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be in the form of a carbon copy, micro­
film, or rapidly degrading thermal fax 
paper, barely leg ible in the original. 
Other files were lost or routinely de­
stroyed on a regular basis. 

Still, one had to start somewhere, 
and CAUS was determined to track 
down and make public as many of the 
existing documents as it could. In its 
quest for truth, the new group would 
put out a newsletter called Just Cause, 
and, with the help of UFO researcher 
Brad Sparks and attorney Peter Ger­
sten, tread legal waters no UFO group 
had entered before. "We were full of 
fire," Zechel now recall s. "We had 
served the government notice; we 
weren't going to take their stonewalling 
anymore, and if necessary, we would 
haul them into court." 

The euphoria was not misplaced. 
As the Seventies unfurled, most UFOio­
gists felt that all they needed in the bat­
tle against the governmental Goliath 
was one good slingshot. And now that 
slingshot, in the form of the newly en­
acted Freedom of Information 
Act, or FOIA, was here. 

Signed into law in 1966 by 

quantity of information on UFOs. 
"It wasn't an official FOIA request as 

such," Zechel says, "but more like an 
accusatory letter. Surprisingly, the CIA 
responded." 

Specifically, Spaulding had refer­
enced the case of one Ralph Mayher, a 
marine photographer who claimed to 
have filmed a UFO over Miami Bay in 
July of 1952. Mayher went on to be­
come a celebrated news cameraman 
with ABC news in Los Angeles. Not 
surprisingly, under the circumstances, 
he also signed on as consultant to one 
of the more prominent UFO organiza­
tions of the day-the National Investi­
gations Committee on Aerial Phenom­
ena. or NICAP. Only years later did 
Mayher learn that, unbeknownst to him, 
his original film had been turned over 
to the CIA for analysis. 

Looking into the matter, the CIA's re­
sponse to Spaulding was expected: Its 
interest in UFOs was virtually nonexis­
tent, the Agency declared, and had 
been ever since 1953, when a panel of 

AS THE SEVENTIES UNFURLED, 

wouldn't. As the FOIA was structured at 
the time, the CIA was also obligated to 
account for any deletions on an item­
by-item basis." 

As Zechel recalls, the CIA missed 
its original 90-day deadline by 88 days. 
"Then they dumped a stack of docu­
ments on our desk about two to three 
feet thick, heavily blacked out, and with 
none of the deletions accounted for," 
Zechel states. "We now had 30 days to 
try to identify and contest the deletions, 
which was humanly impossible." 

Instead, Gersten filed a motion 
claiming the CIA stood in contempt of 
court and clearly had not acted in 
good faith. The motion was filed after 
GSW's own 30-day response deadline 
had expired, however, and Judge Pratt 
summarily dismissed the suit. "We 
were one day late," Zechel recalls, 
"and that effectively ended the suit." 

But when all was said and done, the 
CIA decided to release some 900 
pages of UFO-related documents. In­
deed, like the CIA, many agencies de-

cided to release docu­
ments even when courts 
did not force their hands. A 

a Democratic Congress under 
President Lyndon Johnson, 
FOIA (affectionately called 
"foya") was created so the 

UFOLOGISTS FELT AU THEY NEEDED IN THE 
request for UFO files from 
the FBI, for instance, net­
ted almost 2,000 pages. 

BATILE AGAINST THE By scrutinizing documents 
public could access all but 
the most highly classified gov­
ernment records. Nine cate­
gories of information were 

GOVERNMENT GOLIATH WAS A SLINGSHOT. 
obtained from the FBI and 
CIA, moreover, CAUS re­
searchers were able to 

THEN THAT SLINGSHOT, THE identify witnesses. They 
originally exempted from 
scrutiny, beginning with those 
affecting national security and 
foreign policy and then trick-

FREEDOM OF INFORMATION ACT, ARRIVED. 
could also pinpoint rele­
vant incidents likely to be 
described in documents 

ling down into fairly mundane materials 
like maps. UFOs, of course, weren't 
mentioned at all. · 

Then, in the mid Seventies, the 
Nixon administration gave FOIA more 
muscle still. Time limits were imposed 
on agencies receiving FOIA requests. 
Affordable fees for the search and re­
production of requested documents 
were established, and courts were em­
powered to decide whether or not spe­
cific documents fell within the act's 
guidelines. 

In the real world outside the halls of 
Congress, however, the soldiers for 
CAUS found land mines strewn across 
the battlefield. The first CAUS celebre, 
Zechel states, occurred before the Wis­
consin group was officially formed. It 
was 1977, and Zechel , Sparks, and 
Gersten made their stab at wielding the 
FOIA through the auspices of the now­
defunct Ground Saucer Watch, a UFO 
group based in Phoenix. In 1975, it 
turns out, the Phoenix group's director, 
Bill Spaulding, had written the CIA 
complaining it had withheld a vast 
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scientists met in Washington to declare 
the phenomenon a public-relations 
problem, nothing more. But much to 
Spaulding's surprise, the spy agency 
also released two documents relating 
to the Mayher case. "The Agency had 
blacked out about 70 percent of the 
documents," Zechel states, "and also 
referred to three other related docu­
ments still in their possession." 

