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Ronald Reagan: Address to the Nation on the Iran Arms and Contra Aid Controversy and Administration Goals
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RonaLD REAGAN
XL President of the United States: 1981-1989

Addvress to the Nation on the Iran Arms and Contra Aid
Controversy and Administration Goals
August 12, 1987

My fellow Americans:

I've said on several occasions that Iwouldn't comment about the recent congressional hearings on the Iran-
contra matter until the hearings were over. Well, that time has come, sotonight Twant to talk about some
of the lessons we've learned. But rest assured, that's not my sole subject thisevening. Ialsowant totalk
about the future and getting on with things, because the people's business is waiting.

These past 9 months have been confusing and painful ones for the country. Iknow you have doubtsin your
own minds about what happened in this whole episode. What T hope is not in doubt, however, ismy
commitment tothe investigations themselves. So far, we've had four investigations—by the Justice
Department, the Tower board, the Independent Counsel, and the Congress. I requested three of those
investigations, and I endorsed and cooperated fully with the fourth—the congressional hearings—supplying
aver 250,000 pages of White House documents, including parts of my own private diaries.

Once ITrealized Thadn't been fully informed, Isought to find the answers. Some of the answers I dont like.
Asthe Tower board reported, and as Isaid last March, our original initiative rapidly got all tangled up in
thesale of arms, and the sale of arms got tangled up with hostages, Secretary Shultzand Secretary
Weinberger both predicted that the American people would immediately assume this whole plan wasan
arms-for-hostages deal and nothing more. Well, unfortunately, their predictions were right. AsIsaid to
you in March, Ilet my preoccupation with the hostagesintrude into areas where it didn't belong. The
image—the reality—of Americansin chains, deprived of their freedom and families so far from home,
burdened my thoughts, And this was a mistake.

My fellow Americans, I've thought long and often about how to explain toyou what Iintended to
accom plish, bul Irespect you too much to make excuses, The fact of the matter isthat there's nothing Ican
say that will make the situation right. Iwas stubborn in my pursuit of a policy that went astray.

—
The other major issue of the hearings, of course, wasthe diversion of funds tothe Nicaraguan contras.
Colonel North and Admiral Poindexter believed they were doing what Iwould have wanted done—keeping
the deni ocratic resistance alive in Nicaragua. I believed then and Ibelieve now in preventing the Soviets
from establishing a beachhead in Central America. Since lhave been so closely associated with the cause of
the contras, the big question during the hearings was whether Tknew of the diversion, Twas aware the
resistance was receiving funds directly from third countries and from private efforts, and I endorsed those
endeavors whu]eheartedly but—let me put thisin capital letters—I did not know about the diversion of
funds. Indeed, [ didn't know there were excess funds.

Yet the buck does not stop with Admiral Poindexter, ashe stated in his testimony; it stops with me. Tam the
one whois ultimately accountable tothe American people. The admiral testified that he wanted to protect
me; yet no President should ever be protected from the truth. No operation is so secret that it must be kept
from the Commander in Chief. Lhad the right, the obligation, to make my own decision. Theard someone
the other day ask why Iwasn't outraged. Well, at times, I've been mad asa hornet. Anyone would be—just
look at the damage that's been done and the time that's been lost. But I've always found that the best
therapy for outrage and anger is action.

I've tried to take steps so that what we've been through can't happen again, either in thisadministration or
future ones. But 1remember very well what the Tower board said last February when it issued this report.
It said the failure was more in people than in process, We can build in every precaution known tothe
world. We can design that best system ever devised by man. But in the end, people are going tohave torun
it. And we will never be free of human hopes, weaknesses, and enthusiasms.

Let me tell you what I've done to change both the system and the people who operate it. First of all, Tve
brought in a new and knowledgeable team, Thave a new National Security Adviser, a new Director of the
CIA, a new Chief of Staff here at the White House. And I've told them that Imust be informed and informed
fully, Inr;idition, Tadopted the Tower board's model of how the NSC process and staff should work, and I
prohibited any operational role by the NSC staff in covert activities.

