CONGRESSIONAL ACTIVITIES REPORT

WEEK ENDING 11 OCTOBER 2002

Appropriations

Both the FY 03 Defense Appropriations bill (HR 5010) and the FY 03 Military Construction Appropriations bill (HR 5011) made significant progress toward being the first two of 13 appropriations bills signed into law.   The Defense bill now totals $355.1 billion, a boost of $37 billion over last year, but $1.6 billion less than the Administration’s request. This figure does not include a $10 billion contingency fund the Administration is seeking to cover unforeseen costs of the war on terrorism.   Included is a 4.1 percent military pay raise and $370 million to find a replacement for the Army’s Crusader artillery system that the bill terminates.  Conferees agreed yesterday to file the Conference Report. 

The MILCON bill now totals $10.6 billion, $835 million more than the President’s request, but a one percent cut (~ $105 million) from last year.  Military housing operations, maintenance and construction received $4.2 billion, up two percent from last year.  $5.56 billion is appropriated for military construction, also down from last year.  Included is $501 million for environmental cleanup at former military bases.  Yesterday, the House approved the Conference Report, and early this morning, the Senate agreed to the Report by unanimous consent.  The bill was sent to the President today.  Mr. Bush is expected to sign both the Defense and the MILCON bills.  Last year, the MILCON bill was not enacted until 5 November 2001, and the Defense bill was not signed into law until 10 January 2002.

A headline in the 7 October issue of the Washington Post states:  “Lawmakers, Aides Say this Year’s Budget Impasse is Worst than in Past Years.”   It is likely that the Defense and MilCon bills will be passed into law soon, but the other eleven bills may have to wait until after the general elections on 5 November.  Numerous programs and agencies – Interior, Treasury, the FBI, for example – will be funded at FY 02 levels until Congress acts; and that could be several months.   Today, a third CR, HJ Res 122, was sent to the President for signature.  

Speaker of the House Dennis Hastert (R-14-IL) dropped an attempt to extend the CR through 22 November due to objections by GOP moderates and Democrats that schools, hospitals, and other services would be hurt if increased federal funding were delayed that long.  Under Hastert’s plan, the House would have returned after the elections for a lame-duck session, but the objections were too great.  Western lawmakers, concerned about funding for drought relief, were quite vocal in their opposition to the lame-duck session.  Additionally, Senate Majority Leader Tom Daschle (D-SD) prefers Congress stay in session until the Homeland Security bill (HR 5005) is passed, but has not ruled out a lame-duck session completely.   Retiring Republican Senator Phil Gramm of Texas will likely try to attach a bill creating the department to any stopgap spending resolution designed to expire between the November election and the next Congressional session. 

Authorizations

Conferees deliberating the Defense Authorization bill (HR 4546) have abandoned the formal conference process and sent the bill to the leadership of the House and Senate Armed Services Committees (HASC/SASC) to iron out remaining differences.  Still being debated is the relaxation of the Endangered Species Act and Migratory Bird Treaty Act on military lands.  SASC Chair Carl Levin (D-MI) strongly opposes loosening of these laws.   Another issue that was finally resolved yesterday has to do with armed forces retirees being allowed to concurrently receive both pension payments and disability pay.  The motion to allow “concurrent receipt” was carried 391-0.

Instead of allowing amendments concerning Corps Reform to be attached to the $3.6 billion House Water Resources Development Act (WRDA), Transportation and Infrastructure Committee Don Young (R-AL-AK) placed the bill on the suspension calendar, then pulled it when Members complained that they could not offer amendments.  Biennial WRDAs are popular bills because they authorize projects in so many congressional districts. This WRDA would have authorized projects in 200 districts. Environmentalists, fiscal conservatives, and their allies in Congress have attempted to introduce various policy changes into the Civil Works program, from external review to changing cost/benefit ratios.  Several pieces of legislation have been introduced toward this end over the last few years. During debate over WRDA, Democrats sought the opportunity to add various “reform” amendments, but Representative Young and other Republicans opposing any reform effectively stopped it.  Young stated that the prospects for bringing up the bill again this year “are not clear” (Washington Times, 8 October).


In a related story, Army Secretary Thomas White has approved a plan that could require more than 200,000 “noncore” Army jobs – work that could be done by the private sector -be put up for competition.  The Secretary must approve outsourcing plans from major commands by March 2003.  Commands have until 29 October to request exemptions to the requirement that they compete all “noncore” jobs.

Congress


Congress has finally agreed to an Iraq Resolution (HJ Res 114) that authorizes the President to use the armed forces “as he determines to be necessary and appropriate” to defend the Nation against “the continuing threat posed by Iraq,” and to enforce “all relevant “ UN Security Council resolutions on Iraq.  The President is required to report to Congress any military action within 48 hours.  This compromise language was worked out over the course of the last two weeks or so.  In the Senate, 29 Democrats and 48 Republicans voted yes, while 21 Democrats, one Republican and one Independent voted no.  In the House, 81 Democrats and 215 Republicans voted for the measure, and 126 Democrats, six Republicans, and one Independent voted no.  Lawmakers are hopeful that their actions will spur the UN to pass a resolution concerning Iraq in the next month or two.


On Wednesday, the House voted unanimously to pass a bill (HR 5557) that would provide tax breaks to reservists and the active-duty military.  The bill, and a similar bill in the Senate (HR 5063) would exclude from taxation the full $6000 benefit paid to survivors of soldiers killed in the line of duty.


In New Jersey, Democratic senatorial hopeful Frank Lautenberg’s name will appear on the ballot for the general election 5 November.  Lautenberg replaces Robert Torricelli, who resigned last week in a cloud of scandal over ethics charges.  Republicans asked the Supreme Court to rule on whether the name on the ballet could be replaced this close to the election.  The Court declined to hear the case, which allowed the New Jersey State Supreme Court decision to stand, allowing for the switch.

Major sources:  Congressional Quarterly Daily Monitor, 7-11 October; Environment and Energy Daily, 7 October; GovExec.com, 10 October; New York Times, 11 October; Washington Post, 7, 10,11 October; Washington Times, 8, 10 October.  
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