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ATTORNEY GENERAL GONZALES:  Last December, the President of the United States confirmed to the American people that the United States government was engaged in electronic surveillance of communications involving al Qaeda, which -- as you know, the United States has been at war with al Qaeda for almost five years, September 11 of 2001. We have talked about this program on numerous occasions to the American people and to the American Congress.

It is a very narrow program, again, focused on communications with al Qaeda where one end of the phone call -- communication is foreign, outside of the United States. 

  
It has been very effective. We've had numerous statements by leaders of the intelligence community about the effectiveness of this program in protecting America. 

We also believe very strongly that the program is lawful. It has been reviewed by a number of lawyers within the administration, including lawyers out at the NSA, including lawyers at the Department of Justice. 

It is a program that is reviewed periodically for its continued effectiveness. It is reviewed periodically to ensure that it remains lawful. 

It has been very important for the security of our country. 

As you know, today, a district court judge in Michigan ruled that the program was unlawful. We disagree with the decision -- respectfully disagree with the decision -- of the judge, and we have appealed the decision. And we -- there is a stay in place, and so we will continue to utilize the program to ensure that America is safer. 

With that, I'm happy to take any questions you have. Yes, ma'am. 

Q.  Mr. Attorney General, in view of the fact that two judges have now found that there's sufficient information on the public record to describe the program for them to assess it, do you now regret any of the public statements you and the White House have made in describing the program? 

ATTORNEY GENERAL GONZALES:  Well, obviously that was a tactical decision that had to be made early in this matter. 

I think the decision by the President was that it was sufficiently important to reassure the American people, given the disclosure of the program, to reassure the American people about the narrow scope of the program, to reassure the American people the program had been carefully reviewed for this lawfulness, to reassure the American people that the program is routinely monitored. And of course we believe it was the right decision to reassure the American people that the President is doing what he believes is necessary, consistent with the Constitution, to protect this country from further attacks from al Qaeda. 

Q.  Judge Gonzales, how does this ruling impact your efforts to work with Senator Specter to get a law passed which would resolve the issues that are of concern to the judge in this case? 

ATTORNEY GENERAL GONZALES:  Well, of course, we continue to believe that the program is lawful and that the legislation is not necessary. However, we have committed to Senator Specter that if the legislation is passed, that the President would submit the program to the FISA Court to test its constitutionality. 

We are still analyzing the opinion of the judge, but it would appear that if legislation were passed, that it would address some of the concerns raised by the judge in her opinion. 

Q.  The plaintiffs, the ACLU, said this afternoon that they think that this ruling will impact the legislative debate on this issue, and I wondered if you agreed with that. 

ATTORNEY GENERAL GONZALES:  I think that's a matter I think you need to ask members of Congress. Obviously, it will play -- I suspect it will play some kind of role, but it's kind of hard to predict at this moment in fact how it's going to impact the discussion. 

Q.  Judge Gonzales, do you think this ruling will be upheld on appeal? And if it is and if the program has to be terminated even temporarily, what do you think the impact is going to be on your ongoing intelligence -- (off mike)? 

ATTORNEY GENERAL GONZALES:  We have confidence in the lawfulness of this program, and that's why the appeal has been lodged. This is an important program. We have leaders of the intelligence community who have testified to Congress that it's been effective in protecting America.

And so we're going to do everything that we can do in the courts to allow this program to continue because it is effective, has been effective in protecting America. 

Q.  Judge, following up on Terry's question, with respect to your legislation, as I understand it, authorizes the consolidation of challenges to programs such as this in the FISA Court. And I'm wondering -- I'm presuming that was with -- was that an intention to avoid the sort of result that you're presented with today? 

And secondly, are you going to continue to push for that provision and basically to nullify the judge's ruling? And do you think you'll meet any resistance, or do you -- or how are you going to proceed on that? 

ATTORNEY GENERAL GONZALES:  Well, one of the problems -- one of the challenges that we're facing is that we do have multiple litigation around the country on this issue, and it seems to me that it will create confusion if we have judges issuing rulings that are different in scope. And it's for that reason that we ask for a consolidation, and some of these cases have been consolidated. This particular case was not consolidated. And so we'll have to evaluate what the ramifications are this decision vis-a-vis the other cases that have been consolidated. 

I think it makes sense if we can get all of this -- get these questions before, you know, one central court, like the FISA Court, and we can have one decision, I think that would be beneficial. 