The report Tordered reviewing our nation's covert operations has been completed. There were nosurprises.
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Some operations were continued, and some were eliminated because they'd outlived their usefulness. Iam also adopting new,
tighter procedures on consulting with and notifying the Congresson future covert action findings. We will still pursuc covert

operations when appropriate, but each operation must be legal, and it must meet a specific policy objective.

The problem goes deeper, however, than policies and personnel. Probably the biggest lesson we can draw from the hearingsis that
the executive and legislative branches of government need loregain trust in each other. We've seen the results of that mistrust in

the form of lies, leaks, divisions, and mistakes, We need to find a way to cooperate while realizing foreign policy can't be run by
committee. And I believe there's now the growing sense that we can accomplish more by cooperating. And in theend, thismay be
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the eventual blessing in disguise to come out of the Iran-centra mess,

Bt now let me turn to the other subject Ipromised te discuss this evening—the future. There are now 17 months left in this
administration, anéd I'want them tobe prospercus, productive ¢nes for the American peogle. When you first elected me tothis
office, y ou elected me Lo pursue a new, different direction for America. When you elected m e the second time, y ou reaffirmed y our
desire to continue that course. My hopes for thisecountry are as fervent today asthey were in 1981. Up antil the morning Ileave
this house, lintend to do what you sent me heve to do—fead the Nation toward the goals we agreed on when you elected me. Lot me
tell you where I'm going toput my heart and my energies for the remainder of my term.

For my entire political life, I've speken about the need for the Supreme Court tointerpret the law, not make it, During my
Presidency, 've proudly appointed two new justices who understand that im poriant principle—Justice Sandra Day O'Connor and
Justice Antonin Scalia. ['ve now nominated a third—Judge Robert Bork. When Inamed him tothe U.8. Court of Appeals, the
American Bar Association gave . Judge Bork, whoisa brilliant scholar and jurist, itsvery highest rating. Asa member of that
court, Judge Bork has writien more than a hundred majority opinionsand joined in another 300. The Supreme Court has never
reversed a single one of these 400 opinions.

His nom ination is being opposed by som e because ke practices judicial restraint. Now, that meanshe won't put their opinions
ahead of the law; he won't put his swn opinionsahead of thelaw. And that'sthe way it should be. Judge Bork would be an
important intellectual additien tothe Court, and Fwill fight for him because I bejieve in what he stands for, As scon asthe Senate
returns from its recess next month, it should consider Judge Bork's qualifications and then vote yesor no, up or down. Thisnation
and its citizens deserve a full bench with nine Justices when the Court convenesin Octaber.

In the months akead, Talso hope toreach an agreem ent, a com prelensive and verifiable agreement, with the 'Soviet Union on
redueing nuclear arms. We're making real progeess on the global elimination of an entire class of nuclear weapons—the U.S. and
Soviet interm ediate-range, or INF, missiles. I first proposed this idea tothe Soviets back in 1981, They weren't too keen on it and, in
fact, walked out of the negotiations at one point. But we kept at it. Until recently, the Soviet Union had insisted on the right to
retain some of its INF missiles. But in mid-July, General Secretary Gorbachev announced that e was prepared todrop this
demand, That was welcom e news, indeed.

We've come this far becausein 1980 you gave me a mandate torebuild our military. Fve done that, And today we're seeing the
results. The Soviets are now nepetiating with us becanse we're negotiating from strength. This would be an histeric agreement.
Previous arms control agreem ents merely put a ceiling on weapons and even allowed for increases; this agreement wounid reduce
the number of nuclear weapons. 1am optimistic that we'll soon witnessa first in world history —the sight of two countries actually
destroying nuclear weaponsin their arsenals, And imagine where that might lead.

