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Preface 

The purpose of this book is to provide a quick broad brush, 

overview of the kinds of issues and activities that would be 

associated with the transition to a new Presidency and new 

Administration on January 20, 1989. The effort focuses primarily 

on the responsibilities of an outgoing Administration though 

there is an attempt to put those duties in the context of the 

total incoming and outgoing transition effort. It is intended to 

help stimulate the preparations for the transition planning 

process. The information contained in this book is drawn 

primarily from published sources and has not been verified for 

accuracy with official records. This material has been 

supplemented with historical information from White House Records 

Management and the White House Executive Clerk. FY'89 Budget 

figures were supplied by 0MB. An important omission is any 

contact with those individuals actually involved with the various 

transitions. Such contact could be very helpful in planning the 

1988 transition and is included in a series of recommended steps 

to be taken during 1988. 



INTRODUCTION 

In the past 20 years there have been only three circum­

stances in which an outgoing President has turned over the reins 

of government to his successor on January 20th: 

0 Johnson to Nixon in 1969; 

°Ford to Carter in 1977; and 

°Carter to Reagan in 1981. 

In each instance the change in office also reflected a change in 

political party. The last Presidential transition within the 

same political party -- with the exception of Nixon to Ford and 

Kennedy to Johnson -- was Coolidge to Hoover in 1929. The 1988 

Presidential transition is unique because of its certainty. 

Since both Presidents Ford and Carter were standing for election 

during the fall election cycle, there was little incentive for 

their Administrations to plan for an orderly, outgoing transi­

tion. Not since President Johnson in 1968 has an Administration 

faced a certain departure from office. Given that the government 

structure has become more complex and involved in these past 20 

years, planning for an orderly and efficient transition by the 

outgoing Administration seems to be the prudent course of action. 
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THE PRESIDENTIAL TRANSITION ACT 

In order to provide a smoother, more efficient continuity of 

government, Congress in 1963 passed the Presidential Transition 

Act which authorizes, among other things, public funds for the 

President and Vice President-elect and staff, as well as funds 

for the outgoing President and Vice President. The funds are to 

be used for office space, salaries, travel, consultants, etc. 

These funds must be expended in accord with government rules and 

regulations. In addition to these appropriated funds, GSA (and 

other government agencies) can supplement these funds with 

otherwise available, idle government resources. For example, the 

incoming transition can utilize unoccupied GSA office space 

without charge to its transition appropriation. 

President-elect Nixon was the first incoming President to 

utilize the assistance. His transition efforts were located 

primarily at the Pierre Hotel in New York City and some $900,000 

in funds were appropriated for the Nixon/Johnson transition. In 

1976, the Ford/Carter transition had a $3 million appropriation 

$2 million for the incoming President and Vice President and 

$1 million for the outgoing President and Vice President. The 

same appropriation with the same incoming/outgoing division was 

used in 1980. The FY89 Budget again provides a $3 million 
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appropriation for the transition, with the same two-thirds/­

one-thirds allocation. The Archivist of the United States also 

has funds available to assist with Presidential papers, which are 

for the first time governed by the Presidential Records Act. 

OTHER TRANSITION RESOURCES 

In addition to these official transition funds, incoming 

Administrations have also traditionally utilized private 

donations to supplement their available resources. These 

donations have apparently been both cash and in kind 

contributions. Officially paid transition staffs have also been 

supplemented by volunteers and "loaner" personnel from 

corporations. The wisdom of using private contributions for 

transition purposes has been a source of discussion in the 

Congress and was the subject of hearings by the Senate 

Governmental Affairs Committee in the fall of 1987. There 

remains the possibility that the Congress could address this 

policy issue with legislation this year. Use of private funds by 

an outgoing Administration would need further research. 

Following each transition cycle the GAO conducts an audit of 

the transition activities and presents its audit to the Congress. 

A copy of the GAO report for 1981 is at Tab B. This report made 

two recommendations for action prior to the next transition: 
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(1) that clarification be made for transition team access to 

classified material and public access to information given to the 

transition team and (2) that agencies obtain reimbursement for 

secretarial support provided the transition teams. Research will 

be necessary to determine the status of these recommendations to 

be certain they are resolved before the 1988 transition. 

