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Associated Press

WASHINGTON — 
President Donald Trump 
has branded his latest 
attempt to discredit the spe-
cial counsel’s Russia inves-
tigation as “spygate,” part 
of a newly invigorated 
strategy embraced by his 
Republican colleagues to 
raise suspicions about the 
probe that has dogged his 
presidency since the start.

Trump now is zeroing in 
on — and at times embel-
lishing — reports that a 
longtime U.S. govern-
ment informant approached 
members of his 2016 cam-
paign during the presiden-
tial election in a possible 
bid to glean intelligence 
on Russian efforts to sway 
the election. He tweeted 
Wednesday morning that 
the FBI has been caught in 
a “major SPY scandal.” 

Trump’s latest broad-
sides set the stage for an 
unusual decision by the 
White House to arrange 
a briefing about classi-
fied documents for just two 
Republican House mem-
bers, both Trump allies, in 
a meeting expected Thurs-
day, as Trump and his sup-
porters in Congress press 
for information on the out-
side informant.

After Democratic com-
plaints, the White House 
said late Wednesday that 
it would also give an addi-
tional briefing to group 
of lawmakers known as 
the “Gang of Eight” after 
the Memorial Day recess. 
That group includes the top 
Republicans and Democrats 
in each chamber and the top 
Republicans and Democrats 
on the House and Senate 
intelligence committees.

It remains unclear what, 
if any, spying was done. 
The White House has 
given no evidence to sup-
port Trump’s claim that 

the Obama administration 
was trying to spy on his 
2016 campaign for politi-
cal reasons. It’s long been 
known that the FBI was 
looking into Russian med-
dling during the campaign 
and that part of that inquiry 
touched on the Trump cam-
paign’s contacts with Rus-
sian figures.

Trump has told confi-
dants in recent days that the 
revelation of an informant 
was potential evidence that 
the upper echelon of fed-
eral law enforcement has 
conspired against him, 
according to three people 
familiar with his recent con-
versations but not autho-
rized to discuss them pub-
licly. Trump told one ally 
this week that he wanted 
“to brand” the informant a 
“spy,” believing the more 
nefarious term would reso-
nate more in the media and 
with the public.

He went on to debut the 
term “Spygate” on Wednes-
day, despite its previous 
associations with a 2007 
NFL scandal over videotap-
ing coaches.

Democrats said Wednes-
day that the briefing — held 

as special counsel Rob-
ert Mueller investigates 
Trump’s campaign and 
whether it was involved in 
Russian meddling in the 
U.S. election — was highly 
inappropriate and asked for 
the “Gang of Eight” brief-
ing instead of Thursday’s 
GOP-only meeting. After 
negotiations with leaders 
on Capitol Hill Wednes-
day afternoon, White 
House spokesman Raj Shah 
announced the additional 
bipartisan meeting but said 
Thursday’s briefing would 
go on.

Some Senate Repub-
licans have asked to be 
invited to the meeting as 
well, arguing that they 
should be included. Senate 
Judiciary Committee Chair-
man Chuck Grassley of 
Iowa, South Carolina Sen. 
Lindsey Graham and Texas 
Sen. John Cornyn made 
that request to White House 
Chief of Staff John Kelly on 
Tuesday.

Cornyn, the No. 2 
Republican in the Sen-
ate, said Wednesday eve-
ning that they had not yet 
received a response. 

The meeting scheduled 
for Thursday was encour-
aged by Trump and bro-
kered by the White House. 
Expected attendees are 
FBI Director Christopher 
Wray, National Intelligence 
Director Dan Coats, Justice 
Department official Edward 
O’Callaghan, House Intelli-
gence Committee Chairman 
Devin Nunes and House 
Oversight and Government 
Reform Chairman Trey 
Gowdy.

Nunes, an ardent Trump 
supporter, has been demand-
ing information on an FBI 
source in the Russia inves-
tigation. And Trump took 
up the cause as the White 
House tries to combat the 
threat posed by Mueller’s 
investigation.

Seething over Russia probe, 
Trump tears into ‘spygate’

By LARRY NEUMEISTER

Associated Press

NEW YORK — A fed-
eral judge ruled Wednesday 
that President Donald Trump 
is violating the First Amend-
ment when he blocks critics 
on Twitter because of their 
political views.

