CONGRESSIONAL ACTIVITIES REPORT

WEEK ENDING 2 MAY 2003

Authorizations


Due to the busy schedule since Congress returned from Spring recess on 28 April, work on the Defense Authorization bill has been pushed back a week.  Four subcommittees of the House Armed Services Committee (HASC) were to have begun drafting portions of the bill yesterday, but the meetings have been delayed until 8 May, with a meeting of the full committee on 13 May. The Senate Armed Services Committee (SASC) is scheduled to have subcommittees begin work on 6 May, with the full committee meeting on 7 May. 

Other Bills


Overseas bases will be included for consideration in the next round of Base Realignment and Closure (BRAC) if the Senate Military Construction Appropriations Subcommittee succeeds in drafting and passing a bill that would require a comprehensive assessment of US bases around the world. The BRAC panel would spend one year identifying bases that are closure candidates.  Criteria would include whether or not they serve emerging US strategic interests or suffer from local restrictions that hamper realistic combat training.  Local support for the bases would also be considered.


On 1 May, a House Judiciary Subcommittee backed an effort to make balanced Federal budgets mandatory.  This effort begins just as the Senate is expected to vote to raise the debt limit by $984 billion.  Another House resolution would start the process of enacting a constitutional amendment to require a balanced budget by FY 10. Loopholes exist, however.  If the US were fighting in a declared war, a balanced budget requirement could be waived.  For any other circumstance, a balanced budget requirement could be   waived if three-fifths of the House and Senate were to agree to it.


Debate over the Omnibus Energy bill will continue for at least three weeks, said Senate Energy and Natural Resources Committee Chair, Pete Domenici (R-NM).  Senate Democrats are preparing dozens of amendments aimed at increasing motor vehicle fuel efficiency and expanding the use of renewable fuels.  The legislation may reach the full Senate by 5 May.  The Senate bill seeks to spur domestic production of oil, natural gas and nuclear energy.  The Committee approved its version on Wednesday. The House version, passed on 11 April, would allow drilling for oil in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR) and includes $18.7 billion in energy tax breaks.  In the Senate version, there exists no such provision.

Department of Defense

On Wednesday and Thursday, a hastily convened hearing before the HASC Readiness Subcommittee, received testimony from Deputy Defense Secretary Paul Wolfowitz and Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman General Richard Myers regarding DoD Transformation. Defense Secretary Rumsfeld was in Afghanistan.  The Pentagon is seeking speedy approval to overhaul personnel and procurement systems.  These are outlined in the proposed Defense Transformation for the 21st Century Act, submitted last month.  

The proposed personnel system would give Secretary Rumsfeld and his successors authority to devise a new personnel system for civilian Pentagon employees, giving supervisors more discretion in hiring, promoting and transferring employees.  For example, raises would be tied to performance, not how long someone had worked for the Department. Also, the General Schedule would be discarded in favor of a pay-for-performance system for civilians. Office of Personnel Management (OPM) director, Kay Coles James, supports the Administration’s proposal even though it would diminish OPM’s role as the government’s human resources agency.  OPM could no longer claim to set policies that create a level playing field in hiring and pay for all 1.8 million civilian Federal workers.   

A major reason that such sweeping changes are on the table is DoD’s requirement to act rapidly in the face of war and terrorists’ threats. A supporter, Rep. Mac Thornberry, (R-13-TX), who is a member of the HASC, characterized the needs of Defense Transformation in four elements: 1) personnel reforms, 2) funding for innovative technology, 3) experimentation, and 4) stimulating the intellectual study of warfare. He further stated that Congress should not impede Transformation.   Other lawmakers say that not enough time has been given to Congress by the Administration to adequately study the proposals. Hearings continue today.

Resignations, Reassignments, Retirements


Secretary of the Army Thomas White resigned on 25 April, after having had several disagreements with Secretary Rumsfeld since his appointment in May 2000.  He was first associated with the Enron scandal, later supported the Crusader missile system opposed by Mr. Rumsfeld, and, most recently, did not distance himself enough from the Secretary’s disagreement with General Eric Shinseki, Chief of Staff of the Army (CSA) over number of troops needed to occupy Iraq after the war. Mr. White’s departure date has not been set, but may be as early as next week.


Mr. Rumsfeld has chosen a successor to General Shinseki who will step down as CSA on 11 June. His replacement was to have been General Keane, Vice CSA, but General Keane resigned last month. Several officials are on the short list to succeed Shinseki, with the frontrunner being General Tommy Franks, head of the US Central Command for the Iraq war.  

Yesterday, Mr. Rumsfeld chose James G. Roche, current Secretary of the Navy, to succeed Secretary of the Army White.  The Secretary of Defense apparently chose Mr. Roche because of his commitment that the Armed Services fight jointly. Roche retired from the Navy in 1983 with the rank of Captain and became a senior staffer on the SASC.


Rumor has it that Representative Joel Hefley (R-5-CO) will not run for another term in office. Hefley’s office denies the rumor. Senator Peter Fitzgerald (R-IL) has announced officially that he will not seek reelection.  Fitzgerald, somewhat of a maverick, is in his first term as senator. He did not have a close relationship with Speaker of the House Dennis Hastert (R-14-IL) and was thought by his party to be vulnerable in the next election.

Major sources:  ArmyTimes.com, 30 April; Boston Globe, 27 April; Colorado Springs Gazette, 26 April; Congressional Quarterly Midday Update, 14 April; CQToday, 30 April – 2 May; Defense Daily, 2 May; European Stars and Stripes, 30 April; InsideDefense.com, 1 May; Washington Post, 26, 27, 29, 30 April, 2 May.
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