those who took a corporate or bureaucratic approach to reform as well as those
who followed a humanitarian approach. The former would provide a secure
society for the people through efficient management of business and
government, while the latter would seek ways of restoring democracy and
protecting individual rights.® Furthermore, three methods of effecting
corporate reform emerged as a means of achieving a more equitable system.
One would break up trusts and by legislation force business back to a more
competitive position; a second would rely on government regulation to control
corporations so that underprivileged sectors of society would be protected; a
third called for business self-regulation by allowing trade associations,
rationalization of business in the interest of efficiency, upgrading of ethics and
solving social problems.”

Building on its progressive base, liberalism during the New Deal
developed the idea of a social welfare state with the Government supplying a
social security system, promoting education and acting as a broker between
such functional groups in society as business, agriculture and labor.
Following some shifts in emphasis, the liberal program in 1941 still reflected
its paradoxical heritage. It included a concern for small farmers and laborers,
a program to redistribute wealth through taxation, compensatory government
spending, some government planning, token restoration of competition, a
social security system and the idea of counter-organization.®

During World War II, the New Deal had to take a back seat to the war
effort.? But in the latter years of the conflict, liberals began to plan for
resumption of the domestic reform program of the Roosevelt years once
peace was restored. During this period, the group of liberals, influenced by
Alvin Hansen, which advocated the latter New Deal methods of limited
intervention of government and Keynesian emphasis on fiscal and monetary
policy, gained ascendancy over the Thorstein Veblen inspired and smaller
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group, which preferred direct and detailed governmental, social and economic
planning.'® An important liberal leader, Hansen, who was a Harvard
economist, publicist and consultant to the Federal Reserve Board and the
National Resources Planning Board, advocated using such methods that
would preserve capitalism, strengthen the country and enrich the lives of the
people. Examples included low-cost housing, urban renewal, a Federal
highway system, public health facilities, sufficient old-age benefits, flood
control and electric power programs.!!

At mid-century, liberal philosophy regarding the natural resources of the
country called for insuring that they be developed for the greatest good of the
greatest number. Thus, they would have to be protected against
monopolization by special interests for private gain. In an economic program
of American liberals, published in 1948 and enttled Saving American
Capitalism, the administrator of the Rural Electrification Association, Morris
Llewellyn Cooke, stated that a country’s resources are ‘‘a matter of general
public rather than restricted private concern,’” and he stressed the importance
of placing the improvement of the social and economic lives of the people
above the money or market value of a project.'?

On the specific matter of electric power, liberals believed that since the
amount of electric energy available was directly related to the support of a
larger population with a high standard of living, as the Tennessee Valley
Authority had demonstrated, low cost Federal power should be made
available to the many. This would require additional, direct governmental
involvement in the generation and sale of electrical energy because of the
tremendous size and scope of some multiple purpose river development and
an expected shortage of power as home and industrial use increased.?

In 1948, a leading public power liberal, Carlton L. Nau, Executive
Director of the American Public Power Association, spelled out some of the
specifics for a public power program:

1. A continuation of multi-purpose river valley development, designed
to produce as much electric power as feasible. But the important
thing is to market the power in such a way that it lifts the total
economy of a region, promotes higher standards of living, and
encourages greater industrial development. This includes the right to
build transmission lines to power markets . . .

2. Completion of the job of rural electrification.

3. Positive action to assure the establishment of a favorable body of law
within which public power can serve.
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4. Insistence upon better regulation of private companies but
dependence upon competition, through yardstick plants and
otherwise, for protection of the public interest.

Private power had altered its response to the liberal program since the
days prior to the New Deal when it had enjoyed great monopoly strength. It
continued to attack the public power program, especially the valley authority
idea, with the rhetoric of socialism and super-government, a strategy that put
many Administration officials on the defensive once the McCarthy
accusations of Communism in government got underway in 1950. However,
private power advocates no longer argued that government should not build
the very large dams or that it was impossible to have flood control and
hydro-electric power in the same project. They did maintain that private
industry should be allowed to develop individual water power sites when
capital was available and the job not too big and, secondly, that government
should not be involved in the business aspects of the electric power field.
Most private power companies now admitted defeat on the argument that
power should be sold at the dams as falling water, which would have
eliminated government from both generation and t(transmission of
hydro-electric power. Hence, they concentrated during this period on trying to
gain control of transmission of Federally-produced power, contending that
this aspect definitely fell into the category of a business operation that private
industry could easily perform.*

|

When Harry S. Truman was inaugurated in January 1949, the future
looked bright for liberalism generally and for public power in particular. This
had not always been the case throughout his first Administration, which began
in April 1945, when he succeeded to the Presidency upon the death of
Franklin D. Roosevelt. During his first two years, Truman committed himself
to the domestic program of his predecessor and called for a long list of reform
measures, including a permanent Fair Employment Practices Committee, full
employment legislation, a broadened social security program and a Federal
health scheme. However, due to a split in his own party, an inherited
anti-New Deal coalition in Congress, a polarization of liberalism and, after
1946, a Congressional Republican majority, the President failed to act
decisively to further his own program.!6

