CONGRESSIONAL ACTIVITIES REPORT

WEEK ENDING 21 MARCH 2003

Budget


Debate in Congress on the budget began yesterday.  The House version (H Con Res 95) reflects changes made to appease GOP moderates by easing proposed cuts to mandatory programs such as Medicare and discretionary veterans’ benefits spending. The compromise makes it likely that in the House, at least, the Administration’s $726 billion tax cut may be enacted.  The Senate appeared ready to endorse the President’s plan earlier today as they debated its version of the bill (S Con Res 23), although an amendment on the floor offered by Senator Russ Feingold (D-WI) to halve the size of the tax cut by $100 billion has passed by a slim margin (52-47). Senate and House Democrats are still unhappy with the proposed cuts to various programs and have protested that the budget should not be enacted until the costs of the war in Iraq are clearer. On the other hand, President Bush wants to lock in his tax cuts before he tells Congress how much the war will cost.

Discussion and debate on budget provisions were targeted for completion this week, but the start of the war in Iraq has shifted priorities.  However, Senate Majority Leader Bill Frist (R-TN) has said (CQ Midday Update, 20 Mar) that it is inappropriate to walk away from budget resolution negotiations, despite the war. He will have the Senate meet through the weekend, if necessary. 


A provision to allow oil exploration in Alaska’s Arctic Wildlife Refuge (ANWR) was voted down in the Senate. Had it passed, the provision would have assumed $2.1 billion in revenue in FY 04 from royalties for energy leases in the Refuge.  Republicans had hoped to pass the ANWR language via the reconciliation instructions in the budget resolution, thus preventing a filibuster.


Meanwhile, the House Judiciary Committee is considering the revival of an amendment to balance the budget.  If passed, the measure would likely take effect in the year 2010.  Representative Barney Frank (D-4-MA) was quoted (CQ Today, 20 March) as saying that it’s laughable to “simultaneously propose the largest deficit in American history and then propose a balanced budget (amendment).

Appropriations


A Supplemental Appropriations bill may reach Capitol Hill as soon as next week.  The amount to be requested and what it will cover remains a mystery.  Congressional leaders and senior appropriators say they will pass legislation this spring that would fund the months-long military buildup in the Near East and the cost of waging war with Iraq.   Senator Ted Stevens (R-AK), Senate Appropriations Committee (SAC) Chair, is strongly suggesting that the spending measures should be confined to military and homeland security costs exclusively.


There is a range of estimates for the cost of the war in Iraq. A Pentagon estimate suggests that direct military costs of the war could range from $18 billion for a one-month engagement to $85 billion for a six-month campaign.  A five-year occupation could cost between $25 billion and to $105 billion, depending on the number of troops stationed. A Yale University estimate states that it would cost more:  $50 billion for a “short and successful” war to $140 billion for a longer engagement.  The same study estimates $25 to $100 billion in reconstruction costs, with another $10 billion for humanitarian aid.


Although the sentiment runs strong that a supplemental spending bill should go for military and homeland security initiatives only, Senators are writing wish lists now.


Major sources: Baltimore Sun, 19 March; CQ Midday Update, 18-20 March; CQ Today, 19-21 March; New York Times, 20 March; Washington Post, 17, 19 March.

Point of contact for this report is Georgeanne Lewis Reynolds, Ph.D., Office of Congressional Affairs, (202) 761-1058.


There will be no issue of the Congressional Activities Report next week due to the Congressional Staff Workshop.