In addition to the "official" transition resources, there 

are some outside organizations that appear to play a 

self-appointed but traditional role of helping to organize a 

transition -- as distinct from helping the new team decide on 

policies and personnel. The two most notable outside groups are 

Harvard's Kennedy School of Government, which appears to have 

several programs geared to governmental transitions, and the 

Center for the Study of the Presidency, headed by R. Gordon 

Hoxie. Hoxie's group publishes a Presidential Studies Quarterly 

and an interesting article on the 1980 transition is located at 

Tab C. Given the certainty of a Presidential transition in 1989, 

as January 20th approaches both of these groups as well as others 

may undertake unsolicited, pro-bono transition planning assis­

tance efforts. For example, a third organization, The Center for 

Ex c e lle n ce i n Governme nt, recently h e ld a "discu ss ion" on the 

subject and a copy of The Washington Post account of that dis­

cussion is at Tab D. In any event, such studies are most likely 

to be directed towards the incoming team rather than the govern­

mental functions of the outgoing team. 
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A QUICK REVIEW OF 1976 AND 1980 

In order to provide a historical basis for precedent, the 

two most useful transitions to review are the 1976 Ford to Carter 

and the 1980 Carter to Reagan eff orts. Relevant Congressional 

Quarterly and National Journal articles on these transitions are 

located at Tab E. By all published accounts following the 

election, the 1976 and 1980 transition efforts were marked by 

cordial relations between the incoming and outgoing Adminis­

trations and the desire by all parties involved to be as helpful 

as possible. Not surprisingly, most of the transition literature 

and news accounts focus on the new incoming team, anticipating 

the new personalities and policy changes. 

There is very little material available on the more 

mechanical "government-to-government" aspects of these 

transitions. One o f the best descriptions of the mechanics of 

the government-to-government transfer can be found in the tran­

script of a White House press briefing given by then White House 

Chief of Staff Jack Watson on November 6, 1980. A full copy of 

the transcript is at Tab F. At Tab Gare a number of the 

me moranda us e d by the Ca rte r Administra tion to organize the 

government's transition. These memoranda provide a good sample 

of the kind of communications that are needed within the 

government in order to prepare for a transition. They should be 

helpful in preparing for this year's effort. 
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In both 1976 and 1980 the Presidential candidates already 

had transition planning efforts underway prior to election day. 

The 1976 effort for candidate Carter was headed by Jack Watson. 

According to published reports, the transition effort was 

separate from the campaign though it was apparently funded by FEC 

funds and was based in Atlanta. Following the November 2 

election, the Carter transition group opened a Washington office 

on Nov. 17, in the HEW building. The 1980 effort for candidate 

Reagan, according to published reports, was headed by Peter 

McPherson. It was intially housed in Alexandria, Va. and was 

funded separately from the campaign. Following the November 4 

election, the transition offices were moved on Nov. 5 to an 

office building at 1726 M Street, where several hundred people 

reportedly used seven floors of office space. 

Traditionally, the sitting President promptly extends his 

election congratulations to the incoming President and offers his 

assistance in facilitating a smooth transition. President Ford 

did so in a telegram. No public information was found to 

indicate how President Carter communicated with President Reagan. 

In 1976 and 1980 overall transition policy and management rested 

with i n t he Whit House , which assumed r espon s ibility fo r o r g a n­

izing the agencies and departments. The incumbent President and 

President-elect each designated a principal aide to coordinate 
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their transition matters. Their aides then communicated and began 

the process. In 1976, President Ford designated Counsellor to 

the President Jack March to organize the transition effort, and 

President-elect Carter designated Jack Watson and Hamilton 

Jordan. In 1980, President Carter designated his Chief of Staff 

Jack Watson and President-elect Reagan designated Ed Meese to 

coordinate the transition work. 

LOOKING AHEAD TO 1988 

Given past experience, it is reasonable to assume that in 

1988 the President-elect will already have a functioning 

transition effort prior to election day. In all likelihood, once 

the election result is clear the new transition team could be 

quickly pressing the White House for transition information and 

administrative support from the Congressionally authorized 

transition funds. It is conceivable under the quise of careful 

planning ahead, both candidates' transition efforts could, prior 

to election day, seek transition budget and other administrative 

and procedural information so that they could be ready to move 

promptly after the election. For these reasons, given the 

certain ty of a P r s 'd ntial tran i t i on t h' s y ear, t ran si t i on 

efforts should be well underway prior to November 1. 
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From the perspective of the departing Administration, the 

tasks that any Presidential transition must perform fall into 

several categories: 

0 Incoming President- and Vice President-Elect (and Family) 
Support 

0 Supporting the New Team 

0 Government Agency/Transition Teams Interaction 

0 Departing Team Support 

0 White House and Executive Office of the President 
Transition 

0 Inaugural Preparations 

0 The Departing President 

0 Incoming President and Vice President Elect (and Family) Support 

Promptly following his victory, the President-elect begins 

to acquire the institutional support afforded to the Presidency, 

though he clearly does not assume the responsibility for 

government decisions. Often this institutional support begins 

before the two Presidents have the opportunity to meet, as 

history indicates vacations for both occur immediately following 

the election. 