Q.  If I could change topics for a minute, Judge Kessler at 4:30 is going to issue her decision in the tobacco lawsuit. We have you here now. Is there anything you can say? Have you been briefed? Anything you can tell us about the decision of the tobacco lawsuit? 

ATTORNEY GENERAL GONZALES:  I look forward to reading Judge Kessler's decision. 

That's all I can say. I don't know -- I have no advanced knowledge about what the decision is. 

Q.  You've been one of the main movers by the NSA program, first the White House and now at the Justice Department. How -- at a personal level, how disappointed are you by this? And are you surprised -- (off mike)? 

ATTORNEY GENERAL GONZALES:  I'm surprised by the -- I really haven't studied the opinion. Some of the lawyers have read it, and I'm not sure I should comment publicly about their views about the analysis. So give me an opportunity to read it. Obviously, of course, I'm disappointed. I believe very strongly that the President does have the authority to authorize this kind of conduct in a time -- particularly in a time of war, conduct that's very consistent with what other Presidents have done in a time of war. And we believe the authority comes from the authorization to use military force and from his constitutional authority as commander in chief. 

Q.  Following up on the British investigation, there are a couple of things. Do you know of any new arrests of key people in Pakistan in this case, as has been reported? And do you have any information on any new or additional arrests anywhere else relating to this case today? 

ATTORNEY GENERAL GONZALES:  What I can say is this is a very complicated case and we're in a very sensitive stage of the investigation. I've had conversations with Home Secretary Reid and from Attorney General Peter Goldsmith in the U.K., who have both asked that we express -- that we -- that we exercise extreme care in commenting about facts relating to this investigation because there is a different legal system that operates in the United Kingdom versus the United States of America. 

We have been successful, I think, in protecting America for these past five years from another attack because of the cooperation and collaboration that exists with our friends and allies, and we want to be a good partner to the U.K. in this particular case. And so, you know, as much as I'd like to talk about additional facts related to this case, I'm not going to at this time. As soon as we can give the American public additional information, we will do so. 

Q.  And at the risk of belaboring this, on the British -- on the review that you asked for -- the side-by-side review, so-called -- of British laws and U.S. laws, where is that going? What is the time frame? What are you looking for? 

ATTORNEY GENERAL GONZALES:  Well, let me talk a little bit about that. 

You know, every time there is a plot or a hint of a plot, we look to see what al Qaeda is doing. What is the threat, whether it's against the United States or not? Because we need to know what is al Qaeda thinking about doing -- possibly doing against the United States. That happens with respect to every plot or possible plot. This is no exception. 

In addition, we look to see what has the response to that threat been. 

So we look to see what did the U.K. do in this particular case, and what did we do in this particular case, looking at the threat, looking at our response. We do that in every case to see whether or not -- are we in the best position to address this emerging threat against the United States of America? And that's what's going on in this particular case, is we're looking to see, okay, what did the members of this -- of this group intend to do, and do we have the tools in place that the U.K. -- what tools did the U.K. have in place to address this threat? 

And so this is what we do with respect to every plot or potential plot, and that's what we're doing now, and that is ongoing. 

As you might imagine, we are still learning about the threat. And it's hard to evaluate what additional tools that we need without fully understanding the nature of the threat. So we need a little bit more time to fully understand the nature of the threat before we can make a definitive decision as to what additional tools might be helpful in preventing similar threats in the future. 

Q.  Like longer detentions, for example? 

ATTORNEY GENERAL GONZALES:  Again, it's too early to tell. We've got a lot of great tools here in the United States that don't exist in the United Kingdom, and obviously we want to pursue those tools that are absolutely constitutional and those tools that would be effective in addressing another threat against the United States. 

Q.  Judge Gonzales, there's been some suggestion that the threat wasn't as imminent as first reported. What do you know, and what are you able to say about that? 

ATTORNEY GENERAL GONZALES:  I can say that it was well-advanced. I can certainly say that. It was well-advanced. I don't want to get into any other detail beyond that. Again, at the appropriate time, I think hopefully we'll be able to give much more detail about how far along the plot was.

But I am comfortable saying that it was well-advanced. 

Q.  Can you say whether the NSA program played any role in first? 

ATTORNEY GENERAL GONZALES:  Again, what I can say is we used all the tools that we believe were lawful in order to gather information that would be helpful in connection with this investigation. 

Thank you very much.
