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I. INTRODUCTION
Plaintiffs in this case challenge the constitutionality of 18 U.S.C. § 2709 ("§ 2709"). That statute
authorizes the Federal Bureau of Investigation ("FBI") to compel communications firms, such as
internet service providers ("ISPs") or telephone companies, to produce certain
customer 475*475 records whenever the FBI certifies that those records are "relevant to an
authorized investigation to protect against international terrorism or clandestine intelligence
activities."[1] The FBI's demands under § 2709 are issued in the form of national security letters
("NSLs"), which constitute a unique form of administrative subpoena cloaked in secrecy and

pertaining to national security issues. The statute bars all NSL recipients from ever disclosing that
the FBI has issued an NSL.[2]
The lead plaintiff, called "John Doe" ("Doe")[3] for purposes of this litigation, is described in the
complaint as an internet access firm that received an NSL. The other plaintiffs are the American Civil
Liberties Union ("ACLU") and the American Civil Liberties Union Foundation, which is also acting as
counsel to Doe (collectively with Doe, "Plaintiffs"). Plaintiffs contend that § 2709's broad subpoena
power violates the First, Fourth and Fifth Amendments of the United States Constitution, and that the
non-disclosure provision violates the First Amendment. They argue that § 2709 is unconstitutional on
its face and as applied to the facts of this case. Plaintiffs' main complaints are that, first, § 2709 gives
the FBI extraordinary and unchecked power to obtain private information without any form of judicial
process, and, second, that § 2709's non-disclosure provision burdens speech categorically and
perpetually, without any case-by-case judicial consideration of whether that speech burden is
justified. The parties have cross-moved for summary judgment on all claims.
For the reasons explained below, the Court grants Plaintiffs' motion. The Court concludes that §
2709 violates the Fourth Amendment because, at least as currently applied, it effectively bars or
substantially deters any judicial challenge to the propriety of an NSL request. In the Court's view,
ready availability of judicial process to pursue such a challenge is necessary to vindicate important
rights guaranteed by the Constitution or by statute. On separate grounds, the Court also concludes
that the permanent ban on disclosure contained in § 2709(c), which the Court is unable to sever
from the remainder of the statute, operates as an unconstitutional prior restraint on speech in
violation of the First Amendment.
The Court's ruling is about the process antecedent to the substance of any particular challenge, and
in that vein, it is both narrow and broad. This determination is narrow in two respects. First, although
the Court recognizes hypothetically that some aspects of the interpretation of § 2709 as proffered by
the Government here may be plausible, the Court's analysis of the legislative record reveals grounds
at least as compelling to cast substantial doubt upon such a reading of the statute. Given its strong
reservations about the sufficiency of the statutory basis upon which the Government's theory is
founded, the Court in the final analysis deems it unnecessary to rule upon Plaintiff's facial challenge
to § 2709 on Fourth Amendment grounds.
Second, the Court declines Plaintiffs' invitation to decide the measure of Fourth Amendment
protection demanded when 476*476 the Government makes NSL requests generally or in any
particular case. The Court decides only that those rights, as well as other rights attaching to
protected speech content that may be revealed to the Government as a result of an NSL, are
implicated to some extent when an individual receives an NSL, thus necessitating the practical
availability of some form of access to the judicial system to challenge the NSL. On the record before
it, the Court finds that in practice those rights are substantially curtailed by the manner in which the
FBI administers § 2709.
The Court's ruling is broad in that even if § 2709 could be fairly construed in accordance with the
Government's proposed reading to incorporate the availability of some judicial review, and putting
aside the impairment of Fourth Amendment protections the Court finds countenanced by § 2709 as
applied, other structural flaws inherent in the statute as a whole render it invalid on its face. In
particular, the Court agrees with Plaintiffs that § 2709(c), the non-disclosure provision, is
unconstitutional. In simplest terms, § 2709(c) fails to pass muster under the exacting First
Amendment standards applicable here because it is so broad and open-ended. In its all-inclusive
sweep, it prohibits the NSL recipient, or its officers, employees, or agents, from revealing the
existence of an NSL inquiry the FBI pursued under § 2709 in every case, to any person, in
perpetuity, with no vehicle for the ban to ever be lifted from the recipient or other persons affected,

under any circumstances, either by the FBI itself, or pursuant to judicial process. Because the Court
cannot sever § 2709(c) from § 2709(a) and (b), the Court grants the remedy Plaintiffs request
enjoining the Government from using § 2709 in this or any other case as a means of gathering
information from the sources specified in the statute.
Considering the implications of its ruling and the importance of the issues involved, the Court will
stay enforcement of its judgment for 90 days, pending appeal or measures by the Government
otherwise to address the flaws in the structure and implementation of § 2709 described here.

II. BACKGROUND
Like most of our constitutional law's hardest cases, this dispute is about two fundamental principles:
values and limits. It centers on the interplay of these concepts, testing the limits of values and the
values of limits where their ends collide.
National security is a paramount value, unquestionably one of the highest purposes for which any
sovereign government is ordained. Equally scaled among human endeavors is personal security, an
interest especially prized in our system of justice in the form of the guarantee bestowed upon the
individual to be free from imposition by government of unwarranted restraints on protected
fundamental rights.[4] Efficiency, too, counts as a basic value, though it essentially serves as a tool in
the service of other interests. To perform its national security functions properly, government must
be empowered to respond promptly and effectively to public exigencies as they arise, and in pursuit
of those necessary actions to maintain a reasonable measure of secrecy surrounding its operations
and methods.
When pushed to their outer limits, these values may clash, giving rise to another form of interaction
among vital societal principles. Inevitably, the resultant forces 477*477 entail, from exercise of the
powers assigned to the different branches of government, judgments about how and by whom to
resolve which value may have exceeded its designated bounds. This choice is always demanding,
and its outcome is not always plain at first sight. But, throughout the ages when the weighing has
had to be done, time, wisdom and hard experience, aided by the inherent soundness of our
underlying values, have steered resolution on a fairly consistent course. One guiding principle in that
path is clearly marked in tried and proved results: that, by definition, efficiency invariably serves as
the quickest and most expedient way to get from here to there; but, in the protection of fundamental
values, the race is not always to the swiftest or cheapest means. So the Constitution counsels.
On this point, the United States Supreme Court has imparted consistent guidance, drawn on each
occasion from adjudications of the some of the most intense crises in the nation's history. Recently,
for example, in addressing the reach of the President's authority to combat terrorism, the Supreme
Court declared: "We have long ... made clear that a state of war is not a blank check for the
President when it comes to the rights of the nation's citizens."[5] This pronouncement echoes other
like counsel issued when the Court has been called upon to settle conflicts of equally high moment.
In another prominent case in point the Court remarked: "[E]ven the war power does not remove
constitutional limitations safeguarding essential liberties."[6]
The Supreme Court's doctrine governing these occasions embodies a value judgment not hard to
comprehend in the context of a practical consideration common to most instances in which
constitutional tensions affecting individual rights come into play, as is evidenced in the case before
this Court. In a sense, the conflict between government efficiency interests and personal liberty is
strictly not one among equals. Efficiency is a multi-edged sword; it can cut many ways. Government
ordinarily possesses more than one effective means to achieve a given public end. Thus, legitimate

efficiency interests can be accommodated by various alternatives, whether legislative or
administrative, generally at the government's disposal. Personal freedoms, on the other hand, are far
more unique. As individualized by constitutional ideals to embody our sense of human dignity,
decency, and fair play, they attach to each individual by promise of the very government which
creates those basic rights and is charged to protect them, and upon whose faithful adherence to
their underlying principles and aims their enduring enjoyment depends. By reason of this
contingency, individual rights may operate one way, or not at all when their exercise is unduly
restricted or prohibited by measures of that constituted authority. Worse still is another risk.
Sometimes a right, once extinguished, may be gone for good. Few satisfying means may then be
available to truly restore to the particular victim or to the larger society the value of the loss.
One concluding observation cannot be overlooked as a consideration in this case. Between the
dispute and its resolution hangs a large reality, here the backdrop against which the actuating events
have played out. Call it an atmospheric pressure, a heavy weight that, foglike, has loomed densely
over every aspect of these 478*478 proceedings. On September 11, 2001, the United States
became the target of a murderous attack of international terrorism, unparalleled in its magnitude,
and unprecedented in America's national experience. Losses and remembrances of that violence
are still fresh in the minds of the American people. The wounds they suffered from it have not yet
healed. The Court is not unmindful of the contextual relevance of those circumstances, serving as
they do as impulse for some of the Government concerns and measures that gave rise to this
litigation, suffusing the legal theories elaborated in the parties' papers, and stoking the fervor and
immediacy animating the arguments urged before the Court.
In consequence, the Court's ruling not only takes due account of the force and poignancy of that
history but, as this Court noted on another occasion similarly grounded,[7]represents an expression
of several critical implications necessarily flowing from it. First, cases engendering intense passions
and urgencies to unencumber the Government, enabling it to move in secrecy to a given end with
the most expedient dispatch and versatile means, often pose the gravest perils to personal liberties.
As the Supreme Court admonished in connection with another event similarly momentous: it is
"under the pressing exigencies of crisis[ ] that there is the greatest temptation to dispense with
fundamental constitutional guarantees which, it is feared, will inhibit governmental action."[8] Second,
it is these conditions that best put the strength of our principles and convictions to the test, and
measure our resolve and commitment to them. Third, it is precisely times like these that demand
heightened vigilance, especially by the judiciary, to ensure that, as a people and as a nation, we
steer a principled course faithful and true to our still-honored founding values. The high stakes here
pressing the scales thus compel the Court to strike the most sensitive judicial balance, calibrating by
delicate increments toward a result that adequately protects national security without unduly
sacrificing individual freedoms, that endeavors to do what is just for one and right for all.
A. DOE'S RECEIPT OF AN NSL[9]
After receiving a call from an FBI agent informing him that he would be served with an NSL, Doe
received a document, printed on FBI letterhead, which stated that, "pursuant to Title 18, United
States Code (U.S.C.), Section 2709" Doe was "directed" to provide certain information to the
Government.[10] As required by the terms of § 2709, in the NSL the FBI "certif[ied] that the
information sought [was] relevant to an authorized investigation to protect against international
terrorism 479*479 or clandestine intelligence activities."[11] Doe was "further advised" that § 2709(c)
prohibited him, or his officers, agents, or employees, "from disclosing to any person that the FBI has
sought or obtained access to information or records under these provisions."[12] Doe was "requested
to provide records responsive to [the] request personally" to a designated individual,[13] and to not
transmit the records by mail or even mention the NSL in anytelephone conversation.

After a subsequent conversation with the same FBI agent, Doe decided to consult ACLU lawyers.
The parties dispute the nature of Doe's exchange with the FBI agent, though it is ultimately
immaterial to this motion. Doe contends that the agent gave him permission to speak with an
attorney; the agent claims that Doe merely informed the agent that he (Doe) would be consulting an
attorney. Doe has not complied with the NSL request, and has instead engaged counsel to bring the
present lawsuit.
B. § 2709 IN GENERAL
As stated above, § 2709 authorizes the FBI to issue NSLs to compel communications firms to
produce certain customer records whenever the FBI certifies that those records are relevant to an
authorized international terrorism or counterintelligence investigation, and the statute also
categorically bars NSL recipients from disclosing the inquiry.[14] In relevant part, it states:
(a) Duty to provide. — A wire or electronic communication service provider shall comply with a
request for subscriber information and toll billing records information, or electronic communication
transactional records in its custody or possession made by the Director of the Federal Bureau of
Investigation under subsection (b) of this section.
(b) Required certification. — The Director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, or his designee in a
position not lower than Deputy Assistant Director at Bureau headquarters or a Special Agent in
Charge in a Bureau field office designated by the Director, may —
(1) request the name, address, length of service, and local and long distance toll billing records of a
person or entity if the Director (or his designee) certifies in writing to the wire or electronic
communication service provider to which the request is made that the name, address, length of
service, and toll billing records sought are relevant to an authorized investigation to protect against
international terrorism or clandestine intelligence activities, provided that such an investigation of a
United States person is not conducted solely on the basis of activities protected by the first
amendment to the Constitution of the United States; and
(2) request the name, address, and length of service of a person or entity if the Director (or his
designee) certifies in writing to the wire or electronic communication service provider to which the
request is made that the information sought is 480*480 relevant to an authorized investigation to
protect against international terrorism or clandestine intelligence activities, provided that such an
investigation of a United States person is not conducted solely upon the basis of activities protected
by the first amendment to the Constitution of the United States.
(c) Prohibition of certain disclosure. — No wire or electronic communication service provider, or
officer, employee, or agent thereof, shall disclose to any person that the Federal Bureau of
Investigation has sought or obtained access to information or records under this section.[15]
Subsection (d) limits the FBI's ability to disseminate information collected from an NSL, and
subsection (e) requires the FBI to periodically report to Congress about its use of NSLs.[16]
Section 2709 is one of only a handful of statutes authorizing the Government to issue NSLs. The
other NSL statutes authorize the Government to compel disclosure of certain financial and credit
records which it certifies are relevant to international terrorism or counterintelligence investigations,
and to compel disclosure of certain records of current or former government employees who have
(or have had) access to classified information.[17] In each case, the NSL statutes categorically bar
the NSL recipient or its employees or agents from ever disclosing the Government's inquiry.[18] As
stated, NSLs are distinguished from other administrative subpoenas in that NSLs pertain to national

