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ADDRESS

OF

THE HONCRABLE JANET RENO

UNI TED STATES ATTORNEY GENERAL

BEFORE

THE

AVERI CAN SOCI ETY OF NEWSPAPER EDI TORS

APRI L 17, 1996

(In presenting this address, the Attorney General may depart fromthe
text, but she stands behind the text as printed.)

| have appreciated the opportunity to work with the Anerican Society
of Newspaper Editors, which has |ed the way to hel p nake our gover nnent
nore open and to make information nore accessible and tinely.

Let ne tell you one reason why our joint efforts are so inportant and
update you on the Departnent's progress.

Recently, at the Justice Departnent, one of our young people who is a | ot
nore talented at using a conputer than | am did sone research on the
I nformati on Super hi ghway. She |ooked for the nunber of news stories which
contained the words "cynicisnt or "mstrust” within a word or tw of the
word "governnent." There were 1,542 "hits" in the last two years -- in
newspapers from Houston and Col unbus, Des Moi nes and Austin,
G eensboro and San Diego, St. Louis and Seattle, |ndianapolis and Pal m
Beach.
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Clearly, sonething is wong.

Too many Anericans m strust their governnment. And, unnecessary
government secrecy feeds this mstrust.

What nakes our country unique is its conmtnent to being open, to
maki ng its | eaders accountabl e. In a week when our thoughts turn to the
threat of terrorism-- in our own country and around the world -- it is so
i mportant that we not retreat fromthat principle, that we not give in to
assaults on our denocratic values. It is a time when we need to renew and
I nvigorate our commtnent to open governnent.

Thirty years ago, the Freedom of Information Act was created to give
life to the fundanmental prem se of America's founding that we "nmeant to be
our own governors."

How woul d we do that? "By armng (our)selves with the power
know edge gives," said Janes Madi son.

On July 4, 1966, President Lyndon Johnson signed the Freedom of
Informati on Act with the observation that "a denocracy works best when the
peopl e have all the information that the security of the Nation permts.” He
said, "No one should be able to pull the curtains of secrecy around deci sions
whi ch can be revealed without injury.”

It was a little bit easier then. The nunber of FO A requests wasn't even
recorded the first few years. 1n 1975, the Departnent of Justice received 30-
t housand requests. Conpare that, if you will, with 1995 when the Justice
Departnent received about 125,000 FO A and Privacy Act requests and had
t he equi val ent of 617 people working full-time on the requests at an annual
cost of over 35-mllion-dollars.

A wor ki ng reporter doesn't care how many requests we get or how nuch
it costs to process them | understand that. Wat you care about is when
you are going to get your questions answered. That's the challenge, one that
demands real solutions.

W have started trying to find them

Al'l but eight of the Justice Departnent's 29 sub-parts have significantly
reduced their backl ogs.

The others are on a reporting systemthat has significantly cut backl ogs
at places |like the Inmmgration and Naturalization Service, the Bureau
of Prisons and the U S. Attorneys' offices.

Usi ng our expedited FO A procedure for records that have been

requested by a w despread and exceptional nunber of news agenci es,
we are putting sonme extraordinary requests to the head of the Iine.
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Recent exanpl es incl ude:

- The conplete transcripts of the FBI's negotiations with the Branch
Davi di ans at Waco;

- Records dealing with alleged human rights violations in Guatenal a;

- And the Justice Departnent's command center | ogs during the Ruby
Ri dge i nci dent.

Furthernore, we have nmade it a daily practice in our press office to try
to accomopdate requests fromthe news nedia for a single, easily
retrievabl e docunent. W get it and send it to you as fast as we can.
While judging its releasability under FO A and Privacy Act standards,

we don't even put it into the FO A system

We now rel ease i nformati on on serious professional m sconduct by
Justice Departnent attorneys, even without a FO A request. W have
done that nine tines in two years.

We strongly encouraged all Federal agencies to nmake discretionary
rel eases whenever possible, and reexam ned FO A forns and formats,

i mproving nearly all of them |In fact, we were so successful, the
Department of the Interior, the Labor Departnent, the Air Force and
the Environnental Protection Agency asked us to review their forns,
t 0o.

On top of that, we are now nmaki ng FO A performance part of the job
description of every relevant Departnent of Justice enpl oyee and
rating them on how well they do.

Is there nore we can do, nore that can be done with today's tight
budget s? We are and nust continue to think about ways to
acconplish that goal.

The core purpose of FOA is to |let people know how their government
works. Yet, today, relatively few FO A requests have to do with what
t he governnent is doing.

The bul k of the requests cone fromindividuals seeking infornmation

that the governnment is nmerely storing -- information about a business
competitor, or a celebrity or historic figure, or sinply to satisfy
curiosity. Since the purpose of FOA is to show how gover nnent

wor ks, surely we mght give some consideration to creating different
tiers, or tracks, to give priority to requests that have a broad, public
pur pose rather than a purely private one. That is a concept we already
apply when considering fee waivers.

