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Don't want to miss out on the latest buzz in politics? Start each day at wonk central: The Post Politics Hour. Join in each weekday morning at 11 a.m. as a member of The Washington Post's team of White House and Congressional reporters answers questions about the latest in buzz in Washington and The Post's coverage of political news.

Washington Post national political reporter Tom Edsall was online Tuesday, Dec. 20, at 11 a.m. ET .

The transcript follows.
Tallahassee, Fla.: With all the controversy surrounding President Bush's illegal wiretapping of U.S. citizen why is there so little talk of impeaching the President- beyond the fact it's a Republican controlled Congress?

Tom Edsall: This is a terrible answer in what it suggests, but poll numbers we published this morning with support for President Bush going up 8 points takes a lot of steam out of the opposition.

_______________________

Stamford, Conn.: Do reporters covering the national political landscape think that the White House might have finally overplayed its hand of "we are trying to protect you, and any criticism of us is defeatist and unpatriotic"?

Tom Edsall: As the answer to the previous question suggests, the administration is playing the hand you describe, but it does not look yet like it is a losing hand. I think that for the spying issue to become a liability, it will have to be shown that loyal citizens were wiretapped advertently or inadvertently and their privacy compromised. There have to be victims, as there were as a result of the IRS and other misuses of government back in Watergate days.

_______________________

Montgomery County, Md.: The President's poll numbers are up, but I can't help but ask how even Republican loyalists can't begin questioning and fearing what is becoming to our democratic institutions. The latest flap over eavesdropping if taken by itself may be no big deal. But it is not one isolated incident, but part of a disturbing pattern. Perhaps for the loyalist this list is just part of Democratic litany of complaints by a party out of power. To them I can only say I hope you wake up soon.

Tom Edsall: As the filibuster vote on the Patriot Act demonstrated, there are some Republican doubters, but President Bush has so far been extraordinarily successful keeping his troops in line.

_______________________

Dublin, Ireland: On Sunday, John Dean, former White House counsel during Watergate, stated that President Bush is "the first President to admit to an impeachable offense." Senator Arlen Specter (R-PA), Chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee, has indicated that there will be hearings in the new year and that the hearings will have a high priority. Has the Bush administration finally overreached enough that even their own party will try it for impeachment?

Tom Edsall: Don't hold your breath waiting for a Republican insurgency.

_______________________

New York, N.Y.: You implied Bush won't be impeached because his popularity is rising. Clinton's approval ratings were 60% when he was impeached. What does popularity have to do with the President breaking the law?

Tom Edsall: Impeachment, for better or worse, in a political process, not a criminal or civil legal proceeded. In retrospect, many, if not most, Republicans acknowledge that the Clinton impeachment was a disaster for the GOP.

_______________________

Washington, D.C.: Tom,

I'm very confused about which polling company to view as more accurate. The Post's poll puts Bush's approval at 47%, suggesting that President Bush has done extremely well in regaining support while USA Today/Gallup done over the same time period puts it at 41%, suggesting that the President has only had some mild success. Or is the basic message here to just not read to much into polls?

Tom Edsall: I am no expert, but perhaps for people like yourself (and me, for that matter) maybe the best calculation would be to split the difference between the two polls at 44 percent.

_______________________

Washington, D.C.: Do you anticipate Congress trying to reign in some of the executive authority that Bush has claimed since 9/11?

Tom Edsall: The first test of this will be the outcome of the Patriot Act. I don't think there is yet the momentum in Congress for a strong push-back. The Senate Judiciary Committee hearings on the NSA domestic spying may (or may not) produce the kind of evidence to strengthen Bush's critics.

_______________________

North Carolina: As a Muslim, I'm concerned about the parameters drawn around the wiretapping powers the executive branch has taken for itself. Is there any way I can know whether I or anyone in my family has been targeted? Is there any recourse in case our phones or computer lines have been tapped? What are our rights as citizens in this circumstance?

Tom Edsall: You deserve an answer, but I don't have it.

_______________________

St. Petersburg, Fla.: I really feel Bush is enjoying a bit of a bump in his numbers due to the holiday season, some good news on the economy and the recent vote in Iraq. However, I feel this is going to be a very temporary rise and 2006 is going to be a very bad year for Bush and his crew. Scooter Libby will go to trial, Abramoff will flip and pull down some big names, Rove will be indicted and forced to resign, hearings will begin on the NSA warrantless wiretapping, Iraq will continue to grow as a money-eating black hole and Bush just is not up for it.

Tom Edsall: You might be right, you might not. My own view is that the Republican Party has been expert in the past in managing adversity, and it is facing another test of those skills right now.

_______________________

Dallas, Tex.: I don't think that we actually need a victim. Clinton was impeached for lying about an affair. Bush violated the law therefore it looks like there is a frantic effort to frame this as a "emergency measure". The problem is that FISA allowed up to 72 hours to RETROACTIVELY get permission. The number of warrants denied were less than 10 out of thousands of requests. All of this points to Bush trying to do something he knew the courts would deny. His arguments don't wash.

Breaking the law is the real issue and its the media job to make that point even if they get accused of bias

Tom Edsall: An inquiry following yours to some degree provides an answer, although I agree with a number of people on line this morning who say the responsibility of the news media is to put a full court press on to determine the legality of the NSA spying.

From Tallahassee

Re: Tallahassee: Your first questioner and several others made an assumption that the snooping by NSA was illegal. Since this is still being debated and has not been determined by any court, I think he and many others are getting a little ahead of themselves. On the other hand I am not very comfortable with a determination of legality being based, as you suggest, upon the latest poll numbers. Maybe everyone should take a deep breath before they start typing.