security issues and are cloaked in secrecy. The Court discusses other administrative subpoenas in
more detail below in Section I.D.1.
C. LEGISLATIVE HISTORY
Section 2709 was enacted as part of Title II of the Electronic Communications Privacy Act of 1986
("ECPA"),[19] which sought to "protect privacy interests" in "stored wire and electronic
communications" while also "protecting the Government's legitimate law enforcement
needs."[20] Congress modeled Title II of the ECPA upon the Right to Financial Privacy Act ("RFPA")
of 1978,[21] which espoused similar privacy goals for financial records.[22] The RFPA was "intended to
protect the customers of financial institutions from unwarranted intrusion into their records while at
the same time permitting legitimate law enforcement activity."[23]
The RFPA was an explicit "response to the Supreme Court decision in United States v. Miller which
held that a customer of a financial institution has no standing under the [Fourth Amendment] to
contest government access to financial records."[24] 481*481 In passing Title II of the ECPA eight
years later, Congress feared that customers of electronic communications services would likewise
find little Fourth Amendment protection from Government access to their records, thus creating the
need for privacy legislation.[25]
Generally speaking, Title II (as amended) allows the Government to obtain stored electronic
communications information without the subscriber's permission only through compulsory process,
such as a subpoena, warrant, or court order.[26] Section 2709 is a notable exception to these privacy
protections because it permits the FBI to request records upon a mere self-certification — issued to
the ISP or telephone company, not to the subscriber or to any court — that its request complies with
the statutory requirements.[27] As first enacted, § 2709 required electronic communication service
providers to produce "subscriber information," "toll billing records information," or "electronic
communication transactional records," upon the FBI's internal certification that (1) the information
was "relevant to an authorized foreign counterintelligence investigation" and that (2) there were
"specific and articulable facts giving reason to believe that the person or entity to whom the
information sought pertains [was] a foreign power or an agent of a foreign power."[28]
Before the ECPA, the FBI had been issuing non-mandatory NSLs to communications providers,
who, in most cases, complied voluntarily.[29] However, because carriers in states with strict privacy
laws had recently been resisting those requests, the FBI sought to have mandatory, preemptive
federal legislation supporting its issuance of NSLs.[30]The Senate Intelligence Committee agreed that
federal law should mandate NSL compliance, but the Committee concluded that the
FBI's mandatory NSL power should be more limited in scope than what the FBI had been seeking
under voluntary NSL arrangements.[31] Whereas communications service providers had been
volunteering to produce records which the FBI certified were merely "relevant to FBI
counterintelligence activities," the Intelligence Committee's reported version of § 2709 limited the
FBI's mandatory authority to "only obtain records where there are specific and articulable facts giving
reason to believe that the person or entity to whom the information sought pertains is or may be a
foreign power or an 482*482 agent of a foreign power."[32] The Committee stated that it believed that
the strict standards of the proposed statute were consistent with both the First and Fourth
Amendments and concluded that the "federal courts have not required either a judicial warrant or a
probable cause standard for access to telephone subscriber information or toll billing record
information."[33] The Court notes, however, that the version of § 2709 considered by the Intelligence
Committee did not authorize the FBI to obtain electronic communication transactional records; that
provision was added to the statute when it was integrated into the ECPA by the Judiciary
Committee.[34]

In 1993, Congress broadened § 2709 by relaxing the required nexus to a foreign power.[35] The
amended statute allowed the FBI to obtain records "where: (1) there is a contact with a suspected
intelligence officer or a suspected terrorist, or (2) the circumstances of the conversation indicate ...
that it may involve spying or an offer of information."[36] The original version of 483*483 the statute
had required the FBI to certify that the communications service subscriber whose records were
sought was himself a foreign agent or power, thereby preventing the FBI from issuing mandatory
NSLs to obtain the records of, for example, persons who merely communicated with foreign agents
regarding terrorism or clandestine intelligence information.[37] The Committee recognized that "the
national security letter is an extraordinary device" and that "new applications are disfavored," but it
"concluded that [the] narrow change in § 2709 to meet the FBI's focused and demonstrated needs
was justified."[38]
The next and most recent major revision to § 2709 occurred in October 2001, as part of the USA
PATRIOT Act of 2001 ("Patriot Act").[39] In short, the Patriot Act removed the previous requirement
that § 2709 inquiries have a nexus to a foreign power, replacing that prerequisite with a broad
standard of relevance to investigations of terrorism or clandestine intelligence activities.[40] In
hearings before the House Judiciary Committee on September 24, 2001, the Administration
submitted the following explanation for the proposed change:
NSL authority requires both a showing of relevance and a showing of links to an "agent of a foreign
power." In this respect, [it is] substantially more demanding than the analogous criminal authorities,
which require only a certification of relevance. Because the NSLs require documentation of the facts
supporting the "agent of a foreign power" predicate and because they require the signature of a
high-ranking official at FBI headquarters, they often take months to be issued. This is in stark
contrast to criminal subpoenas, which can be used to obtain the same information, and are issued
rapidly at the local level. In many cases, counterintelligence and counterterrorism investigations
suffer substantial delays while waiting for NSLs to be prepared, returned from headquarters, and
served. The section would streamline the process of obtaining NSL authority....[41]
The House Judiciary Committee agreed that "[s]uch delays are unacceptable" and stated in its
October 11, 2001, report that 484*484 the Patriot Act would "harmonize[ ]" § 2709 "with existing
criminal law where an Assistant United States Attorney may issue a grand jury subpoena for all such
records in a criminal case."[42]
D. NSLs AND OTHER INFORMATION-GATHERING AUTHORITY
It is instructive to place the Government's NSL authority in the context of other means by which the
Government gathers information of the type covered by § 2709 because Congress (in passing and
amending the NSL statutes) and the parties here (in contesting § 2709's constitutionality) have
drawn analogies to those other authorities as grounds for or against its validity. The relationship of §
2709 to other related statutes supplies a backdrop for assessing congressional intent and judging
the validity of the law on its face and as applied. In addition, an analysis of these analogous
information-gathering methods indicates that NSLs such as the ones authorized by § 2709 provide
fewer procedural protections to the recipient than any other information-gathering technique the
Government employs to procure information similar to that which it obtains pursuant to § 2709.
1. Administrative Subpoenas
The most important set of statutes relevant to this case are those authorizing federal agencies to
issue administrative subpoenas for the purpose of executing the particular agency's function.
Ordinary administrative subpoenas, which are far more common than NSLs, may be issued by most
federal agencies, as authorized by the hundreds of applicable statutes in federal law. For example,

the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) may issue subpoenas to investigate possible violations of the tax
code,[43] and the Securities Exchange Commission (SEC) may issue subpoenas to investigate
possible violations of the securities laws.[44] More obscure examples include the Secretary of
Agriculture's power to issue subpoenas in investigating and enforcing laws related to honey
research,[45] and the Secretary of Commerce's power to issue subpoenas in investigating and
enforcing halibut fishing laws.[46]
There is a wide body of law which pertains to administrative subpoenas generally. According to the
Government's central theory in this case, those standing rules would presumably also apply to NSLs,
even if not so explicitly stated in the text of the statute. Where an agency seeks a 485*485 court
order to enforce a subpoena against a resisting subpoena recipient, courts will enforce the subpoena
as long as: (1) the agency's investigation is being conducted pursuant to a legitimate purpose, (2)
the inquiry is relevant to that purpose, (3) the information is not already within the agency's
possession, and (4) the proper procedures have been followed.[47] The Second Circuit has described
these standards as "minimal."[48] Even if an administrative subpoena meets these initial criteria to be
enforceable, its recipient may nevertheless affirmatively challenge the subpoena on other grounds,
such as an allegation that it was issued with an improper purpose or that the information sought is
privileged.[49]
Unlike the NSL statutes, most administrative subpoena laws either contain no provision requiring
secrecy, or allow for only limited secrecy in special cases. For example, some administrative
subpoena statutes permit the investigating agency to apply for a court order to temporarily bar
disclosure of the inquiry, generally during specific renewable increments or for an appropriate period
of time fixed by the court, where such disclosure could jeopardize the investigation.[50]
Even absent a particular secrecy statute, someone who, with the intent to obstruct an investigation,
alerts the target of an investigation that a subpoena has been issued could theoretically face criminal
obstruction of justice charges under a federal statute that imposes criminal sanctions upon any
person who, among other things, "corruptly ... endeavors to influence, obstruct, or impede the due
and proper administration of the law under which any pending proceeding is being had before any
department or agency of the United States."[51]
2. Subpoena Authority in the Criminal Context
In its role as a party to a federal criminal proceeding (including a grand jury proceeding), the
Government has broad authority to issue a subpoena to obtain witness testimony or "any books,
papers, documents, data, or other objects the subpoena 486*486 designates."[52] Although such
subpoenas "are issued in the name of the district court over the signature of the clerk, they are
issued pro forma and in blank to anyone requesting them," and the "court exercises no prior control
whatsoever upon their use."[53]
The court becomes involved in the subpoena process only if the subpoenaed party moves to quash
the request as "unreasonable or oppressive,"[54] or if the Government seeks to compel compliance
with the subpoena. The reasonableness of a subpoena depends on the context. For example, to
survive a motion to quash, a subpoena issued in connection with a criminal trial "must make a
reasonably specific request for information that would be both relevant and admissible at trial."[55] By
contrast, a grand jury subpoena is generally enforced as long as there is a "reasonable possibility
that the category of materials the Government seeks will produce information relevant to the general
subject of the grand jury's investigation."[56] Considering the grand jury's broad investigatory power
and minimal court supervision, it is accurate to observe, as the Second Circuit did long ago, that
"[b]asically the grand jury is a law enforcement agency."[57]

While materials presented in a criminal trial setting are generally public,[58] the federal rules impose
stringent secrecy requirements on certain grand jury participants, including the attorneys, court
reporters, and grand jurors.[59] Those secrecy rules make no mention of a subpoena recipient or a
witness, both of whom are ordinarily free to disclose to anyone the fact that a subpoena was issued
or the contents of any information supplied.[60] Some courts have nevertheless permitted the
Government to impose a secrecy obligation upon witnesses in cases of compelling need. The
Eleventh Circuit, for example, has held that a district court's authority to protect the integrity of grand
jury process gave it power to prevent witnesses from disclosing materials prepared for or testimony
given in grand jury proceedings.[61] As an exception to this rule, officers of financial institutions and
insurance companies face criminal penalties for disclosing, with the intent to obstruct a judicial
proceeding, either the fact that a grand jury subpoena has been issued or its contents.[62] More
generally, a subpoena recipient 487*487 who, with the intent to obstruct a criminal investigation,
alerts the target of an investigation that a subpoena had been issued could theoretically face criminal
obstruction of justice charges.[63]
In certain contexts, the Government may issue subpoenas related to criminal investigations even
without initiating a formal criminal proceeding. For example, the United States Attorney General is
authorized to issue administrative subpoenas, without convening a grand jury, to investigate federal
narcotics crimes,[64] racketeering crimes,[65] health care related crimes,[66] and crimes involving the
exploitation of children.[67] In each of these instances, the administrative process is governed by the
general rules described above, providing safeguards of judicial review.[68]
3. Background Rules Governing Disclosure of Stored Electronic Communications
Title II of the ECPA, in which § 2709 was enacted, sets forth an intricate framework by which
electronic communications providers, such as ISPs and phone companies, may be compelled to
disclose stored electronic information to the Government. The framework described below operates
independently of the rules governing NSLs issued pursuant to § 2709, but may aid with interpretation
of § 2709.
The Government may obtain basic subscriber information[69] merely by issuing an authorized
administrative subpoena, trial subpoena, or grand jury subpoena, and the Government need not
notify the subscriber of the request.[70]
If the Government gives prior notice to the subscriber, or otherwise complies with certain delayed
notice procedures,[71] the Government may also subpoena the contents of electronic
communications which are either (1) retained on a system for storage purposes (e.g., opened email
which remains on an ISP's server), or (2) retained, for more than 180 days, in intermediate or
temporary storage (e.g., unopened email on an ISP's server).[72] For 488*488 the Government to
obtain the contents of electronic communications kept for 180 days or less in intermediate or
temporary storage (e.g., unopened email on an ISP's server), it must obtain a search warrant under
Federal Rule of Criminal Procedure 41, or the state equivalent.[73] In other words, the Government
would have to appear before a neutral magistrate and make a showing of probable cause.[74] The
Government may also obtain a court order requiring an electronic communications service provider
to turn over transactional and content information by setting forth "specific and articulable facts
showing that there are reasonable grounds to believe that" the information sought is "relevant and
material to an ongoing criminal investigation."[75]
The ECPA permits the Government to seek a court order prohibiting the communications provider
from revealing the Government's inquiry "for such period as the court deems appropriate" if the court
determines that such disclosure, among other things, would result in "destruction of or tampering
with evidence" or "seriously jeopardizing an investigation or unduly delaying a trial."[76]

