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Bill Proenza, the suspended director of the National Hurricane Center, defended his criticism of an aging weather
satellite and told a congressional panel Thursday he is ready to return to his job.

"I'm still the center's director. I'm ready to get back to work ... to repair bruised relationships," Proenza said.

But a surprise independent assessment of the center conducted a few weeks ago concluded that Proenza should be
reassigned permanently.

The assessment fixed on what it described as Proenza's poor leadership and management skills, not his public
statements about the aging satellite known as QuikSCAT, said Conrad Lautenbacher Jr., administrator of the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration.

Proenza attributed his ouster to his outspoken stance regarding QuikSCAT. He told the U.S. House Science and
Technology panel that his immediate supervisor told him in early April that he should stop talking about QuikSCAT
because he had "the Department of Commerce and the White House pissed off."

"I dared to call attention to it, and by golly I'm going pay the price for bringing this to the attention of the American
people," Proenza said.

The assessment team consisted of Commerce and NOAA officials. Proenza said he was not informed of the
assessment until the team arrived at his office earlier this month. Other members of his staff were informed but
instructed not to tell him about it, he said.

The report advised NOAA to address "morale problems and divisions among the staff" and "rebut erroneous
information about its hurricane program to stakeholders and to the public."

Before the assessment took place, about half of Proenza's staff signed a letter calling for his ouster because they felt
"muzzled" by his management style.

"There's always a few that may resist some changes," Proenza told the panel in response. "When the (assessment)
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team came in, it was already so extraordinarily disruptive ... it triggered a frenzy of concern for people's careers and the
mission" of the center.

"I've been chastised, threatened, investigated, recommended for reassignment, discredited after more than 40 years
of service," he said.

Several Democratic congressmen said they were concerned Proenza had been replaced because he had embarrassed
NOAA officials with his criticism, including questioning their lavish spending on the agency's anniversary celebration.
Republicans said they were tired of politics getting in the way of a personnel problem.

Rep. Nick Lampson, D-Texas, said Proenza, who previously headed the National Weather Service's Southern
Regional office in Fort Worth, Texas, has a reputation for "speaking his mind and occasionally ruffling feathers," but he
should not be punished for being a critic.

Rep. Bob Inglis, R-S.C., said "critics of the administration on my left seem to smell a rat, but it could be a
mismatched manager, a personnel problem and nothing more."

Both Democrats and Republicans expressed concern that the friction would affect preparedness for the current
hurricane season.

Lautenbacher assured law-makers that replacing Proenza would not jeopardize forecasting.

When asked if he was still concerned about QuikSCAT, Proenza said losing the satellite would be like "losing a
limb" and would be especially dangerous because no replacement is scheduled until 2016.

If QuikSCAT, which already has lasted five years longer than expected, fails, forecasters will have to rely on a
European satellite whose data isn't as reliable, which could compromise forecast accuracy, Proenza said.

Proenza became the hurricane center's director in January at Lautenbacher's request, giving up his more powerful
position at the National Weather Service. He was placed on leave July 9, and his deputy director, Ed Rappaport, was
named interim director.
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Center to 'repair bruised relationships.'
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