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Bush refutes `unchecked
powers' in wiretap debate
By Jeff Zeleny
Washington bureau
Published December 19, 2005, 8:16 PM CST

WASHINGTON -- President Bush on Monday forcefully defended his
administration's eavesdropping program for terrorist suspects living in the
United States as an essential element of protecting Americans from a
new enemy, and he said whoever unmasked the secret plan had
committed a "shameful act."

As Republicans joined Democrats in calling for a congressional inquiry
into the domestic spying program, the president insisted he had the legal
and constitutional authority to order surveillance. He said he was
concerned about citizens' civil liberties but denied suggestions that he
had abused the power of the presidency, and he vowed not to abandon
the plan he approved after the 2001 terrorist attacks.

"To say `unchecked power' basically is ascribing some kind of dictatorial
position to the president, which I strongly reject,'' Bush said. "I am doing
what you expect me to do, and at the same time, safeguarding the civil
liberties of the country."

At a White House news conference, the president dismissed questions
about his deflated approval ratings and offered an upbeat assessment of
his fifth year in office. The war against terrorism--on domestic and
foreign soil--dominated the hour-long session in which Bush also
rebuked the Senate for failing to renew the USA Patriot Act, which
expires at the end of the month.

"In the war on terror," Bush said, "we cannot afford to be without this law
for a single moment."

Senate Democratic leader Harry Reid of Nevada responded that the
president was playing politics with national security by refusing to accept
a three-month extension of the Patriot Act until a broader compromise
could be reached.

"Americans want both liberty and security," Reid said on the Senate
floor. "These two terms are not contradictory."

The president's appearance in the East Room marked the second time
in 13 hours that he appeared before a nationally televised audience. On
Sunday evening, he delivered an update on the war from the Oval
Office, the fifth in a series of speeches designed to turn around a decline
in public support for his Iraq policy.

More humbling tone
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In recent weeks, the president has spoken in tones of humility and
contrition, conceding mistakes were made in Iraq as he tries to turn
around his approval ratings that have fallen since winning re-election a
year ago. He appealed to the public to trust him as they did in the early
days of the war on terrorism.

"I fully understand everybody's not going to agree with my decisions,"
Bush said. "But the president's job is to do what he thinks is right, and
that's what I'm going to continue to do."

While the president pointed to the successes of his year, from the
passage of an energy bill to legislation creating the Central American
Free Trade Agreement to the confirmation of Chief Justice John Roberts
Jr., the news conference was dominated by the war on terrorism. He did
not mention the setbacks, including the failure to advance Social
Security reform, an issue once labeled a top priority.

But the president vigorously defended the National Security Agency's
surveillance program that has monitored telephone calls overseas from
terrorist suspects in the U.S.As commander in chief, Bush said the
Constitution and the congressional resolution passed after Sept. 11
authorizing "all necessary and appropriate force" allowed him to carry out
the controversial eavesdropping.

"I swore to uphold the laws," Bush said from behind the lectern, raising
his right hand just as he did when he took the oath of office. "Do I have
the legal authority to do this? The answer is absolutely."

The president said he supported a Justice Department investigation into
the disclosure of the spying--first reported late last week in The New
York Times. He raised his voice and furled his brow as he expressed his
displeasure with whoever leaked word of the program.

"It was a shameful act for someone to disclose this very important
program in a time of war," Bush said. "The fact that we're discussing this
program is helping the enemy."

The White House dispatched Atty. Gen. Alberto Gonzales earlier
Monday to defend the program. He said Congress had given the
president the authority to monitor telephone calls and e-mails of terrorist
suspects in the U.S., a process that previously would require a judge's
order.

Calls for hearings

While Bush said congressional leaders had been "briefed more than a
dozen times on this program," senators from both parties voiced concern
and called for congressional hearings. Democrats staged a news
conference on Capitol Hill to refute the president's assertion he had the
authority to order wiretapping without a warrant.

"We will not tolerate a president who believes that he is the sole
decision-maker when it comes to the policies that this country should
have in the war against terror and the policies we should have to protect
the rights of completely innocent Americans," said Sen. Russ Feingold
(D-Wis.), adding: "He is the president, not a king."

The news conference, the ninth of the year for Bush, covered a broad
canvas of issues. The president, smiling as he bantered back-and-forth
with reporters, grew serious when he talked about an intelligence failure
that led to finding no weapons of mass destruction in Iraq.

A consequence, he said, is that other nations may be less inclined to
believe future U.S. claims about potential threats posed by other
countries.

"Where it is going to be most difficult to make the case is in the public
arena," Bush said. "People will say, if we're trying to make the case on
Iran, `Well, if the intelligence failed in Iraq, therefore, how can we trust
the intelligence on Iran?' "
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As the president prepares to begin his holiday break this week, he
looked ahead to his goals for 2006. He said he hoped the economy
would continue to improve and the Gulf Coast region would be rebuilt
after Hurricane Katrina.

The administration's response to the hurricane--which Bush conceded
was inadequate--stirred deep resent among how some African-
Americans feel toward the president.

"The fact that some in American believe that I am not concerned about
race troubles me," Bush said. "One of the most hurtful things I can hear
is, you know, `Bush doesn't care about African-Americans.' First of all,
it's not true."

"And secondly," he added, "obviously I've got to do a better job of
communicating."

---
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