Having abandoned any hope for Congressional action on his proposals,
Truman concentrated during the last half of 1947 and in 1948 on creating a
liberal record for the fall election fight. Some critics suggested that the liberal,
large-scale program for social and economic reform that he put before
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Congress was intended merely to gain votes.'” However, his campaign for the
Presidency convinced most liberals of his sincerity. In it, he endorsed the
liberal power policies of Franklin Roosevelt and accused Republicans of
trying to reverse New Deal gains in reclamation and power.'® Apparently
winning by denouncing the Republican controlled Eighty-first Congress and
by equating that body with Republicanism, Truman helped to bring about a
Democratic majority.'® This change augured well for public power liberalism
since Democrats had a better record on the issue than did Republicans.2??

Furthermore, once elected, Truman intended to follow up on his
campaign promises. Four days after his victory he told his cabinet that he
expected their cooperation in making these assurances a reality. A further
indication of the President’s determination to support a liberal power program
was his promise in his 1949 State of the Union Message of a *‘fair deal from
the Government’’ to each citizen and segment of society and his inclusion
among a number of liberal goals one of ‘‘resource development and public
power.”"?! In May, Truman sent word to the American Public Power
Association that the Federal government must do its part in developing the
power resources of the country, which he termed **vital to the happiness, the
welfare and the security of our people.’'*?

Despite these promising beginnings, Truman often failed to make
straightforward and concerted attempts to achieve immediate public power
goals during his full term from 1949 to 1952. Part of the explanation can be
found in his understanding of what was possible in Congress where he never
had a real working majority for power liberalism, the split in his own party
and his desire to avoid political issues in the interests of Democratic success in
the next election.?® In the few instances when the President and his Secretaries
of the Interior did make positive attempts to achieve liberal power goals, as in
the effort to establish a Columbia Valley Administration, they usually failed,
often largely because of executive branch in-fighting.

I

Since the conservation movement of the progressive period, reformers
had been urging that river valleys be developed in a comprehensive and
integrated way for the achievement of maximum protection, preservation and
use of all of their resources and in such a way as to benefit all the people to
whom these resources belonged. The Tennessee Valley Authority experiment
had proved a successful method of achieving such goals; therefore, many
liberals hoped that similar organizational structures could be applied to the
other major river valleys in the nation. A minority of liberals also saw valley
authorities as a means of counterbalancing the increasing trend toward
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consolidation by private companies and as a step toward an organized
economy directed mainly by the government.’* President Roosevelt had
recommended in 1933 that other units similar to the Tennessee Valley
Authority be developed, and in early 1937 and again in October 1944 he
called for regional authorities for seven other river valleys in the country.?®
Therefore, in 1945, most liberals considered the extension of the Tennessee
Valley Authority idea to be an unfulfilled promise of the New Deal.?¢

Disagreement came on the organizational structure of the proposed
authorities. The old progressive Harold L. Ickes, Secretary of the Interior
under F.D.R. and for about a year under Truman, favored placing a single
administrator at the head of each authority but with all heads and their
agencies placed under the central administration of the Interior Department.
Others, such as T.V.A. chairman David Lilienthal, believed the authorities
should be run by three-man boards situated in the region and reporting directly
to the President.?’

During his first Administration, Truman had appeared to favor the idea
of regional authorities. In speeches to various groups, letters released to the
press and messages to Congress, he supported in general such organizational
structures for the Missouri and Columbia Valleys and reaffirmed his approval
of the Tennessee Valley Authority.?®

In Congress, Senator James Murray (Democrat, Montana) continued his
practice, begun in 1944, of introducing bills to create a Missouri Valley
Authority. Senator Hugh Mitchell (Democrat, Washington) introduced a bill
authorizing a Columbia Valley Authority in 1945, and Murray introduced a
similar one in 1947. None, however, made any headway in Congress.?®

After having carried ten out of eleven Western states, where he had made
resources policy a major issue in his 1948 campaign, Truman felt he had a
mandate to carry out Federal river valley development in the West. Although
he had not specifically advocated additional T.V.A.’s during the campaign,
Truman did say in Seattle, ‘I have urged time and time again that the TVA
experience shows the way in which we should move in other great river

basins.”’3 In his January 5 State of the Union Message, he reiterated this
position.3!

