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UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT
FOR THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA

IN RE: SPECIAL COUNSEL ) Misc. No. 04-296 (TFH)

INVESTIGATION ) : 04-297 (TFH)
MEMORANDUM OPINION

Pending before the Court are two motions to quash subpoenas filed by journalists,

Matthew Cooper and Tim Russert. The subpoenas were issued by Special Counsel Patrick

Fitzgeraid as part of the ongoing investigation into the potentially illegal disclosure of the
identity of CIA.ofﬁ.ciall Valerie Plame. Specifically, Time magazine reporter Matthew Cooper
and NBC Washington Bureau Chief Tim Russert were asked to appear before the grand jury to
testify regarding alleged conversations they had with a specified Executive Branch ofﬁcml
Because this Court holds that the U.S. Supreme Court unequivocally rej ected any reporter’s
privilege rooted iﬁ the First Amendment or common law in the context of a grand jury acting in
good faith, this Court denies thé motions to quash.
Background

On July 6, 2003, the New York T imes published former Ambassador. Joseph Wilson’s
column “What [ Didn’t Finci iﬁ Aﬁica,” in which he charged that President Bush had “twisted”
intelligence related to Iraq’s nuclear program in his 2003 State of the Union Address. After the
article was published, Ambassador Wilson’s article and other statements he made to members of
the medi.a were extensiveiy reportéd on by a number of news outlets. Motion of Non-Party Tim
Russert to Quash Grand Jury Subpoena (“Russert Mot.”) af 2-3.

On July 14, 2003, the Washington Post and other newspapers published a column written

by Robert Novak in which he idenﬁﬁed Ambassador Wilson’s wife, Valerie Plame, as a CIA




Officer. Specifically, the article reported that Ambassador Wilson’s “wife, Valerie Plame, is an
agency operative on weapons of mass destruction. Two senior administration officials told me
his wife suggested sending Wilson to Niger.” Russert Mot. at 3. Two months after that article
was published, the Post reported that “two top White House officials called at least six
Washington journalists and disclosed the identity and occupation of Wilson’s wife.” Id.

In December 2063, the Department of Justice appointed United States Attorney Patrick
Fitzgerald as Special Counsel to investigate the allegations that one or more Executive Branch
officials unlawfully disclosed the name of a purported covert CIA operative, Valerie Plame.
Russert Mot. at 3. On May 21, 2004, graﬁd Jury subpoenas were issued to Mr. Céoper and Mr.
Russert. Subsequent discussions between cach reporter’s respective attorneys and Sp.ecial
Counsel revealed that Mr. Fitzgerald intended to question each journalist about alleged
discussions they had with a specified Executive Branch official. The specific subject matter
Special Counsel will address before the grand jury is quite circumscribed, but it does delve into
alleged conversations each reporter had with a confidential source. Russert Mot. at 4; Motion of
Maithew Cooper to Quash Subpoena and/or for Protective Order (“Cooper Mot.”) at 6-7.

Mr. Cooper and Mr. Russert base their motions to quash the grand jury subpoenas on the
grounds that they violate the reporters privilege embodied in the First Amendment and common
law. They also point to the D.C. Shield Law, D.C. Code Ann. § § 16-4702(1), 4703(b) (2001)
and the Department of Justice’s éwn policy statements regarding the issuance of subpoenas to
members of the press, 26 C.F.R. § 50.10, as further support that the.subpoenas should be
quashed. In addition to the papers submitted ig opposition to the motions to quﬁsh, Mr.
Fitzgerald submitted an ex parte affidavit filed under seal. Government’s Response to Motion to

Quash Grand Jury Subpoena [re: Cooper] (“Gov’t Opp’n to Cooper™) at 1.
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Analysis
This Court need not search far to find a case which directly addresses the issues currently

before it. In Branzburg v. Hayes, the United States Supreme Court squarely addressed the

application of a reporters privilege in the context of a grand jury. Branzburg v. Havyes. 408 U.S.
665 (1972). Tn that case, the Supreme Court consolidated info one opinion four cases involving
journalists who were subpoenaed before grand juries and asked to testify about, infer alia, the
identity of informants and information they had been told in confidence. The reporters objected
to the subpoenas based on their rights under the First Amendment. Id. at 672.

