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JOHN J. O’ BRIEN wasfeeling pretty good until heraninto Catch-21, whichisthe M cGreevey version of Catch-
22,

Mr. O’ Brien, executivedirector of the New Jersey PressAssociation, arrived at work on Monday, July 8, bursting
with excitement. Thiswasthe day the Open Public RecordsAct wasto go into effect, alaw that provides easier access
to abroad range of public recordsat themunicipal, county and statelevels—and onefor which he had vigoroudy
lobbied for over 20 years.

But the next day, he got aphone call he had not expected. A reporter asked for comment on anew executive
order regarding thelaw — Executive Order 21 — which Governor M cGreevey had signed without fanfarefour days
earlier but had not made public until that moment.

Soon, Mr. O’ Brien had acopy of Executive Order 21 in hishands, and his heart sank. The order enacted 483
exemptionsto thelaw, and they went into effect without the usua public review period.

“’Inessence, it blowsabig holeinthelaw,” Mr. O’ Brien said onerecent afternoon.

Asacandidate, appearing beforethe editoria boards of many of the state's newspapers, Mr. McGreevey had
been achampion of easier accessto informationin government. A measureto that effect was passed by the Legidature
and signedinto law by hispredecessor, Acting Gov. Donald DiFrancesco, on Jan. 8.

But then came Executive Order 21, which goessomething likethis: | believein easy accessto governmental
information except in those caseswherel don’'t. And | don’t in most cases.

I n enacting the executive order, Mr. M cGreevey’ srationale wasthat the exemptionswere necessary to prevent
terroristsfrom getting their hands on state secrets. But Mr. O’ Brien said that what Mr. McGreevey contendsisastate
secret caninmany casesincludethingslikethelocationsof farmsand historic sitesthat can befound on any map or
encountered onaSunday drive.

Mr. O’ Brien, who began his newspaper career sweeping thefloorsin the pressroom of The Hunterdon County
Democrat in Flemington and was publisher and president of Forbes Newspapers beforetaking hiscurrent position, said
he understood the governor’sconcerns about security.

“’Weall understand that since Sept. 11 welook at thingsdifferently,” hesaid, *’ and quitefrankly westrongly feel
that the protectionsin thelaw asit waswritten and asit was passed do protect the citizens and the state of New Jersey
against theinadvertent release of informationthat could fall into terrorist hands. What thisexecutive order doesunder
theguise of bolstering effectivenessagainst terrorismisput inalot of other thingsthat arewritten so broadly.

“’We can't understand why thelocation of farmsin New Jersey areterrorist-related.”

Mr. O’ Brien said something more basicisat work here. *’ Quitefrankly, | think there’safundamental changein
peoplewhenthey get elected to office or they work for stategovernment,” hesaid. *’ They tend to think that theinfor-
mationistheirs.”

Herecalled ameeting that he covered asayoung reporter where amayor was questioned by reporters. ‘' Hegot
mad and sammed thegavel down,” Mr. O’ Briensaid, *’and hesaid, * You know, if it wasn't for you peopleinthe
press, we' d get alot more donearound here.” And that sentence, morethan any other I’ ve heard, kind of signifiesthe
way anawful lot of peopleingovernment think. It'stheir business, it’stheir information, and how dareyou bother them
by asking these questions.”

Mr. O’ Brienwastill in Hunterdon Central High School in Flemington when hedeveloped aninterest injournalism.
Hewasleaving afootball scrimmagewhen hisEnglish teacher saw him and said shedid not know he played football.
“’You' rethe new sportseditor of the school paper,” shesaid.

Mr. O’ Brien, anattily dressed, bearded man of 55, laughed and said, *’ Thefollowing year, | becamethe editor of
theschool paper and fell inlovewiththe business.” But plansto attend collegedied after hisfather becamedisabled. A
work-study programin hissenior year had introduced himto The Hunterdon County Democrat, and upon graduationin
1965 hewent to work full-time at the weekly. For the next 11 yearshelabored in every department.



