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JAKE SIEWERT NEWS TIMELINE 
Prepared by Jessica M. Steiner 
Miller Center of Public Affairs, University of Virginia, 04/01/2006 
 
1991 Jake Siewert serves as Communications Director for the Democratic Governors 

Association. 
 
1992 Siewert is a member of Clinton’s 1992 campaign staff.   
 
1994 
 
Spring Siewert serves as Special Assistant to Director of Communications Mark Gearan.     
 
September Clinton restructures the Office of Communications.  The responsibilities of the  
  office are split into two divisions.  One will handle daily press responsibilities and 
  the other will be responsible for long-range strategic planning and    
  communications, which will include speechwriting and research.  Siewert   
  becomes Special Assistant for Strategic Planning and Communications.  (U.S.  
  Newswire, 09/23/1994) 
 
1995 
 
November Siewert takes leave from his Administration post to join President Clinton’s re-

election campaign in New Hampshire as Press Secretary.  (Times-Picayune, 
11/02/1995) 

 
December Siewert and other members of the Clinton campaign set up operations in New 

Hampshire.  According to Siewert, “The President has a solid base in New 
Hampshire among Democrats and strong support from Independents and 
Republicans as well.”  (The Boston Herald, 12/20/1995)  

 
1996 
 
January While in New Hampshire, Siewert’s primary responsibility is to give comments 

about the Clinton campaign on local television stations.  (The Boston Herald, 
01/08/1996)   

  
 On the 25th, First Lady Hillary Clinton heads to New Hampshire to stump for her 

husband’s re-election bid.  Siewert says her visit to New Hampshire “will be a 
scene.  She is still enormously popular here.”  (The Boston Herald, 01/25/1996) 

 
March Commenting on the Republican primaries held in Massachusetts, Maine, Rhode 

Island, and Vermont on the 5th, Siewert states, “Look at the turnout in New 
England.  There just is not a lot of enthusiasm for this field.”  (The Boston Herald, 
03/06/1996)  
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August Siewert is the spokesperson for the Democratic National Convention.  (The 
Associated Press, 08/27/1996) 

 
1997 
 
January Siewert takes a position at the National Economic Council (NEC) as Head of 

Communications under Director Gene Sperling.  (The Washington Post, 
01/27/1997) 

 
February President Clinton proposes a tax credit to increase the affordability of college for 

all Americans.  The plan also boosts individual Pell grants from $2,700 per grant 
to $3,000.  According to Siewert, “There was concern last year that the package 
was overly weighted to middle-income families.  So we redesigned the tax 
[incentives] to put more money into direct student aid.”  (The Christian Science 
Monitor, 02/25/1997) 

 
June Clinton meets with top-level White House officials to discuss how to respond to 

Japan’s bid to modify a bilateral treaty that allows Northwest Airlines to dominate 
Asian markets.  Northwest executives are worried that the Administration, in an 
attempt to placate the Japanese government and other U.S. airlines, may trade 
away some of its valuable treaty rights.  According to Siewert, “No final decisions 
were made.”  The meeting is attended by Sperling, White House Chief of Staff 
Erskine Bowles, Labor Secretary Rodney Slater, U.S. Trade Representative 
Charlene Barshefsky, and other State Department officials.  (The Star Tribune, 
06/07/1997) 

 
 The 1997 federal budget deficit, projected in January to be as high as $124 billion, 

is now assessed at $67 billion since revenue exceeds expectations, say 
Administration officials.  Siewert states, “We’ve overestimated the deficit by an 
average of $50 billion a year in each of the past four years, so you can draw your 
own conclusions.”  (The Seattle Times, 06/15/1997) 

 
July An advisory panel of European trade officials vote to reject Boeing’s pending 

merger with McDonnell Douglas after five days of continuous talks in Brussels 
fail to produce an agreement.  Antitrust experts charge Boeing with not offering 
enough concessions to protect rival Airbus Industry, a consortium of European 
aerospace companies.  Siewert says the Administration has indicated to the 
Europeans “in the strongest possible way” that they should follow the Federal 
Trade Commission endorsement of the merger.  (The Seattle Times, 07/16/1997) 

 
1998 
 
July The Congressional Budget Office (CBO) believes that the budget surpluses are 

projected to grow to $932 billion by 2008.  Officials from CBO announce on the 
15th that they now expects the surplus this fiscal year, which ends September 30th, 
to total $63 billion, and that the surplus will be $80 billion next year.  Siewert 
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says, “Whether the surplus is $60 or $60 billion, we think it should be reserved 
entirely until we strengthen Social Security.”  (USA Today, 07/16/1998) 

