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Washington Insight

The Success of
Ervin's Committee
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CHEAP~SHOT artists are now taking
after the Senate Watergate Commit-
tee.

But the performance of the Ervin com-

mittee has far exceeded the normal con- .

gressional standard, not to mention ad-
vance expectations. The case for an early
end to the hearings is that the committee
has already done most of its basic work.

The basic function of the committee
was’in education. The task was to make
the country aware through televised pub-
lic hearings that Watergate represented
not just unsubstantiated newspaper specu-
lations, but a set of deadly attitudes and
pernicious acts on the part of high offi-
cials. .

Nobody else —not even the special
prosecutor Archibald Cox — could have
commanded such wide attention. The evi-
dence is that the committee succeeded
brilliantly. .
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FOR -ONE THING the polls now.show

that virtually everybody in the coun-
try —some 97 per cent — knows about
Watergate. There has been a national
alert to the danger of many of the tactics
employed by the Nixon Administration
and previous administrations. There has
even been a shift in national attitudes on
salient issues and events.

Consider, for example, the matter of
spying on the private lives of political op-
ponents. The Nixon Administration did
that as a matter of course, and in his tes-
timony a former top White House aide,
John Ehrlichman, defended it as a public
service. But when asked about that prac-
tice in the Harris Poll, the American peo-
ple rejected it by an 83-8 majority.

- Apart from brushing up the country’s
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sense of fairness, the committee and its
staff actually developed vital new infor-
mation. The existence of the tapes of
President Nixon’s conversations and
phone calls was unknown until the com-
mittee staff pulled it out of a reluctant
witness. Now the tapes lie at the heart of
several major trials, not to mention the
possible impeachmernt of the President. -

Lastly, it was the committee which
also . discovered the ‘“‘enemies list” com-
piled within the administration. As much
‘as anything else, the existence of those
lists, and the marginal notes, demonstrat.
ed the harsh, vindictive character of the
men the President chose to put around
him.
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O BE SURE, the committee has been

less than perfect. Many of the Sena- \
tors seem to have been performing on the
committee more than serving. The staff
has seemed unsophisticated in political
matters, and over its head in constitution-
al debate. There have been far too many
leaks from both the staff and the Sena-
tors.

By and large the Ervin committee has
been remarkable for the seriousness of its
inquiry, and the fairness of its proceed-
ings. If the public is now impatient with
the committee, it is because it has done
its work too well.

What needs to be done now is to make

_ serious recommendations for reform and

punishment. The right vehicle for those
recommendations is the committee re-
port, and that report will be crucial when
it comes to the central issue posed by
Watergate —the issue of the impeach-
ment of the President. :
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