4. Mail
Government law enforcement agencies are authorized to request the Postal Inspector to initiate a
so-called "mail cover" to obtain any information appearing on the outside of a particular piece of
mail.[77] Among other grounds, the law enforcement agency can obtain a mail cover by "specify[ing]
the reasonable grounds to demonstrate the mail cover is necessary" to "[p]rotect the national
security" or to "[o]btain information regarding the commission or attempted commission of a
crime."[78] There is no requirement that the mail sender or recipient be notified of the mail cover.
The Government must obtain a warrant based upon probable cause to open and inspect sealed mail
because the contents of mail are protected by the Fourth Amendment.[79] As the Supreme Court
established long ago: "Whilst in the mail, [a person's papers] can only be opened and examined
under like warrant, issued upon similar oath or affirmation, particularly describing the thing to be
seized, as is required when papers are subjected to search in one's own household."[80]
5. Pen Registers and Trap and Trace Devices
Pen registers and trap and trace devices record certain electronic communications data indicating
the origins and destinations 489*489 of various "dialing, routing, addressing, or signaling
information," e.g., the phone numbers dialed to and from a telephone.[81] In criminal investigations,
the Government must apply for a court order, renewable in 60-day increments, to install or collect
data from such devices, though the standard for issuing such an order is relatively low.[82] The
Government need only show that "the information likely to be obtained by such installation and use
is relevant to an ongoing criminal investigation."[83]
The person owning the communications device is prohibited, unless otherwise directed by court
order, from disclosing the fact that a pen register or trap and trace device is in effect.[84]
6. Wiretaps and Electronic Eavesdropping
The Fourth Amendment protects against warrantless Government wiretapping.[85]Federal legislation
specifies the procedures by which law enforcement officials may obtain a court order to conduct
wiretaps and other forms of electronic eavesdropping.[86]The requirements are rigorous. Among
other things, the Government must show that: (1) "there is probable cause for belief that an
individual is committing, has committed, or is about to commit" one of a list of enumerated crimes;
(2) "there is probable cause for belief that particular communications concerning that offense will be
obtained through such interception"; and (3) "normal investigative procedures have been tried and
have failed or reasonably appear to be unlikely to succeed if tried or to be too dangerous."[87]Such
orders are not available "for any period longer than is necessary to achieve the objective of the
authorization," subject to a renewable maximum of 30 days.[88] The communications provider is
prohibited from disclosing that a wiretap or electronic surveillance is in place, "except as may
otherwise be required by legal process and then only after prior notification" to the appropriate law
enforcement authorities.[89]
7. Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act
The Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act of 1978 ("FISA") establishes standards for the
Government's domestic electronic surveillance of foreign governments and their agents.[90] The
Government may conduct such surveillance, even without a court order, as long as the Attorney
General certifies, among other things, that: (1) the communications at issue would be "exclusively
between or among foreign powers" or involve "the acquisition of technical intelligence, other than the
spoken communications of individuals, from property or premises under the open and exclusive

control of a foreign power"; (2) "there is no substantial likelihood that the surveillance will acquire the
contents of any communication to which a United States person is a party"; and (3) the Government
will apply certain so-called "minimization procedures" to limit the possibility of
impermissible490*490 collateral surveillance.[91] In such circumstances, the Attorney General may
direct the communications provider to cooperate "in such a manner as will protect [the] secrecy" of
the surveillance.[92]
To conduct any broader types of surveillance, the Government must obtain a formal order from a
special FISA-created court.[93] The application must specify, among other things, the type of
surveillance proposed, the facts supporting the Government's belief that the surveillance pertains to
a foreign power, and the minimization procedures which would be taken.[94] The Government must
also certify "that a significant purpose of the surveillance is to obtain foreign intelligence information"
and that the "information cannot reasonably be obtained by normal investigative
techniques."[95] Before issuing the surveillance order, the FISA court must find, among other things,
that there is "probable cause to believe" that the surveillance target is a foreign power or a foreign
agent, that the proposed minimization procedures meet the statutory requirements, and, if the target
is a United States person, that the facts in the Government's certification are not clearly
erroneous.[96]
FISA surveillance orders are issued only "for the period necessary to achieve [the] purpose" of the
application, with an extendable maximum of either 90 days, 120 days, or one year, depending on the
nature of the surveillance target.[97] The court's order may direct a communications provider to
cooperate "in such a manner as will protect [the] secrecy" of the surveillance.[98]
The FISA also authorizes the Government to apply to the FISA court "for an order requiring the
production of any tangible things (including books, records, papers, documents, and other items) for
an investigation to obtain foreign intelligence information not concerning a United States person or to
protect against international terrorism or clandestine intelligence activities...."[99] Such an application
need only specify that the inquiry is part of an authorized investigation and in accordance with the
appropriate guidelines.[100] Recipients of such an order are prohibited from disclosing to anyone
(except those whose assistance is necessary to comply with the subpoena) that the inquiry was
made.[101]
Finally, FISA authorizes the Government to apply to the FISA court for a an order, renewable in 90day increments, to install a pen register or trap and trace device as part of "any investigation to
obtain foreign intelligence information not concerning a United States person or to protect against
international terrorism or clandestine intelligence activities."[102] The Government need only certify to
the court that it will likely obtain information relevant to a proper inquiry.[103] Just as in the criminal
context, the person owning the 491*491 communications device is prohibited, unless otherwise
directed by court order, from disclosing the fact that a pen register or trap and trace device is in
effect.[104]

III. SUMMARY JUDGMENT STANDARD
The Court may grant summary judgment only if "there is no genuine issue as to any material fact
and that the moving party is entitled to a judgment as a matter of law."[105]Here, the Court concludes
that no facts material to the disposition of the case are in dispute and that this case presents pure
legal questions ripe for decision on summary judgment.

IV. DISCUSSION

A. SECTION 2709, AS DRAFTED, RAISES SERIOUS CONSTITUTIONAL QUESTIONS
Besides placing in full context the parties' conflicting arguments relating to statutory construction of §
2709, the legislative history and grid cross-referencing other information-gathering laws Congress
has enacted is described above in such detail to serve another purpose. The contrast of the
statutory scheme reveals some similarities amid striking differences among the laws. It depicts
comparable provisions inserted in some legislation but omitted from others; secrecy, enforcement
and judicial review rules incorporated more in some laws, less in others; enactments reflecting mere
clarifications in some instances, manifestly substance in others; and some overall requirements
sometimes overlapping, sometimes at odds.
The large divergence brings to light a substantial quandary affecting the task of judicial
interpretation. Are the various differences between § 2709 and other analogous statutes, extensive
as the discrepancies are, simply the product of poor or hasty congressional drafting? Are the
apparent gaps inadvertent or deliberate, legislative nuances or simply oversight? Or do such diverse
textual approaches embody Congress's considered intent to achieve distinct objectives by varying
means, while fully cognizant of the similarities among the statutes? Do the conflicts and omissions
pertain to details that, as the Government here argues, can be readily filled in by the Court by
application of canons of statutory construction? Or, to the contrary, as Plaintiffs contend, do the
legislative distinctions implicate provisions far too substantive and fundamental to be reconciled by
valid exercise of judicial power?
The very existence of such an intricate matrix of rules codified in separate statutes governing similar
multidimensional issues suggests congressional design that this Court hesitates to pass judgment
upon if not necessary to a sufficient adjudication of this dispute. The Court does not feel at ease with
simply ascribing the disparate legislative treatment of secrecy, enforcement and judicial review
procedures in these various enactments to innocuous drafting error, or to distinctions with no
discernible purpose. However, the Court cannot fairly infer clear congressional intent in the
enactment of § 2709 solely by comparing it with other complex, analogous statutes.[106]
492*492 The NSL statutes, particularly § 2709, present interpretive challenges in at least three
respects, the first two of which have a direct bearing on the motions now before the Court. First,
while two of the NSL statutes explicitly state that an NSL recipient may disclose the Government's
inquiry to persons whose assistance is necessary to comply with the demands of the NSL, the other
statutes, including § 2709, appear by their telltale silence on that point, to preclude any
disclosures.[107] None of the statutes explain whether consulting an attorney constitutes disclosure,
even where an attorney's assistance may be necessary for a recipient to comply with an NSL, and
none of the statutes states whether the ban on disclosure may ever be lifted by a court. Second, the
statutes contain no explicit provision for the Government to seek judicial enforcement of an NSL
against a recipient who refuses to comply, nor is there any provision expressly authorizing an NSL
recipient to affirmatively challenge, administratively or judicially, the propriety of an NSL
request.[108] Third, there is no explicit provision in the statutes imposing penalties against a person
who fails to comply with an NSL.[109]
The absence of clear enforcement mechanisms has led the Chairman of the House Subcommittee
on Crime, Terrorism, and Homeland Security to express the concern that the current versions of §
2709 and other NSL statutes may be considered hortatory, and to declare the intent of H.R. 3179, a
bill currently in committee, to be to cure that deficiency.[110] Significantly, 493*493 it is precisely the
Government's ability to seek judicial enforcement of the subpoena, together with its corollary — the
reverse side of the same coin, the ability of the recipient to seek judicial review of the FBI's issuance
or enforcement of an NSL — that the Government contends in this case the Court could fairly infer to
already exist under current law.[111]

Several bills pending in Congress, including H.R. 3179, demonstrate Congress's and the
Government's recognition that the NSL statutes could have been drafted with greater particularity
and uniformity. H.R. 3179 would address two of the issues listed above by explicitly providing for
judicial enforcement of NSLs and by imposing criminal penalties of up to five years' imprisonment for
persons who unlawfully disclose that they have received an NSL.[112]
Also pending in Congress is a bill, H.R. 3037, which would permit the Attorney General to issue
NSLs whenever, in his judgment, the information sought would be "relevant or material" to "any
investigation concerning a Federal crime of terrorism."[113] That bill avoids all of the interpretive
problems associated with § 2709 detailed above. Like H.R. 3179, H.R. 3037 would authorize judicial
enforcement and impose penalties upon persons who wrongfully disclosed the Government's
inquiry.[114] The bill would also permit an NSL recipient to disclose the inquiry to "those persons to
whom such disclosure is necessary in order to comply" with the NSL, and to "an attorney to obtain
legal advice."[115]
A third bill now proceeding through the Senate, entitled the "Judicially Enforceable Terrorism
Subpoenas Act of 2004,"[116] also provides clarity where § 2709 is now murky. It does so by
specifically authorizing the recipient of an administrative subpoena issued pursuant to the proposed
statute to consult with an attorney and "those persons to whom such disclosure is necessary in order
to comply with the subpoena," and by specifically stating that judicial review is available to enforce
or 494*494 modify the subpoena, or to modify the nondisclosure requirement imposed under the
statute.[117]
As explained below, even if the Court were to agree with the Government that § 2709 should be
read to allow: (1) an NSL recipient to consult with an attorney and others necessary to enable
compliance with the letter; and (2) an NSL recipient to challenge, or the Government to enforce, an
NSL in court, the Court would still hold that the statute, as currently applied by the FBI, exerts an
undue coercive effect on NSL recipients. The form language of the NSL served upon Doe, preceded
by an FBI phone call, directed him topersonally provide the information to the FBI, prohibited him, his
officers, agents or employees from disclosing the existence of the NSL to anyone, and made no
mention of the availability of judicial review to quash or otherwise modify the NSL or the secrecy
mandated by the letter. Nor did the FBI inform Doe personally that any such judicial review of the
issuance of the NSL or the secrecy attaching to it was available. The Court concludes that, when
combined, these provisions and practices essentially force the reasonable NSL recipient to
immediately comply with the request. This lack of effective process, at least as applied, entails
issues far too fundamental for the Court to read as having been sufficiently addressed in the
operation of § 2709 in this case. In the Court's judgment, as further elaborated below, that absence
renders § 2709, as applied, unconstitutional, in violation of the Fourth Amendment.
B. AS APPLIED HERE, SECTION 2709 LACKS PROCEDURAL PROTECTIONS NECESSARY TO
VINDICATE CONSTITUTIONAL RIGHTS
1. Section 2709 And The Fourth Amendment[118]
The Fourth Amendment prohibits the Government from conducting "unreasonable searches and
seizures," which generally means that any search or seizure must be performed pursuant to a
valid 495*495 warrant based upon probable cause.[119] As the Second Circuit has declared: "It is
fundamental that governmental searches and seizures without warrant or probable cause are per se
unreasonable under the Fourth Amendment unless they fall within one of the Amendment's few
established and well-delineated exceptions."[120] The Fourth Amendment's protection against
unreasonable searches applies to administrative subpoenas, even though issuing a subpoena does
not involve a literal physical intrusion or search.[121] In so doing, the Supreme Court explained that

the Fourth Amendment is not "confined literally to searches and seizures as such, but extends as
well to the orderly taking under compulsion of process."[122]
However, because administrative subpoenas are "at best, constructive searches," there is no
requirement that they be issued pursuant to a warrant or that they be supported by probable
cause.[123] Instead, an administrative subpoena needs only to be "reasonable," which the Supreme
Court has interpreted to mean that (1) the administrative subpoena is "within the authority of the
agency;" (2) that the demand is "not too indefinite;" and (3) that the information sought is "reasonably
relevant" to a proper inquiry.[124]
While the Fourth Amendment reasonableness standard is permissive in the context of administrative
subpoenas, the constitutionality of the administrative subpoena is predicated on the availability of a
neutral tribunal to determine, after a subpoena is issued, whether the subpoena actually complies
with the Fourth Amendment's demands. In contrast to an actual physical search, which must be
justified by the warrant and probable cause requirements occurring before the search, an
administrative subpoena "is regulated by, and its justification derives from, [judicial] process"
available after the subpoena is issued.[125]
Accordingly, the Supreme Court has held that an administrative subpoena "may not be made and
enforced" by the administrative agency; rather, the subpoenaed party must be able to "obtain judicial
review of the reasonableness of the demand prior to suffering penalties for refusing to comply."[126] In
sum, longstanding Supreme Court doctrine makes clear that an administrative subpoena statute is
consistent with the Fourth Amendment when it is subject to "judicial supervision" and "surrounded by
every safeguard of judicial restraint."[127]
Plaintiffs contend that § 2709 violates this Fourth Amendment process-based 496*496guarantee
because it gives the FBI alone the power to issue as well as enforce its own NSLs, instead of
contemplating some form of judicial review. Although Plaintiffs appear to concede that the statute
does not authorize the FBI to literally enforce the terms of an NSL by, for example, unilaterally
seizing documents or imposing fines, Plaintiffs contend that § 2709 has the practical effect of
coercing compliance.
Specifically, Plaintiffs stress that the statute has no provision for judicial enforcement or review, and
that theoretically any judicial review an NSL recipient sought would violate the express terms of the
non-disclosure provision. For example, if an NSL recipient thought that an NSL request was
unreasonable or otherwise unlawful — because, for instance, the underlying investigation was not
duly "authorized," was initiated "solely on the basis of activities protected by the first amendment to
the Constitution of the United States," or did not involve "international terrorism or clandestine
intelligence activities,"[128] as § 2709 demands — he would have no specific statute under which to
challenge the request. More fundamentally, the literal terms of the non-disclosure provision would
bar the recipient from even consulting an attorney to file such a challenge. Even if he were to
challenge the NSL on his own, the recipient would necessarily have to disclose the fact of the NSL's
issuance to the clerk of court and to the presiding judge, again, in violation of the literal terms of the
non-disclosure provision.
Rather than dispute the Plaintiffs' interpretation of the relevant constitutional doctrine, the
Government's response to these arguments endeavors to heavily repair the statute, essentially by
splicing together a string of judicially-sanctioned implications, glosses, or outright patchwork of the
various gaps Congress left in the statute, whether inadvertently or purposefully. First, as discussed
above, the Government claims that the statute implicitly affords an NSL recipient the opportunity to
challenge an NSL on the same terms as would be available to any other subpoena recipient, i.e., to
either resist the Government's enforcement action, or to affirmatively file a motion to quash. Second,