 
 Republican Party leaders insert language into the popular IRS reform bill 

changing the term “most favored nation” to “normal trade relations.”  White 
House officials welcome the news that lawmakers are embracing the less 
offensive “normal trade relations” bill just before the China trade debate 
commences.  Siewert believes the new program “more accurately describes what 
this legislation does, and the President appreciates Congress’s cooperation on that 
effort.”  (The Washington Post, 07/21/1998) 

 
 The Senate overwhelmingly approves a bill on the 28th that will restore the right 

of credit unions to attract members from outside their core membership groups.  
The Senate, by a 92 to 6 vote, agrees to reverse a Supreme Court ruling earlier 
this year that severely restricts the ability of credit unions to add these types of 
customers.  However, the White House, which has voiced strong support for the 
credit union bill, expresses disappointment at the loss of the community lending 
requirements, but stops short of threatening to veto the bill over that issue.  
Siewert says, “We’re going to push very hard to see that gets included in the final 
bill.”  (Houston Chronicle, 07/28/1998) 

 
August Congress holds a bill that would expand the number of temporary visas granted to 

high-tech workers after the Clinton Administration insists three that additional 
conditions be inserted into the current House-Senate version of the bill.  Although 
the Administration is unhappy that the current “Republican proposal [does not] 
have enough protections for U.S. workers,” Siewert remains optimistic that it is 
possible to overcome these complications.  (The San Francisco Chronicle, 
08/01/1998) 

 
September On the 12th, Chairman of the House Ways and Means Committee Bill Archer (R-

TX) unveils a five-year, $80 billion tax-cut plan aimed at the middle class.  
Archer proposes to use a portion of the anticipated federal budget surplus to 
provide tax breaks for married couples, small-time savers and investors, and the 
self-employed.  The Clinton Administration, however, objects to the notion of 
using the budget surplus - now estimated to reach $1.6 trillion over 10 years - to 
pay for tax cuts.  According to Siewert, “We should reserve the surplus . . . until 
we fix and strengthen Social Security.”  (Houston Chronicle, 09/13/1998) 

 
The Clinton Administration and congressional Republicans agree to increase the 
number of foreign workers who can gain employment with H-1B visas.  
According to Siewert, Sperling reached an agreement on the bill with Senator 
Spencer Abraham (R-MI).  Reportedly, this agreement ensures the President will 
not veto the bill since the new bill does a better job protecting U.S. workers.  (The 
San Francisco Chronicle, 09/24/1998) 
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October On the 7th, House and Senate negotiators approve a major overhaul of the nation’s 
bankruptcy laws to make it harder for financially strapped Americans to eliminate 
their debts.  However, Siewert says the bill “[does] not meet the test of fairness.”  
The legislation is under review by White House officials to determine if President 
Clinton should veto the bill.  (The Washington Post, 10/08/1998) 

 
1999 
 
January President Clinton moves Social Security reform to the forefront of his agenda.  

The Administration believes boosting Americans’ retirement savings by letting 
the government invest Social Security reserves in the stock market is a positive 
starting point for debate.  Reportedly, Clinton is not tied to a particular proposal, 
although he firmly believes that it is better to invest the Social Security trust fund 
in the stock market than low-yielding treasury bills.  “This is very much intended 
to jump-start the process,” Siewert says.  “In some ways this is a middle ground.  
It preserves what people want out of Social Security and gives a little individual 
control.”  (Times-Picayune – New Orleans, 01/21/1999) 

 
The Clinton Administration proposes a budget provision to raise $8 billion each 
year through a tobacco tax.  Reportedly, this proposal may serve as a 
counterweight to the potential political damage Clinton may weather by moving 
forward with plans to seek a substantial portion of the $206 billion settlement won 
by state governments against the tobacco industry.  Siewert confirms that the 
Administration “will seek a portion” of the settlement the states receive, since 
“the federal government bears a huge portion of health care costs for Medicaid.”  
(The San Francisco Chronicle, 01/21/1999) 
 
Federal Reserve Chairman Alan Greenspan questions President Clinton’s plan to 
direct a portion of the nation’s Social Security fund into the stock market, saying 
that the Administration’s plan could hold Social Security funds hostage to 
unpredictable political conditions.  The Administration’s plan calls for the 
creation of an independent board that enters contracts with private pension 
managers to handle the investments.  “We are aiming to put this in the hands of 
private-sector managers who are free from political interference,” says Siewert.  
(Houston Chronicle, 01/21/1999) 
 