Although the President wrote privately that he was interested in the
Missouri River, the Red River and the Central Valley of California, as well as
in the Columbia River, it was the Columbia that most interested him and his
advisors. An authority here, they felt, stood the best chance of winning
acceptance. Therefore, shortly after his inauguration, Truman directed his
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Secretaries of Interior, Agriculture and Commerce; the Acting Director of the
Bureau of the Budget and the Chairman of the Council of Economic Advisors
to prepare a bill that would create an organization for the Columbia Valley.
Presidential administrative assistant, Charles S. Murphy, was named to
coordinate the work, while Secretary of the Interior, Julius A. Krug, was
given the responsibility of presenting the legislative proposals to Congress.?®

With the announcement of these activities, public and private power
advocates squared off for battle. The private utility industry readied itself for
what it termed an *‘imposition of an ideological threat unequaled since the
creation of the Tennessee Valley Authority.’’® Purcell L. Smith, president of
the National Association of Electrical Companies, called the plan an effort to
create a ‘‘superstate,”’ and Colonel H.S. Bennion, managing director, Edison
Electric Institute, warned that a Columbia Valley Authority would jeopardize

water rights that belonged to the people of the West under their state laws.3*

In the Northwest, private utilities and other business spokesmen through
Chambers of Commerce and the Pacific Northwest Development Association
quickly publicized their opposition to such a plan. The general belief among
these groups was that the inter-agency set-up was sufficient for administrative
purposes.®® This arrangement had evolved on a Federal level in 1943 when the
Federal Inter-Agency River Basin Committee was established to try to fill
organizational vacuums. Representatives of Federal agencies and departments
concerned with water resource development — the Departments of Interior
and of Agriculture, the Army Corps of Engineers, the Bureau of the Budget
and the Federal Power Commission — met monthly to exchange information
and coordinate their river basin planning activities and operations.?® Regional
sub-committees were subsequently formed, including the Missouri Basin
Inter-Agency Committee in 1945 and the Columbia Basin Inter-Agency
Committee in 1946. Membership on the latter included a representative from
the Departments of Interior, Commerce and Agriculture; Army Corps of
Engineers; Federal Power Commission and the Bonneville Power
Administration. Governors of the seven states lying wholly or in part in the
Columbia Basin, or their representatives, could attend the meetings. These
committees had advisory and information-sharing powers only; they could
decide no important policy matters. Those who favored keeping this
arrangement rather than instituting a Columbia Valley Authority argued that
all that was required additionally for development of the river valley was a
long-range plan adopted by Congress with funds set aside for each phase of
the plan to be completed on schedule.??

Considerable opposition to the plan came from quarters other than the
business sector in the Pacific Northwest, as well. The governors of Oregon,
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Idaho, Wyoming and Washington all sent messages to the President
disapproving of a Columbia Valley Authority on the grounds that the states
did not wish to relinquish their autonomy and their natural resources.
Republicans generally opposed such an organizational structure as did the
Farm Bureau Federation, a large portion of the press and reclamation groups
in the area.®

Furthermore, reports from the Northwest to the White House indicated
that many people in the area who wanted some kind of coordinating agency
did not want one modeled on the Tennessee Valley Authority, an autonomous
body with broad powers dealing with control, conservation and development
of water resources and responsible only to the President and Congress. Partly
because the Army Corps of Engineers had just completed a comprehensive
report on a plan for the development of the Columbia Valley and because of a
feeling that this might be sufficient, many Granges, public utility districts and
private citizens feared loss of control to a T.V.A. type corporation. Even a
majority of Federal officials in the field, although aware that they would have
to follow the views of their superiors in Washington, seemed to favor a
compromise. A number of them advocated authoritative coordination of
activities then being conducted by Federal agencies either through the
Bonneville Power Administration or the Executive Office of the President.?®

Truman and his aides, however, were not discouraged by this opposition.
The President wrote to a friend:

Naturally | would pay no attention to statements made by the Republican
governors of Washington and Oregon. [ think the people in those two states are
entitled to the development of the great River Valley and I am going to try to get it
done. ¥

Furthermore, Truman was heartened by the expressions of approval sent him
by labor organizations in the area, farmers’ unions;Granges, the Washington
State House of Representatives and fifteen Oregon state legislators.*!
Assistant Secretary of the Interior C. Girard Davidson, a former employee of
the Bonneville Power Administration and a zealous supporter of a Columbia
Valley Authority, who had been assigned by Krug to work with Murphy, was
even pleased with the situation:

The fight is shaping up in an excellent manner. So far the Republicans and
private utilities are against it and the Democrats, labor and farmers are for it. What
more could we ask ?*2

Neither did the opposition that became apparent in the committee
appointed to draft the bill deter Truman in his determination to present a
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Tennessee Valley Authority type bill to Congress. Several of the agencies and
departments represented on the committee disagreed on certain aspects of the
proposal, mainly on ‘ ‘how the Columbia Valley Authority should be related to
the ‘functional’ agencies of Government’’ and whether operational powers
should be vested in the body.** The Department of Agriculture, for example,
recommended that the organization be given only coordinating and
supervisory responsibilities rather than operational authority. Since the
Department of Agriculture had itself often insisted that land resources must be
considered as an integral part of comprehensive river valley planning, it
feared that its property and land functions would be transferred to a Columbia
Valley Authority.** The Department of Commerce, which was interested
chiefly in the production of cheap and abundant power in order to enhance
economic development of the Northwest, wanted such a body to have power
to plan and build dams, control the flow of water through them and conduct a
strong power distribution program, but it opposed giving the authority powers
so broad that it would create serious problems with regard to functional
reorganization of the Federal government.

