CONGRESSIONAL ACTIVITIES REPORT

WEEK ENDING 19 JULY 2002

Appropriations

A $355.4 billion defense spending bill sailed through the Senate Appropriations Committee yesterday, enjoying the same overwhelming support most defense measures have received since September 11.  By voice vote the committee adopted a series of amendments that would require reports on Pentagon activities and tweak spending for some members’ priorities, but the core of the bill, HR 5010, was untouched.  The bill was approved 28-0.  The measure is expected to come to the full Senate the week of 2 September.  The House passed a $354.7 billion version of the bill on 27 June.

The Senate passed its first fiscal 2003 appropriations bill yesterday, sending a $10.6 billion military construction appropriations measure (HR 5011) to conference with the House. The vote was 96-3. The bill would provide $1.1 billion more than President Bush had requested for family housing, military barracks and other infrastructure. The House passed its $10.1 billion version of the bill June 27 by 426-1. The measure would pay for a variety of projects at bases around the country, from new airplane hangers to childcare facilities. Such projects are some of the most tangible that members can tout in their districts, making the military construction bill one of the least controversial in Congress each year. John McCain, R-Ariz., singled out about a dozen projects added to the bill by appropriators. He calculated that 91 of the 116, costing $728.1 million, would go to states whose lawmakers are on the Appropriations Committee.

The House Appropriations Energy and Water Development Subcommittee marked-up their un-numbered bill last week and the full Committee was expected to take up consideration of the bill on Wednesday of this week.  However, in deference to House conservatives, Speaker Dennis Hastert decided to force appropriators to abandon their goal of moving 7 FY03 appropriations bills before the August recess so they could instead focus their attention on moving more difficult spending bills before the August recess.   This has forced more difficult spending bills, such as the Labor-HHS, to the forefront for consideration.  This has resulted in consideration of Energy and Water appropriations until at least mid-September.

On the Senate side, the Subcommittee intends to mark-up their Energy and Water Development appropriations bill on Monday, 22 July with the intention of full Committee consideration on Wednesday, 24 July.   Senate Appropriations Committee Chairman Robert Byrd indicated this past Tuesday that he would like to complete mark-ups of all 13 spending bills by the end of next week.  

On 18 July, congressional negotiators, battered by weeks of budgetary conflict with the White House, approved a special $28.9 billion FY 02 Supplemental Appropriation to fund the military and homeland security activities through September.  The bill comes within $100 million of what the administration said it could live with.  However, it is also about $500 million more than the President originally proposed. The bill, HR 4775, is expected to go the floor of both houses next week.  It includes $14.3 billion for the Pentagon to replenish accounts drawn down by the war on terrorism; $6.7 billion for homeland security; and $5.5 billion in new aid to New York.  The bill also includes substantial military and development aid for new U.S. allies in Central Asia; adds $10 million to improve security at embassies abroad; $200 million in aid to Israel; and a $205 million no-strings-attached grant to Amtrak.   Also included is money for veterans’ health, college scholarships, western firefighting and flood relief, and $44 million for the District of Columbia that was not requested by the White House.  The bill also allocates $2 million to begin designing a new facility to house the Smithsonian’s animal and insect specimens, spending that the White House said did not qualify as emergency need.   

Senate Defense Appropriations Subcommittee Chairman Daniel Inouye has been expressing concern that his panel has not been given the chance to appropriate a $10 billion contingency fund for future war funds.  Robert Byrd, full committee chair, has refused to release the money to the subcommittee until the administration outlines how it would use it.  The administration has sent Congress a vague proposal, preferring to maintain maximum flexibility.

Authorizations

The House Armed Services Committee gave nearly unanimous approval yesterday to a proposal that would release a $10 billion contingency fund for the war on terrorism.  But despite the broad support, the mark-up still stretched on for past two-hours as committee members amended the bill to direct Pentagon dollars to border security and emergency responders.  The final vote was 50-1.  The measure is expected to be on the House floor during the week of 22 July, although it is unclear if the House will consider it under a rule or under an expedited procedure.  Members want to pass the bill before they go to a House-Senate conference on the overall Defense authorization measure.  The Senate included the $10 billion fund in their bill, S2514, without designating any of its funds.

Homeland Security Department

House Republicans unveiled their homeland security proposal yesterday, proposing a bill that substantially mirrors President Bush’s version for a 17,000-employee department that would lead the federal response to terrorism.  In siding with the White House, House Majority Leader Richard Armey, who crafted the bill, rejected numerous changes recommended by some of his Republican colleagues that would have limited the scope of the new department.  Armey rebuffed GOP committee chairs who wanted to keep the Coast Guard and the Federal Emergency Management Agency out of the proposed Department of Homeland Security.   The Senate Governmental Affairs Committee, headed by Joseph Lieberman, is scheduled to draft a Senate version of the plan next Wednesday.  Leaders of both houses hope to pass final legislation by September 11, the one-year anniversary of the terrorist attacks.  

Defense Department

Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfield is pushing a series of sweeping proposals that would weaken congressional oversight of the Pentagon and give the military more freedom to manage itself than ever before.  The Pentagon has proposed eliminating requirements for filing hundreds of reports on its activities to Congress every year.  Proposals include sending initiatives directly to Capital Hill before other agencies could review them, and once there, the legislation would require Congress to vote quickly, with only limited debate.  Although this proposal has drawn fire, Administration officials say it is just part of a grander plan that is very much in play – to relieve the Pentagon, and later other executive branch agencies, from oversight that Rumsfield calls burdensome and inefficient, but which critics say is a necessary inconvenience of democracy.

Army Secretary Thomas White said yesterday that he was “appalled and outraged” by the accounting errors and financial misstatements of his former employer, Enron Corporation, and he expressed regret that thousands of current and former employees have been devastated financially by the company’s collapse.  Secretary White made these statements during a contentious two-hour hearing before the Senate Commerce, Science, and Transportation Committee.   White also denied assertions that the corporate division he served as vice-chairman, Enron Energy Services, helped manipulate California’s energy market during the state’s power crisis last year.

The Senate Armed Services Committee will hold a hearing on 26 July to consider the pending nomination of LTG James T. Hill for appointment to the grade of General and assignment as Commander in Chief, U.S. Southern Command.
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