CONGRESSIONAL ACTIVITIES REPORT

WEEK ENDING 15 NOVEMBER 2002

Congress


Congress reconvened Tuesday in a lame-duck session to pass more appropriations bills and the Homeland Security Act (HR 5710). The House was only in session three days, adjourning on Thursday.  With such a short session, several major pieces of legislation will die with the 107th Congress.  For example, a drastically pared-down energy bill was rejected by the Senate yesterday and will not be reconsidered.  The bankruptcy overhaul bill will also not be considered.

With most election results in, the Republicans claim the majority in both the House and in the Senate.  The totals are as follows:

Senate:  Republicans 51; Democrats 47; Independents 1; Undecided 1.

House:  Republicans 228; Democrats 204; Independents 1; Undecided 2.   

The Louisiana Senate race between Senator Mary Landrieu and Republican challenger Suzanne Haik Terrell will not be decided until 7 December. Also undecided is Louisiana’s 5th District, with Republican Lee Fletcher facing Democrat Rodney Alexander.  In Colorado’s 7th District, the race between Republican Bob Beauprez and Democrat Mike Feeley is still too close to call.  The newest Member, and the one with the shortest shelf life, is Minnesota’s Dean Barkley, an Independent, appointed by Governor Jesse Ventura to fill the term of deceased Democrat Senator Paul Wellstone. Despite the fact that he will only serve until the end of the 107th Congress, Mr. Barkley has secured the privilege of having access to the Senate floor for the rest of his life and can retain the title of “Senator” as long as he chooses.  His wife will have continuing privileges as a Senator’s spouse, including a yearly luncheon at the White House. 

This week, both Chambers of Congress chose their leadership.  There were few surprises.  In the Senate, Trent Lott (R-MS) will once again be Majority Leader.  Mitch McConnell (R-KY) will assume the Majority Whip position.  Don Nickles (R-OK) could not hold that position any longer due to term limits. Tom Daschle (D-SD) will return as Minority Leader and Harry Reid (D-NV) will return in January as Minority Whip.

In the House, popular Dennis Hastert (RR-14-IL) remains Speaker of the House. Tom DeLay (R-22-TX) becomes Majority Leader, stepping down as Majority Whip.  Roy Blunt (R-7-MO) will replace him in that position.  Democrats have chosen liberal Nancy Pelosi (D-8-CA) as Minority Leader, the first leadership role for a woman in Congress. She defeated contenders Harold Ford (D-9-TN) and Marcy Kaptur (D-9-PH) for that position.  Pelosi has stated that her emphasis will be on the economy. Steny Hoyer (D-5-MD) will become Minority Whip.  Maryland has not yet produced a Speaker, Majority Whip or Minority Leader, so Hoyer’s election as Minority Whip marks a watershed for the state of Maryland.       

Organizational changes will come in with the 108th Congress.  The House GOP will likely change the way it selects ‘cardinals’ – Members heading House Appropriations Subcommittees.  Cardinal selection may be subject to either a vote of the steering committee or the full Republican conference.  Democrats are now at the mercy of the Republicans when it comes to committee composition in the House and Senate.  Just how many more seats Republicans will have over Democrats has not exactly been decided.  A few committee chairmanships have changed hands. Senator Pete Domenici (R-NM) has relinquished his chairmanship of the Budget Committee to Don Nickles (R-OK) and will become chair of the Energy Committee.  Senator Charles Grassley will chair the Finance Committee. Familiar faces will reoccupy the chairs of many important committees – Senator Ted Stevens (R-AK) will resume his role as chair of the Senate Appropriations Committee, and Senator John Warner (R-VA) will once again chair the Senate Armed Services Committee.    

Appropriations

House Appropriations Committee Chair Bill Young (R-10-FL) and Senate Appropriations Committee Chair Robert Byrd  (D-WV) are meeting today with the President to determine whether it is better to pass an Omnibus bill or to try and pass freestanding appropriations bills when the 108th Congress convenes in January.  The best that can be hoped for during the current lame-duck session is to pass another Continuing Resolution (CR) to cover government spending until 11 January.   The measure, HJ Res 124) was passed by the House on Wednesday and is now being considered by the Senate. Included in the House-passed CR is a reallocation of up to $500 million appropriated for agencies that would become part of the new Department of Homeland Security. 

Authorizations


One of Congress’ greatest priorities now is passage of a Defense Authorization bill.  HR 4546 has cleared both Chambers and as of Wednesday was cleared for the White House.  The bill authorizes $393 billion in Pentagon spending, $30.2 billion more than in FY 02.  Included in the bill is a waiver for the Department of Defense to be exempted from provisions in the Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 1918.  While environmentalists are outraged, the bill will not include exemptions from the Endangered Species Act, Clear Air Act, Clean Water Act and the Marine Mammal Protection Act. Another bone of contention has been concurrent receipt – the provision that veterans can collect retirement and disability at the same time. A compromise was reached allowing some, but not all, veterans to take advantage of this benefit.  The bill, as will be sent to the President, allows veterans wounded by enemy combatants, or those deemed at least 60% disabled, to draw both benefits.   

Homeland Security


On Wednesday, the House passed a Homeland Security bill 299-121.  The Senate, while not agreeing to some of the provisions, has officially conceded defeat and will vote on the measure, likely passing it, very soon.  The Senate officially received the bill yesterday.  The compromise bill includes the creation of new personnel and pay systems for the department outside of the civil service system.  While review and negotiation periods are allowed for employees and labor unions, the Administration has wide latitude in personnel issues.  This compromise was engineered by centrist Senators John Breaux (D-LA, Lincoln Chafee (R-RI) and Ben Nelson (D-NB) and encouraged by Minority Leader Trent Lott (R-MS).   The Administration will have broad authority to merge and move agencies within the new department and transfer up to $500 million of their budgets without congressional approval.  The new department may waive federal procurement rules for research and development contracts intended to produce new anti-terrorism technologies.   

Airports have until 31 Dec 2003 (a year’s extension) to install explosives detection equipment to check in passenger luggage.  Specially trained pilots will be allowed to carry firearms aboard their aircraft.  The new department will consist of 170,000 employees from 22 agencies. The President is looking to Tom Ridge, former governor of Pennsylvania and head of the homeland security office, to become cabinet-level head of the new agency.  Other contenders, if Ridge continues to insist he doesn’t want the job, include Joe Allbaugh, director of FEMA, and Admiral James M. Loy, director of the Transportation Security Administration and a former Coast Guard commandant.


Today, Majority Leader Daschle said that on Monday, the Senate would debate a Democratic amendment designed to strip special-interest items from the bill.  If he succeeds in passing the amendment, the bill goes back to the House, now adjourned, and the fate of the bill in the 107th Congress would be up in the air.

Major sources:  Congress Daily, 12 November; Congressional Quarterly Daily Monitor, 12-15 November; Congressional Quarterly Midday Update, 13, 15 November; Los Angeles Times, 14 November; National Journal, 12 November; New York Times, 13 November; USA Today, 15 November; Wall Street Journal, 14 November; Washington Post, 13-15 November.
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