However, the two agencies that provided the most serious opposition to
the President’s plan and that played the key role in the bureaucratic
maneuvering that contributed to its defeat were the Corps of Engineers in the
Department of the Army and the Bureau of Reclamation in the Department of
the Interior. Often in conflict with each other, these two agencies were united
in their opposition to the establishment of an organization similar to the
T.V.A. in the Columbia Valley.

The Army Corps of Engineers, in its civil functions (which were entirely
separate from its military functions), carried primary responsibility for the
design, building and operation of flood control and navigation improvement
projects on rivers and other waterways. Since these were its primary concerns,
the Engineers had little interest in multiple-resource development and
optimum power development, even though since 1936 they had the authority
to build multi-purpose projects and since 1938 to build power facilities.
Furthermore, the Corps tended to view each project almost entirely from the
point of view of the benefits that would accrue to a certain local area
represented by a Congressman who was backing the particular development. 8

The Engineers had this attitude toward resource development partly
because of their special relationship with members of Congress and partly
because of the manner in which their projects were approved. Although in
theory responsible to the President as a part of the executive branch, the Corps
for many years had been able largely to evade Presidential authority and
instead maintained a responsibility to Congress, particularly to certain
individual members and committees.*’
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The Engineers and the Public Works Committees of both Houses of the
Congress held an interlocking relationship since it was to these committees
that legislators, responding to pressure from their home districts for a certain
project, went to get a survey authorized and that the Chief of Engineers sent
his report on the proposed work. The committee approached, in turn, did not
act on any project that did not receive a favorable report from the Chief.
Because the Corps’ projects were good vote getters, many Congressmen,
including a number of those on the key committees concerned with public
power, supported the Corps and its single-purpose, pork-barrel projects as
opposed to liberal power proposals such as the consolidation of public power
functions in one Government agency and multiple-purpose resource
development. Furthermore, members of such key committees as the Public
Works and Appropriations Committees served as officers in the National
Rivers and Harbors Congress, an organization that opposed most of the liberal
public power program, including valley authorities and executive
reorganization of governmental power functions.*®

The Bureau of Reclamation was the other agency concerned with the
planning and building of water resource development projects. Its primary
interest was irrigation since it was charged with the task of administering
Federal reclamation laws in the seventeen states west of the one-hundredth
meridian. However, the Bureau’s program included not just single-purpose
projects but also complete multiple-purpose projects and dual power and
irrigation projects that obtained their water supply from reservoirs built by the
Corps of Engineers.*® The Bureau also marketed the power produced at its
own projects, as well as that from those built by the Corps of Engineers, with
the exception of the power produced in the area of the Bonneville Power
Administration, a marketing agency that had been created in 1940 to dispose
of power generated at the Bonneville project on the Columbia River.

Like the Corps of Engineers, the Bureau was jealous of its own powers
and therefore opposed any system of river basin organization that would
eliminate its functions and properties. However, its philosophy of river basin
development and public power coincided with that of liberals more often than
did that of the Engineers. It was, for example, genuinely interested in and
involved with comprehensive river basin development.>°

The Bureau did not enjoy the close relationship with committees and
members of Congress that the Engineers did, partly because of the differing
procedures for authorization of projects. Unlike the Corps, the Bureau of
Reclamation planned and initiated its own projects and asked the Secretary of
the Interior for approval. The report eventually went to the President through
the Bureau of the Budget and then to the House of Representatives, where it
was referred to the Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs.!
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When the matter of the authority for the Columbia Valley was being
considered by the executive branch in early 1949, both the Army Corps of
Engineers and the Bureau of Reclamation informed the President that they
opposed the establishment of a T.V.A. type authority in the Columbia Valley.
Their opposition was understandable since such an organization would mean
the transference to the new authority of their agencies’ responsibilities for the
building and operating of dams, irrigation works and power facilities.*?

For nearly a decade, both agencies had been quietly working to forestall
the establishment of additional valley authorities in the country. In 1941, after
he had helped draft bills to create regional authorities in the Southwest and in
the Columbia Valley and had seen these measures die in committee, David
Lilienthal wrote:

It has been impossible to get a bill through Congress . . . because the Bureau of
Reclamation and the Corps of Enginecers have more political influence than the
people themselves are able to express.>

In 1945, the liberal Nation charged that the two agencies had made a
“‘clandestine alliance’” to oppose the creation of river valley authorities.
Referring to this statement, Bonneville Power Administrator, Paul Raver,
complained the following year that although Bureau officials were careful not
to contradict departmental policy in public, they never endorsed the idea of
valley authorities either.*

