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S e Squaring off: Bush may be coming to blows with the 9-11 commission

over access to his top secret intelligence briefings
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Tech / Science Feb. 16 issue - The White House is facing a new battle with the federal
panel investigating 9/11. To mollify the panel chair, former governor
Thomas Kean, President George W. Bush last week reversed course and
agreed to a two-month extension that is supposed to ensure a final 9/11
Travel report by July. But that might not be enough. Commission sources tell
Opinions NEWSWEEK that panel members are fed up with what one calls
"maddening"” restrictions by White House lawyers on their access to key
documents. Unless the panel gets to see the docs, the report "will not
Local News ithstand the laugh test,"” a commission official says. The panel is
Newsweek threatening to force a showdown soon—by voting to subpoena the White
House.
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MSNBC TV hite House lawyers have guarded the documents as the "crown jewels" Subscribe Now
of executive privilege. But last year Kean and other commissioners
complained they couldn't write their report without seeing exactly what
MSNBC Shopping Bush, and Bill Clinton before him, had been told about the threat of Al
Search Qaeda. The White House then agreed to a complex deal that would allow
MSNBC;- @ our panel officials to review the PDBs and then brief the full 10-member
panel. But the arrangement hasn't stopped the wrangling. The four-
Advanced Search member team asked to look at 360 PDBs dating back to 1998; White
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House counsel Alberto Gonzales permitted them to see just 24, arguing
that only those that specifically mentioned possible domestic attacks or
airplane hijackings were relevant. (One panel member was allowed to read
all 360—but couldn't share the contents with colleagues.) The team was
permitted to write brief summaries of the PDBs they did read. But White
House lawyers objected to some of the wording. The bickering has meant
the full panel has yet to be told anything about the PDBs—even while it
was conducting interviews with top officials, like last Saturday's with
national-security adviser Condoleezza Rice. The restrictions are especially
infuriating, one source notes, because at least some of the PDBs appear to
have been selectively shared by the White House two years ago with
author Bob Woodward for his book "Bush at War." White House officials
insist they are protecting the principle of confidential advice for the
president and have given the panel "unprecedented"” access to sensitive
material. "We are doing everything we can to cooperate with the
commission,"” a White House spokeswoman says. Still, some commission
officials see an element of politics. While the commission's work has
uncovered no smoking gun, sources say, the cumulative impact of the
intelligence documents and other material is damning—showing far more
screw-ups by both Clinton and Bush officials than the public has yet to
learn.
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