
| 1

US Threats Mount Against Journalists, Snowden
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Congressional leaders and representatives of the US military-intelligence apparatus have
stepped up their threats against Edward Snowden and the journalists who have worked with
him to expose massive illegal spying by the National Security Agency (NSA).

At  a  hearing  Tuesday  of  the  House  Intelligence  Committee,  Chairman Mike  Rogers,  a
Michigan  Republican,  repeatedly  suggested  that  journalists  who  received  leaked  NSA
documents from Snowden and wrote articles about them were guilty of criminal acts.

These statements follow published death threats against Snowden from unnamed military
and intelligence officials and demands from the Obama administration that he plead guilty
and turn himself in.

Rogers engaged his main witness at Tuesday’s hearing, FBI Director James Comey, in a
lengthy exchange over whether an unnamed journalist would be guilty of “fencing stolen
material” if he published articles based on the Snowden revelations. Because reporters are
paid for their work, Rogers suggested, they were engaged in selling stolen material for
profit.  He  posed the  question  to  Comey,  “If  I’m hocking  stolen  classified  material  that  I’m
not legally in possession of for personal gain and profit, is that not a crime?”

Comey was more cautious in his public utterances, agreeing that a journalist who sold stolen
jewelry was guilty of a crime, but suggesting stolen documents might not be as clear a case.
“I think that’s a harder question because it involves a news-gathering function,” he said. It
“could have First Amendment implications,” he added. [Emphasis added].

However, Comey did not rule out prosecution. Rogers continued, “So if I’m a newspaper
reporter  for—fill  in  the  blank—and  I  sell  stolen  material,  is  that  legal  because  I’m  a
newspaper  reporter?”

Comey eventually declared, after being pressed by Rogers, “I don’t want to talk about the
case in particular because it’s an active investigation of ours.”

Rogers  then  asked,  “It’s  an  active  investigation  for  accomplices  brokering  in  stolen
information?” Comey replied, “We are looking at the totality of the circumstances around
the theft and promulgation.”

After the hearing, Rogers made it clear that one of the journalists he had in mind was Glenn
Greenwald, the former Guardian reporter who has written numerous articles on the NSA
based on his access to the trove of documents taken by Snowden. “For personal gain, he’s
now selling his access to information, that’s how they’re terming it,” Rogers claimed. “A
thief selling stolen material is a thief.”
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Rogers also said,  referring to Snowden himself,  “I  can tell  you from a whole series of
classified meetings, the folks who do this for a living believe he is under the influence of the
Russians.”

The obvious conclusion of the exchange between Rogers and Comey is that the Obama
administration  is  considering  criminal  charges  against  Greenwald,  as  well  as  filmmaker
Laura Poitras and Washington Post contributor Barton Gellman, who also have access to the
Snowden documents and have reported on them.

Greenwald  strongly  defended  his  actions  and  the  actions  of  his  fellow  journalists  in
interviews and Twitter postings after the House committee hearing. “There’s something that
has become pretty sick about DC political culture if the idea of prosecuting journalists is now
this  mainstream,”  he  said  on  Twitter.  “The main  value  in  bandying about  theories  of
prosecuting journalists is the hope that it will bolster the climate of fear for journalism.”

No journalist has ever been prosecuted in the United States on the claim that receiving
unauthorized information was akin to receipt of stolen goods. Greenwald added, “What
they’re trying to do is to remove it from the realm of journalism so that they can then
criminalize it.”

The McCarthy-style  threats  against  journalists  by  Rogers  came amid  mounting  threats
against Snowden and his allies by top military-intelligence officials.

Director  of  National  Intelligence  James  Clapper,  speaking  at  another  hearing  Tuesday,
referred to the journalists who have extensively reported on the NSA as “accomplices” of
Snowden, a term suggesting co-conspirators in a criminal enterprise. This comment followed
Clapper’s testimony the previous week before the Senate Intelligence Committee, where he
denounced  Snowden  as  the  architect  of  the  “most  damaging  theft  of  intelligence
information in our history.”

Army Lt. Gen. Michael Flynn, who commands the Defense Intelligence Agency, and Matt
Olsen, chief of the National Counterterrorism Center, claimed that Snowden’s revelations
had  resulted  in  changes  in  how  Al  Qaeda  and  other  terrorist  groups  conduct  their
communications activities.

“What we’ve seen in the last six to eight months is an awareness by these groups…of our
ability to monitor communications and specific instances where they’ve changed the ways
in which they communicate to avoid being surveilled,” Olsen said.

This is both unprovable and likely bogus, since the vast bulk of the Snowden revelations
concern US government spying on ordinary citizens of the United States and other countries
to  accumulate  a  gigantic  database  of  all  the  communications  linking  all  individuals
throughout  the  world.  This  has  nothing  to  do  with  fighting  terrorism and everything  to  do
with profiling the population politically and preparing the military-intelligence apparatus to
suppress  movements  from  below  that  would  threaten  the  profits  and  property  of  the
financial  aristocracy.

The Senate Intelligence Committee hearing coincided with the release of a 27-page report,
“Worldwide  Threat  Assessment  of  the  US  Intelligence  Community,”  filed  annually  with
Congress by the director  of  national  intelligence (DNI).  This  year’s  report  for  the first  time
cites internal leaks as a major danger to US national security and actually ranks such leaks
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ahead of terrorism as a threat.

“Trusted insiders with the intent to do harm can exploit their access to compromise vast
amounts  of  sensitive  and  classified  information  as  part  of  a  personal  ideology  or  at  the
direction of a foreign government,” the report warns. “The unauthorized disclosure of this
information to state adversaries, non-state activists or other entities will continue to pose a
critical threat.”

The DNI report now lists terrorism only third in its list of threats. Top billing is given to the
danger  of  cyberattacks,  with  Russia,  China,  Iran  and  North  Korea  cited  as  the  main
concerns. This list gives a glimpse of the behind-the-scenes discussions in the Pentagon, CIA
and State Department, where there is increasing focus on the prospect of direct military
conflict with Russia and China, countries with the second- and third-largest nuclear arsenals
after the United States.

The ranking of Snowden-type leakers ahead of terrorism as a threat has the most ominous
implications. Terrorism has been used as the justification for an unprecedented assertion of
presidential power to order the killing of American citizens without trial or any other judicial
process. Obama has acknowledged giving the first such order, which was carried out in 2011
when  a  CIA-fired  drone  missile  killed  Anwar  al-Awlaki,  a  US-born  Islamic  cleric  living  in
Yemen.

If  Snowden is  an even bigger threat,  as the DNI report  suggests,  what is  to stop the
“commander in chief” from ordering his assassination? In the course of the past month,
there  have  been  increasingly  bloodthirsty  declarations  from  NSA  operatives  and
congressional  Republicans  advocating  such  an  operation.

The White House has not joined in the open discussion of killing Snowden, but Obama’s style
in such matters has been to act first and talk about it later.
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