Tn the Court’s opinion, Justice White explained that any incidental burden that testifying
before a grand jury may have on the journalists was far outweighed by society’s interest is law
enforcement. Branzburg, 408 U.S. at 690-91. The Court acknowledged the vital,
constitutionally mandated role that grand juries have in the government’s fundamental function
of ensuring “[flair and effective law enforcement aimed at providing security for the person and
property of the individual.” Id. It is the responsibility of every citizen to appear before a grand
jury in order to assist that body with its essential tasks. Id. at 682.

The Branzburg Court held that the First Amendment concemms should not alter news-
gatherers obligations to testify before grand juries because asking members of the press to appear
before the grand juries “involve[s] no infrusions upon speech or assembly, no prior restraint or
restriction on what the press may publish, and no express or implied command that the press
publish what it prefers to withhold.” Id. at 681. The journalists were not being forbidden from
continuing to use confidential sources, nor where they being asked tb indiscriminately disclose
the identity of their sources upon request. 1d. at 681-82. The Court acknowledged that the

reporters’ argument that the dissemination of news to the public would be diminished by forcing




The Circuit Court for the District of Columbia has upheld the holding of Branzburg.
Reporters Comm. for Freedom of Press v. American Telephone & Telegraph Co., 593 F.2d 1030,
1061 (D.C. Cir. 1978) (“The Court in Branzburg determined that Good faith criminal
investigation interests Always override a journalist’s interest in preserving the secrecy of his

sources.”); In re Possible Violations of 18 U.S.C. 371, 641, 1503, 564 F.2d 567, 571 {D.C. Cir.

1977) (concluding that Branzburg established a “newsman can claim no general immunity,
qualified or otherwise, from grand jury questioning. On the contrary, like all other witnesses, he
must appear and normally must answer. If the grand jury’s questions are put in bad faith or for
the purpose of harassment, he can call on the courts for protection.”). The D.C. District court has

followed suit. In re Grand Jury 65-1, 59 F. Supp. 2d 1, 10-15 (D.D.C. 1996) (adopting

Branzburg’s holding and analysis in rejecting journalist’s motion to quash a grand jury
subpoena).

It is true that some courts have chipped away at the holding of Branzburg by ruling that a
court shall appiy a qualified privilege in certain limited contexts. These courts have done so by
carving out various factual scenarios different than those presented in Branzburg and announcing

that a judge should apply a balancing test. United States v. Ahn, 231 F. 3d 26 (D.C. Cir. 2000)

- (criminal case addressing “breach of contract” issue); United States v. LaRouche Campaign, 841

F.2d 1176 (1st Cir. 1988) (pre-trial criminal proceeding); United States v. Burke, 700 F.2d 70

(2d Cir. 1983) (criminal trial); Zerilli v. Smith, 656 F.2d 705 (D.C. Cir. 1981) (civil proceeding);

United States v. Hubbard, 493 F. Supp. 202 (D.D.C. 1979) (criminal case); Carey v. Hume, 492

F.2d 631 (D.C. Cir. 1974) (civil proceeding); Baker v. F & F Investment, 470 F.2d 778 (2d Cir.

1972) (civil action). In all of those cases noted by the petitioner, there was no Supreme Court

precedent for the factual situation they were faced with indicating how they must rule. This court




does not share that luxury. Whatever extent lower courts around the country have eroded the
periphery of the Branzburg opinion, the core of the opinion stands strong. The facts of this case
fall entirely within that core — a reporter called to testify before a grand jury regarding
confidential information enjoys no First Amendment protection. In the three decades since that
~ opinion was penned, the Supreme Court has chosen not to issue a ruling contradicting that
holding. Therefore, neither shall this Court.

Petitioner Russert attempts one last time to steer the court away from the inevitable
holding in Branzburg by arguing that the case did not deal with confidential sources and that
other courts have identified confidential sources as unique situations. (Russert Tr. at 15-20.)
Russert argues that the relevant distinction is not between grand juries and all other judicial
proceedings. Rather, petitioner submits, the relevant distinction is between cases when the
government seeks to question a journalist about a confidential source and “those cases — like
Branzburg — in which a journalist, like any other citizen, is obliged to testify about criminal
conduct that he observed.” Reply Memorandum of Points and Authorities in Support of Non-
Party Tim Russert’s Motion to Quash Grand Jury Subpoena at 5. “This Court agrees with the
Independent Counsel that the line should be drawn at the nature of the proceeding; not depending

on how the reporter obtained the information at issue.” In re Grand Jury 95-1, 59 F. Supp. 2d 1,

