SenateInquiry’s Uncertain Future: PanelViewedas ‘Treading Watergate’ for the Moment
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i  Some are not so sure that
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screens six months ago, but
now the Senate Watergate
committee is fading from sight
like a comet on an awesome

'misdeeds by the Nixon Admin-
listration that the Watergate
‘committee has thus far been
‘unable to find, The Senators
isuspended one of -their best

vet brief circuit across the|investigators, Scott Armstrong,

night sky. )
The eager tourists who
lined up outside

the Senate Caucus

News  Room have long

:« Since  abandoned
Analysis the Watergate
hearings. The

scaffolding outside the hearing
room is bare of once-omni-
present television cameras. Po-
tential witnesses have pleaded
Fifth Amendment rights to re-
fuse to answer questions and
have gone to court to, block
private interrogation by the
Senate panel’s staff.

And Senators Sam J. Ervin
Jr. of North Carolina, Howard
H. Baker Jr. of Tennessee and
their five committee colleagues
decided -yesterday, after weeks
of sporadic appearances at oc-
casional hearings, to suspend

last week after concluding that

‘he had been more candid than
they lked in discussing par-
tisan bickering within the com-
mittee staff.

And the public attention to
the Watergate spectacle has
shifted to other forums——to the
courtroom of United States Dis-
trict Judge John J. Sirica with
tapes that buzz and recordings
of President Nixon’s lunch
menu; to the House Judiciary
Comimittee, which is preparing
to use the Senate Watergate
Panel's files to help determine
whether the President should
be impeached, and to the White
House itself and its attempt to
reverse a downturn in public
confidence that has dropped
five times as far as the setting
on a householder’s thermostat.

Samuel Dash, the chief coun-
sel, insisted today that the

Nixon's close friend, contend{W. Dean 3d, the former White

he kept locked in a bank vaul{House legal counsel; John N.
] the former Attor-

for three years, and the alleMitchell,
gation that the Nixon Adminisney General; H. R. Haldeman
tration traded a 1971 increaséand John D. Ehrlichman, the
in Government milk price supformer senior members of the
ports for a pledge of 197ipresident’s staff, and others
campaign donations from milkcaught up in the scandal—gave
producers. millions of viewers an oppor-

ments about the characters in
a running television drama.

As Mr. Dash stated it, theiWashington shenanigan.”

public’'s “overwhetming reac-:

tion” to Mr. Nixon's dismissal

It was to the Watergateiof Archibald Cox -as special

Senators and their audience, on
July 17, that a former Nixon
assistant, Alexander P, Butter-
field, reluctantly disclosed the
White House tape recording
system. By the time the Senate
hearings lapsed into something
approaching the commonplace
this month, Mr. Nixon's support

in the Gallup ratings had plum-
meted to 27 per cent.

‘Full of Vim and Vigor

——

Watergate  prosecutor  last
month was a direct con-
sequence of the political at-
mosphere generated by the
Senate hearings. Had the tele-
vised inquiry not ‘readied the
public,” he said, the dispute
over White House tapes and
documents that culminated in
the ouster of Mr. Cox “would
have looked like just another

A

¢

prompted 40 resolutions of im-
peachment now confronting the
House Judiciary Committee and
apparently led to Mr, Nixon’s
decision to give up the Water-
gate tapes.

When the Senate panel
turned in September from the
Watergate burglary and cover-
up to political sabotage and
financing, it set and then
abandoned deadlines of Oct.

Instead, ,the Cox dismissalicommittee

15 and Nov. 21 for completion!

of public hearings. Now the
intends to wrap
them up by February.

Meantime, the committee
must prepare a comprehensive
report to the full Senate. 1t is
expected to be relatively bland
—but with each of the four
Democrats and three Republi-
cans adding more lively sep-
arate views. By the time it
becomes public, it is likely to
be as anticlimatic as the
vague. memory of a comet's
tail.

“It's here, it's thriving, it's
full of vim and vigor,” Mr.
Dash said of the committee.
“I can say on cath that we
will have public hearings in’
January and they will be sub-
stantial.”

A colleague of Mr. Dash said
privately, however, that the
committee was merely “tread-
ing Watergate” unti]l the Sena-
tors composed their final re-
port on the investigation. It
seemed likely, moreover, that
the Watergate Senators had
already achieved their most
ambitious goal—awakening the
nation to the scope of the
scandal.

Last May, when the Water-
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