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Choose Language

 * * * 
	6 senators threaten block to renewal of Patriot Act 


Section: News, Pg. 05a

A bipartisan group of six senators said Thursday that they would try to block a measure to renew the nation's primary anti-terrorism law unless provisions are added that restrict law enforcement from investigating "innocent people."

The group of three Republicans and three Democrats gave their demands to senators who were trying to reach a compromise that would extend the USA Patriot Act beyond its Dec. 31 expiration. The act, signed shortly after 9/11, gives the government broad powers for surveillance, wiretaps and covert record-gathering in terrorism investigations.

All six senators want to make it harder for law enforcement to get records, and they propose amending the Patriot Act to say records can be sought only for people linked to terrorism. That "will protect innocent people from unnecessary and intrusive government surveillance," the senators said in a letter.

Sen. Russ Feingold, D-Wis., who signed the letter, said the group might try to block the Senate from even considering renewal of the Patriot Act by using a procedural move that requires only 40 of 100 votes.

"We'll try whatever option there is," Feingold said.

Feingold said many Democrats and some Republicans agree with the demands outlined in the three-page letter, which also include:

*Giving courts strong authority to approve "national security letters," which the FBI issues on its own to get personal and business records in terror probes.

*Imposing a four-year "sunset" on national security letters that would bar their use after 2010 unless Congress acts to permit them beyond that date.

*Imposing a seven-year sunset on other provisions allowing record-gathering.

Some of those issues were being discussed Thursday by a group of Senate and House negotiators who have been working for weeks to reach a compromise on renewing the Patriot Act.

The House and the Senate passed vastly different versions this year of a bill that would renew the law.

House Republicans said they had reached a compromise Wednesday and released details of what they called a "tentative agreement," but a majority of the Senate negotiators wouldn't sign the tentative agreement. Negotiations continued Thursday.

Sen. Arlen Specter, R-Pa., the chief Senate negotiator, would say only that "we're working on it."

House Republican spokesman Jeff Lungren said Wednesday that the tentative agreement addressed concerns about possible abuses under the Patriot Act. It would give people the right to file court challenges when they are ordered to give authorities documents, and it would require the FBI to disclose the number of national security letters it issues each year.

Feingold called the tentative agreement "a troubling piece of legislation" and said it would still allow law enforcement "to go after innocent Americans."

The other five senators who wrote the letter are Larry Craig, R-Idaho; John Sununu, R-N.H.; Lisa Murkowski, R-Alaska; Dick Durbin, D-Ill.; and Ken Salazar, D-Colo.
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