Bureau Commissioner Michael Straus had been an early supporter of the
inter-agency committee approach to river basin organizational problems as a
means of avoiding valley authorities. In 1946, he praised the committee plan to
state engineers in Wyoming and warned that if the system failed, there would
be an increased demand for valley authorities. This, he said, would be a
‘‘punishment that fits our crime.’’5°

Corps of Engineers’ officials also had a long record of working to defeat
an authority in the Columbia Valley. In 1946, when the Corps was
considering postponement of the target date of October 1948 for its Columbia
‘308" (comprehensive) review,” the Assistant Chief of Engineers cautioned
the Division Engineer in the region, Colonel Theron D. Weaver, to take into
consideration the ‘‘possibility that an Engineers Department report containing
an up-to-date comprehensive plan” might be necessary ‘‘to keep the
Department in a sound position with respect to proposals for a Columbia
Valley Authority.”’7

In December 1947 Weaver wrote the Chief of Engineers that ‘‘positive
measures’” must be taken to combat a Columbia Valley Authority and
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suggested as one means the strengthening of the Columbia Basin
Inter-Agency Committee by making the governors full members. The Chief
agreed that action was needed and that one step would be to invigorate the
committee; however, he did not approve Weaver’s plan for fear that the
governors might gain too much power as full members. But he did urge
Weaver to do all possible to make the governors aware ‘‘of the ‘Authority’
threat’” so as to win their support of the committee.*®

During the drafting of the Administration proposal for a Columbia Valley
organizational structure in February and March 1949, the Army recommended
that instead of creating an_authority, the Columbia Basin Inter-Agency
Committee be granted power ‘‘to formulate programs and submit

recommendations to the President and to Congress.”>® Smarting because his
agency was not ‘‘asked to participate in the drafting,”’ the Commissioner of

the Bureau of Reclamation objected that the suggested proposal appeared to
require that the Bureau abdicate its ‘‘responsibility for the nation’s
water-resources conservation and use program in the West,”” a step that he
certainly would not recommend. Straus suggested that the Columbia Valley
Administration be made a part of the Department of the Interior and that the
Corps of Engineers be required to use the services of the Bureau in
investigation, construction, operation and maintenance of projects.®’

Congressman Hugh B. Mitchell (Democrat, Washington), who had
introduced the original Columbia Valley Authority bill a few years earlier
when he was in the Senate, realized the extent and possible danger of the
opposition from various executive branch agencies. In a letter to the President
he charged that the Bonneville Power Administration, the Corps of Engineers
and the Bureau of Reclamation were the real foes of the plan for a Columbia
Valley Administration and that they were killing chances for it because they
feared such an organization would replace them in the region.®

Despite such opposition to an authority similar to the T.V.A. and to the
one proposed in the original Mitchell bill, the Administration plan did not in
substance differ a great deal from those models. The Columbia Valley
Administration would be set up as a government corporation with a general
manager, appointed by the directors and responsible for operations.
Employees would have to be hired on a merit basis without regard for their
political affiliations. The head office would be located in the region and two
of the three directors required to be residents of that region. The powers of the
administrative body would include construction and operation of projects with
the view toward improving navigation; preventing and controlling floods;
producing, transmitting and selling electric power at wholesale rates;
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conserving and reclaiming lands, wildlife, fish and mineral resources and
making payments instead of taxes to state and local governments.%®

However, the Administration was anxious to avoid the criticism of
“‘super-government’” and loss of local control that had been leveled at the
Mitchell bill. Emphasis was placed, therefore, on the argument that no new
powers would be given the Federal government; rather, powers which it
already had would merely be relocated in the Columbia Valley area, thus
providing more rather than less grass roots control. The substitution of the
word ‘‘Administration’” for ‘‘Authority’” in the title of the proposal
undoubtedly was meant to reflect this idea.

President Truman was careful to stress this aspect of local control in his
request to Congress on April 13, 1949 for the establishment of a Columbia
Valley Administration. In his statement, Truman noted that the coordination
of activities of the Federal agencies that had long participated in the resource
development of the Northwest had presented “‘a difficult organizational
problem’’ and asked for legislation that would allow the Federal government
to deal more effectively with the task of development and conservation of the
resources of the area. He further requested the Congress to be guided by two
principal objectives: (1) that there should be *‘unified treatment of the related
resources within each natural area of the country’” and (2) that there should be
the “‘greatest decentralization of Federal powers and the greatest possible
local participation in their exercise.’’%