Shoul d we give sonme thought to the burden we are placing on the system
with conplex litigation demands? At a tinme when the FBI is 5.6 mllion
pages behind in processing FO A requests, do we really want 29% of the
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FBI's FO A tinme devoted to responding to what we call "Vaughn | ndex"
demands, which are the detail ed expl anati ons we have to give the courts
when you sue us for w thhol di ng sonet hi ng.

Shoul d the size and conplexity of requests be a factor? Wat do we do
with a request, like the one we got froma reporter in Pennsylvania |ast
Friday, demanding files responsive to 206 questions, sone of themwth
dozens of subparts? The |ist of questions ran 11 pages!

I's increased use of electronic file-keeping one way to reduce the
frustrating over-load in the future? WII| direct access fromyour city roons
to our clearly non-exenpt files be the wave of the future?

| am happy to announce that, wthin the next few days, U S. Attorneys
press rel eases anywhere in the country wll be available to your reporters
through the Internet or by dialing up a Justice Departnent bulletin board.
W have discussed wth the FBI putting new reading-roomitens onto its
Internet retrieval shelves.

Sonmeday soon, we will be sending our press releases directly to your
el ectronic mail boxes, rather than by fax machines. A del egation from ASNE
visited our technical support staff last fall and told us the sorts of things you
need. Wthout question, we are going to interact with one another in the
future by conputer.

That's a future that is worrisone in sone respects. The I nformation Age
and the end of the Cold War have created new precincts in Cyberspace and
across once-cl osed borders. Organi zed crine is using conmputers to illegally

transfer electronic cash. Pornographers can ply their trade across invisible
borders. Conputer hackers can gain unauthorized access to sensitive private
and governnent information. The conputer age poses special challenges to
those of us in |law enforcenent. WII| the price of direct access and easier
comruni cation be |ess privacy and increased police intrusion?

| want to take this chance to tell you about an exanple three weeks ago
that should reassure you that the governnent is proceeding in good faith to
navi gate the new world of Cyberspace while acconmpdati ng Constitutiona
concerns. Federal agents executed the first warrant obtained froma judge to
search a conputer network run by Harvard University that had been entered
illegally by an Argentinean man intent on reaching mlitary and NASA
computer files.

Wrking with Naval investigators and Harvard scientists, federa
prosecutors devel oped a conmputer programto recognize the intruder's
di stinctive electronic footprints w thout reading the conmuni cati ons of
I nnocent users. In fact, out of approximately 10 mllion el ectronic nessages
sorted by the conmputer, only two innocent communi cations were apparently
opened by investigators.

We didn't use conputers to invade privacy. W used themto protect
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privacy for the thousands of individuals and organi zati ons that used that
net wor k.

That is the kind of story that helps instill confidence in governnent and
counter distrust.

In a week when nany are noting anniversaries, | hope you will take note
of another first-year anniversary -- another anniversary of open governnent.
One year ago today, on April 17, President Cinton signed the Executive
Order that will overhaul our systemfor classifying national security
information to | ower the wall of governnment secrecy.

When he took office, the President ordered a conprehensive revi ew of
classification policy. He concluded that it frequently distorted history,
warped intelligence estimtes, hid governnment waste and inefficiency,
retarded scientific and academ c research, and nai ntained a gulf between
gover nment and gover ned.

Under the Executive Order the President signed, classified docunents
over 25 years old will automatically be declassified unless they fit within very
narrow exenpted categories such as weapons systens or intelligence
activities. Cdassifiers now have to justify what they want to classify. The
burden runs agai nst needl ess or unnecessarily prol onged classification.

Is there a connection between what the President wants done and what
ASNE bel i eves should be done? 1|s there a shared vision between ne and
Debra Howel |l and Di ck Schm dt ? There is. You know there is. And that's
why it is inportant for us to continue to work together.

On April 14th two years ago, | talked to you about the instructions
President Cinton had issued to nmake the governnent as open as possible,
and to nake disclosure the norm | told you what we were doing to neet the
chal l enge. W try, every day, to keep our prom ses.

| said | would hold regular weekly news availabilities, as | had started to
do. Tonorrow, we will hold our 121st weekly news availability, 16 of which
were conducted by the Deputy or the Associate Attorney General if | was
absent. 121 sessions, open to any reporter.

The chal l enges to | aw enforcenment are different and nore conpl ex than
they were thirty years ago when the Freedom of Information Act was passed.
W are working hard with Congress on a bipartisan basis to outmatch the
cunning and stealth of the terrorists.

But when we say a prayer this week for those who have lost their |ives
to terror, we will honor their nenory nost by recommitting ourselves to two
wel | springs of our denobcracy -- our open governnment and our inquisitive
press. Against those who seek to work their will by cowardi ce and vi ol ence,
we will prevail
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| always enjoy neeting with you, and I amgrateful that you invited ne
to give this progress report.

Thank you.
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