Zechel retained Gersten, who in 
1977 filed a suit seeking full release of 
all five documents. The case wound up 
in federal district oourt as GSW vs. the 
CIA under the jurisdiction of Judge 
John Pratt. After protracted legal ma­
neuverings, lawyers for both sides fi­
nally met with representatives of the 
attorney general's office in Washington 
in July of 1978. 

"At that meeting," according to 
Zechel. "I had threatened to have the 
CIA prosecuted for making false 
replies under the FOIA. Ultimately, the 
Agency agreed to search all of its files 
tor UFO records and to stipulate which 
ones it would release and which it 

on file with a host of other 
government agencies. 

Ultimately, CAUS would be respon­
sible for the release of between 7,000 
and 8,000 UFO-related documents 
from a who's who of official entities, in­
cluding the Air Force, Coast Guard, 
Navy, Defense Intelligence Agency, 
North American Aerospace Defense 
Command, Federal Aviation Adminis­
tration, and others. 

Among the major tidbits revealed 
were a series of sightings reported 
from October through November 1975 
by the northern tier of Air Force bases 
from Montana to Maine; several of 
these sightings involved personnel sta­
tioned at Minuteman silos. CAUS also 
uncovered a September 1976 file on 
an Imperial Iranian Air Force jet that re­
portedly locked its radar onto a bright 
UFO only to have its electronic 
weapons system fail. 

CAUS's most celebrated suit, how­
ever, was the one it launched against 
the supersecret National Security 
Agency (NSA) in December 1979. The 
case was not fully resolved until March 
CONTINUED ON PAGE 86 
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1982 when the Supreme Court refused 
to hear Gersten's appeal. Although the 
agency admitted to having approxi­
mately 57 documents pertaining to 
UFOs in its files, it successfully refused 
to release them, citing national-security 
concerns. 

Despite the progress, Zechel can't 
help wishing that CAUS had been able 
to do more. "I felt we could inflame the 
public and marshal tremendous popu­
lar support," Zechel says , "but we 
never got beyond four or five hundred 
members. We were constantly ham­
pered by a serious lack of funds and 
the usual personality conflicts." 

As for Gersten, he expresses disap­
pointment that not every known docu­
ment was turned over to CAUS, 
especially those from the CIA and 
NSA, but concedes that "they were 
probably withheld for leg itimate rea­
sons. I suspect they were protecting 
their own intell igence sources and 
technology." Gersten performed all of 
his work for CAUS pro bono, but esti­
mates that his fees would have come 
to nearly $70,000. "And that's in 1970 
dollars," he says. 
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As the decade of the 1970s came to 
a close, Zechel left CAUS and has 
since founded the Associated Investi­
gators Group. CAUS, meanwhile, con­
tinues under different officers and sti ll 
puts out its publication, Just CAUSE on 
a regular basis. 

"What's changed most is the FOIA 
itself," says Barry Greenwood, the 
newsletter's editor and current CAUS 
director of research. "The act was es­
sentially gutted by Executive Order 
number 12356, signed by President 
Ronald Reagan. Among other changes 
wrought by Reagan's general secrecy 
order," according to Greenwood. "is 
the fact that agencies are no longer re­
quired to respond within a reasonable 
period of time. Searches. when they do 
them at all now, routinely take between 
six months and two years. The fees 
have gone up. too," Greenwood com­
plains. "One agency cited us the enor -
mous search fee of $250,000. It's very 
discouraging." 

Pennsylvan ia researcher Robert 
Todd was also involved with CAUS 
early on, but his experiences have left 
him disil lusioned with both David and 
Goliath. "The UFO community won't be 
satisfied until the government admits 
it's behind a vast cover-up, " says Todd. 
"Is there a lot of material still being 

withheld? Without a doubt. But does 
that prove the government is engaged 
in a massive consp iracy, or that it's 
merely a massive bureaucracy? I can't 
state this strongly enough: I don't be­
lieve there's a cover-up at all." 

A spokesperson with the CIA's Free­
dom of Information office in Washing­
ton, DC, refused a telephone request to 
talk to someone regarding the agency's 
Freedom of Information Act policy, ex­
plaining that all such inquiries would 
first have to be submitted in writing to 
John H. Wright, information and pri­
vacy coordinator. Following agency 
guidelines, Omni has submitted a wri t­
ten request for explanation of CIA pol­
icy as well as UFO documents, past 
and present. The request is still pend­
ing but remained unanswered at press 
time. Results of our inquiry will have to 
wait for a future edition of the magazine. 

As far as the UFO community is 
concerned, the work of CAUS, Zechel­
style, remains undone. These days, 
says Todd, "getting any kind of docu­
ment out of the government is a 
lengthy, time-consuming process. First, 
they consider the FOIA an annoyance; 
after all, they're understaffed and sad­
dled with budget constraints. Second, 
the nature of any government is to con­
trol the flow of information."00 


