CONGRESSIONAL ACTIVITIES REPORT

WEEK ENDING 21 JUNE 2002

Congress


Both chambers of Congress will recess for the Independence Day break beginning 28 June.  Congress has set an ambitious schedule for itself prior to the break.  The House Appropriations Committee (HAC) will take up the Defense Appropriations bill on Monday, and the full House will review the bill later in the week. Also likely on the House floor is the FY 02 Emergency Supplemental spending bill, as amended by the Senate.  The Senate Armed Services Committee (SASC) is expected to complete its work on the Defense Authorization bill next week.


Now that the conferees to the Energy bill have been chosen, the focus has shifted to whom will be its chairman.  Contenders are House Energy and Commerce Committee Chairman Billy Tauzin (R-3-LA) and Senate Energy Committee Chairman Jeff Bingaman (D-NM). No date has been set for the start of the conference.


Retiring Representative Jim Hansen (R1-UT), chairman of the House Resources Committee, has proposed a bill entitled the Sound Science for Endangered Species Planning Act of 2002 that would call for peer-reviewed science when the Fish and Wildlife Service of National Marine Fisheries Service lists species or issues a jeopardy decision.  A two-part hearing was held on the bill this week.

Also dominating the legislative agenda is work on setting up the new Homeland Security Department.  Estimates of the number of committees with jurisdiction over the new department range from nine to 14.  A select committee may also be chosen to deal with this complex issue.  The new department would take elements involving homeland security from 22 agencies and combine them under one roof.  Two components that would be transferred from the Defense Department are the National Communications System and the National Bio-Weapons Defense Analysis Center.  

The cost of setting up the new agency is likely in the neighborhood of hundreds of millions of dollars, and the White House has not yet issued an estimate of the cost of establishing and managing it.  However, the Administration is seeking $37.4 billion in FY 03, the funds largely coming from budgets previously requested for the agencies that would be combined into the new department.  Current plans for the department include a large bureaucracy with a deputy secretary, five undersecretaries and up to 16 assistant secretaries.    

Timing of the consideration of the new agency may have a ripple effect in Congress, slowing down consideration of other bills, including the 13 appropriations bills, posing a threat of the target adjournment date of 4 October, and increasing the likelihood of a Lame Duck session after the November elections.  It took a full week for congressional leaders to figure out how to handle the bill that would set up the new agency.  As it stands today, the House has 25 days until the August recess and 22 days in the fall before 4 October, including Mondays and Fridays.  

Appropriations


On 18 June, the Administration threatened to veto the Emergency Supplemental Appropriations bill being negotiated in Congress.  Wednesday’s veto threat concerned efforts to protect the Crusader artillery system, while an earlier veto threat stemmed from trying to limit the cost of the bill to the House’s version of $28.8 billion, as opposed to the Senate’s $31.5 billion.


The full House is expected to take up the Defense Appropriations bill on 27 June and hopefully pass it by the next day.  Also expected to pass the full House that day is the Military Construction Appropriations bill.  The appropriate subcommittees marked up the Defense bill on 19 June and the MilCon bill on 12 June.        

Authorizations


In an effort to move the Defense Authorization bill through quickly, Senate leadership worked out a deal to table any amendments not relevant to defense.  The major outstanding issue is restoration of $814 million cut from the $7.8 billion missile defense authorization.  The funding was cut by the SASC along party lines last month.  Debate also continues on whether to continue on with the Crusader artillery system, or to replace it with a lighter, more mobile system.  A compromise position is setting aside the $476 million Crusader authorization until the Army has a chance to present its case for keeping it.  The Administration is threatening to veto the bill if it supports a phase-in of full military retired pay to disabled retirees who already may draw tax-free VA disability compensation.  Conservatives may try to amend the bill with administration proposals that would relax some environmental regulations at military facilities.   


Major sources:  Aerospace Daily, 18, 21 June; Congressional Quarterly Daily Monitor, 17, 19, 20, 21 June; Congressional Quarterly Midday Update, 18 June; Environment and Energy Daily, 17 June; Federal Computer Week, 17 June; Los Angeles Times, 15 June; New York Times, 18, 9 June; Newport News Daily Press, 21 June; Washington Post, 20 June.
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