February House Ways and Means Chairman Bill Archer (R-TX) announces on the 4th that 
he is adding into the tax bill a $1.4 billion provision to assist school construction.  
Democrats believe Archer’s proposal does not provide enough help for schools 
and tends to help wealthier school districts.  “The President very much wanted to 
see school construction come out of Congress last year, but they resisted,” says 
Siewert.  However, the President remains “willing to work with them this year.”  
(USA Today, 02/04/1999)   

 
 Siewert moves to the White House Press Office as Deputy Press Secretary to Joe 

Lockhart.  (The Washington Post, 02/12/1999)
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March The National Bipartisan Commission on the Future of Medicare meets for its final 
session.  The Commission, headed by Senator John Breaux (D-LA), proposes to 
allow senior citizens to purchase health coverage from a variety of private 
insurers.  The government would screen the plans and provide a substantial 
subsidy to help pay premiums, but seniors could stay in the government-run plan.  
Siewert says the President wants to ensure that senior citizens will still have a 
basic benefit package, but “he’s just waiting to see what the commission has to 
say, and we’ll work from there.”  (USA Today, 03/15/1999) 

 
April Representative Jim Saxton (R-NJ) returns from an unauthorized mission to 

Belgrade calling for a suspension of NATO air strikes against Yugoslavia and a 
resumption of talks between President Slobodan Milosevic and Kosovo’s ethnic 
Albanians.  Saxton’s trip is a surprise to the White House and congressional 
leaders.  The aim of his trip to the Yugoslav capital is to win the release of three 
captured U.S. servicemen.  Siewert says, “As long as Milosevic’s forces continue 
to expel Kosovar Albanians from Kosovo and practice ethnic cleansing, we have 
no intention of stopping the military action.”  He declines to remark on Saxton’s 
diplomatic efforts.  (The Washington Post, 04/23/1999) 
 
On the 28th, the House rejects a nonbinding resolution supporting NATO air 
strikes in Yugoslavia after voting earlier to limit President Clinton’s authority to 
use ground forces.  A bipartisan vote in the Senate gave support for the air strikes 
last month.  Regardless of the House vote, the White House plans to press ahead 
with air strikes.  “The House today voted no on going forward, no on going back 
and they tied on standing still.  We will continue to prosecute the air campaign 
and to stop the violence being perpetrated by Milosevic,” says Siewert.  (The 
Associated Press, 04/28/1999; The New York Times, 04/28/1999) 

May  President Clinton welcomes Yugoslavia’s release of three U.S. soldiers, but 
rejects Milosevic’s request for a pause in the air strikes and for a meeting with 
Clinton until he agrees to all NATO demands.  (The Associated Press, 
05/03/1999) 

 
The Senate rejects new restrictions on sales at gun shows in the first congressional 
vote on gun control since the shootings at Columbine High School in Colorado on 
April 20th.  The White House calls the Senate’s action “a serious mistake.”  
Siewert states, “There is no reason to let criminals buy guns at shows or anywhere 
else.”  (Chicago Sun-Times, 05/13/1999) 
 
Congressional Republicans propose a plan to end decades of raids on the Social 
Security trust fund by asserting strict congressional control over the fund.  Siewert 
says that the Clinton Administration opposes both the House and Senate versions 
of “the [Social Security] lock-box proposal.”  (St. Louis Post-Dispatch, 
05/23/1999) 
 
Reports circulate that the nomination of Lawrence H. Summers to Treasury 
Secretary may face opposition from Republican senators from steel 
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manufacturing states, who may use the confirmation to resolve a dispute over how 
to protect the U.S. steel industry.  Siewert tells reporters it is a mistake for 
senators to place a hold on the Summers nomination for political ends, because 
“we believe nominees should be considered on their merits.”  (The Washington 
Post, 05/25/1999) 
 

July President Clinton and Vice President Al Gore express their support for legislation 
that shields businesses from a potential flood of Y2K computer-related lawsuits in 
order to improve consumer protections.  According to Siewert, “We think this bill 
is critical to meet national priorities, and the President is prepared to sign it into 
law because it is narrowly tailored to deal with litigation dealing with the Y2K 
problem.”  (Chicago Sun-Times, 07/01/1999) 

 
August Reports circulate that Kenneth Starr is ready to step down as Independent 

Counsel.  The White House refuses to say whether the presidency has suffered 
long-term damage from the Lewinsky scandal.  Siewert says, “I’ll leave that for 
others to judge.”  (New York Daily News, 08/18/1999) 

