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Can an Embassy Be
Open and Secure?

By Jane C. Loeffler
Washington

As the curator of the Nation-
#% al Building Museum

■ # % in Washington, I at-
Mmm^L tended two meetings

M % in 1980 with State
JL ri^Bw Department offi
cials and the architect Frank Gehry,
who presented proposals for a Unit
ed States embassy in Damascus,
Syria. His design was architectural
ly impressive: a stark, white build
ing behind an open courtyard.

State Department officials were
more practical. For instance, they
pointed out, visitors and workers
would cross an open plaza to enter
and leave the building, making them
possible terrorist targets. Cars, in
cluding the ambassador's, had no
secure place to park. There was no
separate, safe entry for the ambassador.

Mr. Gehry — whose design was
meant to be open and welcoming —
did not deal with these practical
problems, and, for many reasons, an
embassy in Syria was never built.

The objections to Mr. Gehry's de
sign were not unusual. Embassies
are asked to do two contradictory
things. They have to be prominent
and accessible, a symbol of the
American commitment to democra
cy. Yet they also have to protect the
many people who visit and work
there.

Designing such buildings is not
easy, but it becomes an impossibletask when funds are scarce and
when there are no clear, realistic
guidelines to follow. Congress does
n't appropriate nearly enough mon
ey to make the sites secure, and the
State Department has developed a
set of safety and architectural guide
lines for embassies that are imprac
tical and, in some cases, contradic
tory.
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Those two deficiencies have be
come shockingly apparent after the
bombings of the American embas
sies in Kenya and Tanzania. Indeed,
in the months before the embassy in
Nairobi was bombed last week, the
American Ambassador, Prudence
Bushnell, twice asked for a new,
safer building, only to have her re
quest rejected for budgetary rea
sons.

How could the State Department
have been so wrong? These deci
sions are easy to criticize in hind
sight, but part of the problem may
have been that the department does
n't have a coherent way of deciding
which embassies are at risk and
should be given priority.

Much has been made of the "In-

The State
Department has
contradictory

standards.

man standards," named after re
tired Adm. Bobby R. Inman, who led
a State Department commission on
overseas security in 1985. The guide
lines his commission drew up, after
the bombing of the American em
bassy in Beirut in 1983, called for
moving embassies to remote loca
tions where as walled compounds
they could be built to blast-proof
specifications. They were to be at
least 100 feet from nearby roads or
buildings and have as few windows
as possible. Architects who followed
these standards were forced to de
sign stockade-like structures that
varied in little more than surface
decoration.

These standards were completely
impractical. They did not take into
account that different countries call
for different types of American em
bassies. If the panel's recommenda

tions had been fully carried out, em
bassies in London and Paris, for
example, would have been forced to
move from their prime locations.

State Department officials pri
vately complained about "Inman ar
chitecture" and circumvented the
proposals by granting security ex
emptions to existing buildings, leas
ing property and renovating old
buildings.

T h e r e w e r e e c o n o m i c

'and political consid
erations as well. Mak
ing embassies secure
is an expensive prop
osition — and Con

gress was willing to appropriate
enough money only for the most
pressing needs. The State Depart
ment had to curtail its plans to buy
and design new embassies, concen
trating on piecemeal improvement.It issued security waivers for new
embassies in Ottawa, which is cur
rently under construction, and forthe proposed embassy soon to be
built in Berlin.

A new State Department directive
has made the process more confus
ing. In March, the department an
nounced that it would mandate the
acquisition and use, where possible,of "historically significant proper
ties" in downtown areas for use as
embassies.

The order, issued by Patsy L.
Thomasson, a Deputy Assistant Sec
retary of State, seeks to make em
bassies a part of a country's urban
renewal effort. While the program
may be admired by architectural
historians, it adds yet another hurdle
to efforts to provide security at posts
abroad.

No one knows whether Ambassa
dor Bushnell's calls for a more se
cure building would have been heed
ed if the Government had had a
clearer set of policies, let alone more
money. But the bombings in Africa
should force the State Department
to revamp its guidelines and pres
sure Congress to pay the added
c o s t s . □


