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MEMORANDUM REGARDING THE USE OF PUBLIC INTEREST 

DECLASSIFICATION BOARD FUNDS FOR 

DEMONSTRATION PROJECT REGARDING 

NEW AND EFFECTIVE MEANS FOR DECLASSIFICATION 

OF RECORDS OF EXTRAORDINARY PUBLIC INTEREST

Among the purposes of the Public Interest Declassification Board (the Board), as stated in the enabling legislation, are to promote the fullest possible public access to a thorough, accurate, and reliable documentary record of significant United States national security decisions and significant United States national security activities and to provide recommendations to the President for the identification, collection, and review for declassification of information of extraordinary public interest.  In furtherance of these statutory objectives, the Board is interested in working with the National Archives and Records Administration (“NARA”) as NARA seeks to fulfill the terms of its transfer agreement with the National Commission on Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States (the “9-11 Commission”) to process, declassify and make available to the public as many records as possible by 2009.

In this regard, the Board desires to sponsor a demonstration project using new and innovative ways of declassification.  Focusing on the records of the 9-11 Commission, this project will develop and evaluate new and effective declassification processes and tools as well as promote reliable historical analysis and new avenues of historical study in national security matters by making fairly recent records, some of which were at a previously high classification level, available for public review much sooner than provided by current processes and procedures.

Currently, records of historical value are not routinely processed for release by NARA until they are at least 25 years old or until they are subject to an access demand.  Prior to release, they must be reviewed for declassification by the agencies that originated the classified information or that otherwise have interests affected by the information.  Oftentimes, these reviews occur sequentially, especially when all the various agencies that had an interest in the classified information contained in the record are not initially identified.  Reviews are usually paper-based, even if the record was originally created electronically.  Results of reviews are often inconsistent; classified equities are sometimes missed.  In addition, NARA does not have sufficient facilities authorized for the processing of material at the sensitive compartmented information (SCI) level.  As such, the accessioning of SCI records into NARA is usually delayed and they are instead usually processed for declassification at the agency of origin.

NARA currently possess approximately 600 cubic feet of textual records as well as over ½ terabyte of electronic records associated with one of the most significant events in American history, the attacks of September 11, 2001.  These records were received from the “9-11 Commission.” As part of the transfer agreement, NARA is responsible for the archival processing of these records, to include review for declassification.  Such a process would normally take many years, especially if it entailed serial reviews by the various agencies with an interest in the classified information contained in the records.  By developing and evaluating new and innovative approaches to the declassification of records, NARA’s goal is to declassify and publicly release as much information as is possible by 2009, as requested by the 9-11 Commission in the transfer agreement.  This will entail an integrated interagency effort, fully leveraging technology, especially for those records currently in electronic form, so as to ensure consistent and timely reviews.  In particular, NARA’s Office of Records Services – Washington, DC (NW) will work in conjunction with the agencies having interests in the records to conduct the declassification review of the 9-11 Commission records.  During this review, NW will investigate the use of a new generation of technically advanced, relatively inexpensive tools, such as X1 Search or Google Search, which are geared toward indexing ‘local’ content (i.e. not things on the Internet) for later efficient search and discovery.  In addition, NW will establish an Interagency Review Group that will use the demonstration project for the declassification of 9-11 Commission records to develop a set of what NW describes as “best practices in using automated tools in the review of electronic records.”  

While cooperative interagency declassification projects are not new, they are new in the electronic environment.  In this vein, NARA does not currently have sufficient authorized space and equipment to electronically process, either on-site or collaboratively with other agencies through electronic transmission, records classified at the SCI level.

In recognition of the foregoing, the Board desires to sponsor a demonstration project to develop and evaluate new and effective means for the declassification of records of extraordinary public interest.  Because NARA currently does not have the capability to support such an approach, the Board will use a portion of its FY 2006 funds to cover the costs of constructing a secure compartmentalized information facility (“SCIF”) at Archives II which will accommodate up to 10 workstations for the Archives Document Review and Redaction System (“ADRRES”) SCI network (approximately $318,000) out of its FY06 appropriations.  In addition, the Board will bear the cost of establishing the ADRRES SCI network in the SCIF (approximately $176,000) out of its FY06 appropriations.  The Board will also bear the cost of building a stand alone SCIF with the ADRRES SCI network for official researcher use (approximately $16,000).  

NARA will bear the cost of the staff conducting the demonstration project with available appropriated funds.  In particular, NW is responsible for the declassification review of the records of the 9-11 Commission.  NW will use the SCIF and ADRRES SCI network in conducting this review as a demonstration project for the Board.  

NARA will submit to the Board quarterly written reports detailing progress on the demonstration project along with lessons learned to include recommendations for enhancements to national policies, interagency processes and internal procedures regarding the declassification of historically valuable records.  NARA will also include recommendations regarding the promotion of reliable historical analysis and new avenues of historical study in national security matters. At the conclusion of the declassification review of 9-11 Commission records, NW will prepare a final report for the Board regarding the results of this demonstration program to include i) an evaluation of the technologies and tools used in the demonstration as well as the cost and feasibility for using these Government-wide; ii) recommendations for changes to the current declassification process for review of multiple agency equities, and iii) any recommended changes to legal authorities..

The use of the 9-11 Commission records as a demonstration project, including construction of a SCIF and establishment of the ADRRES SCI network in the SCIF, furthers the statutory objectives of both the Board and NARA.  In addition, both the Board and NARA will receive a benefit from this demonstration project including: i) release of records of extraordinary historical value to the public in an expedited manner; ii) focused application and evaluation of new technologies and tools for declassification of records affecting the interests of multiple agencies; and iii) review and evaluation of current declassification policies and the manner in which they are implemented.

At the conclusion of the demonstration project, the SCIF and ADRRES SCI network remain the property of NARA. In addition, NARA agrees to make the secure space constructed for this demonstration project available to the Board, on a priority basis, for any other declassification efforts involving records of extraordinary public interest that the Board identifies. 

The Committee on Appropriations of the House and Senate have been made aware of this initiative and posed no objection to the use of Board funds to further this demonstration project.
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