CONGRESSIONAL ACTIVITIES REPORT

WEEK ENDING 22 NOVEMBER 2002

Congress

Both Chambers of Congress have adjourned sine die.  The 108th Congress will convene on 7 January 2003.  They leave 11 appropriations bills unfinished, as well as several other bills that have died in committee and will have to be resurrected during the 108th.  These include the Energy Package (HR 4) of former Senator Murkowski (R-AK), who left to take the governorship of his state; four different versions of a Medicare prescription drug benefit; and a rewrite of the 1996 welfare overhaul.  The last bill to pass Congress was the next continuing resolution (HJ Res 124) that will keep the government running through 11 January.  It was received at the White House on 21 November.  

Even before the new Congress is sworn in, Members are jockeying for space.  Members with seniority can opt for space of retiring Members or retain their suites if they are suitable.  New Members participate in a lottery for existing space.  Katherine Harris (R-13-FL), who played a central role in the last Presidential election in Florida drew the lowest number and has chosen a suite in the Cannon Building.  Devin Nunes (R-21-CA) drew the last lottery number and has been ‘stuck’ with 1017 Longworth, a split suite with some rooms on one side of the hall, and some on the other.  There are no rooms left in the Rayburn House Office Building.

Administration
President Bush’s cabinet has remained stable since he was elected, with no changes made, with the exception of adding Tom Ridge as Homeland Security Advisor.  Now, after the mid-term elections, several cabinet members are considering a switch. Christine Todd Whitman, EPA Administrator, would like to become US Trade Representative.  Agriculture Secretary Ann Veneman, diagnosed with breast cancer earlier this year, could possibly leave, but she has stated she enjoys being in the Administration and she is almost through with her treatments.  If she does decide to leave, John Thune, former at large Representative of South Dakota, who lost his bid for the Senate, could be a contender.  Mitch Daniels, OMB director, has been considered as a viable candidate for Indiana governor in 2004.  Health and Human   Services Secretary Tommy Thompson has long wanted to be Secretary of Transportation. However, he may challenge Democratic Russell Feingold in the next Senate race in Wisconsin. Because a Democrat, Norman Mineta, currently fills the Transportation position and is considered vulnerable, Thompson could appeal for his job if Mineta is removed.  Treasury Secretary Paul O’Neill may also step down. Officials say that the most likely person to leave the Administration is the President’s economic advisor, Lawrence B. Lindsey, although the reason is unclear.

Authorizations

On 13 November, the Defense Authorization bill (HR 4546) cleared Congress, but as of 1400 today, it had not reached the White House.  Passage of the $393 billion FY 03 bill had been held up as defense conferees fought over provisions in each version.  

Homeland Security


A Homeland Security bill (HR 5005) has passed both Chambers of Congress and is on its way to the White House. The Senate passed it 90-9 on 19 November.  The elephantine bill is 484-pages long. Some Democrats, notably Majority Leader Tom Daschle (D-SD), were not happy with the final version, saying that many features in the bill will intrude into various facets of American life. Some of the provisions include new authorities for agencies to collect more data on individuals and groups; limiting the information citizens can request under the Freedom of Information Act; more latitude for government advisory committee to meet in secret; limits on legal liabilities for companies who manufacture antiterrorism technologies (vaccines, gas masks, baggage screening equipment), and more latitude for government advisory committees to meet in secret.   Labor unions are still unhappy about the increased amount of flexibility the Administration would have in hiring and firing.


Setting up the new agency is expected to take years.  It involves combining portions of 22 agencies and 170,000 personnel.  It will be the third largest employer in the executive branch, behind Defense and Veterans’ Affairs.  Tom Ridge, currently the President’s Homeland Security Advisor, will likely run the department. Navy Secretary Gordon England could become the Deputy Secretary and John Gannon, a former deputy director of the CIA, would also assume a top position.  


Major sources:  Christian Science Monitor, 21 November; Congressional Quarterly Daily Monitor, 19, 20, 21 November; CQ Monitor News, 19, 21 November; Congressional Quarterly Weekly, 16 November; New York Times, 20, 21 November; Washington Post, 19-22 November.
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