the Government reads the statute to implicitly permit disclosure to an attorney in connection with
such a challenge. Third, the Government would recognize an additional exception for disclosure to
other officers, employees, or agents whose assistance may be reasonably necessary for the
recipient to comply with the NSL request.
The path that, according to the Government, would lead to the above "correct" reading of § 2709 is
as follows. First, concerning the judicial enforcement issue, § 2709 is conspicuously silent on how
the Government's demand for records is to be enforced. Plaintiffs concede that § 2709 does not
authorize the FBI to resort to "self-help" in enforcing the statute, thus leaving the possibilities that
enforcement falls to either the court system, to no one at all, or, worse yet, to other forms of
administrative pressures and extra-legal methods that such congressional silences and statutory
lacunae may be prone to invite. Following the Government's theory, it is inconceivable that Congress
intended compliance with § 2709 to be a mere courtesy in light of § 2709's mandatory phrases, such
as "duty" and "shall comply."[129] The obvious purpose of the 497*497 statute — to obtain important
records quickly — would be eviscerated, the argument goes, if an NSL recipient could treat the NSL
as if it were a piece of junk mail to be tossed in the trash can and ignored without consequence.
Furthermore, courts have long recognized the "sharp distinction between agency power
to issue subpoenas and judicial power toenforce them."[130] Accordingly, the Government concludes
that it would make sense that an NSL, which is in the family of administrative subpoenas, would
follow that ordinary course.
Second, regarding the disclosure issue, the Government points out that the duty the statute imposes
upon the NSL recipient to produce information to the FBI falls upon the designated "wire or
electronic communication service provider,"[131] which in the typical case is likely to be a corporate
entity, as opposed to an individual. Because "a corporation must act through agents,"[132] it is fair to
assume that the various agents of a corporation, including its attorneys, would be involved in fulfilling
the corporation's duty. The Government thus stresses that nothing in § 2709 suggests that the duty
falls uniquely to the individual who happens to be in immediate receipt of the NSL. In this view, in
parallel with this collective duty to produce information, by the very terms of the statute the
prohibition upon disclosure is also apparently directed at more than one person: "No wire or
electronic communication service provider, or officer, employee, or agent thereof, shall disclose to
any person that the Federal Bureau of Investigation has sought or obtained access to information or
records under this section."[133] The statute's reference to officers, employees and agents again
suggests that those people (as opposed to merely the individual recipient) would be aware that the
NSL was issued, presumably because some of those people could have involvement in fulfilling the
request.
Invoking practicalities and common sense, the Government suggests that it would be unable to
precisely identify the person within a company who would be capable of complying with the NSL
request and thus would expect certain employees or agents, including attorneys, to play a role in
gathering the information sought. To illustrate this point, assuming an executive at a telephone
company is served with an NSL requesting that he produce detailed records of a particular
subscriber, and that, as is likely, the executive is not familiar with the mechanics of sophisticated
data retrieval, and that the statute actually barred the recipient's communication with anyone, the
executive would be in the impossible position of being incapable of complying with what the law
demanded. On this basis, the Government contends that it is doubtful Congress would have
intended such a rigid reading of § 2709(c).
The Government notes that its interpretation of § 2709(c) finds at least some support in the
legislative history, as well. Congress added NSL authority pertaining to credit records in 1996, and
that statute 498*498 explicitly permits disclosure to persons "necessary to fulfill" the NSL
request.[134] Congress considered that language as a "clarification" of (as opposed to a substantive

change from) the parallel NSL statutes because "practicalities would dictate that the provision not be
interpreted to exclude such disclosure."[135]
Finally, in support of its construction of § 2709, the Government points to two cases that have
interpreted wiretap laws to implicitly permit an accused unlawful wiretapper to disclose the contents
of the wiretap to his attorneys for the purpose of preparing a defense.[136] Addressing this point, for
example, the Sixth Circuit stated that the so-called "defense exception" was a "necessary element of
wiretap law."[137] In another case, a district court observed that to construe the wiretapping laws to
prevent an accused from using the intercepted communications in his own defense "would be so
incompatible with basic notions of fairness in adversary proceedings that it might well raise
questions regarding the statute's constitutionality."[138] Closing its argument on this point, the
Government concludes that these cases recognize both that disclosures to attorneys are unique and
that statutory interpretations producing absurd and unworkable results should be avoided.
The Court accepts that it should recognize a plausible interpretation of § 2709 that would salvage
the statute. As the Supreme Court has instructed: "if an otherwise acceptable construction of a
statute would raise serious constitutional problems, and where an alternative interpretation of the
statute is fairly possible, [courts] are obligated to construe the statute to avoid such
problems."[139] Conceivably, these aspects of the Government's construction of § 2709 may be
deemed "fairly possible," and thus the ordinary rule for rescuing constitutionally dubious statutes
from facial invalidity may come into play at this point. Application of this doctrine here poses severe
difficulties, however, because the anchoring of the Government's theory in the legislative scheme is
far from clear and convincing, raising tensions with other countervailing principles of statutory
interpretation and, more fundamentally, inviting risk to the proper functioning of the judiciary in the
separation of powers our nation's governance constitutionally demands. As the Supreme Court has
also instructed, the courts "cannot press statutory construction `to the point of disingenuous evasion'
even to avoid a constitutional question."[140]
In examining the Government's construction of § 2709, the Court makes several 499*499preliminary
observations as backdrop for its strong reservations to endorse it outright, even if in theory that
reading were plausible. First, the suggested interpretation does not relate to a reading of particular
words or provisions actually expressed in the statute. Rather, it requires listening to the law's
"sounds of silence"[141] to decipher the meaning of what is unsaid; in other words, it is about specific
terms not contained in § 2709 at all, though expressly provided for in other laws within the family of
legislation dealing with government information-gathering in support of national security
investigations and general law enforcement. This Court must base its interpretation of the statute
primarily in the actual text of the statute, on what the statute explicitly says rather than on what it fails
to say.[142] Second, to fully reach and give effect to the Government's proposal entails inserting into
the law not just one, but several distinct terms the Government seeks to incorporate by implication:
that the statute permits disclosure by the recipient for the purposes of seeking the assistance of
counsel; that disclosure is also permitted to other officers, employees and agents; and that judicial
process is available either to challenge or to enforce an NSL. Moreover, as will be discussed later, to
save the statute the Court would need to go further and rule by similar means that the interpretive
stretch does not embrace a vital term the Government's theory expressly rejects: that the nondisclosure ban cannot be categorical and perpetual, and that a mechanism must exist to permit
judicial modification of the absolute, indefinite secrecy § 2709(c) imposes. In this respect, the Court
must note that the more and the deeper the interstices in a law a judge is called upon to fill, the more
what the enterprise demands is not construction of a statute but its emendation by the court,
effectively an exercise of judicial legislation in order to repair and rescue the enactment by furnishing
through this back channel the missing terms Congress itself did not provide.
More significantly, the Court's interpretation of § 2709, in any faithful observance of the canons of
statutory construction, cannot consider that provision strictly in isolation. As made clear above in the

lengthy overview of the rules pertaining to the Government's information-gathering authority, § 2709
does not represent a discrete, stand-alone instance of legislation. Rather, it is but one point in a
constellation of other laws, a part and pattern of a larger congressional design generally interrelated
by the common purpose of facilitating various forms of investigations and law enforcement
proceedings. As is apparent from the statutes' diverse subjects, policy aims and textual differences,
however, there is no compelling evidence that Congress has intended to blend the national policy
and security interests implicated in the whole body of these laws and to view them all as necessarily
demanding a uniform degree of secrecy or procedural safeguards. In this sense, the methods and
process Congress has authorized the FBI to undertake in administering NSLs cannot be strictly
equated with those traditionally associated with the investigation or prosecution of the ordinary
criminal proceeding.
In this case, therefore, the effect of inserting by judicial interpretation the substantial procedural and
individual rights 500*500 protections palpably absent from § 2709 — the task the Government would
have the Court assume — would be to conform the statute with the requirements of legislation
belonging to the same genus, but not altogether the same species, thus essentially converting §
2709 into a mirror image of other laws Congress has enacted or contemplates in which it did see fit
to explicitly include the precise terms the Government seeks to engraft onto § 2709 by judicial grace.
The course the Government urges poses several conceptual difficulties for the Court. First, it is at
odds with statutory construction principle and caselaw, cited above, dealing with comparable
competing interpretations deriving from different statutes.[143] If Congress took affirmative steps to
legislate the provisions in question in other statutes, it may have been aware of them and of their
implications when it enacted and later amended § 2709 with those standards omitted.
Second, the Government's theory may not be supported by an alternate reading of congressional
intent that could reasonably be drawn from the enactment of § 2709. In light of the sensitivity and
overarching national priority associated with the purposes of the NSL statutes — international
terrorism and counter-intelligence investigations — as well as the gravity of the events that supplied
the propelling force and context for the passage and recent amendments of § 2709, one might fairly
infer that the absence of any reference to judicial review is the product of Congressional intent.
Specifically, § 2709 may convey that Congress meant the statute to serve as a more stringent law
enforcement tool, one affording greater investigative powers, leeway and flexibility to the FBI,
providing for far more secrecy rather than less, and not necessarily to be substantively or
procedurally conflated with related statutes not serving comparably heightened national security
concerns. Conversely, for the same reasons and in contradistinction with other information-gathering
laws not arising out of national exigencies quite as extreme, the statute could be read to signal
Congress's contemplation that less weight be given to protections of personal liberties in conflict with
the acute national security interests § 2709 fosters.
Third, for the Court to give effect to the Government's construction in the face of apparently
conflicting, or at best very ambiguous legislative designs, would implicate severe concerns over the
proper separation of powers. Such a complex and variable statutory scheme renders it extremely
difficult for this Court to find that the absence of particular terms from § 2709 was merely inadvertent
or non-substantive, or that even if Congress left holes in § 2709 that it took pains to plug in other
similar laws, it falls within the legitimate domain of the Court to function as a legislative repair shop
entrusted to perform Congress's labors, and fix Congress's purported errors or omissions at the
Government's bidding.
No more compelling evidence exists underscoring the Court's quandary than the various remedial
proposals now pending in Congress, discussed above, designed to rectify some of the shortcomings
of the NSL statutes, including § 2709. Were the Court to accept the Government's

invitation 501*501 to read § 2709 as the Government proposes, the bills under consideration
essentially would be rendered largely moot by the measure of this Court's ruling: NSLs would be
read to be judicially enforceable, and disclosures to attorneys and other agents that would be
authorized by pending bills would be read into the existingstatute. What message would that
decision convey to Congress? In effect, such a ruling would risk beating Congress to the punch
through the exercise of judicial power, and would signal that Congress would not need to further
consider corrective action on this score, since the legislative business and public policy ends
Congress had openly contemplated would already have been dispatched by judicial decree. The
very articulation of the proposition supplies its answer. It should suffice to state that this is not a task
even the most intrepid court should lightly countenance.
Despite these severe reservations, in the final analysis the Court need not resolve Plaintiffs' facial
challenge to § 2709 on Fourth Amendment grounds for two reasons. First, even if the Court were to
accept that the FBI's authority to issue and enforce NSLs pursuant to § 2709 means what the
Government says it means, the Court's inquiry would not end there with a ruling in favor of the
Government. Investing those provisions with the reading the Government accords them does not
address the Plaintiffs' distinct claim that in practice § 2709 in all or the vast majority of actual cases,
by virtue of the statute's unwarranted application by the FBI, operates otherwise. The Court
concludes that the operation of § 2709 renders it unconstitutional, notwithstanding that, at least in a
theoretical sense, a possible reading of portions of the statute as the Government propounds,
through extensive judicial tinkering with its silences, may be posited to withstand a Fourth
Amendment facial challenge. In particular, deficiencies in the application of § 2709 pertain to the
very core issues — access to legal advice and availability of judicial process to enforce and contest
the law — upon which Plaintiffs' Fourth Amendment facial challenge is grounded. Because the Court
agrees that those protections are vital to satisfy Fourth Amendment standards, it finds the manner in
which § 2709 has been applied unwarranted.
The crux of the problem is that the form NSL, like the one issued in this case, which is preceded by a
personal call from an FBI agent, is framed in imposing language on FBI letterhead and which, citing
the authorizing statute, orders a combination of disclosure in person and in complete secrecy,
essentially coerces the reasonable recipient into immediate compliance. Objectively viewed, it is
improbable that an FBI summons invoking the authority of a certified "investigation to protect against
international terrorism or clandestine intelligence activities,"[144] and phrased in tones sounding
virtually as biblical commandment, would not be perceived with some apprehension by an ordinary
person and therefore elicit passive obedience from a reasonable NSL recipient. The full weight of
this ominous writ is especially felt when the NSL's plain language, in a measure that enhances its
aura as an expression of public will, prohibits disclosing the issuance of the NSL to "any person."
Reading such strictures, it is also highly unlikely that an NSL recipient reasonably would know that
he may have a right to contest the NSL, and that a process to do so may exist through a judicial
proceeding.
502*502 Because neither the statute, nor an NSL, nor the FBI agents dealing with the recipient say
as much, all but the most mettlesome and undaunted NSL recipients would consider themselves
effectively barred from consulting an attorney or anyone else who might advise them otherwise, as
well as bound to absolute silence about the very existence of the NSL. Furthermore, it is doubtful
that an NSL recipient, not necessarily a lawyer, would be willing to undertake any creative exercises
in statutory construction to somehow reach the Government's proposed reading of § 2709,
especially because that construction is not apparent from the plain language of the statute, the NSL
itself, or accompanying government communications, and any penalties for non-compliance or
disclosure are also unspecified in the NSL or in the statute. For the reasonable NSL recipient
confronted with the NSL's mandatory language and the FBI's conduct related to the NSL, resistance
is not a viable option.

