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All Is Back to Normal in the White House Press Room: Grumbles

‘By MARTIN ARNOLD

{ Special to The New York Times
WASHINGTON, Jan 30 —
Things are normal in the White
House press room. The report-
ers’.who regularly cover the
President are grumbling about

. ¥rie faults, real and imagined, of

the Presidential press secretary,
Ron Nessen, and Mr. Nessen, if
he 'has no harsh complaints

| about the press corps, has at

" least some disappointments.

s

The atmosphere is all very
different from what it was
when President Nixon was in
office. Then a virtua] state of
war existed between the White
House press corps ‘and Ronald
L. Ziegler, the press secretary.
Now it’s rather like border
sniping. Or as Variety, the daily
show business newspaper put it
recently, “Ron Nessen—is he
fading with D.C. newsmen?”’

Fifty or so newspaper, maga-
zine, television and radio report-
ers are regularly assigned by
their offices to cover the Pres-
ident, and’ the assignment is
considered in the profession to
be among the most important
in  Washington  journalism.
Likewise, the job of Presiden-
tial press secretary is one of

* ithe most imponrtant iin this city,

since the secretary is the main
conduit ‘through which Pres-
idential policies and pronounce-
ments and even foibles are
made public.

The answer to Variety is yes,
Mr. Nessen is “fading” with
some White House correspond-
ents. And.some are fading with
him. He says, for instance, that

a great deal of the information
he has available for the press
each day is never asked for by
reporters. Some reporters feel,
in fact, that some of the ques-
tions put to Mr. Nessen are not
to elicit information, but, as
one White House regular put it,
“to prove their manhood.”

Still, many observers believe
that some confrontation is the
natural condition and prob-
ably the healthy condition, too,
since a tension between , re-
porters and the press office
tends to keep both sides on
their toes.

A Balancing of Views

There are several , built-in
problems in the press secretary
job, the most important being
the need to balance what the
press sécretary conceives his
job to be against what the Pres-
ident often perceives as the
secretary’s proper role.

Many secretaries begin seeing
themselves as mere dispensers
of information. When Mr. Nes-
sen was appointed to the job in
September he vowed never to
“knowingly lie” to-the press,
announced that he did not be-
lieve that the press secretary
always had to agree with the
President and said that he
would not become a salesman
for the President.

Some reporters think he has
shaded the truth at times, al-
though that is not a major criti-
cism of him. No one knows
whether or not he always
agrees with the President.

Mr. Nessen says now that the
“job looks a lot different to me

.
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embers of his staff stood in the doorway

than it did when I came here,
and I can no longer be precise
about drawing the line between
giving an explanation of the
President’s policies, which is
my job, and salesmanship.”

Nearly to a man most of the
White House reporters believe
that Mr. Nessen has become a
salesman for the President’s en-
ergy and economic policies. At
a recent press briefing, for in-
stance, he delivered a long
commentary on the dangers of
gasoline rationing—which the
President opposes—and deliv-
ered it not in response to a re-
porter’'s question but because
he wanted to.

Mr. Nessen, 40 years old,)

came to the job from NBC-TV,
where he was the White House
correspondent. He is articulate,
about medium height and bald-
ish. He dresses somewhat mod-
dish, has a tendency toward
pudginess and chain smckes
through his daily press brief-
ings, which are scheduled each
morning for 11:30 A.M. but
usually start about 20 or 30
minutes late.

He generally opens with a
joke, partly because that’s the
nature of the man and partly as
a device to relax the years of
tension hat developed between
Mr. Ziegler and the White
House press. Most reporters
give him credit for retaxing the
'tensions, but seriously criticize
the jokes.

"~ On some ocdasions Mr. Nes-
sen, who is known to have a
rather volatile temper, can be
preachy. Last month, for in-
stance, he scolded a reporter,
accusing him of being disre-

spectful in questioning Rogers
C. B? Morton, the Secretary of
the Interior. “I would like to
remind you again of something
1 said before about the need for
civility in the press room,” the
secretary said. ,

Another time, when a treport-
er started chuckling in a press
briefing, Mr. Nessen snapped at
him, “How would you answer
that question if you were press
secretary — a job you would
dearly love to have?”

