FBI confirms it questioned activists 
By The Associated Press 
07.29.04 

DENVER — The FBI has been interviewing people in several states as part of an investigation into possible plans to disrupt upcoming national events.

Several political activists who have been questioned in Colorado said agents asked whether they knew about plans to disrupt the Democratic or Republican national conventions.

FBI spokesman Joe Parris said yesterday that the agency's Joint Terrorism Task Force was charged with interviewing people who might have details about people or groups planning criminal acts at such events. In a statement e-mailed from the agency's Washington headquarters, Parris said the interviews were conducted in several states but he did not specify which ones.

Two of those questioned — Paul Bame, a 45-year-old software engineer from Fort Collins, and Sarah Bardwell, a 21-year-old intern with the American Friends Service Committee — said they believed they were targeted because they had participated in political protests.

Officials with the Colorado chapter of the American Civil Liberties Union say they fear such interviews could discourage people from exercising their First Amendment rights and participating in such protests in the future.

"The FBI does not conduct investigations or interviews designed to discourage anyone from exercising their First Amendment right to assemble and peacefully protest," Parris said. "However, violent criminal acts are not protected by the Constitution and the FBI has a duty to prevent such acts and to identify and bring to justice those that commit them."

Last year, Denver settled a lawsuit brought by the ACLU over the so-called "spy files" it kept on about 10,000 peaceful protesters for decades. The city agreed to stop gathering information on groups or individuals based solely on political, social, religious views, race, gender, age, ethnicity or their support for unpopular causes.

A separate lawsuit filed by the ACLU in October seeks to determine whether two city police officers assigned to the FBI's Joint Terrorism Task Force are bound by the settlement.

http://www.firstamendmentcenter.org/news.aspx?id=13791
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Correction Appended
WASHINGTON, Aug. 15 - The Federal Bureau of Investigation has been questioning political demonstrators across the country, and in rare cases even subpoenaing them, in an aggressive effort to forestall what officials say could be violent and disruptive protests at the Republican National Convention in New York. 

F.B.I. officials are urging agents to canvass their communities for information about planned disruptions aimed at the convention and other coming political events, and they say they have developed a list of people who they think may have information about possible violence. They say the inquiries, which began last month before the Democratic convention in Boston, are focused solely on possible crimes, not on dissent, at major political events. 

But some people contacted by the F.B.I. say they are mystified by the bureau's interest and felt harassed by questions about their political plans. 

"The message I took from it," said Sarah Bardwell, 21, an intern at a Denver antiwar group who was visited by six investigators a few weeks ago, "was that they were trying to intimidate us into not going to any protests and to let us know that, 'hey, we're watching you.' ''

The unusual initiative comes after the Justice Department, in a previously undisclosed legal opinion, gave its blessing to controversial tactics used last year by the F.B.I in urging local police departments to report suspicious activity at political and antiwar demonstrations to counterterrorism squads. The F.B.I. bulletins that relayed the request for help detailed tactics used by demonstrators - everything from violent resistance to Internet fund-raising and recruitment.

In an internal complaint, an F.B.I. employee charged that the bulletins improperly blurred the line between lawfully protected speech and illegal activity. But the Justice Department's Office of Legal Counsel, in a five-page internal analysis obtained by The New York Times, disagreed. 

The office, which also made headlines in June in an opinion - since disavowed - that authorized the use of torture against terrorism suspects in some circumstances, said any First Amendment impact posed by the F.B.I.'s monitoring of the political protests was negligible and constitutional. 

The opinion said: "Given the limited nature of such public monitoring, any possible 'chilling' effect caused by the bulletins would be quite minimal and substantially outweighed by the public interest in maintaining safety and order during large-scale demonstrations." 

Those same concerns are now central to the vigorous efforts by the F.B.I. to identify possible disruptions by anarchists, violent demonstrators and others at the Republican National Convention, which begins Aug. 30 and is expected to draw hundreds of thousands of protesters.

In the last few weeks, beginning before the Democratic convention, F.B.I. counterterrorism agents and other federal and local officers have sought to interview dozens of people in at least six states, including past protesters and their friends and family members, about possible violence at the two conventions. In addition, three young men in Missouri said they were trailed by federal agents for several days and subpoenaed to testify before a federal grand jury last month, forcing them to cancel their trip to Boston to take part in a protest there that same day. 