The evidence in this case bears out the hypothesis that NSLs work coercively in this way. The ACLU
obtained, via the Freedom of Information Act ("FOIA"), and presented to the Court in this proceeding,
a document listing all the NSLs the Government issued from October 2001 through January 2003.
Although the entire substance of the document is redacted, it is apparent that hundreds of NSL
requests were made during that period. Because § 2709 has been available to the FBI since 1986
(and its financial records counterpart in RFPA since 1978), the Court concludes that there must have
been hundreds more NSLs issued in that long time span. The evidence suggests that, until now,
none of those NSLs was ever challenged in any court. First, the Department of Justice explicitly
informed the House Judiciary Committee in May 2003 that there had been no challenges to the
propriety or legality of any NSLs.[145] Second, the Government's evidence in this case conspicuously
lacks any suggestion either that the Government has ever had to resort to a judicial enforcement
proceeding for any NSL, or that any recipient has ever resisted an NSL request in such a proceeding
or via any motion to quash.[146]
To be sure, the Court recognizes that many other reasons may exist to explain the absence of
challenges to NSLs: the communications provider who receives the NSL ordinarily would have little
incentive to contest the NSL on the subscriber's behalf; the standard of review for administrative
subpoenas similar to NSLs is so minimal that most such NSLs would likely be upheld in court;
litigating these issues is expensive; and many citizens may feel a 503*503 civic duty to help the
FBI's investigation and thus may willingly comply. Nevertheless, the Court finds it striking that, in all
the years during which the FBI has been serving NSLs, the evidence suggests that, until now, no
single NSL recipient has ever sought to quash such a directive. The Court thus concludes that in
practice NSLs are essentially unreviewable because, as explained, given the language and tone of
the statute as carried into the NSL by the FBI, the recipient would consider himself, in virtually every
case, obliged to comply, with no other option but to immediately obey and stay quiet.
The Government responds that Doe's arguments on this point are undermined by the very fact that
Doe himself consulted an attorney and brought this challenge. The Court disagrees for several
reasons. First, so far as the evidence shows, Doe's decision to challenge the NSL is a lone
exception in the otherwise consistent record. The constitutional bar marking the limits the
Government can permissibly reach in curtailing personal freedoms in the name of national security
should not be raised to heights at which all but the most powerfully endowed would feel impelled to
remain cowered or content, and none but the well-heeled could stand tall enough to take on a law
enforcer's coercive order. If the Court were to take up the Government's invitation and reject Doe's
as-applied challenge to the statute until one of the NSL recipients who actually felt intimidated
enough by the NSL was moved to bring suit, such a day may never arrive. Moreover, in such a
prospect the NSL recipient would presumably have already turned over the requested information to
the FBI, further defeating the purpose of subsequent resistance.
Second, the Court finds support for its analysis in caselaw which, in testing the validity of a
Government policy or law, recognizes the importance of appreciating its practical effect on a
reasonable person, especially as evidenced by the methods and terms the Government employs to
convey what it demands and to elicit the desired compliance. InBantam Books, Inc. v.
Sullivan,[147] the Rhode Island legislature created an administrative commission to determine
whether publications were obscene or objectionable to minors, and where appropriate, to
recommend cases to the authorities for prosecution. In accordance with its practice, the commission
sent to a book distributor a notice which ordered that the distributor cease disseminating certain
publications to minors and which reminded the distributor of the commission's duty to recommend
prosecutions to the Attorney General. The notice thanked the distributor for his anticipated
cooperation. The Supreme Court found that the commission's practice of informal censorship
violated the First Amendment, as incorporated against the states by the Fourteenth Amendment.[148]

Important for purposes of this case, the Supreme Court in Bantam Books deemed it irrelevant that
the commission did not have any actual authority to prosecute anyone.[149]The Court recognized that
the distributor "was `free' to ignore the Commission's notices, in the sense that his refusal to
`cooperate' would have violated no law,"[150] but the Court did not countenance that technical point in
light of the realities of the situation:
504*504 People do not lightly disregard public officers' thinly veiled threats to institute criminal
proceedings against them if they do not come around.... The Commission's notices, phrased virtually
as orders, reasonably understood to be such by the distributor, invariably followed up by police
visitations, in fact stopped the circulation of the listed publications ex proprio vigore. It would be
naive to credit the State's assertion that these blacklists are in the nature of mere legal advice, when
they plainly serve as instruments of regulation independent of the laws against obscenity.[151]
Here, the Court concludes it would be similarly naive to conclude that § 2709 NSLs, given their
commandeering warrant, do anything short of coercing all but the most fearless NSL recipient into
immediate compliance and secrecy.[152]
In another case along these general lines,[153] the First Circuit considered whether it was proper for
the United States Attorney's Office in Puerto Rico to issue to grand jury subpoena recipients letters
which stated:
You are not to disclose the existence of this subpoena or the fact of your compliance for a period of
90 days from the date of the subpoena. Any such disclosure could seriously impede the investigation
being conducted and, thereby, interfere with the enforcement of the federal criminal law.[154]
The Court held that the letter violated Federal Rule of Criminal Procedure 6, which bars secrecy
obligations upon subpoena recipients.[155] The First Circuit explicitly rejected the contention "that the
letter did not impose any `obligation' but simply stated the United States Attorney's belief that
disclosure would be harmful to the investigation":
The document at issue, after all, is from the United States Attorney's office informing its recipient that
a particular course of action could "impede" a criminal investigation "and, thereby, interfere with the
enforcement of the federal criminal law." Absent a clear showing to the contrary, we fail to see how a
reasonable, law-abiding person who received such a letter would think anything other than that he
was being told 505*505 that he was legally obligated not to engage in that course of action.[156]
The First Circuit thus invalidated what was, in practice, an obligation of secrecy, even though the
letters at issue did not have the force of law.
Similarly, the Court here concludes that what is, in practice, an implicit obligation of automatic
compliance with NSLs violates the Fourth Amendment right to judicial access, even if hypothetically
the law were construed to imply such access. In this regard, the Court notes that even stronger
grounds exist in the record before this Court to support a finding of coercive effect of the NSLs than
was the case of the government agency's letters involved in both Bantam Books and Grand Jury
Proceedings. In Bantam Books,the Rhode Island statute at issue made clear that the commission it
created had no power to prosecute those who violated the "recommendations" in its letters, and
in Grand Jury Proceedings, the Government's ability to require the secrecy sought by the letter at
issue was specifically foreclosed by a Federal Rule of Criminal Procedure. By contrast, in issuing the
NSL in the form employed here, the FBI's order carried out the express terms of § 2709 and, as the
reference to the law reminded the recipient, directed precisely the conduct the statute mandated. An
NSL recipient would be unable to learn from the text of § 2709 that the letter was
not actually coercive.

That the form NSL and the FBI's actions were based on a plausible reading of § 2709 does not save
these practices from invalidation. In Bantam Books, the Supreme Court nullified the commission's
practices without reaching the question of whether the vague and open-ended statute creating the
commission was itself constitutional,[157] and inGrand Jury Proceedings, the First Circuit had no
occasion to reach constitutional questions because it found that the United States Attorney's Office
had violated a Federal Rule of Criminal Procedure.
Recognizing from the preceding discussion the reality that § 2709 effectively keeps § 2709 NSLs out
of litigation altogether, the Court concludes that supplying a judicial gloss to § 2709 but failing to
address the practical effects of the unparalleled level of secrecy and coercion fostered by the FBI's
implementation of the statute would be completely academic. That is the Court is reluctant to fashion
a "remedy" which has no effect beyond being printed in the Federal Supplement.
The Court notes that, conceivably, the Government could endeavor to remedy the defects in § 2709
by alerting all NSL recipients as to what the Government now claims is implicit in § 2709 — that they
are entitled to consult an attorney and other persons necessary to facilitate compliance, and to move
to quash the NSL. However, accepting as implicit in the statute the protections the Government
contends may be inferred does not remedy another deficiency that serves as independent grounds
for the statute's facial invalidation: the categorical, indefinite non-disclosure provision § 2709(c),
which is not amenable to a 506*506 "fairly possible"[158] construction that would save it from
invalidation.
The Court explains below why categorical, indefinite, and unreviewable non-disclosure was intended
by Congress and why any judicial interpretation intended to save this provision of § 2709, e.g., by
requiring judicial determination of the need for secrecy in each case, or by making judicial review
available to challenge the categorical ban or speech at particular times, would be entirely unmoored
from anything in the text, structure or legislative history of the statute, and would grossly exceed the
judicial function. Such a ruling would essentially amount to judicial arrogation of legislative power, an
outright statutory re-write, rather than a "fairly possible" statutory construction.[159] On this point,
however, the Government's argument defends the statute as drafted, and presumably would oppose
a construction that would recognize the availability of judicial review to mitigate the consequences of
the permanent non-disclosure mandate. Here, then, is the nub of this case. The Government does
not accept that § 2709's non-disclosure provision may be modified by judicial review — nor could it,
given the plain text of the statute — and the Court, which deems such an omission from the law
fatal, would be unable, for the same reason, to cure it by interpretation.
Accordingly, the Court concludes that § 2709, as applied here, must be invalidated because in all but
the exceptional case it has the effect of authorizing coercive searches effectively immune from any
judicial process, in violation of the Fourth Amendment. The Court next turns to other reasons that
compel the more drastic conclusion that § 2709 must be invalidated on its face. First, however, the
Court examines Plaintiffs' arguments that § 2709 violates communications service subscribers' First
Amendment rights. It concludes that the absence of meaningful judicial review created by § 2709's
coercive implementation may also lead to violations of subscribers' own constitutional rights.
2. NSLs May Violate ISP Subscribers' Rights.
Plaintiffs have focused on the possibility that § 2709 could be used to infringe subscribers' First
Amendment rights of anonymous speech and association. Though it is not necessary to precisely
define the scope of ISP subscribers' First Amendment rights, the Court concludes that § 2709 may,
in a given case, violate a subscriber's First Amendment privacy rights, as well as other legal rights, if
judicial review is not readily available to an ISP that receives an NSL. This conclusion buttresses the