I n 1 976 a nd 1980 the outgo i ng Presid e nt a ppe ars to h a v e 

provided (at least) the President-elect with daily intelligence 

and national security briefings. The official record of these 

arrangements will need to be researched for the appropriate 
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precedents. Press reports indicate President-elect Carter had 

almost immediate WHCA support, daily intelligence briefings as 

well as a briefing in Plains, Ga. by then CIA Director George 

Bush. Press reports also indicate President-elect Carter 

sometimes used government planes for transportation. 

In addition, government residences in Washington have been 

offered to the President-elect for his use. The Blair House 

and/or the former President's residence on Jackson Place have 

been made available in the past. At Tab His a copy from the 

White House files that appears to be a synopsis of the support 

provided by the White House Military Office for recent incoming 

and outgoing Administrations, as well as a memo outlining the 

usage of Blair House. Again, the official records will need to 

be researched for the appropriate precedents. 

There are moving and other transition arrangements to be 

made with respect to the White House residence and Vice 

President's official residence. 

While historical precedent will provide some guidance as to 

the a ppropriate l e v e l o f i n stitutiona l s upport that the outgo i ng 

President may wish to provide to his successor, these types of 

decisions deserve very careful review and attention as they will 

help set the general tone and style for the entire transition. 
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There is also the important question of how the Presidents should 

first communicate and when the two should first meet. Decisions 

on these matters would best be made closer to the time of the 

election. 

0 Supporting the New Team 

The incoming staff of the new Administration will need to be 

apprised of their transition budget, to promptly arrange (through 

GSA) for office space, telephones and supplies, as well as to 

process people onto the transition payroll. All of these complex 

administrative matters involving hundreds of people will be 

expected to be accomplished virtually overnight and without any 

snafus. Primary responsibility for this effort has traditionally 

rested with GSA. Given that the Presidential candidates are 

likely to have transition efforts already in place, it is con­

ceivable each candidates' staff, under the guise of careful 

planning could request some of this information prior to election 

day. Some preparatory and anticipatory work by the federal 

government could be done to make this administrative process go 

as smoothly as possible. Again, the ease with which these early 

organizational task s a r e accompli s hed will h e lp set the tone of 

the entire transition. 
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0Government Agency/Transition Teams Interaction 

Once the incoming and outgoing President's have designated 

their transition heads, the outgoing Administration is 

r e sponsible f or arranging f or and overseeing the Department and 

Agency transition teams. The incoming Administration has 

traditionally designated one or more individuals to interact with 

e ach Department and to prepare briefing books on personnel, 

organization, policy and early decisions. In 1976 and 1980 these 

departmental lists were exchanged at the White House level, 

disseminated to agency heads and released to the Press. (Not 

certain about 1976 release.) In order to avoid false starts, 

mistakes and to be sure suitable office space is available in 

each Department, certain procedures and arrangements could be put 

i n place in advance of the ele ction to make the transition team 

process as efficient as possible . 

Traditionally the Cabinet Secretary or Agency head desig­

nates a senior official to be the daily contact with the incoming 

transition team. The Secretary hosts the get-acquainted session 

with the incoming tea m and then turns the routine responsi-

b il i ties over to h is d esignated tran sition official f o r 

day-to-day management. Each department provides office space, 

supplies, phones, clerical and other administrative support for 

the transition team. 
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0 Departing Team Support 

Assumin g that all existing political appointees will be 

leaving government on January 20, 1989, there are a number of 

departure tasks to be accomplished. These include the securing 

of records and files, letters of resignations (and acceptance) to 

the President or Departmental head as appropriate, explanations 

of termination benefits (pensions, options to continue life and 

health insurance, etc.) and post government employment 

restrictions, as well as any outplacement advice or job 

assistance that might be provided. Much of this work could be 

organized prior to November 1st so that it could begin promptly 

after election day. 

0 White House and Executive Office of the President Transition 

In addition to coordinating the government-wide transition, 

the White House will also have to organize and provide for its 

own transition as a "government agency." Transition books on 

budgets, space and functions will have to be prepared, with 

special care given to the national security and 

c ommande r-in-c hie f respo n s ibilities . A copy o f the book prepa r e d 

for the incumbent President Carter in 1980 is available from 

Records Management and should be helpful as a reference tool in 

preparing this year's draft. In addition, some transition work 
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on the "institutional" aspects of the Presidency the 25th 

Amendment, Presidential Records Act, etc. may be an appropriate 

gesture to the incoming team. In 1980, these individuals 

directly responsible for the White House transition were 

different than those coordinating the whole government's 

transition effort. 