Shortly after Mr. O’ Brien got married, hisfather died, and his 10-year-old brother cametolivewith himand his
wife. After working all day inthe composing room hewould cover municipa meetingsat night. But soon hediscovered
that the advertising manager made substantially more money than the editor. With three mouthsto feed, hemovedtothe
advertising department.

In 1975, hewent to work asretail advertising manager for Somerset Press Newspapersin Somervilleand moved
up to advertising director, vice president of newspaper operationsand finally publisher. Then, oneday in 1987, hesaid,
“’ Thiswhite-haired gentleman plopped downinfront of meand said, ‘ Hi. I’myour new boss.” *’

It was Mal colm Forbes, who asked him to stay on as publisher. Over the next four years, Mr. O’ Brien directed
the growth of Forbes Newspapersfrom 6 weekliesto 15 with acombined circulation of 150,000 in Somerset,
Middlesex and Union Counties. In 1989, he assumed the duties of president.

In 1991 Mr. O’ Brien accepted the position of executivedirector of the New Jersey PressAssociation, atrade
group that represents 19 dailiesand morethan 150 weeklies.

MalcolmA. Borg, aboard member of the association at thetime, said Mr. O’ Brien had turned amoribund organi-
zation closetoinsolvency intoa'’ vibrant one.”

’| knew hewassmart, | knew hewas energetic, | knew he had ideasthat were somewhat different,” said Mr.
Borg, who isboard chairman of the North Jersey M edia Groups, which publishes The Record of Bergen County. *’ |
knew that the associ ation needed to be kicked upside down and that hewould be astrong, good |eader.”

Oneof Mr. O’ Brien’saccomplishments, Mr. Borg said, has been to make the organi zati on less dependent on dues
by inaugurating the New Jersey Newspaper Network, aservicefor advertisersthat placed $15 millionin advertisingin
member newspapers|ast year.

“’ A big part of my jobislobbying for newspaper interestsinthe State L egidature,” Mr. O’ Brien said. Along
thoselines, hisattemptsto replace the right-to-know law, passed in 1963, date to when he became amember of the
government affairscommittee of the pressassociationin 1983.

“’If something wasn't mentioned inthe old law, it wasn’t apublic record,” heexplained. *’ The beauty of the new
law and theway we crafted thelanguage when weinitiated the bill wasthat the premiseisthat everything isopen except
inthoselimited areaswhereitisspelled out.”

Spelling out thoselimits, especidly inthetwo yearsbeforeits passage, involved *’ amonumental struggleof endless
negotiationsand meetings,” hesaid.

What ranklesMr. O’ Brien and other advocatesistheway Mr. McGreevey took hisaction. Inthe six months
beforethe law was enacted, Mr. O’ Brien said, Mr. McGreevey never told himthat he had aproblemwithit. Mr.
O'Briengot aninklingwhenthe July 1issue of The New Jersey Register appeared with alist of morethan 400 exemp-
tions.

Mr. McGreevey, who hasbeen lessforthcoming with the pressthan many of hispredecessors, spellsout his
reasonsfor Executive Order 21 inthe order itself. The Open Public RecordsAct was signed into law aweek beforehis
administration took office, hewrote, and al state agencieshad to conduct ‘' acomprehensivereview of al records
maintained by that agency and athoughtful analysis.”

Thegovernor’schief of communicationsand policy, JoAstrid Glading, defended hisaction, saying theexemptions
wereonly suggestionsthat could be eliminated during a60-day review and that Mr. McGreevey was committed to an
openrecords|aw.

Inrecent days, the counsel for the press association met with the state attorney general, David Samson and mem-
bersof the governor’sstaff, and according to Mr. O’ Brien, *’some progresswas made.”

But the depth of the governor’scommitment remainsto be seen.

“”When our bill passed, it moved New Jersey from the bottom of thelist asfar asaccessto lawsinthe country
goestoat least into thetop 10,” Mr. O’ Briensaid. *’ Unfortunately, with these exemptionsthat the executive order puts
through, it movesusback downtojust mediocre status.”
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