Court's holding that, at least as applied, § 2709 does not permit sufficient judicial review to preserve
individual subscribers' rights, where impairment of such rights may be implicated by a given NSL.[160]
The Supreme Court has recognized the First Amendment right to anonymous speech at least
since Talley v. California,[161] which invalidated a California law 507*507 requiring that handbills
distributed to the public contain certain identifying information about the source of the handbills. The
Court stated that the "identification requirement would tend to restrict freedom to distribute
information and thereby freedom of expression."[162] The Supreme Court has also invalidated
identification requirements pertaining to persons distributing campaign literature,[163] persons
circulating petitions for state ballot initiatives,[164] and persons engaging in door-to-door religious
advocacy.[165]
In a related doctrine, the Supreme Court has held that "compelled disclosure of affiliation with groups
engaged in advocacy" amounts to a "restraint on freedom of association" where disclosure could
expose the members to "public hostility."[166] Laws mandating such disclosures will be upheld only
where the Government interest is compelling.[167]
The Court concludes that such First Amendment rights may be infringed by application of § 2709 in
a given case. For example, the FBI theoretically could issue to a political campaign's computer
systems operator a § 2709 NSL compelling production of the names of all persons who have email
addresses through the campaign's computer systems. The FBI theoretically could also issue an NSL
under § 2709 to discern the identity of someone whose anonymous online web log, or "blog," is
critical of the Government. Such inquiries might be beyond the permissible scope of the FBI's power
under § 2709 because the targeted information might not be relevant to an authorized investigation
to protect against international terrorism or clandestine intelligence activities, or because the inquiry
might be conducted solely on the basis of activities protected by the First Amendment. These
prospects only highlight the potential danger of the FBI's self-certification process and the absence
of judicial oversight.
Other rights may also be violated by the disclosure contemplated by the statute; the statute's
reference to "transactional records" creates ambiguity regarding the scope of the information
required to be produced by the NSL recipient. If the recipient — who in the NSL is called upon to
exercise judgment in determining the extent to which complying materials constitute transactional
records rather than content[168] — interprets the NSL broadly as 508*508 requiring production of all
e-mail header information, including subject lines, for example, some disclosures conceivably may
reveal information protected by the subscriber's attorney-client privilege, e.g., a communication with
an attorney where the subject line conveys privileged or possibly incriminating information. Indeed,
the practical absence of judicial review may lead ISPs to disclose information that is protected from
disclosure by the NSL statute itself, such as in a case where the NSL was initiated solely in
retaliation for the subscriber's exercise of his First Amendment rights, as prohibited by § 2709(b)(1)(b)(2). Only a court would be able to definitively construe the statutory and First Amendment rights at
issue in the "First Amendment retaliation" provision of the statute, and to strike a proper balance
among those interests.
The Government asserts that disclosure of the information sought under § 2709 could not violate a
subscriber's rights (and thus demands no judicial process) because the information which a § 2709
NSL seeks has been voluntarily conveyed to the ISP who receives the NSL. According to the
Government, an internet speaker relinquishes any interest in any anonymity, and any protected
claim to that information, as soon as he releases his identity and other information to his ISP. In
support of its position, the Government cites the Supreme Court's holding that, at least in the Fourth
Amendment context involving the Government installing a pen register or obtaining bank records,

when a person voluntarily conveys information to third parties, he assumes the risk that the
information will be turned over to the Government.[169]
The Court rejects the Government's reasoning. Every court that has addressed the issue has held
that individual internet subscribers have a right to engage in anonymous internet speech, though
anonymity may be trumped in a given case by other concerns.[170] No court has adopted the
Government's argument here that anonymous internet speech or associational activity ceases to be
protected because a third-party ISP is in possession of the identifying information.[171]
509*509 Moreover, the Court notes that the implications of the Government's position are profound.
Anonymous internet speakers could be unmasked merely by an administrative, civil, or trial
subpoena, or by any state or local disclosure regulation directed at their ISP, and the Government
would not have to provide any heightened justification for revealing the speaker. The same would be
true for attempts to compile membership lists by seeking the computerized records of an
organization which uses a third-party electronic communications provider. Considering, as is
undisputed here, the importance of the internet as a forum for speech and association, the Court
rejects the invitation to permit the rights of internet anonymity and association to be placed at such
grave risk.
The Court reaches this conclusion by determining that NSLs issued pursuant to § 2709 may seek
information about or indirectly obtained from subscribers that may be protected from disclosure by
the First Amendment or other rights-protecting constitutional provisions or statutes. Echoing the
Supreme Court's observation that "differences in the characteristics of new media justify differences
in the First Amendment standards applied to them,"[172] the Court concludes that even
though Smith and Miller might suggest that there is no First Amendment interest at stake in
compelling the disclosure by telephone companies and banks of certain transactional information
derived from customer records, in deciding this case the Court must take account of the unique
features of internet communications that may warrant application of different rules. The Court is
persuaded that, for First Amendment purposes, internet records of the type obtained via a § 2709
NSL could differ substantially from transactional bank or phone records.
The evidence on the record now before this Court demonstrates that the information available
through a § 2709 NSL served upon an ISP could easily be used to disclose vast amounts of
anonymous speech and associational activity. For instance, § 2709 imposes a duty to provide
"electronic communication transactional records,"[173] a phrase which, though undefined in the
statute, certainly encompasses a log of email addresses with whom a subscriber has corresponded
and the web pages that a subscriber visits. Those transactional records can reveal, among other
things, the anonymous message boards to which a person logs on or posts, the electronic
newsletters to which he subscribes, and the advocacy websites he visits. Moreover, § 2709 imposes
a duty on ISPs to provide the names and addresses of subscribers,[174] thus enabling the
Government to specifically identify someone who has written anonymously on the internet.[175] As
discussed above, given that an 510*510 NSL recipient is directed by the FBI to turn over all
information "which you consider to be an electronic communication transactional record,"[176] the §
2709 NSL could also reasonably be interpreted by an ISP to require, at minimum, disclosure of all email header information, including subject lines.
In stark contrast to this potential to compile elaborate dossiers on internet users, the information
obtainable by a pen register is far more limited. As the Supreme Court inSmith was careful to note:
[Pen registers] disclose only the telephone numbers that have been dialed — a means of
establishing communication. Neither the purport of any communication between the caller and the

recipient of the call, their identities, nor whether the call was even completed is disclosed by pen
registers.[177]
The Court doubts that the result in Smith would have been the same if a pen register operated as a
key to the most intimate details and passions of a person's private life.
The more apt Supreme Court case for evaluating the assumption of risk argument at issue here
is Katz v. United States,[178] the seminal decision underlying both Smith andMiller. Katz held that the
Fourth Amendment's privacy protections applied where the Government wiretapped a telephone call
placed from a public phone booth.[179]Especially noteworthy and pertinent to this case is the
Supreme Court's remark that: "The Government's activities in electronically listening to and
recording the petitioner's words violated the privacy upon which he justifiably relied while using the
telephone booth and thus constituted a `search and seizure' within the meaning of the Fourth
Amendment."[180] The Supreme Court also stated that a person entering a phone booth who "shuts
the door behind him" is "surely entitled to assume that the words he utters into the mouthpiece will
not be broadcast to the world," and held that, "[t]o read the Constitution more narrowly is to ignore
the vital role that the public telephone has come to play in private communication."[181]
Applying that reasoning to anonymous internet speech and associational activity is relatively
straightforward. A person who signs onto an anonymous forum under a pseudonym, for example, is
essentially "shut[ting] the door behind him,"[182] and is surely entitled to a reasonable expectation that
his speech, whatever form the expression assumes, will not be accessible to the Government to be
broadcast to the world absent appropriate legal process. To hold otherwise would ignore the role of
the internet as a remarkably powerful forum for private communication and association. Even the
Government concedes here that the internet is an "important vehicle for the free exchange of ideas
and facilitates associations."[183]
To be sure, the Court is keenly mindful of the Government's reminder that the internet may also
serve as a vehicle for crime. The Court equally recognizes that 511*511circumstances exist in which
the First Amendment rights of association and anonymity must yield to a more compelling
Government interest in obtaining records from internet firms. To this end, the Court re-emphasizes
that it does not here purport to set forth the scope of these First Amendment rights in general, or
define them in this or any other case. The Court holds only that such fundamental rights are certainly
implicated in some cases in which the Government may employ § 2709 broadly to gather
information, thus requiring that the process incorporate the safeguards of some judicial review to
ensure that if an infringement of those rights is asserted, they are adequately protected through fair
process in an independent neutral tribunal. Because the necessary procedural protections are wholly
absent here, the Court finds on this ground additional cause for invalidating § 2709 as applied.
C. CONSTITUTIONALITY OF THE NON-DISCLOSURE PROVISION
Finally, the Court turns to the issue of whether the Government may properly enforce § 2709(c), the
non-disclosure provision, against Doe or any other person who has previously received an NSL.
Section 2709(c) states: "No wire or electronic communication service provider, or officer, employee,
or agent thereof, shall disclose to any person that the Federal Bureau of Investigation has sought or
obtained access to information or records under this section."[184]
A threshold question concerning this issue is whether, as Plaintiffs contend, § 2709(c) is subject to
strict scrutiny as either a prior restraint on speech or a content-based speech restriction, or whether,
as the Government responds, § 2709(c) is subject to the more relaxed judicial review of intermediate
scrutiny. The difference is crucial. A speech restriction which is either content-based or which
imposes a prior restraint on speech is presumed invalid and may be upheld only if it is "narrowly

tailored to promote a compelling Government interest."[185] If "less restrictive alternatives would be at
least as effective in achieving the legitimate purpose that the statute was enacted to serve," then the
speech restriction is not narrowly tailored and may be invalidated.[186] Under intermediate scrutiny, a
speech restriction may be upheld as long as "it advances important governmental interests unrelated
to the suppression of free speech and does not burden substantially more speech than necessary to
further those interests."[187]
The Court agrees with Plaintiffs that § 2709(c) works as both a prior restraint on speech and as a
content-based restriction, and hence, is subject to strict scrutiny.[188] First, axiomatically the
categorical non-disclosure mandate embodied 512*512 in § 2709(c) functions as prior restraint
because of the straightforward observation that it prohibits speech before the speech occurs. As the
Supreme Court articulated the threshold inquiry: "The relevant question is whether the challenged
regulation authorizes suppression of speech in advance of its expression...."[189] The Government
nevertheless maintains that § 2709(c) does not operate as a prior restraint because it does not
create a licensing system by which the Government can pick and choose among speakers to
restrain. As the Government explains, somewhat cryptically, § 2709(c) "does not authorize any
government official to grant a speaker permission to make any particular disclosure. Rather, the
statute simply prohibits certain disclosures."[190]
In the Court's judgment, a blanket permanent prohibition on future disclosures is an even purer form
of prior restraint than a licensing system in which the speaker may at least potentially obtain
government approval and remain free to speak. In fact, a blanket proscription on future speech
works identically to the most severe form of a licensing system — one in which no licenses are
granted, and the speech at issue is maximally suppressed.
Second, the Court considers § 2709(c) to be a content-based speech restriction. The Court finds
particular guidance on this point from Kamasinski v. Judicial Review Council,[191] a case which also
figures prominently in addressing the question of whether § 2709(c) survives strict scrutiny.
In Kamasinski, the plaintiff challenged certain Connecticut laws mandating that judicial ethics
proceedings be kept confidential unless and until the relevant administrative authorities determined
that there was probable cause to believe that judicial misconduct had occurred, after which a public
hearing would be held. During the investigatory phase, the Connecticut statutes, much like §
2709(c), categorically prohibited witnesses and complainants from even disclosing that an
investigation was underway. One purpose of Connecticut's non-disclosure rule (again, much like §
2709(c)) was to protect the integrity of the investigation. The Second Circuit held that the restrictions
at issue were "content-based, and that strict scrutiny [was] the correct standard."[192] The Court
finds Kamasinski controlling and thus concludes that § 2709(c) functions as a content-based
restriction.
The Government nevertheless argues that § 2709(c) is content-neutral because it prohibits certain
disclosures irrespective of any particular speaker's views on NSLs, terrorism, or anything else. The
Government emphasizes that a "fundamental principle" underlying judicial skepticism of contentbased restrictions is that the Government should not silence "less favored" or "controversial views"
while permitting the "views it finds acceptable."[193] Section 2709 does not trigger that concern, the
argument goes, because the Government's aim in enforcing § 2709(c) is not to "disagree[ ] with the
message,"[194] or to "select which issues are worth discussing or debating 513*513 in public,"[195] but
instead to apply a neutral ban on disclosures that are potentially harmful to Government
investigations.
The Government's argument is unpersuasive. It fails to recognize that even a viewpoint-neutral
restriction can be content-based, if the restriction pertains to an entire category of speech.[196] The
Supreme Court has clearly expressed this principle: "The First Amendment's hostility to content-

based regulation extends not only to restrictions on particular viewpoints, but also to prohibition of
public discussion of an entire topic."[197]Section 2709(c) prohibits any discussion of the first-hand
experiences of NSL recipients, and of their officers, employees, and agents, and thus closes off that
"entire topic" from public discourse.[198] Those persons are forever barred from speaking to anyone
about their knowledge and role in the underlying events pertaining to the issuance of an NSL,
however substantively limited or temporally remote that role may be, even at a time when disclosure
of the occurrence of the investigation may have ceased to generate legitimate national security
concerns and instead may hold historical or scholarly value then bearing relatively greater interest to
the general public. The restriction would also categorically bar the recipient and its agents from ever
discussing their roles even if other persons may be free to do so — because, for example, the matter
may have become public or the FBI itself may have revealed the information or publicly brought the
investigation to closure. The absolute and permanent ban on disclosure § 2709(c) commands
forecloses an objective weighing of these competing public policy interests by a neutral arbiter even
as the relative merits of the respective claims may alter over time.
Moreover, the Government's argument is foreclosed by Kamasinski. In that case, the Connecticut
non-disclosure laws were likewise neutral as to the message conveyed by the disclosure and
likewise broadly prohibited the mere fact of disclosure. The Second Circuit applied strict scrutiny, as
the Court will do here. As stated, § 2709(c) may survive strict scrutiny if it is "narrowly tailored to
promote a compelling Government interest,"[199]and there are no "less restrictive alternatives [which]
would be at least as effective in achieving the legitimate purpose that the statute was enacted to
serve."[200] The Supreme Court has instructed that, in the courts' assessment of these
considerations, "[p]recision of regulation must be the touchstone" of the inquiry.[201]
In applying that test, the Court first acknowledges that the Government's interest in protecting the
integrity and efficacy of international terrorism and counterintelligence investigations is a compelling
one. The Supreme Court has so acknowledged: "This Court has recognized the Government's
`compelling interest' in withholding national security information from unauthorized persons in the
course of 514*514 executive business."[202] A suspected terrorist or foreign intelligence operative
who is alerted that the Government is conducting an investigation may destroy evidence, create
false leads, alert others, or otherwise take steps to avoid detection. More generally, such disclosures
can reveal the Government's intelligence-gathering methods, from which foreign intelligence
operatives or terrorists could learn better how to avoid detection.
Nonetheless, Plaintiffs contend that § 2709(c)'s categorical, perpetual, and automatic ban on
disclosure is not a narrowly-tailored means to advance those legitimate public interests. Plaintiffs
suggest that a more precisely-calibrated statute, which would equally advance the Government's
compelling interests, would prohibit disclosure only on a case-by-case basis, for a limited time, and
with prior judicial approval. Without detailing the degree of narrow tailoring which the First
Amendment demands with respect to § 2709, the Court concludes that § 2709 is not sufficiently
narrow.
The question of how narrow is narrow enough is not amenable to scientific measurement, nor can it
be reduced to articulable facile tests. Rather, it depends largely on context and perspective. When
focusing only upon the universe of speech to which § 2709(c) pertains, the restriction appears very
narrow. A communications provider is prohibited only from disclosing "that the Federal Bureau of
Investigation has sought or obtained access to information or records under [§ 2709]."[203] Anything
outside this bare fact may be fair game. For example, the NSL recipient may speak freely about his
objection to (or support of) the FBI and its NSL power; he may alert his subscribers to the fact that
the FBI has NSL authority under § 2709; he may petition Congress to repeal § 2709 altogether; and,
other privacy laws aside, he would not be barred by § 2709(c) from disclosing the substance of the
information disclosed to the FBI. Furthermore, a third party unaffiliated with the provider who
somehow learned from other sources about the issuance of an NSL would not be precluded from

