CONGRESSIONAL ACTIVITIES REPORT

WEEK ENDING 11 APRIL 2003

Supplemental Appropriations Bill


HR 1559 was front and center in Congress this week.  While the primary goal of Congress was to finish the bill and send it to the President by today, negotiations are still underway. The delay could keep Congress from its scheduled adjournment and at work through the weekend.  It is expected that the Senate and House will vote on the bill tomorrow. At issue are a number of amendments attached by the Senate that are extraneous to the war effort in the Middle East. Included are provisions for new rules regarding food labeling for Alaska salmon, the amount of aid going to troubled airlines, $10 million to fund a new research station in the Antarctic, $5 million for communications systems in Louisville KY,   and $98 million for an agricultural research lab in Iowa.  

House Republicans advised their Senate counterparts that they would not accept special purpose amendments that they had tacked on to the bill.  Senator Ted Stevens, Chair of the Senate Appropriations Committee, was infuriated by the seemingly  inflexibility of the House position: “I’m just sorry we repealed the law on dueling – I’d have shot a couple of them.” (Washington Post, 10 April).


Another issue is the amount of money for the war effort that the Administration can spend with no congressional review.  The President had requested $59 billion to spend with no restrictions, but in the latest draft bill requires that the assistance flow through the State Department and traditional foreign-aid agencies rather than the Pentagon. Only about $18 billion of the $59 billion will go directly to the Pentagon. 

Most of the bill will go to pay for military and intelligence costs related to the Iraqi conflict and to the war on terrorism. The bill now totals almost $80 billion, the largest in history. It’s roughly twice the size of the annual budget of  New York City; more than the entire 2003 budgets of the Departments of Agriculture, Education or Justice; and is five times the annual budget of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration.

Budget


The Senate is likely to clear a budget deal today calling for a package of tax cuts of up to $550 billion. Senators Olympia Snowe (R-ME) and  George Voinovich (R-OH) had previously said they would not support a tax cut of more than $350 billion, but were persuaded today to go with the larger amount. The budget is being debated today in the Senate. The House has passed its version.  The entire budget package now stands at $2.2 trillion. 

Energy Bill


After working into the night on amendments to an omnibus energy bill (HR 6), the House may pass its version today.  Democrats failed to head off a provision that would allow oil and gas exploration in Alaska’s Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR).  This year’s version is very much like the bill passed by the 107th Congress that died on the floor.   What has been added is $18.7 billion in tax incentives for the energy industry. The bill combines pieces of legislation from four House committees – Energy and Commerce, Ways and Means, Science and Resources. The markup is projected to resume on 29 April, when Congress returns from spring recess.

Pentagon

Last week, General Jack Keane, the US Army’s Vice-Chief of Staff, declined to take over the Army Chief of Staff position from outgoing Chief, General Eric Shinseki.   General Keane told Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld that he would pass due to personal reasons.  His move disrupts the Army’s current succession plan. 

Congress


Congress will be recessed the next two weeks, returning the week of 28 April. The next Congressional Activities Report will be on 2 May 2003.
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