 
September The FBI releases an infrared videotape with a recording of a conversation 

between two FBI agents during the final 1993 assault on the Branch Davidian 
compound near Waco, TX.  The recording documents the FBI’s decision to use 
military tear gas cartridges in an attempt to penetrate an underground shelter near 
the compound.  The White House voices support for Attorney General Janet Reno 
and her decision to order U.S. marshals to enter FBI headquarters and seize the 
newly discovered videotapes and other evidence.  “The President is deeply 
concerned that the Attorney General appears to have been misled and may have 
been lied to,” says Siewert.  “She has vowed to get to the bottom of that.  We 
fully support her effort to do that.”  (The Washington Post, 09/03/1999) 

 
According to White House aids, Clinton will veto the Republican tax cut to 
increase pressure on Congress to steer more money to Medicare, education and 
other Administration priorities.  However, the President signals that there is room 
for compromise on a smaller tax-cut package if Congress accedes to his proposal 
to add a prescription drug benefit to Medicare.  Siewert says, “There will be a 
pretty stark reminder that they are way behind on the work they have to do on the 
budget and the failure to confront Medicare.”  (The Washington Post, 09/23/1999)   
 

October The Washington Post reports that President Clinton will veto Republican budgets 
that do not meet his spending goals.  The President also signals his intention to 
focus blame on the Republican Congress if a budget is not enacted by the October 
21st deadline.  Siewert states, “The idea is to keep the pressure on, and to make 
them consider some of the things that are in our budget.  As they get closer and 
closer to the end, they’re going to have to come to us and look at some of our 
proposals.”  (The Washington Post, 10/07/1999)

 President Clinton signs a $50 billion transportation bill despite a provision that 
extends a moratorium on new fuel efficiency standards for light trucks and sport 
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utility vehicles for another year.  Siewert says that although the bill contains the 
“ill-advised” fuel provision, the President believes it is important to get the 
transportation funds, including money for highways, mass transit and other 
projects, to states and communities as fast as possible.  (The Washington Post, 
10/11/1999) 

 
The House of Representatives passes a bill to discourage “cybersquatting” – 
registering addresses on the Internet like “McDonald’s.com” in hopes that the 
rightful trademark owner will pay top dollar to ransom it back.  The Clinton 
Administration expresses concern that the “cybersquatting” bill could lead to a 
global patchwork of domain-name standards.  “We support efforts to crackdown 
on cybersquatting,” according to Siewert, “but we want to do so in a way that will 
work around the world.”  (The Washington Post, 10/27/1999) 
 

November China and the U.S. move closer to securing Beijing’s entry into the World Trade 
Organization (WTO) after thirteen years of negotiation.  But Chinese officials 
caution that, despite significant progress, crucial differences remain between the 
two nations.  According to Siewert, “The talks continue to be substantive but we 
won’t predict the outcome.”  (Financial Times, 11/12/1999) 
 
White House and Republican negotiators put the final changes on a budget deal 
after nearly seven weeks of talks.  President Clinton agrees to a 0.38 percent 
across-the-board cut in federal spending.  According to Siewert, “We will read 
that bill to ensure that Republicans kept commitments they made to the President, 
especially on teachers, police officers, and the environment.”  (Houston 
Chronicle, 11/18/1999) 

 
2000 
 
February On the 16th, President Clinton calls for $725 million in emergency aid to help 

poor Americans pay their heating bills as oil prices reach a nine-year high.  
Clinton outlines at a news conference ways to fight an oil supply crunch.  Some 
question Clinton’s motives on the subsidies for home heating oil.  Siewert 
comments that Clinton’s decision follows guidelines that take into account oil 
prices, weather and other factors: “The money is allocated according to statute 
and formula and law.  It’s very specific.”  (The Atlanta Journal-Constitution, 
02/17/2000) 
 

March Vice President and presidential candidate Al Gore breaks with Administration 
policy and asserts that 6-year-old Elian Gonzalez and several family members 
should be given permanent residency status in the United States.  Siewert states 
that the President was given advance notice of Gore’s position and is not upset by 
Gore’s decision.  He comments, “We knew there would be times when [Gore 
would] differ with the President.”  (The New York Times, 03/30/2000)