U.S. District Judge 
Naomi Reice Buchwald in 
Manhattan stopped short in 
her written decision of order-
ing Trump or a subordinate 
to stop the practice of block-
ing critics from viewing his 
Twitter account, saying it 
was enough to point out that 
it was unconstitutional.

“A declaratory judg-
ment should be sufficient, 
as no government official — 
including the President — is 
above the law, and all govern-
ment officials are presumed 
to follow the law as has been 
declared,” Buchwald wrote.

The judge did not issue an 
order against Trump, and the 
plaintiffs did not ask for one. 
But in cases like this, plain-
tiffs can, in theory, go back 
and ask for such an order, and 
if it is not obeyed, the viola-
tor can be held in contempt.

Buchwald said she 
rejected the assertion that 
an injunction can never be 
lodged against the presi-
dent but “nonetheless con-
clude that it is unnecessary to 
enter that legal thicket at this 
time.”

The case was brought 
last July by the Knight First 
Amendment Institute at 
Columbia University and 
seven individuals blocked by 
Trump after criticizing the 
Republican president.

Kerri Kupec, a spokes-
woman for the Department 
of Justice, said in an email: 
“We respectfully disagree 
with the court’s decision 
and are considering our next 
steps.”

Jameel Jaffer, the Knight 

Institute’s executive director, 
said in a release that his orga-
nization was pleased.

“The president’s practice 
of blocking critics on Twitter 
is pernicious and unconstitu-
tional, and we hope this rul-
ing will bring it to an end,” 
he said.

Comedian Dana Gold-
berg, who says she was 
blocked by the president but 
was not a plaintiff in the law-
suit, said she looks forward 
to getting access restored.

“As a comedian, I really 
feel like it’s my job right 
now to speak truth to power. 
I have a voice and a platform 
to use it, and I would rather 
challenge him on every 
false and misleading state-
ment than stay silent. It will 
save me some time if I’m 
unblocked. I can just check 
his Twitter feed instead of 
Google his morning tirades,” 
she said.

The lawsuit was filed 
after Trump blocked some 
individuals from (at)real-
DonaldTrump, a 9-year-old 
Twitter account with over 50 
million followers, after each 
of them tweeted a message 
critical of Trump or his poli-
cies in reply to a tweet he had 
sent.

Justice Department law-
yers had argued it was 
Trump’s prerogative to block 
followers, no different from 
the president deciding in a 
room filled with people not 
to listen to some.

Buchwald ruled that the 
tweets were “governmental 
in nature.”

“The President presents 
the (at)realDonaldTrump 
account as being a presiden-
tial account as opposed to a 
personal account and, more 
importantly, uses the account 
to take actions that can be 
taken only by the President 
as President,” the judge said.

The judge noted that 
another defendant, Dan-
iel Scavino — the White 
House’s social media direc-
tor and an assistant to the 
president — can unblock 
those followers without the 
president needing to do it 
himself. The judge dismissed 
Sarah Huckabee Sanders as 
a defendant in the case after 
it was established she does 
not have access to Trump’s 
account.

Buchwald also said she 
recognized the impact on 
the individuals by Trump’s 
action was not “of the high-
est magnitude.” She said 
the First Amendment pro-
tects people even from triv-
ial harm.

After a hearing this year, 
the judge had suggested 
that Trump mute rather than 
block some of his critics. At 
the time, a Justice Depart-
ment attorney agreed that 
muting would enable Trump 
to avoid a tweet he doesn’t 
want to read.

Twitter users can block 
people, which prevents them 
from seeing the user’s feed 
while logged in. Or they can 
mute the person, which keeps 
the user from seeing that per-
son’s tweets and reply mes-
sages in their feed.

Judge: President can’t 
block critics on Twitter

AP Photo/Evan Vucci

President Donald Trump 
sits at a roundtable event 
on immigration policy at 
Morrelly Homeland Secu-
rity Center, Wednesday in 
Bethpage, N.Y.

“A declaratory judgment should 
be sufficient, as no government 

official — including the 
President — is above the law.”

— Naomi Reice Buchwald, 
U.S. District Judge
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