disclosing its existence. Speech restrictions of this general nature — prohibiting the holder of
information from a disclosure which could jeopardize a Government investigation — are
commonplace in federal law, as discussed above in Section I.D.
Viewed from another perspective, however, the restraint imposed under § 2709(c) is as thorough as
is conceivable. The statute permanently prohibits not only the recipient but its officers, employees or
agents, from disclosing the NSL's existence to "any person," inevery instance in which an NSL is
issued and irrespective of the circumstances prevailing at any given point in time.[204] In this respect,
§ 2709(c) as well as the other NSL statutes, are uniquely extraordinary. As explained more fully
earlier in Section II.D., when the Government conducts a secret investigation, it ordinarily must apply
for a court order before restricting third-party participants from revealing the inquiry, and those
restrictions are generally temporary.
The Court has been able to locate only three statutory provisions even arguably analogous to the
automatic, categorical and permanent scope of the NSL statutes' non-disclosure rules. First,
communications firms are categorically barred, unless otherwise ordered by a court, from ever
disclosing 515*515 that a pen register or trap and trace device is in effect.[205] Second,
communications firms are categorically barred, subject to a similar exception "as may otherwise be
required by legal process," from ever disclosing that a wiretap or electronic surveillance is in
place.[206] Third, recipients of a subpoena under FISA are categorically prohibited from ever
disclosing to any person, "other than those persons necessary to produce" the records sought, that
the subpoena was issued.[207]
Furthermore, these provisions are not quite as severe as those contained in the NSL statutes
because, with one narrow exception for certain FISA surveillance orders,[208]they apply in contexts in
which a court authorizes the investigative method in the first place.[209] Thus, even in these statutes,
the silenced party, at least theoretically, would almost always have a forum in which to contest the
continuing validity of the non-disclosure obligation or to seek a modified secrecy order.[210] The FISA
limits the potential for abuse in yet another way by requiring a clear connection to a foreign power
and by sharply limiting the degree to which any United States citizen may be subject to surveillance
under a secret FISA order; such protections are not present in § 2709,[211]particularly after the
significant broadening of the statute's scope effectuated by the Patriot Act.[212] The NSL statutes,
including § 2709(c), thus stand virtually alone in providing for blanket secrecy entirely outside the
context of judicial process.
In synthesizing the broad and narrow features of § 2709(c) explained above, and 516*516 in
considering how closely those features are tailored to the Government's compelling interests, the
Government makes convincing points in showing that it would be consistent with the First
Amendment to impose a certain amount of limited secrecy in many cases involving a § 2709 NSL.
The Government also persuasively demonstrates how that secrecy, under certain circumstances,
might continue for longer periods of time, consistent with the First Amendment. The Court
acknowledges those arguments so far as they go, but concludes in the end that the Government
cannot cast § 2709 — a blunt agent of secrecy applying in perpetuity to all persons affected in every
case — as narrowly-tailored.
The Government first argues, correctly, that courts generally uphold secrecy statutes in connection
with official investigations in recognition of two vital considerations: the importance of secrecy and
that the secrecy is limited (as here) to facts learned only by virtue of a given person's participation in
the proceedings. The Court examines this doctrine in detail to underscore both its relevance and its
limits.

The evolution of this doctrine begins with Seattle Times Co. v. Rhinehart.[213] There, the spiritual
leader of a religious group sued a newspaper which had run negative stories about him and his
members. The trial court issued a protective order to prevent the newspaper from publishing articles
about or otherwise disseminating private information it gained only through discovery, and the
Supreme Court held that such a discovery restriction was consistent with the First Amendment. The
Court reasoned that, because a litigant generally has no First Amendment right to obtain access to
such discovery information in the first place, "court control over the discovered information does not
raise the same specter of government censorship that such control might suggest in other
situations."[214] It was also crucial to the Court's reasoning that the protective order pertained to "only
that information obtained through the use of the discovery process," and thus permitted the
newspaper to "disseminate the identical information covered by the protective order as long as the
information [was] gained through means independent of the court's processes."[215]
The next relevant case, Butterworth v. Smith,[216] distinguished Rhinehart, but, by negative
implication, sharpened the theory underlying the doctrine upon which the Government relies here. In
that case, a Florida newspaper reporter, who had testified before a grand jury about alleged state
corruption, sought a declaratory judgment that he could lawfully publish, after the grand jury term
ended, an account of his grand jury testimony. The Supreme Court invalidated Florida's grand jury
secrecy law "insofar as the Florida law prohibit[ed] a grand jury witness from disclosing his own
testimony after the term of the grand jury has ended."[217] The Court explained that the reasons for
grand jury secrecy (e.g., keeping information from the target, preventing witness tampering,
protecting an exonerated target from ridicule) were severely diminished by the end of a grand jury
term.[218] 517*517 Against that weak interest, the Court explained that the impact on the reporter's
free speech rights was "dramatic."[219] Whereas the reporter was previously "free to speak at will"
about the topics at issue, his participation in the grand jury proceeding rendered it unlawful under
Florida law for him to communicate even the "content, gist, or import" of his testimony.[220] The Court
concluded that "the interests advanced by the [relevant] portion of the Florida statute ... are not
sufficient to overcome [the reporter's] First Amendment right to make a truthful statement of
information he acquired on his own."[221]
The Court distinguished Rhinehart on the ground that the issue in Butterworth involved
"respondent's right to divulge information of which he was in possession before he testified before
the grand jury, and not information which he may have obtained as a result of his participation in the
proceedings of the grand jury."[222] To further mark the bounds of its holding, the Court noted that the
"part of the Florida statute which prohibits the witness from disclosing the testimony
of another witness remains enforceable under the ruling the Court of Appeals."[223]
In a lone concurrence, Justice Scalia underscored the important distinction between prohibiting the
disclosure of information which a witness "kn[ows] before he enter[s] the grand jury room" (the issue
then before the Court) and prohibiting "a witness' disclosure of the grand jury proceedings" (an issue
not then before the Court).[224] The latter form of prohibition involves "knowledge [the witness]
acquires not `on his own' but only by virtue of being made a witness," and "is in a way information of
the State's own creation."[225]Justice Scalia suggested that there might be separate and compelling
reasons to prohibit disclosing state-created information, but he noted that the issue was "not
presented by the narrow question" of the case.[226]
The Second Circuit embraced Justice Scalia's distinction in Kamasinski, cited above.[227]As already
stated, Kamasinski rejected a First Amendment challenge to Connecticut's secrecy laws surrounding
judicial misconduct inquiries. The Circuit Court explained that the disclosures of a participant in such
proceedings fall into three categories: (1) "the substance of an individual's complaint or testimony;"
(2) "the complainant's disclosure of the fact that a complaint was filed or the witness' disclosure of
the fact that testimony was given;" and (3) "information that the individual learns by interacting with"
the other participants.[228] The Second Circuit, citing Justice Scalia's concurrence, held

thatButterworth addressed only the first category of information.[229] As for the latter two categories,
the Court held that the "limited ban on disclosure" was justified in light of Connecticut's substantial
interests 518*518 in the secrecy of those proceedings.[230]
In an analogous case, the Third Circuit drew the same distinction in determining the extent to which
Pennsylvania's confidentiality laws for judicial ethics proceedings were constitutional.[231] The Third
Circuit held that, although the First Amendment required that a witness be permitted to reveal his
own testimony, Pennsylvania's secrecy requirement was constitutional "insofar as it would prevent a
person," including a witness, "from disclosing proceedings taking place before" the reviewing
body.[232]
Finally, in Hoffmann Pugh v. Keenan, the housekeeper of John and Patsy Ramsey, whose daughter
JonBenet was the victim of a high-profile, unsolved murder, sought a declaration that she could
publish an account of her experiences before the grand jury investigating JonBenet's murder, in spite
of a Colorado law prohibiting grand jury witnesses from disclosing their testimony.[233] The Tenth
Circuit upheld the secrecy requirement, noting that the Colorado statute was careful to "not prohibit
disclosure of information the witness already had independently of the grand jury process."[234] The
Court stated: "Reading Butterworth in light of Rhinehart, we are convinced a line should be drawn
between information the witness possessed prior to becoming a witness and information the witness
gained through her actual participation in the grand jury process."[235]
A basic principle emerging from these cases is that laws which prohibit persons from disclosing
information they learn solely by means of participating in confidential government proceedings
trigger less First Amendment concerns that laws which prohibit disclosing information a person
obtains independently. Stated another way, the Government has at least some power to control
information which is its "own creation,"[236] and to which there is otherwise "no First Amendment right
of access."[237] The theory behind this principle is that, where an individual learns information to
which he ordinarily would have no right of access, the individual takes that information subject to the
statutory scheme (confidentiality rules included) which made the information available in the first
place. As Judge Wilkey of the 519*519 District of Columbia Circuit expressed this concept: "The First
Amendment interest of litigants in the dissemination of [materials obtained through discovery] is
necessarily qualified or conditioned by the potential restrictions that are part of the system through
which the materials have been obtained."[238]
The principle Rhinehart and its progeny represent is directly applicable to the present case in the
following way. An NSL recipient or other person covered by the statute learns that an NSL has been
issued only by virtue of his particular role in the underlying investigation, and, as the case law
demonstrates, it presumptively does little violence to First Amendment values to condition the
issuance of an NSL upon the recipient's return obligation of at least some secrecy.
The relevance of this doctrine reaches its limit, however, when the Court considers that the NSL
statutes, unlike other legislation cited above, impose a permanent bar on disclosure in every case,
making no distinction among competing relative public policy values over time, and containing no
provision for lifting that bar when the circumstances that justify it may no longer warrant categorical
secrecy. Courts have recognized the significance of these considerations in First Amendment
inquiries. In Hoffmann Pugh, for example, the Eighth Circuit explained that Colorado law "provides a
mechanism for [the plaintiff] to free herself of the restriction on her disclosure of her grand jury
testimony at such time as the investigation is truly closed and the state no longer has a legitimate
interest in preserving the secrecy of that testimony."[239] Similarly, the Second Circuit noted
in Kamasinski that secrecy rules are only consistent with the First Amendment during the
investigatory phase of a judicial ethics proceeding.[240] This feature of § 2709(c) is extraordinary in
that the breadth and lasting effects of its reach are uniquely exceptional, potentially compelling

secrecy even under some decidedly non-sensitive conditions or where secrecy may no longer be
justifiable under articulable national security needs.
The Government's claim to perpetual secrecy surrounding the FBI's issuance of NSLs, by its theory
as advanced here an authority neither restrained by the FBI's own internal discretion nor reviewable
by any form of judicial process, presupposes a category of information, and thus a class of speech,
that, for reasons not satisfactorily explained, must forever be kept from public view, cloaked by an
official seal that will always overshadow the public's right to know. In general, as our sunshine laws
and judicial doctrine attest, democracy abhors undue secrecy, in recognition that public knowledge
secures freedom.[241] 520*520 Hence, an unlimited government warrant to conceal, effectively a form
of secrecy per se, has no place in our open society. Such a claim is especially inimical to democratic
values for reasons borne out by painful experience.[242]Under the mantle of secrecy, the selfpreservation that ordinarily impels our government to censorship and secrecy may potentially be
turned on ourselves as a weapon of self-destruction. When withholding information from disclosure
is no longer justified, when it ceases to foster the proper aims that initially may have supported
confidentiality, a categorical and uncritical extension of non-disclosure may become the cover for
spurious ends that government may then deem too inconvenient, inexpedient, merely embarrassing,
or even illicit to ever expose to the light of day. At that point, secrecy's protective shield may serve
not as much to secure a safe country as simply to save face.
The Government does not deny that there are plausible situations in which little or no reason may
remain for continuing the secrecy of the fact that an NSL was issued. To cite an example, a case
may arise in which the Government's investigation has long since been completed and information
about it has become public through Government sources or otherwise, in which the material
obtained through an NSL revealed that there was no basis whatsoever to pursue the subject or
target of the Government's investigation, or in which the disclosure may have been made by a
person in the chain of information, such as an employee or agent of the NSL recipient, who was not
informed in any way of the secrecy requirement. Section 2709(c) does not countenance the
possibility that the FBI could permit modification of the NSL's no-disclosure order even in those or
any other similar situations no longer implicating legitimate national security interests and presenting
factual or legal issues that any court could reasonably adjudicate. Bluntly stated, the statute simply
does not allow for that balancing of competing public interests to be made by an independent
tribunal at any point. In this regard, it is conceivable that "less restrictive alternatives would be
at 521*521 least as effective in achieving the legitimate purpose that the statute was enacted to
serve."[243]For instance, Congress could require the FBI to make at least some determination
concerning need before requiring secrecy, and ultimately it could provide a forum and define at
least some circumstances in which an NSL recipient could ask the FBI or a court for a subsequent
determination whether continuing secrecy was still warranted.
As mentioned above, pending legislation authorizing broad NSL powers in terrorism cases fully
outlines some less restrictive alternatives along these lines.[244] Bills pending in the House and
Senate would require the Attorney General to certify, before ordering secrecy, that disclosure would
present a "danger to the national security," and the non-disclosure order could later be terminated by
the Attorney General or a court, if the danger expires.[245] That such protective procedures were
indeed incorporated in somewhat analogous statutes, and are the subject of corrective bills now
pending in Congress, confirms some level of congressional recognition that § 2709(c) as now written
is severely flawed, and that other means may be available to protect secrecy while still preserving
First Amendment rights.[246]
The Government acknowledges that § 2709(c) was intended by Congress to impose a permanent
ban on disclosure, but maintains that any less restrictive alternative, such as H.R. 3037, would not
be as effective because it would put the Government to an unwelcome choice each time it
considered issuing an NSL. That is, the Government would have to weigh the risk of court-ordered