April Senators Bob Smith (R-NH) and Bob Graham (D-FL) propose a bill to transfer 
the Elian Gonzalez custody case from Immigration and Naturalization Service 
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control to Florida Family Court.  Gore is a proponent of this legislation.  
However, President Clinton continues to oppose this measure.  Siewert declines to 
say whether Clinton will veto the bill, stating that it is “unnecessary” given the 
apparent lack of support for the legislation in Congress.  (The Boston Globe, 
04/01/2000) 
 
Juan Miguel Gonzalez, the father of Elian Gonzalez, flies to Washington, D.C. on 
the 6th in an attempt to regain custody of his 6-year-old son.  According to 
Siewert, “We believe that the father’s travel to the United States could contribute 
to a successful resolution of this matter.”  (The Atlanta Journal-Constitution, 
04/06/2000)   

 
August Independent Counsel Robert W. Ray impanels a new grand jury to continue 

investigations into President Clinton’s relationship with former White House 
intern Monica Lewinsky.  Ray convenes the panel to consider whether to charge 
Clinton with criminal wrongdoing in this case once he leaves office.  This 
announcement precedes Vice President Gore’s acceptance of the Democratic 
Party’s nomination for president by several hours.  “The timing of this leak reeks 
to high heaven,” says Siewert.  (The New York Times, 08/17/2000) 

 
 The office of Federal Appeals Court Judge Richard D. Cudahy, an appointee of 

President Jimmy Carter who sits on the three-judge panel that oversees Ray’s 
office, issues a statement saying he “inadvertently” told a reporter about the 
existence of the new grand jury into the Monica Lewinsky investigation.  Siewert 
states, “We may never know the full story here.”  (The Washington Post, 
08/19/2000) 

 On the 25th, White House officials announce that President Clinton plans to add a 
brief stop in Cairo during his Africa trip to discuss the Middle East peace talks 
with President Hosni Mubarak.  Clinton arrives in Abuja, Nigeria, on the 26th, for 
a two-day visit to help reinforce the country’s fragile democracy.  On the 28th, he 
flies to Tanzania to meet participants in the Burundi peace negotiations being held 
in Arusha.  Siewert says the President plans to use his time with Mubarak to 
discuss the latest developments and ways to encourage the negotiations.  (The 
New York Times, 08/26/2000) 

 
September White House Press Secretary Joe Lockhart, who has held the post since October 

1998, announces that he will leave his position next month.  Siewert is named as 
his replacement.  (The Washington Post, 09/09/2000)  

 
 Lockhart walks into his last White House briefing on the 29th to the music of 

Bruce Springsteen’s “Glory Days.”  Clinton also attends and gives an Army 
helmet to Siewert, saying he’ll need it when he takes over Lockhart’s duties next 
week.  Siewert protests, “I worked enough on the [Michael] Dukakis campaign 
not to put this on,” referring to the presidential candidate’s 1988 tank photograph 
debacle.  (The Washington Post, 09/30/2000) 
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October On the 14th, peace talks between Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat and Israeli 
Prime Minister Ehud Barak stall.  Arafat refuses to attend an emergency summit 
meeting until Israel agrees to remove its security forces from Palestinian 
territories.  Despite this roadblock, Siewert tells reporters that leaders are looking 
for “what provides some realistic chance of defusing tension.”  Aides say Clinton 
now plans to travel to Denver and Seattle to raise money for Democratic 
candidates.  (The Atlanta Journal-Constitution, 10/14/2000) 

 
Clinton and UN General Secretary Kofi Annan are able to convince Barak and 
Arafat to attend the summit.  But as talks continue, there is little evidence of 
major progress.  Commenting on the progress of the talks, Siewert tells reporters, 
“I’m not going to say we’re optimistic or pessimistic.  We’re just working.”  (The 
Atlanta Journal-Constitution, 10/17/2000) 

 
President Clinton takes the campaign trail to support Gore and congressional 
Democratic candidates.  In the last two weeks of the campaign, the President will 
do radio spots and record telephone messages.  Prior to this point, most of the 
President’s campaign activity has been in front of private audiences of supporters.  
However, Siewert points out that Clinton has also done a few rallies when 
requested by candidates.  As for the Gore campaign, “we’ll do whatever they 
want,” says Siewert.  (The Boston Globe, 10/20/2000) 
 
Barak announces on the 21st that he is prepared to take an indefinite “timeout” 
from the Israeli-Palestinian peace talks.  Barak conveys to Clinton that he believes 
the current truce agreement is failing.  Clinton also speaks with Arafat from 
aboard Air Force One, urging him in a 15-minute call to do all he can to calm the 
tensions.  Siewert says Clinton “stressed the need for everyone to do what they 
can to restore the calm.  Arafat said he’s still committed to do what he can.”  (The 
New York Times, 10/21/2000) 
 