Interrogations have generally covered the same three questions, according to some of those questioned and their lawyers: were demonstrators planning violence or other disruptions, did they know anyone who was, and did they realize it was a crime to withhold such information.

A handful of protesters at the Boston convention were arrested but there were no major disruptions. Concerns have risen for the Republican convention, however, because of antiwar demonstrations directed at President Bush and because of New York City's global prominence. 

With the F.B.I. given more authority after the Sept. 11 attacks to monitor public events, the tensions over the convention protests, coupled with the Justice Department's own legal analysis of such monitoring, reflect the fine line between protecting national security in an age of terrorism and discouraging political expression.

3rd view:

	The following is an open letter from American Friends Service Committee's (AFSC) Denver Area Program Director, Val Phillips, regarding the recent FBI and police questionable questioning of local activists. One of the individuals approached by the authorities was Sarah Bardwell, an intern at the AFSC office. 

AFSC is a Quaker, pacifist organization founded in 1917. The "spy files" that Val refers to are police intelligence files on area organizations, including AFSC, which were recently discovered and disclosed. 

	Friends,

Yesterday afternoon four FBI agents and two Denver police officers visited the home of AFSC youth and militarism intern Sarah Bardwell. Sarah lives in an intentional community with other youth activists. The agents and officers also visited the home of another youth activist intentional community, and also telephoned another activist, formerly an organizer with the Service Employees' International Union, to set up a time for an interview. This last activist's laptop computer and cell phone had been stolen the day before he received this phone call from the FBI.

The "visit" to the activists' homes included the agents and officers entering without invitation or warrants, asking for (in the first case) and demanding aggressively (in the second) identification of all who resided there, telling the house inhabitants they were "just doing community outreach," and "trying to get to know the neighborhood," then telling folks they were investigating "terrorists and anarchists." They asked those present whether they were planning any criminal activity at the RNC or DNC. The agents and officers refused to give ID when asked, although one had supposedly flashed a badge before entering the property. The activists did not get business cards from the agents and officers.

At the second home the agents and officers were much more aggressive than at Sarah's house, and in addition to questioning house residents arrested two young men, supposedly on bench warrants for traffic violations. 

The agents and officers all had bullet-proof vests on, and at least one if not more were dressed in full SWAT gear. At least one officer appeared to have six guns on his person according to a housemate of Sarah's. 

It's important to place this event in context. A little more than a week ago, an unarmed Chicano man was shot to death by Denver Police in his bed, when police entered the second story of his home supposedly to investigate a domestic violence incident (not involving the man). This is third shooting death by police of a person of color in the past two years. The first two involved African-American boys, one deaf, the other developmentally disabled. There has been community outcry in response, including demonstrations, press conferences, and a huge community meeting with the mayor and manager of safety during which several demands were made, anger was expressed, and the possibility of civil unrest ala Cincinnati, if police conduct and impunity doesn't change, discussed frankly, including by members of the city council.

The night before the agents and police visited these activists' homes, there was a peaceful demonstration at the City and County Building calling for police accountability and reform. At the demo there was one counterprotestor with a sign. Some of those in Sarah's home, including Sarah, believe this counterprotestor was with the agents who came to Sarah's home, and at that time identified himself as an agent of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Some in Sarah's community do not believe it was the same man. Sarah is trying to determine positive ID of the man.

Some in Sarah's community believe their house may have been targeted because they may have been followed home from the demonstration. However, the selection of visitees may be based on other factors, including inappropriate intelligence gathering along the lines of what we experienced with the spy files. We don't know yet. We do know that Denver has at least two police officers seconded to the FBI's Joint Terrorism Task Force. We know from Spy Files disclosure that AFSC has been investigated, and documents kept on us, by these agents in JTTF files. The FBI's standards for intelligence gathering are weaker than the stronger standards put in place for the DPD as part of our lawsuit last year. 

Those who were visited are documenting what happened and giving their statements to the ACLU of Colorado. The ACLU is working on the matter. We will update when we know anything further. In the interim, I would encourage all AFSC staff to (and others)

A) review with your colleagues and volunteers what to do if/when an FBI agent or other law enforcement visit your home or office;
B) make sure all with whom you work in the community are clear on how to conduct themselves in light of such a visit, including the importance of exercising the right to remain silent; and
C) keep your personal effects secure. 

If you have specific questions, please feel free to contact me directly. 

Take care, Val

Val D. Phillips
Area Program Coordinator
American Friends Service Committee 