Some reporters feel that Mr.
Nessen has a tendency to let
his temper get the better of
him. Thus, they feel, he over-
reacted when The Washington
Star-News broke the White
House release date on -Presi-
dent Ford’'s budget yesterday.
Because of that, Mr. Nessen
ordered an advance copy of the
President’s Economic Message
withheld from the paper until
deadline time and banned the
paper from a briefing on the
message. ‘

One of the complaints about
thé press secretary is that the
press office he runs is ineffi-
cient, Thus, on President Ford’s
trip to the Far East last month,
press briefings were often held
in the middle of the night, some
reporters were never teld that
the press briefings were being|.
held and frequently neither Mr.
Nessen nor his aides could be
found to answer questions}
when they were needed. For all |-
of this, he later apologized.

In his own defense, he says
that the job of press secretary|.
“looks fairly simple from the
outside, but that it really in-
volves complicated machinery”
whose handling it "took him
some time to learn. Reporters
generally agree with this as-
sessment of the job.

There are areas in which Mr.
Nessen deserves high praise,
most White House reporters be-
lieve he has, for example, ap-
parent ready access to the Pres-
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ident, and when he speaks
about -how the President feels
on some situation, reporters
can be fairly sure that that in-
deed is how the President feels.

In fact, some members of
the press corps criticizes Mr.
Nessen because they think that
he is more concerned with help-
ing to make policy than to giv-
ing out news about policy. Sim-
ilar criticism has been made
about other Presidential press
secretaries.

At Mr, Nessen’s suggestion,
President Ford became the first
President to allow “follow-up”
questions at his news confer-
ences, meaning that a reporter,
after listening to the President’s
answers to a first question,
could ask a second question on
the subject.

An Open White House

Largely because of Mr. Ford
the White House is probably
more open to reporters than it
has been since the early days of
President Lyndon B. Johnson.
That is because Mr. Ford does
not seem either to fear or dis-
like reporters. - :

If the reporters have their
usual complaints about the
press secretary he in turn has
some unusual complaints about
them. Mr. Nessen says, for in-
stance, that he spends about
five hours each morning pre-
paring for the morning press
briefing and is “surprised how
ldittle homework the reporters

0.17

He has told friends that the
caliber of questioning is such
that most often he never gives
out much mqre than 20 per cent
of the answers he is prepared
to make.

When asked about it he puts
the percentage somewhat high-
er, concedes that “I was no bet-
ter when I covered the White
House” and adds that he is dis-
appointed in the press corps.

Mr. Nessen cited a number of
examples of news events in re-
cent weeks on which he re-,
ceived no questions at his news:
briefings although he had been
prepared, often with quotes
from the President. ‘

He arrives each day at the
press briefing with a large
loose -leaf notebook jammed
with information—often, includ-’
ing long quotes from the Pres-
ident. . )

No Question on Topic

On a recent day, for instance,
there was a news article that
the Chinese had canceléd a con--
tract to purchase 601,000 tons -
of wheat from the United
States. At his press briefing, -
not one question was asked"
about it. .

In the same day's papers,”
there were accounts of the
withdrawal of 1,000 Turkish'*
troops from Cyprus, about 2
Latin-American Foreign Minis-*
ters’ meeting, about the United
States’ asking the Soviet Union' -
to explain a possible violation
of the 1972 agreement on limi-"
tation of strategic .arms and
about the White House’s asking
the courts to allow it to send a -
substantial number of .former -
President Nixon's papers to him
in California.

The briefing lasted 54 min- :

utes, and not one question*
was asked about any of those
news events, the official trans-
script of the briefing shows.
“The format of these brief-
ings is question and answer,
and it bothers me—the ques-
tion how much should I volun- .
teer when I'm waiting for ques- p
tions?”  Mr. Nessen says. .
“Where is the line? I fear if I
volunteer people are going to
say I'm using salesmanship for -
the President, or we are tryin%, 4
to manage the news. I can’t tell -
the press-what ‘news they are '~
not going to get out by not ask-""’

ing the questions.”