 President Clinton flies to New York on the 22nd to campaign for Gore and for 
First Lady Hillary Rodham Clinton, who is running for the U.S. Senate seat in 
New York.  According to Siewert, Hillary Clinton’s campaign is reimbursing the 
federal government for her husband’s trip, using the standard reimbursement 
formula that is used when the President makes a political trip.  “There’s nothing 
official on this trip, so it’s actually 100 percent paid for by the campaign,” says 
Siewert.  (The New York Times, 10/22/2000) 

 
 President Clinton plans to sign a bill in private that will extend Medicaid coverage 

for breast and cervical cancer treatment to thousands of uninsured low-income 
women who receive screening for the illnesses by the government, but who are 
not poor enough to qualify for Medicaid.  Advocates desire a public signing 
ceremony to draw attention to the new benefit.  However, The New York Times 
reports that Clinton does not want to be put in the awkward position of inviting 
bill co-sponsor Representative Rick Lazio (R-NY) to such an event.  Lazio is 
running for the New York Senate seat against Hillary Clinton.  In response to this 



Siewert: 2000 12 

report, Siewert says, “We sign some bills publicly and we sign some bills 
privately.  There’s no plan to sign this one publicly.  We have opted for a private 
signing.”  (The Washington Post, 10/24/2000) 

 
 President Clinton participates in get-out-the-vote pitches designed to energize 

black voter turnout for Gore.  Clinton records messages to mobilize black and 
other minority voters, and also hosts black clergymen from Chicago at the White 
House to win votes in Illinois.  “President Clinton won Illinois decisively in 1992 
and 1996,” said Siewert, “and he is influential with many voters there and wants 
to remind people of the importance of going to the polls and supporting and 
voting for Vice President Gore and other Democrats.”  (Chicago Sun-Times, 
10/31/2000) 

 
November The White House announces that Clinton is planning a meeting with Arafat in 

Washington on the 9th and Barak on the 12th to continue Middle East peace talks.  
While on a campaign stop through Arkansas, Siewert tells reporters, “The goal is 
to assess the situation on the ground and begin to find the way back to the 
negotiating table.”  (The Washington Post, 11/05/2000) 

 
Members of Clinton’s Cabinet meet on the 27th to discuss preparations to 
transition from the Clinton presidency to the potential presidencies of Gore or 
Republican candidate George W. Bush.  According to Siewert, “We’re ready to 
spring into action when there’s a clear victor.  We understand there are unusual 
circumstances here, but we’re ready to do everything we can to help make that 
transition a smooth one when it happens.”  (The Washington Post, 11/22/2000) 
The Clinton Administration denies George W. Bush’s team access to a 90,000-
square-foot suite of offices and $5.3 million in public funds for transition 
operations, saying it is inappropriate to provide resources to either candidate with 
the Florida recount ruling in doubt.  Siewert says, “The law is pretty clear.  If 
there’s any doubt about the outcome of the election, no taxpayer money is to be 
distributed.”  The Presidential Transition Act prohibits spending federal money on 
the transition until the race is decided.  (The New York Times, 11/27/2000; The 
Atlanta Journal-Constitution, 11/28/2000) 
 
The Clinton Administration begins to provide daily briefings on top-secret 
national security matters to Bush to prepare him for a possible assumption of the 
presidency.  The briefings will make available to Bush and other senior members 
of the Republican team some of the most sensitive intelligence information on a 
wide range of security matters.  “We’re still working out the specific details, but 
they’ve accepted the offer to have them,” says Siewert.  (The Atlanta Journal-
Constitution, 11/29/2000) 
 

December On the 1st, the Clinton Administration agrees to perform background checks on 
candidates for top-level jobs in both the prospective Administrations of Bush and 
Gore.  According to Siewert, the agreement emerged from discussions that White 
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House Chief of Staff John Podesta held with Bush’s Chief of Staff, Andrew Card, 
and Gore’s Transition Chief, Roy Neel.  (The Washington Post, 12/02/2000) 

 
News reports circulate that House Republican Whip Tom DeLay (R-TX) is ready 
for one last showdown with President Clinton to prevent any significant increase 
in federal spending for education and health programs.  Siewert says the President 
is still hoping to reach an agreement with Congress.  According to Siewert, 
“There’s no need for this talk of a government shutdown.  We ought to avoid the 
divisive rhetoric and get to work.”  (The New York Times, 12/06/2000) 
 
