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Court-Ordered Wiretaps 
Down by Half Since 1971 
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By William Chapman 	ment's 	of getting a 
 lines. ,Hence, Washington Post Staff Writer 	tap on  

In the debate over govern-
ment wiretapping, there is 
one oddity that stands out: 
People are talking abottt it 
mere ' but the government, 
apparently; is doing it'Jess. 

Government wiretapping 
—at least that part of it ac-
counted for in publicrec-
ords -- has declined opitsid-
erably in the past twe. years. 
If the current pace islmain-
tained, the number of court-
authorized wiretaps ' this 
year will be less thanlialf 
what it was in 1971. 

The government is re-
quired to report the number 

4 
of wi 	

the e authority on 
taps it places by a 

judge  
gamb ts, narcotics peddlers 
and other organized crime 
figure's that are permissible 
targets under 1968 legisla-
tion. (It doesn't have to Say 
how any it placed, in so-
called,°  national security 
cases-ft-those that don'tlre-
quire court orders.) 

In 1971 U.S. agents 
around the country repOrted 
that they had installed 281 
wiretaps.. In 1972 that num- 
ber had decreased to,, 205 
taps. So far this year the 

Juste Department rePorts 
100  .: retap installations. At 
that te, 1973 may end.  with 
abo 130 wiretaps installed. 
Tha, , would be the least 
since the wiretap law' was 
first, used in 1969. 

The Justice Department 
won't say why this decline 
has set in. Its officialOave 
expressed some concern 
about keeping wiret4 un-
der tight control buthave 
not indicated they el' isap-
prove of their use or awish 
to cutback. 

One reason has been of-
fered by Sen. John Mc-
Clellan (D-Ark.), the patron-

, 
sen4or of federal wiretap-
pinglaw. Last April he sug-
gestee that the Justi De-
partthent had shifted it ern-
phasli,  from gambling cases 
to naAoties peddling. - 

It % more difficult, he 
said,.,,, get a court order for 
a wit.  tap in drugcases than 
it is in gambling cases. Gam-
blerS 'make extensive ufle of 
the tephone and are ' rela-
tivelyf easy' to spot. One 
phone tap usually leads to 
exposure of other gamthers. 

Serious-minded narcotics 
peddlers, on the other hand, 
avoid the telephone if possi-
ble, reducing the govern- 

the government is reducing 
wiretapping because it can-
not use as much, in the re-
targeted war on crime. 

Others in Congress think 
the* may be other reasons, 
slice as the current Water-
gate-induced backlash against 
wiretapping. 

"Vtere's a certain amount 
of gun-shyness abant wire-' 
tapping now," said a Senate 
wide familiar, with the Jus 
tice Department's, wiretap-
ping policies. The public at  
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titude is not good, and that,  
may be because of Water-
gate. I don't know for sure, 
but I suspect that Justice is 
bending over backwards 
now to cut down the num-
ber of taps they're using." 

The Justice Department 
will say only that the "need" 
forpwiretaps is less these 
days. 

Even though the use of 
wiretapping is declining, it 
still embrances a large num-
ber of people and their con-
versations in this country, 
and it costs the government 
a considerable amount of 
money. 

In 1972, for example, 
there were only 205 wiretaps 
inSt,  ed and the average 
one 	s in use for only 16 
da 

1.1 

ut each of those taps 
picked up, on the average, 
conversations of 66 persons 
whom the agents were able 
to identify. 

On the average, each wire-
ta ' produced a total of 1,023 
se ate, intercepted con-
ve ation, of which 614 were  

deemed to be "incriminat-
- ing.u- But the,Justice Depart-
ment's record, then, ,6 of 
every 10 intercepted conver-
sations produces something 
that could be used in prose- 
cution. 	 it 

However, the value may 
be diminishing. In 1969, the 
first year the wiretaps were 
used, 82 per cent of the in-
terceptions were judged to 
be "incriminating." That fell 
to 71 per cent in both 1970 
and 1971 and then to 60 per 
cent last year. 

It is a pretty expensive 
process, wiretapping. It re-
quires a lot of men to sit 
around in rooms waiting to 
tape and log the intercepted 
conversations. Most of the 
approximately $2 million 
Justice spent on wiretaps 
last year went for man-
power. 

Each tap cost an average of 
$9,795, according to an anal-
ysis compiled froth the ,n f 
nual reports 'that are 	es- 
ented to the Administr tive 

, Office of the United States 
Courts. 


