CHAPTER 12


NEWSROOM BUGGED

By Hector Gonzalez

Staff Writer 

WHITTIER ( Quaker-gate? 

Whittier police are investigating the discovery of an electronic listening device found wired into a wall socket inside the office of the Whittier College student newspaper. 

A detective looking into the discovery was trying to determine Thursday whether the box-like "bug" that journalism students said was discovered in their Quaker Campus newspaper office was functioning, who planted it and how long it had been there, Whittier Police Department Officer Alan dela Pena said. 

"We're waiting for the (detective's) report," he said, adding the investigation is "very early at this point." 

The students said a school maintenance worker found the device Feb. 21. They had asked the electrician to repair a light table, used to view photo negatives, and the worker discovered the bug while inspecting the electrical outlet. 

"He noticed that the neutral and hot wires were switched," said Rebecca Wolf, Quaker Campus managing editor. "So he unscrewed it and found a wire leading from there. He pulled out the whole outlet and found the device." 

The spying device's technology is about 10 years old. The wall was painted a year ago and the paint around the outlet had not been broken, meaning the bug was in the wall throughout the past year, at least, Wolf said. 

She said another student called Whittier police to report the find. An officer who responded, however, did not take a report. Dela Pena said his department is now looking into why. 

"Our administration will be talking to the officer. It could've been an oversight," he said. 

In any case, police returned to the 1,300-student campus Wednesday, took a report of the incident and also took the 3-inch eavesdropping device as evidence, dela Pena said. In the meantime, Quaker Campus staff had contacted Tom Barnes, a Whittier private investigator, who believes the implications could be serious. 

"I told them (students and campus security officials) that this is a felony. This is a very serious crime, and there could be a lot more to this," he said. 

Barnes, a former police officer and an ex-city planning commissioner, said he believes only a short list of people had motives to spy on the newspaper staff. It could include administrators or other campus organizations that have disagreed with past articles or editorials. 

But Kaye Brundage, director of public affairs for Whittier College, said administrators do not spy on journalism students. 

"No one monitors the newspaper. We would not monitor them. That would be wrong," she said. 

After they learned about the device, administrators ordered other campus club and administration offices checked for listening devices, but the sweep turned up nothing, Brundage said. 

She called the incident "bizarre" and "unsettling." 

Wolf and Quaker Campus Editor-in-Chief Amy Stice said they have no idea who could have planted the bug or for what purpose. 

"I don't have any personal theories as to who could have planted the device," Stice said. "It's just so incredible. It's so hard to believe that no one (on staff), I don't think, has really come to terms with it yet." 

Whoever was listening in, probably didn't get a lot of sensitive information, she said. 

"It's usually just 20 people sitting on couches, talking about how their dates turned out." 