On the 7th, President Clinton and Republican congressional leaders make headway 
in ending a yearlong budget battle by narrowing their differences over Medicare, 
education spending, and immigration policy.  According to Siewert, “Everyone 
agreed that it was important to try to sit down and get some of this work done.  So 
those who just want to pack up and go home have not carried the day.”  (The 
Washington Post, 12/07/2000) 
 
President Clinton vetoes legislation that proposes the most sweeping changes in 
the bankruptcy law in 20 years.  Clinton believes the legislation is unfair to 
ordinary debtors and working families who fall on hard times.  Siewert says, “We 
would have liked to have seen Congress complete a bill that was balanced, that 
made sense, that would reform the bankruptcy system and update it.”  (The New 
York Times, 12/19/2000) 
 
Clinton meets with President-elect Bush for the traditional White House 
conversation between the current and future president.  Bush and Clinton talk for 
two hours and 10 minutes.  According to Siewert, the two men talk about foreign 
affairs and the operation of the White House.  The President “talked about some 
of the hot spots around the world and some of the challenges the new 
Administration will face,” says Siewert.  (The Atlanta Journal-Constitution, 
12/20/2000) 
 
Siewert meets with incoming Press Secretary Ari Fleischer to discuss the running 
of the White House Press Office.  According to Fleischer, Siewert’s advice helps 
him see the importance of walking a fine line between his boss and the press.  “It 
really comes down to the art of serving two masters at one time – to serve the 
President, of course, for whom you work, but a significant part of the job deals 
with how to help the press get the stories done and written so the American 
people can know what’s going on,” says Fleischer.  (The Atlanta Journal-
Constitution, 12/30/2000) 
 

2001 
 
January President Clinton draws a pledge from Arafat on the 2nd to curb the violence with 

Israel.  However, reports circulate that Clinton is unable to make headway toward 
a broader peace settlement between Palestinians and Israelis.  Over three hours of 



 

White House talks, Clinton clarifies for Arafat the Administration’s framework 
for the peace accord.  Siewert declines to comment on the establishment of peace 
in the Middle East, but he calls the meetings useful and positive.  (St. Louis Post-
Dispatch, 01/03/2001) 

 
 Officials from the incoming Bush Administration voice displeasure with the flurry 

of executive actions taken by President Clinton to lock in his policy goals.  The 
most recent is Clinton’s decision to ban logging and road building on nearly 60 
million acres of unspoiled national forest lands.  Siewert comments, Clinton is 
“the hardest working President in recent memory.  I wouldn’t expect him to 
change now.”  He also defends the Clinton Administration’s rush of executive 
orders and recess appointments.  “The President is the President until January 
20th, and he’s going to use his executive authority to protect the environment and 
to do everything he can to protect worker safety and people’s safety.”  (USA 
Today, 01/05/2001; Times-Picayune – New Orleans, 01/06/2001) 

 
 On the 19th, President Clinton reaches a deal with Independent Counsel Robert 

Ray that ensures he will avoid indictment for his misleading statements about 
Monica Lewinsky.  Siewert reads a two-page statement from the President where 
he agrees to a settlement in which he will avoid the possibility of indictment in 
exchange for admitting that he gave false testimony under oath and agreeing to 
surrender his law license for five years.  Clinton also agrees to pay a fine of 
$25,000 to the Arkansas Bar Association and promises not to seek reimbursement 
of any legal fees from a federal court.  (The New York Times, 01/19/2001; The 
Washington Post, 01/20/2001) 

 
 In their last night in the White House, the Clintons finish packing and the 

President calls world leaders to thank them “for the work they’ve done together,” 
says Siewert.  After the inauguration, the Clintons take their last trip on Air Force 
One with 2,000 people expected to hail them upon their arrival at Kennedy 
Airport before they head for their home in Chappaqua.  (The San Francisco 
Chronicle, 01/21/2001) 

 
The missing flak jacket left by Siewert to Ari Fleischer with an accompanying 
note of advice is found.  This tradition began with White House Press Secretary 
Ron Nessen in 1977.  (The Washington Post, 01/25/2001) 

 
February Terry McAuliffe becomes the new Chairman of the Democratic National 

Committee (DNC).  Siewert is acting as Clinton’s spokesman in the weeks 
following his return to private life, but is expected to join a group of top Clinton  
operatives at the DNC.  (The Daily News, 02/03/2001, 02/08/2001; The 
Washington Post, 02/05/2001) 