Four separate Columbia Valley Administration bills were subsequently
introduced into Congress: H.R. 4286 and H.R. 4287 in the House and S. 1631
and S. 1645 in the Senate. On introducing S. 1645, Senator Warren G.
Magnuson (Democrat, Washington) explained that the measure provided for
an administration ‘‘somewhat similar to what has been set up for the
development of the Tennessee Valley. ' But, he noted, it differed from the
Authority there in two ways. First, a new agency with new powers would not
be established; rather, existing Federal powers would be reorganized to
function more efficiently. Secondly, the powers of the Administration would
not be as all-inclusive as those of the T.V.A. since only some of the Federal
establishments in the regions would be included in the reorganization. The
Senator also told his colleagues that the proposed Administration would take
over all projects and properties of the Bonneville Power Administration, the
Corps of Engineers and the Bureau of Reclamation in the basin and would be
responsible for preparing unified plans and programs which it would then
recommend to the President for his budget. These proposals would then be
sent to Congress for approval.®® The four bills differed from the executive
branch final draft in only one respect: while the President’s measure provided
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for Civil Service coverage, these bills exempted personnel from it but
provided for similar protection.%

Among other measures introduced that pertained to a Columbia Valley
Authority, one by Senator Harry P. Cain (Republican, Washington), a
long-time foe of such a body, was regarded as a threat to the Administration’s
proposal. Cain’s bill (S. 1595) would have effectuated the so-called
Newell-Weaver scheme. This plan, which was an agreement between the
Corps of Engineers and the Bureau of Reclamation on ‘*Columbia River Basin
Principles and Responsibilities for the Comprehensive Plan of
Development,”” had been sent to the President on April 11, 1949 — just two
days before Truman transmitted his message to Congress recommending a
Columbia Valley Administration.®?

With this agreement, the two erstwhile antagonists had joined forces in
the face of a common threat, consummating what some observers called a
‘‘shotgun marriage.”” The two agencies had been working on their own
separate reports for Columbia Basin development for some time, and the
Corps had twice refused to cooperate with the Bureau on the matter.5®
However, when plans for Truman’s proposal to Congress began to unfold, the
two agencies agreed in December, 1948 to correlate their respective plans for
development of the basin. Assistant Secretary of the Interior Davidson first
heard of the agreement through the newspapers and reprimanded Straus for
the leak and for allowing the implication to be drawn that the Department of
the Interior had already approved the joint plan. Warning the Commissioner to
refrain from publicizing the Newell-Weaver plan until the Interior Department
could study it, he directed Straus to remind his employees of ‘‘the
departmental policy in support of a Columbia Valley Authority.”’5®

Straus defended his actions by assuring his superiors that the agreement
concerned no operations or policy but only technical and minor differences.
He wrote Secretary Krug that he had feared that one day he would be placed in
just such a dilemma regarding support of a Columbia Valley Authority, but
reminded him that the Secretary had earlier reassured him by laying down
“‘clear policy that . . . the Bureau of Reclamation . . . would not be expected
either to oppose or support Authority legislation.”’™

The reply came from Davidson. Repeating his original instructions to the
Commissioner, the Assistant Secretary added curtly that he knew ““of no
statement of the Secretary’s or anyone else’” that exempted Straus from taking
such orders.™
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President Truman perceived that the timing of the presentation of the
Newell-Weaver report was crucial. If he were to approve this plan now and
Congress were to put it into effect, one of the main arguments in favor of a
Columbia Valley Administration would be demolished in the minds of many
— the existence of a conflict between the Corps of Engineers and the Bureau
of Reclamation over how and by whom the Columbia Valley should be
developed. In light of this threat to his plan, the President apparently decided
that he must delay presentation of the combined report to Congress until his
proposal could be acted upon. On April 12 he informed Secretary Krug that
since the Newell-Weaver report was a matter that in several ways bore upon
his Columbia Valley proposal, he believed that ‘‘nothing should be done with
the Agreement for the time being,”” but rather should be delayed until he had a
chance to study it further.” By April 18, Truman had made his decision. He
wrote Krug and the Secretary of the Army, Kenneth C. Royall, that he viewed
their report as “‘merely an interim step in the preparation of reports’” that were
to be submitted to him at a later date; therefore, he felt that it was unnecessary
to approve the agreement at the present time.™

On May 27, hearings opened before the Committees on Public Works of
both Houses on the bills to establish a Columbia Valley Administration. At
these hearings and elsewhere, Secretary of the Interior Krug and his Assistant
Secretary, C. Girard Davidson, worked diligently on behalf of the executive
branch proposal. Krug, for example, told a press conference on March 12 that
he favored it very much and in a speech to the American Public Power
Association on May 12, he called the Columbia Valley Administration
proposal ‘‘the most important public power move of the decade.””™ Krug led
off the argument in favor of the plan before the Senate committee, and
Davidson testified on its behalf for several days before both committees.™

However, the Office of the Secretary of the Interior was the only part of
the executive branch that enthusiastically backed the plan. The Corps of
Engineers and the Bureau of Reclamation were the most definite and effective
in their opposition, even though it had to be largely surreptitious. However,
lack of support from other agencies and departments also had a negative
effect. For example, the Secretaries of Commerce and of the Army showed
restraint in endorsing the bill when testifying before the Congressional
committees as asked to do by the Interior Department. Under sharp and
persistent questioning by Representative Homer Angell (Republican,
Oregon), Secretary Gray left the impression that he supported the
Administration’s bill because as a member of the team, he was expected to do
$0.7 When asked by the two committee chairmen to state their opinions in
writing, these two department heads were even less positive. The Secretary of
Commerce wrote the Senate committee chairman merely that he favored the
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bill. In a letter to the House committee counterpart, he listed some of the good
points of the proposal but gave no definite recommendation. In his statement,
the Sécretary of the Army made no positive recommendation that the
legislation be passed.”™