disclosure against the need for the information sought. The Government argues that it should not be
discouraged from seeking all relevant information in these highly important and sensitive
investigations. This argument, as if using the edge of the hammer to hit the nail, strikes the central
point only tangentially. The issue raised by the indefinite secrecy which the § 2709(c) non-disclosure
provision countenances has little or nothing to do either with the Government's ability or its reach to
freely gather as much information as it deems necessary, assuming the means and safeguards it
employs are otherwise proper. The Court discerns no quarrel here on that score. Rather, the
question is the Government's need to maintain the secrecy of discrete information, and thus a
restriction on freedom of speech, long after the investigation has gathered whatever it needs and the
material presumably has been put to its intended purposes. At that point, instances may arise in
which the justification for concealment may have attenuated and the rights of both the NSL recipient
and the public to disclosure may have correspondingly acquired greater weight and deserve
heightened consideration in the balancing of pertinent public values by a neutral arbiter.
Though mindful of the Government's concerns, the Court remains skeptical of 522*522 the
contention that a narrower statute could not meet the Government's needs just as effectively. As an
initial matter, the Court makes clear that, where a blanket rule swearing everyone concerned to
secrecy forever certainly would be the easier and most efficient course for the Government, that is of
no moment here. Striking at speech with an all-encompassing prophylactic rule will always demand
less Government effort than a more considered, case-by-case approach. Recognizing, as suggested
earlier, that the most efficient course does not necessarily equate to the one which is most equitable
and protective of fundamental rights, the issue here, therefore, is whether some uniquely exceptional
reason in this case compels the categorical preclusive rule of § 2709 to be absolutely essential to
effectuating the Government's legitimate interests in some measure of secrecy. Importantly, it is the
Government's burden to make that showing.[247] As the Supreme Court has instructed: "When a
plausible, less restrictive alternative is offered to a content-based speech restriction, it is the
Government's obligation to prove that the alternative will be ineffective to achieve its goals."[248] The
Court concludes that the Government has failed to carry its burden to show that the extraordinary
scope of § 2709(c) is always necessary.[249]
In response to this standard, the Government's main contention, quite understandably, is that
international terrorism and counterintelligence investigations justify more secrecy than other types of
investigations. The Court agrees with that basic point so far as it goes. However, under the exacting
demands of the First Amendment, the argument does not carry far enough.
The Government correctly states that international terrorism and counterintelligence investigations
are generally different from investigations of past crimes in that the latter proceedings usually
contemplate a logical endpoint (i.e., trial or hearing) where the Government publicly presents the
evidence it has gathered related to allegations of a discrete, past wrongdoing. By contrast,
international terrorism and counterintelligence investigations seek to uncover and
disrupt future activities of typically large, long-term and expansive conspiracies. So much has been
acknowledged by the Supreme Court, which has aptly observed that, in contrast to investigations of"
`ordinary crime,"' intelligence surveillance "is often long range and involves the interrelation of
various sources and types of information," and that its emphasis "is on the prevention of unlawful
activity or the enhancement of the Government's preparedness for some possible future crisis or
emergency."[250] Also, the Government often decides to pursue the fruits of international terrorism or
counterintelligence 523*523 investigation via interdiction or diplomacy, as opposed to through formal
and public criminal processes.[251] In such cases, the Government could theoretically have a much
greater interest in continuing secrecy because certain elements of the investigation may remain in
place for longer periods of time.[252]
The Court also agrees, insofar as relevant, with the Government's contention that it is sometimes
very difficult to determine whether an isolated disclosure implicates national security. International

terrorism and counterintelligence investigations may involve continuously expanding or everchanging players. Hence, determining whether something is sensitive in such a fluid and necessarily
broad and indeterminate context may not be simple. As the Supreme Court has observed, "bits and
pieces of data may aid in piecing together bits of other information even when the individual piece is
not of obvious importance in itself," and thus, "what may seem trivial to the uninformed, may appear
of great moment to one who has a broad view of the scene and may put the questioned item of
information in its proper context."[253]
Consequently, particular institutional limitations come into play when the judiciary is asked to make
such determinations. Ordinarily, judges do not have national security expertise. Nor is the institution
of the judiciary well-equipped to understand the sensitivity of an isolated piece of information in the
context of the entire intelligence apparatus.[254]As one Circuit Court remarked in addressing this
point: "Things that d[o] not make sense to the District Judge would make all too much sense to a
foreign counter-intelligence specialist who could learn much about this nation's intelligence-gathering
capabilities from what these documents revealed about sources and methods."[255] These
institutional concerns explain the well-settled doctrine that courts grant substantial deference to the
political branches in national security matters. The Supreme Court has recognized that in cases of
"terrorism or other special circumstances" courts might afford "heightened deference to the
judgments of the political branches with respect 524*524 to matters of national security."[256]
In this Court's judgment, these authorities persuasively confirm that the Government should be
accorded a due measure of deference when it asserts that secrecy is necessary for national security
purposes in a particular situation involving particular persons at a particular time. Here, however, the
Government cites no authority supporting the open-ended proposition that it may universally apply
these general principles to impose perpetual secrecy upon an entire category of future cases whose
details are unknown and whose particular twists and turns may not justify, for all time and all places,
demanding unremitting concealment and imposing a disproportionate burden on free speech.
In fact, all the cases cited above involved some judicial process pertaining to contemporary
circumstances, and, for obvious reasons, the general propositions articulated in those opinions
cannot always be tailored to every forthcoming or unforeseen set of facts. Thus, the central flaw in
the Government's argument is that it invites the Court to "assume that [§ 2709] will always advance
the asserted [Government] interests sufficiently to justify its abridgment of expressive
activity."[257] The Court cannot uncritically embrace that proposition because there are undoubtedly
circumstances in which the need for secrecy either has expired or simply no longer exists with the
same compelling force that once warranted its imposition. Section 2709(c) provides no mechanism
to account for or exclude any unjustifiable denial of speech in these cases. Nor has the Government
persuasively shown that it cannot provide such safeguards by less burdensome means. As the Sixth
Circuit commented, in rejecting the Government's attempt to impose blanket closure upon a wide
class of immigration cases, a case-by-case evaluation of the need for secrecy "does not mean that
information helpful to terrorists will be disclosed, only that the Government must be more targeted
and precise in its approach."[258] The Court cannot, consistent with its constitutional powers, fix the
shortcomings of this provision of the statute to make it more "targeted and precise."[259] That is a
legislative function. Accordingly, § 2709(c) must be invalidated on its face on this ground.
The Government also makes the independent argument that § 2709(c) pertains to only one of the
"few limited areas" of proscribable speech, such as obscenity and threats of violence, "which are `of
such slight social value as a step to truth that any benefit that may be derived from them is clearly
outweighed by the social interest 525*525 in order and morality.'"[260] The Government conceives of
an entirely proscribable area of speech covering disclosures which would implicate national security
concerns. Without deciding whether such a category should be deemed generally proscribable, the
Court rejects the Government's argument as question-begging. For that argument to have any force,
the Court would have to assume that § 2709(c) pertains only to disclosures which are invariably and

perpetually harmful to national security, a dubious assumption that is a highly disputed issue in this
lawsuit.[261]
Because the Court concludes that § 2709(c) is facially unconstitutional, it must also determine
whether the remainder of the statute can be severed from it.[262] "The inquiry into whether a statute is
severable is essentially an inquiry into legislative intent."[263]Though the Court is mindful of its duty to
save as much of a statute as possible when it finds a portion of it unconstitutional,[264] the Court must
strike down additional provisions of a statute in the face of the unconstitutionality of particular
elements of it when "it is evident that the legislature would not have enacted those provisions which
are within its power, independently of that which is not."[265] The Court concludes here that Congress
could not have intended §§ 2709(a) and (b), the provisions authorizing the FBI to issue NSLs
seeking information from wire and electronic communication service providers, to operate absent the
non-disclosure provisions contained in § 2709(c). As the Court has described above, Congress
intended the statute to function as a secret means of gathering information from communications
service providers; other, non-secret means of obtaining information are already available to law
enforcement officials for procuring the same material covered by § 2709. In addition, the Court
recognizes that the NSL regime cannot function in accordance with Congress's intent if the fact of an
NSL's issuance could be immediately disclosed to a communications subscriber who is the target of
a § 2709 NSL. Absent the secrecy provisions of the invalidated § 2709(c), however, there is no
vehicle in the statute to preserve a more narrowly-tailored degree of secrecy necessary to effectuate
the important purposes of the statute consistent with First Amendment values. Because "Congress
could not have intended 526*526 [§ 2709(c),] a constitutionally flawed provision[,] to be severed from
[§§ 2709(a) and (b)] if [§§ 2709(a) and (b) are] incapable of functioning independently,"[266] the Court
concludes that §§ 2709(a) and (b) must be invalidated as non-severable from § 2709(c).

V. STAY OF JUDGMENT
Considering the implications of its ruling and the importance of the issues involved, the Court will
stay enforcement of its judgment pending appeal, or for the Government otherwise to pursue any
alternate course of action, for 90 days. The Court is aware that several material issues in this case
involve uncharted legal terrain. The stay will give the Government the opportunity to move this Court,
or the Court of Appeals, for whatever appropriate relief it may seek to maintain the confidentiality of
any information implicated by the Court's ruling. To this end, the Court is aware that invalidating §
2709(c) on its face may carry the potential to compromise legitimately confidential information. The
Court declares unequivocally that it is not its intention to cause any such information to fall into the
wrong hands.
The seal governing this case thus remains in effect, with the following exception. Throughout this
litigation, the Government has maintained that the Court should conceal the identity of Doe, as well
the mere fact that an NSL was issued to Doe (and any other fact which would suggest as much).
But, in the course of rendering this decision the Court unavoidably has revealed portions of that
information. The Court cannot perceive any compelling basis for continuing to conceal narrow fact of
the existence of the NSL. The disclosure amounts to only that, at some unspecified time and place,
the Government issued a § 2709 NSL to some unnamed internet firm. Even if not explicitly stated,
that much is readily apparent to any interested or discerning observer from the publicly available
complaint and other documents on file. The revelation amounts to little more than a statement that
the Government has, at some time, made use of a statutory power granted to it — as it manifestly
and by its own admission has done on so many other occasions during the life of the statute.
Without anything to connect the NSL in this case to the particular NSL recipient involved, and
without offering any details about the NSL itself that would help link it to its recipient, the Court
concludes that the extent of the additional information disclosed here is negligible, and, in any event,
not conceivably harmful to compelling Government interests.[267]

VI. CONCLUSION
To summarize, the Court concludes that the compulsory, secret, and unreviewable production of
information required by the FBI's application of 18 U.S.C. § 2709 violates the Fourth Amendment,
and that the non-disclosure provision of 18 U.S.C. 527*527 § 2709(c) violates the First
Amendment.[268] The Government is therefore enjoined from issuing NSLs under § 2709 or from
enforcing the non-disclosure provision in this or any other case, but enforcement of the Court's
judgment will be stayed pending appeal, or if no appeal is filed, for 90 days.

VII. ORDER
For the reasons discussed above, it is hereby:
ORDERED that the motion of John Doe, the American Civil Liberties Union, and the American Civil
Liberties Union Foundation (collectively, "Plaintiffs") for summary judgment in this case is granted.
Defendants John Ashcroft, in his official capacity as Attorney General of the United States, Robert
Mueller, in his official capacity as Director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, and Marion
Bowman, in his official capacity as Senior Counsel to the Federal Bureau of Investigation
(collectively "Defendants"), are hereby enjoined from issuing national security letters under 18
U.S.C. § 2709, or from enforcing the provisions of 18 U.S.C. § 2709(c); it is further
ORDERED that Defendants' motion to dismiss, or in the alternative, for summary judgment, is
denied; it is further
ORDERED that Plaintiffs' motion to exclude Defendants' ex parte affidavit is denied as moot; it is
further
ORDERED that the Clerk of Court shall file this Decision and Order on the public docket; and is
finally
ORDERED that the Clerk of Court shall enter judgment accordingly but stay enforcement of the
judgment pending any appeal, or, if no appeal is filed, for 90 days from the date of this Order.
SO ORDERED.
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