 
September Siewert joins Alcoa on October 1st and becomes Vice President of Global 

Communications and Public Strategy.  His primary responsibility is for 



 

integrating various communication and external networks to raise Alcoa’s public 
profile.  (Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, 09/27/2001) 
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JAKE SIEWERT SUGGESTED TOPICS 
PREPARED BY JESSICA M. STEINER 
MILLER CENTER OF PUBLIC AFFAIRS, UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA, 04/01/2006 
 
Origins of Relationship with Clinton  
• How did you first come to know Clinton?  What were your initial impressions of him? 
• Comment on your interactions with Clinton during your service as Director of 

Communications for the Democratic Governors’ Association.   
• Talk about your role in the Clinton 1992 presidential campaign.  Discuss Clinton’s 

relationship with the press as the campaign unfolded.   
• Were there any lessons from your experience in the Dukakis campaign that were especially 

helpful to you in 1991-1992? 
• What role, if any, did you play in the transition?   
 
Office of Communications 
• How did you come to be named Special Assistant to the Director of Communications?   
• Discuss your responsibilities in this position. What issues most occupied your time?   
• Talk about the role of the Office of Communications in crafting the President’s message.  

How effective was Clinton in using the Office of Communications to set his agenda?   
• What role did presidential rhetoric play in the Clinton presidency?   
• Describe the relationship between the Office of Communications and other White House 

Offices in constructing the Administration’s communication strategy.  What role did cabinet 
departments play?    

• Discuss the relationship between the press and the Administration, and more specifically how 
relationships developed between the Clintons and the pres.  How did the Administration use 
the media to reach the American people?  What role did public opinion polls play in setting 
the President’s policy agenda?   

• Comment on the important issues that arose during your tenure in the White House Office of 
Communications (e.g. a balanced budget, affirmative action, education policy, healthcare 
reform, political scandals, etc). 

• What led the President to make changes to the organization of the Office of 
Communications?  Were these changes necessary?   

• What role did your office have in the 1994 midterm elections?  How did communications 
strategy change as a result of the elections?   

 
1996 Campaign 
• Discuss your decision to take leave from the Administration and join the 1996 campaign.  

What were your primary responsibilities as Press Secretary in New Hampshire and 
Tennessee?   

• Discuss the importance of the New Hampshire primary to the Clinton campaign.  Talk about 
the process of building an organizational structure for the 1996 general election during the 
primary session.   

• What role did you have in the rest of the 1996 campaign?  Discuss your time as spokesman 
for the Democratic National Convention.  



 

 

• What were your observations of Clinton as a campaigner?  How did he change from the 1992 
campaign?   

 
National Economic Council 
• How did you come to be Director of Communications for the National Economic Council 

(NEC)?  What were your primary responsibilities in this position?   
• Comment on crafting the President’s economic policy message during your tenure at the 

NEC (education policy, the budget, tax cuts, most favored nation status, social security, 
Medicare, etc.).   

• Discuss your interactions with other White House offices, specifically how you coordinated 
your work with the Office of Communications. 

• Compare your time working in the Office of Communications to running the 
communications shop in the NEC.  Was the business press significantly easier to deal with 
then the rest of the Washington press corps?   

 
Deputy Press Secretary and Press Secretary 
• Why did you leave the NEC to become White House Deputy Press Secretary?  Discuss your 

roles and responsibilities in this position.   
• Talk about your elevation to the position of Press Secretary.  How did your role as Deputy 

Press Secretary prepare you for the job? 
• Comment on Joe Lockhart’s tenure as Press Secretary.  Did you make any changes in 

communicating with the press?  
• Describe the process by which you would gather information within the Administration.  

Comment on your level of access within the White House. 
• Evaluate your relationship with the press.  Comment on the morning and afternoon briefings.  

Discuss the morning gaggle and other informal channels you used with the press.  Which 
White House officials played key roles in your communications with the press?   

• How would you describe Clinton’s attitude towards the press?  Did you observe it to change 
overtime?  Discuss your efforts to help improve Clinton’s relationship with the press. 

 
The Clinton Presidency in Retrospect 
• Evaluate Clinton as a public leader, a legislative leader and a party leader.  Compare 

Clinton’s leadership and communications styles to those of other politicians you served. 
• What personal traits of Clinton made it possible for him to withstand the pressures of 1998-

1999?  What part of his personality and temperament made him an especially effective 
president?  What parts were problematic as president? 

 
 
 