Other executive branch employees actually worked at cross purposes to
the President’s stated policy. Included were representatives of Federal
agencies on the Columbia Basin Inter-Agency Committee and its parent
organization, the Federal Inter-Agency River Basin Committee. The latter
body was asked by Assistant Secretary Davidson’s office to prepare a
statement regarding its background and accomplishments for use by the
Congressional committees considering the Columbia Valley Administration
bills. The resulting report was a biased view of the Inter-Agency Committee
role in river basin development. Since it credited the committees with a
coordinating function and with success as arbiters of jurisdictional conflicts
that they did not deserve, executive branch supporters of the Columbia Valley
Administration proposal feared that the report would hurt the plan’s chances
for success in Congress because opponents could use the document as
evidence that the inter-agency committees could solve any coordination
problems. For this reason, the Interior Department did not transmit the
statement to Congress. As a result, no unbiased description of the
Inter-Agency Committees’ failures as well as their successes from these
bodies themselves was made available to the legislators who were studying
the advantages and disadvantages of the Columbia Valley Administration as
compared with the inter-agency approach.”™ Thus many opponents of the
President’s proposal for the Columbia continued to argue with considerable
success, as foes of valley authorities elsewhere had, that the inter-agency
committee already established in the area could solve organizational
problems.”™

However, it was the joint plan of the Corps of Engineers and the Bureau
of Reclamation that constituted the most effective weapon against the
proposal for a Columbia Valley Administration. One indication that the
executive branch considered this to be the case was that Interior Secretary
Krug and Assistant Secretary Davidson felt compelled to state repeatedly in
their testimonies before Congress that this combined report was no substitute
for an administrative mechanism. Krug argued that the Administration was
needed in the Columbia Valley to integrate the ‘‘planning, budgeting, and
operation’’ of the many Federal agencies involved in the development of land
and water resources in the Pacific Northwest, for a coordinated budget for
these activities to be presented to Congress and for decentralization of
authority in dealing with these programs.®® Davidson admitted that the
Newell-Weaver plan was essential for development of the river basin, but he
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emphasized that it provided neither a ‘‘single, unified comprehensive
balanced development program for all of the resources of the region’” nor a
method for ‘‘relating the resources of all the agencies concerned.”” The
proposed Columbia Valley Administration would, he maintained, correct
these deficiencies.®!

When the Congressional hearings opened, the Senate Committee on
Public Works had before it, in addition to the bills dealing with the Columbia
Valley Administration, a measure intended to authorize the Newell-Weaver
plan. By July 1, five such bills had been introduced into Congress. However,
they could not be acted upon because the legislators still had not received the
reports from the executive branch. The reason the President gave publicly for
the delay was that they had not yet been fully studied.®® The fact was,
however, that the White House was stalling. In late June, David Bell, an
administrative assistant in the Office of the President, wrote his superior,
Special Counsel Charles S. Murphy, that the Budget Bureau, which was about
to receive the reports, should be allowed to **go slowly and submit the reports
next session’’ since ‘‘those in Congress who are unfriendly to the bill will try
to force these reports out of the executive branch.’ 83

With the joint report bottled up, efforts were made to tack it on to the
Omnibus Rivers, Harbors and Flood Control Bill. When this failed, friends of
the Corps of Engineers in Congress tried to get authorization for only the
Corps-proposed projects in the Northwest. The Senate Public Works
Committee added to the House approved appropriation of $107,997,000 for
Engineers’ river development works another $142,003,000. At the same time,

it explained that it was still considering the Columbia Valley Administration
bills .8

After the Senate approved the amendments recommended by the
committee in October, the Interior Department and other Columbia Valley
Administration hopefuls became fearful that, as a member of the Washington
State Columbia Basin Commission put it, the Army Engineers were ‘‘so
darned powerful they could shove her on through as is and leave the Interior’s
part of the plan stranded high and dry.’ "% However, Senator Magnuson was
able to get final action on this proposal delayed. The session ended soon
thereafter, and with it went any real chance for a Columbia Valley

Administration.