We're alsoready tomoveahead on a START agreement that weuld cut intercontinental nuclear forces by 50 percent, thereby

eliminating thousands of nueiear missiles, Turge the Sovietstomove ahead with us. And Isay to General Secretary Gorbachev,
both our nations could begin a new selationship by signing comprehensive agreementstorednee nuclear and conventional
weapons.

What we seek in cur relationship with the Soviet Union is peace and stability. That is also what we seek In the Persian Gulf, and
the Middle East more generally, And bringing stability tothistroubled region remains one of the most important goals of my
Presidency.

Over the next 17 months, ] also be advocating an Economic Bill of Rights for our citizens, Ihelieve the American people have
right to expect the Nation’s budget tobe handled responsibly . Yet ¢chaos reignsin the budgetary process. For the past several
months, there's been much debate about getting our fiscal house in order, but the reselt once again has been inaction. The
congressional budget process is neither reliable nor credible; in short, it needs to be fixed. We must face reality: The only foree
strong enough tostop this nation's massive runaway budget is the Constitution. Only the Constitution—the docament from which
afl government power ffows, the decument that provides our moral authority asa nation—only the Constitution can com pel
responsibility .

We desperately need the power ofa constitutional amendment tohelp us balance the budget. Over 70 percent of the American
people want such an amendment. They want the Federal Government tohave what 44 State governments already have—
discipline. To get things moving, [am proposing tonight: If Congress agrees toschedule an up-or-dewn vote thisyear on our
batanced budget amendment, then Iwill agree to negotiate on every spending item in the budget. If the Congress continues to
oppose the wishes of the people by avoiding a vote on our balanced budget amendment, the call for a constitutienal convention will
arow louder, The prospeet for a constitutional convention isonly two Statesaway from approval, and one way or another, the will
of the people always prevails.

Andthere's another area that will cecupy my time and my heart: the canse of demacracy. There are Americans still burning for
freedom : Central Americans, the people of Nicaragua. Over the last 1o years, democrats have been emerging all ever the world. In
Central and South America alone, 10 countries have been added tothe ranks, The question is: Will Nicaragua ever be added to this
honor roll? Asyou knew, Fam totally committed tothe democratic resistance-the freedom fighters—and their pursuit of
democracy in Nicaragua. Recently there's been im portant progress on the diplomatie front, both here in Washiangton aad in the
region itself.

My administeation and the leadership of Congress have put forth a bipartisan initiative proposing concrete stepsthat can bring an
end tothe conflict there. Qur key point wasthat the Cem maunist regime in Nicaragua should dowhat it form akly pledged todain
1979—respect the Nicaraguan people's basic rights of free speech, free press, frec elections, and religious liberty. Instead, those who
govern in Nicaragua chose toturn thelr country over tothe Soviet Union to be a base for Communist expansion on the American
mainland.

The need for democraey in Nicaragusa was also em phasized in the agreement signed by the five Central American presidents in
Guatemala last Friday. We welcome this development and pledge our support to democracy and those fighting for freedom . We
have alwaysbeen willing totalk; we have never been willing toabandon those who are fighting for demoeracy and freedom. I'm
especially pleased that in the United States diplom atic initiative, we oneeagain have the beginnings, however uncertain, ofa
bipartisan foreign policy. The recent hearings em phasized the need for such bipartisanship, and I'hope this cautious start will grow
and blossom.

These are among the goals for the remainder of my term as President. Ibelleve they've the kinds of goalisthat will advance the
security and prosperity and future of our people. Furge the Congress tobe asthorough and energetic in pursuing these ends as it
was in pursuing the recent investigation.
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My feflow Americans, IThavea year and a half before Thave toelean out this desk. I'm not about tolet the dust and cobwebs settle
on the furniture in this office or on me, Thavethings lintend to do, and with your help, we can dothem.
Good night, and God bless y ou.

Note: The President spoke at 8 p.m. from the Oval Office at the White House. His address was broadeast live on nationwide radio and
teleyision.
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