CONGRESSIONAL ACTIVITIES REPORT

WEEK ENDING 20 SEPTEMBER 2002

Congress

As the fiscal year draws to a close with virtually no chance of passage of the 13 appropriations bills, Congress is working slowly through a variety of complex issues.  Being debated is the President’s resolution giving the White House a free hand to take unilateral action against Iraq. No lawmaker likes the current “carte blanche” wording, although Republicans and Democrats alike are showing support for some kind of military action against Saddam Hussein. Even some liberal Members of Congress endorse an Iraqi confrontation. This is likely due to recent U.S. military successes like the Persian Gulf War, Bosnia, Kosovo, and Afghanistan, as well as to the terrorist attacks of last September 11 and the Nation’s desire to stem future threats. Occupying the rest of Congress’ time are the Homeland Security bill, the two-year State Department Authorization bill, pension overhaul legislation, a health care bill dealing with abortion funding, and another health-related bill involving limiting the amount plaintiffs and attorneys can receive in medical malpractice suits.

Appropriations

With so many issues competing for time and with time running out, it is no wonder that none of the Appropriations bills has made it to conference.  Only five bills have made it through the House of Representatives – Defense, Interior, Legislative, MilCon and Treasury/Postal – and, of these, only Defense, Legislative and MilCon – have also passed the Senate.  The House Appropriations Committee approved the Foreign Operations bill last week, and the Veterans’ Affairs and the Housing and Urban Development bills have been scheduled for mark up by committee the week of 24 September.  

A series of continuing resolutions (CRs) appears inevitable.    In all likelihood, one will be passed to keep the government running through 4 October, and a second one through 11 October.  There is increasing talk of and support for a long-term CR that would carry the government through early next year when passage of the Appropriations bills would be handed to the 108th Congress. CRs may be needed through March, according to C.W. Young (R-10-FL), Chair of the House Appropriations Committee.   The President has said he would consider such a measure, but only if the Defense Appropriations bill (HR 5010) is enacted beforehand.  A long-term CR would avoid a post-election lame-duck session as well as hold most spending to 2002 levels.  If there is a lame-duck session, it will probably occur during December, since November will be crowded with the elections and Thanksgiving.    Interestingly, if Jim Talent wins the race for the Senate against Jean Carnahan (D-MO) on 5 November, Missouri law allows Talent to claim his seat immediately.  Therefore, power in the Senate would shift from Democrat to Republican during a lame-duck session.

Homeland Security

This legislation has become enmeshed in an argument over hiring and firing practices in the new agency.  The President wants to do away with cumbersome personnel practices in favor of efficiency.  However, some Members of Congress have stated that doing away with many of the civil service rules would be unfair to employees and could discourage some from applying. Senate Appropriations Committee Chairman Robert Byrd (D-WV) has slowed down progress on the bill considerably through extemporaneous oratory lasting several hours at a time. He wants to ensure that Congress considers the ramifications of creating the new agency, and giving what he feels is too much power to the White House with insufficient congressional oversight.  Ari Fleischer, White House Press Secretary, is quoted in the Washington Times (18 September) as saying that the bill “..is being talked to death.”  Since the Senate resumed debate on the bill on 3 September, only two amendments have passed, one that would allow a test program to let airline pilots have firearms in cockpits, and the other to prohibit companies that move overseas to avoid taxes from bidding on Homeland Security contracts. 

Facts and Figures

On 5 November, a total of 36 governors, 435 Representatives, 34 Senators, and 6,214 state legislators will be chosen to represent the people of their states or districts.  
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