After the second session of the Eighty-First Congress opened and
President Truman again asked Congress for a Columbia Valley
Administration in his State of the Union Message, the House Interior and
Insular Affairs Committee began holding hearings on an amendment it wished
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to propose to the Omnibus Bill. Its purpose was to include authorization for
Interior reclamation projects in the measure. Meanwhile, the House Public
Works Committee added more amendments authorizing even more Corps of
Engineers projects.?®

Although he instructed the new Secretary of the Interior, Oscar L.
Chapman, through Budget Director Frank C. Pace, to resume efforts to get a
Columbia Valley Administration measure through Congress, Truman realized
by this time that he had been beaten. He apparently concluded that an act
adopting the comprehensive plan of the two agencies for development of the
Columbia Basin would be better than legislation with no coordination of
operations and with Interior Department projects either slighted or omitted
entirely. Therefore, he approved the joint report on February 2, 1950. The
next day Chapman asked Vice-President Alben Barkley to try to obtain Senate
approval of the reclamation projects, a task to which he assigned top priority,
and only mentioned the Columbia Valley Administration as a desirable goal.®”

However, the President lost on all counts. The Omnibus Rivers, Harbors
and Flood Control Bill that came to him for his signature in May neither
authorized the joint plan of the Departments of the Army and Interior nor any
of the Bureau of Reclamation projects. Only those works in the plan that were
to be built by the Corps of Engineers were included. In a special message on
May 22, Truman excoriated Congress for this piecemeal approach to river
basin development and for failing to authorize the Newell-Weaver plan
which, although it constituted no substitute for a Columbia Valley
Administration, would have been ‘‘clearly superior to the partial and
inadequate authorizations contained in this act.’’®8

Furthermore, hopes for an organizational structure modeled on the
T.V.A. for the Northwest were nearly dead by this time. Henceforth, the
Truman Administration paid only lip-service to the idea. On May 11, 1950,
when dedicating the Grand Coulee Dam, the President reaffirmed his approval
of the plan and its place in his Fair Deal. Secretary Chapman reassured
Senator Glen Taylor of Idaho, who planned to run in favor of a Columbia
Valley Administration in the 1950 elections, that it was still a ‘“part of the
President’s program.’’*® However, the plan rapidly lost all chance of
approval. The New York Times in May reported that agitation for the
proposal had greatly diminished, that it was no longer the subject of lively
discussion in the Northwest and that even Secretary Chapman had remarked
that he thought it would be defeated if voted on by the people in the area. The
same newspaper saw Glen Taylor’s defeat in his race for the Democratic
Senate as a symbol of the failure of the one major effort by Truman and the
Interior Department to establish a Valley Authority.®
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Factors that contributed to this failure included the absence of a clear-cut
support in the Pacific Northwest itself, active opposition from most of the
governors in the same area,® the well-organizd campaign by private utilities
to discredit public power in general and unenthusiastic support by some
Federal officials who testified before Congress. However, opposition from the
Bureau of Reclamation and the Army Corps of Engineers, especially their
joint effort in presenting a combined development plan for the Columbia
Valley at the crucial moment when the President’s proposal was being put
before Congress, constituted a key element in the failure of the Second
Truman Administration to advance public power liberalism.

111

There were other instances during these years when Federal agencies
worked to undermine or defeat Administration liberal electric power
programs. One of the chief antagonists was the Army Corps of Engineers.
This agency used its connections with legislators in 1949 and 1950 to block
enactment of a plan for reorganization of the executive branch of government
that would have consolidated all water resource activities in one department; it
offered no support to the Interior Department’s struggle during the Truman
years to save the country’s remaining choice power sites for Federal,
comprehensive river basin development; and in 1952 it helped prevent the
inclusion of a general power policy statement from proposed legislation based
on the report of the President’s Water Resources Policy Commission. %

The Federal Power Commission also helped defeat a number of Interior
Department liberal power aims, particularly with regard to saving choice
power sites. The Commission was one of the so-called independent regulatory
agencies of the Government, and by law no more than three of its five
members could be of the same political party. However, Truman could
appoint members when vacancies arose,” and, by his own reorganization
plan, could now name the chairman. Despite this leverage, in two instances
— the fight between public and private power over Kings River in the Central
Valley of California and over Roanoke Rapids on the Roanoke River in
Virginia and North Carolina — the Federal Power Commission took a stand in
direct opposition to the Interior Department and ruled against Federal
development by granting licenses to private power companies to develop the
sites in question.®

Federal Power Commission members could usually be identified with the
public or private power camp. Since appointments to this body had to be
confirmed by the Senate, political pressures influenced its composition. For
example, the reappointment in 1949 of the public power champion Leland
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Olds was blocked in the Upper House by supporters of private power and
natural gas interests. And Truman passed up a chance in 1950 to replace the
Chairman with a Republican more sympathetic to public power, probably to
keep the friendship of representatives of natural gas interests in the Senate.*

In their opposition to Administration programs, executive department
agencies usually acted according to their own self-interest, rather than from an
analysis of whether a certain step was liberal or whether it would promote the
general welfare. This was especially true with regard to the Corps of
Engineers, which cared a great deal about protecting its own civil functions
and very little about public power liberalism.

With the Chief Executive unable or unwilling to bring such defectors into
line, Federal agencies were thus able to frustrate a number of public power
aims of the Truman Administration.
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