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Press-Related |
Legislation Lies
Dormant on Hill

By John Lengel

Associated Press

-~ A wide range of pressre-
Jafed legislation, much of it
JBpbosed as threatening the
‘free flow of informaton, lies
dormant and maybe dying in
Congress.
;:Zﬁ‘he proposals include:
< An Official Secrets Act,
Wiich would make it a crime
’fo‘,;publish any national de-
I‘e‘ﬂse information >about the
““atilitary capability of the
“Hnited States or an associate
'.';Eiion.” Opponents say such
legislation would enable the
Soyernment to prosecute the
nbws media for almost any
stgry about the Defense De-
pgrtiment . published without
‘geyernment authorization.
-+ "6 Revision- of the Espionage
Act to prohibit publication of
any ‘information that might be
Aged to prejudice interests of
$k¢ United States. Exisitng
Fgislation makes it a crime to
“Priblish such information only
#fishe government can prove it
éﬂ's obtained with intent to
Harin the country.
%% So-called “shield” legisla-
fioh designed to limit or prohi-
bit legal action to force report-
‘ers to identify news sources or
provide other testimony based
on information from news
sources. . ..
In addition, the Justice De-
- partment has dropped for the
.4ime being its preliminary
“work on proposals designed to
*narrow the application of the
<Supreme Court decisions lim-
‘iting the grounds for which
_spublic figures :can sue for li-
ibel.
\ ! The Official Secrets Act and
ithe proposed changes in the
»Espionage Act are part of a
vproposal for extensive revision
~of the federal eriminal code.
» Inthe House, the code revi-
xsions are bottled up in a Judi-
«ciary  subcommittee, side-
stracked by the full commit-
{tee’s inquiry...into whether
*President Nixon should be im-
‘peached. - 5

%. A Senate Judiciary subcom-
mittee headed by Sen, John L.
‘McClellan, (D-Ark.) has nearly
scompleted hearings  op. the
wproposed criminal code™ revid|
«sion. . e

& But the panel’s chief- coun-
¥sel says that the current politi-
cal atmosphere makes it s
ikely that the bill will go: to
Mthe Senate floor.
%1 The Nixon administration
*proposed the criminal code re-
Svisions nearly two years ago
Jdand said the Secrets Act and

::qspionage Act revisions were
fnecessary to plug security
leaks.

i ‘Opponents said the adminis-
;,t}*ation proposals would have
Qprevented publication of sto-
wdies about the Mylai massa-
“ores, C-5A cost overruns and
4he Pentagon Papers.

<‘In the extreme opponents
<argue, even unauthorized pos-
<session of routine reports and
‘documents could lead to pros-
Zcution. :

> Rep. Robert W. Kasten-
Jmeier, (D-Wis.), a member of
:tﬁe House Judiciary subcom-
dnittee which will consider the
“proposal, doubts the Secrets

——

Act and Espionage Act revi-
!sions will survive.

[ “There will be nothing af-
'fecting a free press in that
bill,” he said. “The subcommit-
tee will not approve a bill
with provisions for criminal
penalties for disclosire of in-
formation.”

The drive for a shield law

was inspired by -a 1972 Su-
preme Court ruling that the
First Amendment does not
provide newsmen ahsolute
protection against disclosure
of confidential information,

Kastenmeier is chairman of
a subcommittee that reported
a bill in February for consid-
eration providing that no
hewsman could be required to |
disclose informaton at any'
pretrial proceeding, including
grandjuries. The bill had the
support of the American New-
Spaper Publishers Associa-
tion.

In the Senate, the hill lies
idle because of disagreement
on when, or if at all, a journal-
ist can be required to testify.

The adminisration contends
;‘that shield legislation is un-
necessary.

Others seek an absolute
shield, with newsmen com-
pletely immune to involuntary
court appearances. Other fac-
tions want a limited shield
with some mandatory obliga-
tons, or no congressional ac-
ton at all, on the theory that
any bill offers an opportunity
to curb the powers of the
press. Opinion within the
news profession is divided.