_______________________

Anonymous: Tom, you stated above that "In retrospect, many, if not most, Republicans acknowledge that the Clinton impeachment was a disaster for the GOP." Besides not being attributed, I think that that statement fails to consider the very real energizing nature of the impeachment/investigation on the GOP base. Most pundits acknowledge that the unprecedented energy in the conservative base was key to Bush's victories over both Gore and Kerry, right?

Tom Edsall: The immediate outcome was a GOP setback in the 1998 elections when the party was expected to gain seats, and the ouster of Newt Gingrich. If anyone was energized, it was liberals. Paul Weyrich, a patriarch of the conservative movement was not energized: he declared that there no longer is a moral majority, and he called on conservatives to withdraw from politics.

_______________________

Minneapolis, Minn.: A couple of weeks ago, you replied to a question I had about contradictions between The Post's reporting and the New York Times' on the Plame investigation by saying you have to stack up the coverage over time. Well, here's a problem I've got. There's been a recurrent pattern of The Post publishing reports about the testimony of reporters in the case that turn out to be false in ways that echo the claims of the White House officials under investigation. An example is the July 15 article by Mike Allen with reporting by Carole Leonnig, which stated this about Matt Cooper's testimony:

Cooper has previously testified that he brought up the subject of Plame with Libby and that Libby responded that he had heard about her from someone else in the media, according to sources knowledgeable about Cooper's testimony.
As we know, Libby was indicted in part precisely on the fact that, according to Cooper, Libby did not say that he had heard about Plame from someone else in the media. So this characterization of Cooper's testimony is false. There have been other instances of this as well. Yet there has never been any rectification of the record, or explanation of who gave the reporters this misinformation and why, which seems like a journalistic responsibility. Can't we expect such explanations and rectifications of the record?

Tom Edsall: Your question is a good one that gets to some real problems in journalism. When we are reporting on an event or development about which no one will talk on the record, we do make use of anonymous sources. I would argue that overall, the reporting has been insightful, accurate and a public service. There are, however, going to be mistakes. When we can find out we made a mistake, we should correct it. Oftentimes, however, we find out that we were wrong on point A or B much later, especially in a long term new story. In those cases, many readers looking at a correction of a story written a month before will have no idea was it is all about. A better way to deal with that is in a larger story that attempts to accurately describe the sequence of events, while pointing out the mistakes that were made along with way.

_______________________

Springfield, Va.: You wrote "...the responsibility of the news media is to put a full court press on to determine the legality of the NSA spying." I thought the responsibility of the press was to REPORT THE NEWS. Please leave determining the legality of anything to the courts.

Tom Edsall: You are right that the ultimate legality is to be determined by the courts. The press, however, can certainly explore both sides of the issue and, if justified, indicate which side appears to have the stronger case.

_______________________

Fairfax, Va.: What is your reaction to David Sirota's suggestion that the reason Bush didn't get warrants for spying on American citizens is that, despite the tremendously favorable predisposition of the secret court that would most likely approve Bush's requests, the focus of the spying may have had little to do with terrorists and more to do with spying on anti-war domestic political opponents which even the secret court would have denied?

Tom Edsall: If Sirota is right, and this finding emerges during the Judiciary Committee hearings, Bush's problems will escalate sharply.

_______________________

San Francisco, Calif.: Have you had an opportunity to see the new UCLA study on media bias and, particularly, its conclusion that The Washington Post's national news stories tilt to the left of the political spectrum?

Tom Edsall: I have not, and would like very much to see it. I will try to Google it as soon as this session is over.

_______________________

Washington, D.C.: Do you think what the Democrats are doing - voting down the Patriot Act, pushing Bush that the wiretaps aren't justified (even though they knew about them), are furthering the Republicans portrayal of the Democrats being weak on national security? This could very well backfire on them. Your views? Thank you very much.

Tom Edsall: You point to a real risk to the Democrats.

_______________________

Washington Grove, Md.: Given the record of this administration, one has to wonder if it can be entrusted to follow through on the Abramoff investigation wherever the evidence leads. So far there have been no calls for an independent investigation, I think it cries out for one given this administrations tendency to override professional staff at all levels.

Tom Edsall: From what I understand, it would be very hard for anyone to try to block or cut off the Abramoff investigation. Prosecutors and investigators from numerous departments and agencies are involved, and the likelihood of public protests or leaking of critical documents, etc., is too high for anyone considering putting a lid on the inquiry.

_______________________

Whately, Mass.: As a reader when I read any news reporting I am investing a great amount of trust in the person doing the reporting that they are fulfilling their part of the deal by reporting the as much as the information they have about the subject that they are writing about. While I realize it is unfair to make you personally answerable for your entire profession, what assurance can you give us readers that we should continue to place that trust in you reporters? Given recent revelations about reporters for, or editors of, the biggest newspapers in the country, sitting on information for long periods of time (Woodward and NY Times NSA story) that could be politically damaging to the current administration, revelations of personal and professional relationships between reporter's spouse's and powerful figures in Washington (Viveca Novak's husband getting an FEC appointment after leaking info to Rove's lawyer, etc), and a host of other examples I could go on about I am feeling like a real chump. Why should we continue to trust you guys? I sure would like to ...

Tom Edsall: Another good question.

First, there are going to be problems in every profession and to expect some kind of supernatural purity among reporters assumes a kind of divinity on earth.

Second, if there are problems today, they are miniscule compared to the past. At one time, state house reporters in Boston commonly held second jobs on the staffs of legislators. The history of editors killing good, and sometime great, stories will never be written but if it were, it would be long and painful.

Third, there is more policing of reporters today than ever before.

Despite all the above, it is very healthy to remain a skeptic as you read the paper and watch TV.

With this pretentious words, I am signing off. It was, as usual, a pleasure having this conversation with you.

_______________________
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