Almost Orwellian, NSA Spying on Congress?

Beginning in June 2013, after the reporting in the British paper, the Guardian, of whistleblower Edward Snowden's revelations about bulk National Security Agency spying, I have wondered if their collection programs included members of Congress and/or executive branch personnel. 

After-all, NSA spying against Congress is not without precedent. Not so long ago, in the 1980's, during the biggest political and constitutional scandal since Watergate, the Iran-Contra affair, the NSA intercepted calls between Maryland Rep. Michael D. Barnes (D) and government officials in Nicaragua. Transcripts wound up in the hands of officials in President Ronald Reagan's administration.

The question “Is the NSA spying on Congress?,  has been asked casually in public, but as far a I know, not until Friday has anyone, including other members of Congress so “bluntly” ask the question in writing.  

Senator Bernie Sanders, in his letter dated January 3, asked the outgoing NSA director, General Keith Alexander specifically, “Has the NSA spied, or is the NSA currently spying, on members of Congress or other American elected officials?”.  He then defined “spying” for the General saying it would “include gathering metadata on calls made from official or personal phones, content from websites visited or emails sent, or collecting any other data from a third party not made available to the general public in the regular course of business”.

Senator Sanders is one of the most persistent opponents of the NSA surveillance programs and has repeatedly voted against the Patriot Act, the legislation that authorizes the NSA's collection of phone metadata. I wonder if the recent under-reported renewal of core sections of the Patriot Act by Congress, using  the raucous cover of the health care debate and then the hush-hush signing, of the most controversial provisions, by President Obama during his two-week holiday vacation in his home state of Hawaii, triggered Senator Sanders to act?  

Sanders, citing a U.S. District Court Judge who recently ruled that indiscriminate dragnets by the NSA were probably unconstitutional and “almost Orwellian,”  expressed his deep concerns that American intelligence agencies harvested records of phone calls, emails and web activity by millions of innocent Americans” and foreign governments “without any reason to even suspect involvement in illegal activities”. While emphasizing that the United States “must be vigilant and aggressive in protecting the American people from the very real danger of terrorist attacks, Sanders believes this can be done “effectively without undermining the constitutional rights that make us a free country.”

The NSA did not immediately return a request for comment. It will be interesting to hear the NSA response.

The entire letter can be read at:  http://www.sanders.senate.gov/

