Nnited States Denate

WASHINGTON, DC 20510
April 8, 2026

The Honorable Steve Feinberg
Deputy Secretary of Defense
U.S. Department of Defense
1000 Defense Pentagon
Washington, DC 20301

Deputy Secretary Feinberg,

We write regarding the Department of Defense’s (DoD) attempt to undermine the editorial
independence and First Amendment protections of Stars and Stripes. Stars and Stripes, “the U.S.
military’s independent news source,” has served millions of service members continuously since
World War II, providing members of the armed forces with a credible, non-partisan source of
news in times of peace and war.! DoD’s new policy threatens the credibility of Stars and Stripes,
and the reliable flow of unbiased news to service members, and contradicts decades of
Congressional reforms that guarded against censorship at the paper.” We urge you to immediately
rescind DoD’s new policy and restore editorial independence guaranteed by the First Amendment
to Stars and Stripes.

On March 9, 2026, you issued a memo that greatly expands the authority of a DoD political
appointee into decision-making at Stars and Stripes, places new restrictions on its reporters, and
limits civilian editors from contracting wire service stories that are of interest to service-
members unless “approved by’ a DoD political appointee, including sports and coverage of war
zone areas.’ The policy “will likely also stifle much of Stars and Stripes' daily newsgathering
operations.” The memo further directs that “Stripes should republish articles or other content
produced” by DoD’s public affairs office and route Ombudsman reports to Congress through
DoD’s legislative affairs staff.’

These changes are in direct conflict with decades of Congressional reforms that addressed
previous eras of censorship at the paper. When representatives received numerous reports of
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military personnel attempting to “suppress unfavorable news” at Stars and Stripes in the 1980s,°
Congress ordered investigation into censorship at the paper.” Military commanders were found to
have “repeatedly attempted to influence the reporting of news” and that “public affairs officers...
caused stories to be withheld.”* Overall, military editors published significantly fewer stories
that presented “a negative image of DOD” or “politically sensitive topics” as compared to
commercial papers, limiting coverage on the AIDs crisis, the Iran-Contra affair, and
mismanagement at DoD.’

In response to the evidence of military censorship uncovered in its investigation, Congress called
for the establishment of an independent ombudsman to report directly to Members, which proved
its value as an important bulwark against future instances of censorship when an Air Force
colonel was found to have “violated military regulations by manipulating the paper's news
content.”'® On April 22, 1994, DoD formally codified many of Congress’s recommendations to
protect Stars and Stripes including the appointment of a civilian editor in chief and the insulation
of editorial decision-making from DoD officials.!" Over the years, Congress has continued to
affirm Stars and Stripes’ editorial independence.'”> When DoD leadership attempted to eliminate
Stars and Stripes in 2020, Congress passed additional protections against the Department’s
ability to shut the paper down."

But in January 2026, DoD rescinded editorial protections which have stood for more than 30
years.'* At the time, we urged the Department to support Stars and Stripes’ editorial
independence guaranteed by the First Amendment, and codified through Congressional reforms
and DoD policy." Instead, you introduced new restrictions that could once again lead to
censorship at the paper.'
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Your attempted overhaul of Stars and Stripes is even more troubling because it occurs when
thousands of deployed service members and their families rely on the paper as a uniquely
knowledgeable and independent source of information about activities on the battlefield and
elsewhere in the Department. It is also concerning in light of this administration’s broader
unconstitutional attacks on the First Amendment rights of news organizations at the Pentagon. In
2025, DoD pushed out dozens of media organizations across the political spectrum - including
Fox News, The New York Times, and The Wall Street Journal - when they refused to comply
with prohibitive restrictions on members of the press.'” DoD’s press policy was deemed
unconstitutional for violating bedrock First Amendment protections and engaging in viewpoint
discrimination, favoring reporters that wrote stories, “favorable to or spoon-fed by department
leadership.”'® New press rules issued by the Department are similarly being challenged for
violating the federal court’s ruling."” Now, DoD is attempting to impose many of the same
restrictions — reprinting DoD official statements as fact, restricting journalists’ ability to conduct
investigative journalism, and limiting access to DoD sources — on Stars and Stripes *

The mission of Stars and Stripes to provide “independent news and information to the U.S.
military community” is more important now than ever as tens of thousands of service members
are deployed to the Middle East.” In times of war and limited access to media, Stars and Stripes
is distributed freely to deployed troops — serving as a vital, independent link that keeps service
members informed about the government and country for which they put their lives on the line.?
DoD should immediately rescind restrictions on Stars and Stripes, restore the DoD policies that
guaranteed the paper’s editorial independence to be governed by First Amendment principles,”
and respond to the included questions by April 22, 2026:

1. Why did DoD withdraw the DoD rule* that required Stars and Stripes to provide
independent journalism to the military community under the principles of the First

Amendment?

2. Who sits on the Stars and Stripes Advisory Group, and how were they selected?
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. Which non-member subject matter experts has the Stars and Stripes Advisory Group
consulted? Why were they consulted?

. What Stars and Stripes articles has DoD determined were not “consistent with good order
and discipline”? Has DoD withheld any stories from publication at Stars and Stripes?

. How many Ombudsman reports have been sent to Office of the Assistant Secretary of
Defense for Legislative Affairs office since the issuance of the March 9, 2026 order?

a. Please provide all original copies of Ombudsman reports and Congressional
correspondence from the Stars and Stripes ombudsman transmitted to OSDLA since
the issuance of the March 9, 2026 Memo.

b. Has DoD LA modified, redacted, or in any other manner altered the content of
material provided by the Ombudsman to be directed to Congress since March 9,
20267

. How many waivers authorizing the reprint of commercial wire stories has DoD issued to
Stars and Stripes since March 9, 2026?

a. How many commercial wire stories have Stars and Stripes editors requested to be
reprinted that have been denied by DoD leadership since March 9, 2026? Please
provide a list of any such stories withheld from publication and the rationale for their
removal.

. Why were Stars and Stripes staff not included in decision-making of policy updates to Stars
and Stripes management or notified of changes once they were issued?®
a. Will any representatives of Stars and Stripes be included in the Department's efforts
to update the policy regarding Stars and Stripes, DoD Directive (DoDD) 5122.11, as
per the March 9, 2026 memo?

Thank you for your attention to this matter.

Sincerely,
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Elizhbeth Warren Richard Blumenthal '
United States Senator United States Senator
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United States Senator
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Mazie K. Hirono
United States Senator

CC:

Max D. Lederer Jr., Publisher, Stars and Stripes
Erik Slavin, Editor in Chief, Stars and Stripes
Jacqueline Smith, Ombudsman, Stars and Stripes
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