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Specter in spotlight again

By Peter Nicholas -,
INQUIRER WASHINGTON BUREAU

WASHINGTON — If a national
crisis is brewing, if Americans are
riveted by the 0.J. Simpson case,
Elian or some other media-driven
spectacle, can Arlen Specter be far
behind — with a bill, a call for hear-
ings, a suggested way out of the
muddle?

Since the inconclusive presiden-
tial election, Sen. Specter (R., Pa.)
has already weighed in twice. He
introduced a bill last week to create
a commission that would explore
ways to achieve more accurate and
speedier reporting of election re-
sults.

And in a news conference the day
after the Nov. 7 election, he said he
would offer a constitutional amend-
ment that would abolish the Elector-
al College. Specter has since back-
tracked, but not before his call for
electing presidents by direct popu-
lar vote was picked up by the Asso-
ciated Press, USA Today and news-
papers in his home state and Flori-
da. '

People can agree or not about the
efficiency with which the nation
elects presidents. But one thing is
certain: At a time when Americans
are for» vevap® -

terfly ballots,” “pregnant chads”

- and other minutiae of U.S. voting

procedure, Specter’s commission
will inevitably draw attention.
For that matter, so will Specter.
In the span of a 20-year Senate
career, Specter has been a magnet
for publicity of all sorts. He ran for
president last time

. d
what's hot in the media and capital-

izing on it,” said a Washington lob-
byist. “Sometimes it works and

. sometimes it doesn’t. But in the Sen-
- ate, you have to do something to

separate yourself from the pack.”
Specter said his methods are part
of what he qalls “the art of legislat-
mg ”

around. If he were thinking

He helped scuttle After the : only about image, he
gobert Bork’s Supreme Kennedy saﬁd, ‘he wouldn’t act
1987. He infuriated ASSassimation, {8 MUt T
women with his tough during hearings al consensus has
g-ll;ﬁmé?:;ﬁg tr::'tfnf‘?rl:lxﬁiif on CIarenoe e%%:g'you stick your
tion hearings on Clar- Thomas — head above the trench
ence Thomas' nomina- he was there line you don’t know how

tion to the court in 1991.

Earlier, as an attor-
ney to the Warren Commission,
Specter advanced the “single-bul-
let” theory, the crux of what many
say is the shaky conclusion that
John F. Kennedy was killed by a

lone gunman.
Specter is no Forrest Gump, stum-

bling into historic roles by chance.

He courts attention. His ideas may
take hold; they may go nowhere.
Whatever the outcome, the sena-
tor’s profile is fed. :

“He’s always had a eood nose for

it's going to come out,”
he said in an interview.
“But the art of legislating ‘is to
come up with an idea that is sound
on policy and get it moving at a
time when there’s public demand.”
And when demand is hot, it's a
safe bet that you will find Specter
in the Senate’s radio and TV gal-
lery.
- 0.J. Simpson? In 1995, Specter
asked Senate staff to look into the
racially charged closing argument
of Simpson’s defense attorney,
Johonie 7--F ~te raised
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questions about the wisdom of al-
lowing TV cameras in the court-
room. Ironically, Specter is now tak-
ing the opposite position when it
comes to Supreme Court proceed-
ings. He introduced a bill in Septem-
ber that would compel TV coverage
of arguments before the high court,

Elian Gonzalez? After the boy
was seized by U.S. agents, Specter,
along with other GOP colleagues,
called for hearings into the raid.
None was ever held.

Firestone tires? At the height of
the crisis, Specter appeared at a
news conference in the Capitol to
press for criminal penalties for ex-
ecutives who knowingly withhold in-
formation about defective products
that prove lethal. That language
was folded into a bill sponsored by
Sen. John McCain (R., Ariz.) that
did not pass.’

Specter isn't intent on being popu-
lar. But he won'’t be ignored.

In the presidential race, he didn’t
command nearly the attention of an-
other Pennsylvania Republican,
Gov. Ridge. But Specter made a can-
nonball-sized plunge into Campaign
2000 nonetheless, disclosing in
June that a federal prosecutor want-
ed an independent counsel to look
intr A" Gore’s campaign fund-rais-

ing practices in the 1996 election.

It was national news, and the
backlash was fierce. Gore's cam-
paign accused Specter of partisan

motives, likening his tactics to

those of Joseph McCarthy, the com-
munist-baiting 1950s senator from
Wisconsin. ;

Democratic senators were furi-
ous that someone within the Justice
Department had leaked word to
Specter, who chairs a special Sen-
ate task force looking into Justice’s
handling of campaign-finance abus-
es, Waco and Chinese espionage cas-
es.
Investigating a major presiden-
tial candidate in the heat of a cam-
paign is tricky business, inviting ac-
cusations of partisanship. Specter
never apologized for the disclosure,
saying the public had a right to
know, but he ultimately put off his
investigation until after the elec-
tion. :

On Capitol Hill, some say Spec-

ter's methods speak to a stubborn

reality of governing: If the public

doesn’t much care, it’s hard to get
much done.

“You could introduce bills to re-
form voting practices in this coun-
try for 30 yéars, and they wouldn't
go anywhere because there’s no

ey

DAN LOH / Associated Press
Sen. Arlen Specter wants to achieve
mare accurate reporting of election
results with a planned commission.

public interest and it would be a
low priority to fund an electronic
voting apparatus,” said U.S. Rep.
James C. Greenwood (R., Pa.). “It's
wise to strike when the iron is hot.
It's wise to use the lever of public
interest.” :

Or, as Specter himself puts it:
“The attention span in Washington
is very limited.”

Peter Nicholas’ e-mail address is
pnicholas@krwashington.com