13 (D.D.C. 1996). Petitioner’s interpretation of Branzburg is again inaccurate. Although some
of the reporters in Branzburg did observe criminal conduct, one of the reporiers did not observe
any criminal conduct and was asked to testify about information he had learned from confidential
sources. Branzburg 408 U.S. at 672-73. More importantly, the entire Branzburg opinion is laced
with references to confidential sources and Justice White mékes clear that the “heart of the

{reporters’] claim is that the burden on news gathering resulting from compelling reporters to




disclose confidential information outweighs any public interest in obtaining the information.” Id.
at 681. The Branzburg opinion’s holding that there is no First Amendment or common law
reporters privilege in the grand jury context plainly encompasses journalists asked to reveal
confidential sources and information.

Two other arguments proffered by the movants merit a response. First, movants point to
the District of Columbia Shield Law, D.C. Code Ann. §§ 16-4702 - 4703 (2001), as a secondary
basis for the Court to quash the journalists’ subpoenas. The Court disagrees. The federal law of
privilege exclusively governs evidentiary privileges in cases arising under federal substantive law
in federal court. Fed.R.Evid. 501. “Whatever may be its force in the context of a civil common
law action in a court of the District of Columbia . . . . the D.C. statute is inapplicable here.

Congress has never enacted a federal counterpart to the D.C. Shield Law.” Lee v. United States

Dep’t of Justice, 287 F. Supp 2d 15, 17 (D.D.C. 2003). Second, Cooper and Russert assert that

the subpoenas must be quashed because the Department of Justice Guidelines for issuing
subpoenas to news media (“DOJ guidelines™) were not met. 26 C.F.R. § 50.10. This Court is
not convinced that the DOJ guidelines vest any right whatsoever in movants®. Assuming,
argﬁendo, that the DOJ guidelines did vest a right in the movants in these cases, this Court holds
that the DOJ guidelines are fully satisfied by the facts of this case as presented to the court in the
ex parte affidavit of Patrick Fitzgerald. Furthermore, assuming arguendo that this Court were to
determine that the journalists did possess a qualified privilege — a holding which this Court has

explained is simply not supported by case law — the ex parte affidavit has also established that

2 See 28 C.F.R. § 50.10(n) (“The principles set forth in this section are not intended to
create or recognize any legally enforceable right in any person.”); In re Grand Jury Subpoena
Am. Broad. Cos., Inc., 947 F. Supp. 1314, 1322 (E.D. Ark. 1996) (denying television network’s
request to quash grand jury subpoena on the basis that DOJ guidelines were not fulfilled because
DOIJ “regulations, by their own terms, confer no enforceable right on the subpoenaed person.”).
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Special Counsel would be able to meet even the most stringent of balancing tests. The
information requested from Mr, Cooper and Mr. Russert is very limited, all available alternative
means of obtaining the information have been exhausted, the testimony sought is ﬂecessary for
the completion of the investigation, and the testimony sought is expected to constitute direct

~ evidence of innocence or guilt. To be blear, this Court holds that Cooper and Russert have no
privilege, qualified or otherwise, excusing them from testifying before the grand jury in this
matter. There have been no allegations whatsoever that this grand jury is acting in bad faith or
with the purpose of harassing these two journalist. Therefore, under the holding in Branzburg
and its progeny, Mr. Cooper and Mr. Russert must fulﬁﬂ their obligation, shared by all citizens,
to answer a valid subpoena issued t§ ‘thern by a grand jury acting in good faith. An appropriate

order will accompany this opinion.

July 20, 2004 /s/
Thomas F. Hogan
Chief Judge

11




UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT
FOR THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA

IN RE: SPECIAL COUNSEL ) Misc. Nos. 04-296 (TFH)
INVESTIGATION ) ' 04-297 (TFH)
ORDER

Pending befofe the Court are “Motion of Matthew Cooper to Quash Subpoena and/or for
Protective Order” and “Moﬁon of Non-Party Tim Russert to Quash Grand Jury Subpoena.” For
the reasons stated in the accompanying Memorandum Opinion, it is hereby

ORDERED that both motioné are DENIED.

SO ORDERED.

July 20, 2004 /s/
Thomas F. Hogan
Chief Judge




