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Freedom of Information 
By HERBERT MITGANG 
0, 1972, New York Times Service 

NEW YORK — More than 
five years after the Freedorh 
of Information Act became 
federal law, it is still difficult 
for journalists, historians and 
researchers to obtain informa-
tion freely. The idea behind 
the law was to take the rub-
ber stamp marked "Confiden-
tial" out of the hands of bu-
reaucrats and open public rec-
ords, opinions •and policies of 
federal agencies to public 
scrutiny. It hasn't worked that 
way. 

When President Jo h n s on 
signed the bill, he declared 
that it struck a proper bal-
ance between government 

News Analysis 
confidentiality and the peo-
ple's right to know. Valid 
safeguards were built in, in-
cluding an exemption for ma-
terial required "by Execu-
tive Order to be kept secret 
in the interest of national de-
fense or foreign policy." 

In practice, it has taken 
court actions to gain access 
to government records housed 
in various departments. An, 
effort is finally being made 
to declassify the tons of docu-
ments by the Interagency 
Classification Review Com-
mittee under the chairman-
ship of former Ambassador 
John S. D. Eisenhower. This 
huge undertaking will t a k e 
years — but more than mere 
documents are involved. 
There is a matter of the neg-

ative tone in Washington. 
The White House and its 

large communications staff 
have lengthened the distance 
between Executive Branch, 
Congress and the public. Of 
course, every administration 
has instinctively applied cos-
metics to its public face, but 
this is the first one operating 
for a full term under the 
mandate of the Freedom of 
Information Act. The result 
to date is that official infor-
mation—especially if it ap- 

pears to brush' the adminis-
tration's robes unfavorably—
is not communicated but ex-
communicated. 

The other day Sen. Stuart 
Symington of Missouri, a for- 
mer Air Force secretary who 
has been questioning the wis-
dom of the president's B-52 
foreign policy in Southeast 
Asia, said the country was in 
danger because of pressures,  
from vested interests shielded 
by unwarranted secrecy. "I 
would hope that during this 
session of Congress, every-
thing possible is done to elimi-
nate unnecessary secrecy," he 
said. "Especially as in most 
cases this practice has noth-
ing to do with the security of 
the United States and, in fact,'  
actually operates against that 
security." 

This point was underscored 
before the House Subcommit-
tee on Freedom of Informa-
tion by Rear Adm. Gene R. 
La Rocque, a former Mediter-
ranean fleet commander who 
since retiring has headed the 
independent center for De-
fense Information. La Rocque 
said that Pentagon classifi-
cation was designed to keep 
facts from civilians in the. 
St at e and Defense depart-
ments and that some con-
gressmen w e r e considered 
"bad security risks" because 
they shared information with 
the public. 

Reputable historians trying 
to unearth facts often encoun-
ter Catch-22 conditions. The 
Authors League of America 
and its members have resist-
ed those bureaucrats offering 
"cooperation" o n condition 
that manuscripts be checked 
and approved before book 
publication. The Department 
of Housing and Urban Devel-
opment has denied requests 
for information about slum 
housing appraisals. The De-
partmentof Agriculture 
turned down the consumer-ori-
ented Center for .the Study of 
Responsive Law in Washing-
ton when it asked for re-
search materials about pesti-
cide safety. 

The unprecedented attempt 
the administration to block 
publication of the Pentagon 
Papers, a historical study of 
the Vietnam war, took place 

. despite the Freedom of Infor-
mation Act, not to mention 
the First Amendment. And 
the Justice Department is s' ill 
diverting its "war on crime" 
energies to the hot pursuit of 
scholars who had the temerity 
to share their knowledge of 
the real war with the public. 
Such government activities 
not only defy the intent of the 
Freedom of Information Act; 
they serve as warnings to 
journalists, professors, librari-
ans and others whose fortunes 
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Act: A Victim of the Nixon 
fall within the line of vision -
budgetary, perhaps punitive 
— of the federal government. 

The Executive Branch's bat-
tery of media watchmen are 
busiest with broadcasting be-
cause of its franchises and 
huge audiences. At least one 
White House aide, eyes glued 
to the news programs on the 
commercial networks, grades 
reporters as for or against the 
President. In one case that 
sent a chill through network 
newsrooms, a correspondent 
received a personal communi-
cation from a highly placed 
administration official ques-
tioning his patriotism after he 
had reported from North Viet- 

nam. Good news (meaning 
good for the administration) 
gets a call or a letter of 
praise. 

The major pressure on the 
commercial and public sta-
tionsoriginatesfromthe 
White House Office of Tele-
communications Policy, whose 
director has made it clear 
that controversial subjects in 
the great documentary tradi-
tion should be avoided. The 
same viewpointhasbeen 
echoed by the President's new 
head of the Corporation for 
Public Broadcasting, which fi-
nances major programs on 
educational stations. This gov-
ernment corporation is now  

engaged in a battle to down-
grade the Public Broadcasting 
Service, its creative and inter- 
connecting arm responsible 
for serious news shows. 

Long before there was a 
freedom of Information Act., 
Henry David Thoreau was 
jailed for speaking out and 
defying the government's role 
in the Mexican War, last cen-
tury's Vietnam. "A very few 
men serve the state with their 
consciences," he wrote, "and 

'they are commonly treated as 
enemies by it." Grand juries, 
subpoenas and even govern-
ment jailers will be unable to 
overpower today's men of 
conscience. 
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