0 Inaugural Preparations 

The Military District of Washington and the Congress both 

have large roles to play in this function. While most of the 

key issues here will be addressed by the incoming team, certain 

administrative preparations, such as office space, the ability to 

process people onto payrolls, descriptions of official budgets 

and resources available can be prepared in advance. 

0 The Departing President 

There will be numerous projects associated with the 

President leaving office. A budget for his transition departure 

will have to be prepared, as well as determining the level of 

i n s titutiona l s upport tra ditiona lly afforde d to forme r 

Presidents. In addition to the continuing responsibilities of 

government, there are transition responsibilities -- the closing 

of accounts, acceptance of resignations by departing White House 
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and agency personnel, disposition of Presidential papers, 

forwarding of official and personal effects -- as well as any 

departing gestures the President may wish to make. For example, 

President Carter bestowed the Medal of Freedom on a number of 

individuals after the election, but prior to leaving office. In 

addition, there are likely to be a number of social and other 

official activities (letters of thanks to heads of State, or 

Cabinet thank yous, for example) that the President may want to 

undertake. The President and Mrs. Reagan will also decide on 

their official portraits to be painted. Arrangements for the 

move out of the residence will also have to be made. 

ACTION STEPS 

Preparatory work in each of these seven functional areas 

could be completed well in advance of November 1st, so that 

immediately following the election, the Reagan Administration 

would be ready to provide the incoming team with almost 

instantaneous support and information. 

The following is a proposed set of actions and tentative 

time tables for their implementation: 

0 Task White House Counsel's Office for memorandum 
reviewing 1963 Transition Act. 

Task: 3/1 Due: 4/15 
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Task White House Counsel's Office for memorandum on 
Presidential Records Act as it applies to upcoming 
transition. 

Task: 3/1 Due: 4/15 

Task the NSC Executive Secretary for the history of 
providing national security briefings to Presidential 
and Vice President candidates as well as President and 
Vice President-elect. Policy guidance in this area 
should be considered in advance of the Party 
conventions in case one of the nominees requests such 
briefings. 

Task: 4/1 Due: 5/1 
-12-

Task the White House Military Office for the history of 
support (if any) they have given to Presidential 
candidates, the President- and Vice President-elect, 
the outgoing President and Vice President, and their 
initial recommendations for the 1988 transition. 

Task: 4/1 Due: 5/1 

Task the White House Military Office for tentative 
events/decisions scenerio for 1989 Inaugural 
preparations, as well as a history of preparations for 
the 1976 and 1980 and 1984 Inaugurations. 

Task: 4/1 Due: 5/1 

Review material received and in conjunction with 
additional research at 0MB and GSA prepare a detailed 
overview paper on the process and time table to be 
followed for the remainder of 1988. 

Task: 5/1 Due: 6/1 
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Using the overview paper, consult with those who have 
headed recent Presidential transitions for any 
additional thoughts they may have: 

*Jack Marsh (Ford 1976) 
*Jack Watson (Carter 1976 & 1980) 
*Ed Meese (Reagan 1980) 
*Jim Baker (Reagan 1980) 
*Bill Timmons (Reagan 1980) 

Task: 6/1 Due: 7/15 

Canvas outside organizations, noteably the Harvard 
Kennedy School group and Center for the Study of the 
Presidency, for any activities they may have planned or 
any suggestions they may have. 

Task: 6/1 Due: 7/1 

Update the June overview report with outside 
suggestions and draft a final preparatory document 
setting out general transition policy, any specific 
issues that must be addressed and time tables for 
accomplishing the necessary tasks. Seek Chief of Staff 
approval and President's concurrence for general 
transition guidelines. 

Task: 7/1 Due: 7/15 

Designate small White House/OMB/GSA(?)/OPM(?) group to 
prepare for the transition. 

Task: 8/1 Due: 10/1 

The certainty of a Presidential transition allows for 

c areful preparations for the numerous and hectic post-election 

activities associated with a change in Administration. While 

much of the important work cannot occur until after the election, 

most of the planning and administrative prepar ations can be 
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accomplished in advance of November. Given the administrative 

and functional nature of these preparations, throughout 1988 care 

should be taken to insure the preparatory effort is low key, but 

thorough. Once the senior White House staff has reviewed the 

scope of the process and approved the general planning outline, 

work on various elements of the transition could be phased in 

during the course of the year. While it will be helpful to the 

transition process to assemble a knowledgeable group of 

individuals as the year progresses, transition preparations need 

not be a full-time effort until the August break. 




