CONGRESSIONAL ACTIVITIES REPORT

WEEK ENDING 24 JANUARY 2003

Appropriations


A $391 billion FY 03 spending package was passed by Senate Republicans Thursday night.  The bill, H J Res 2, includes revised, pared-down versions of the 11 unfinished appropriations bills previously approved by the Democratic-controlled Appropriations Committee at the end of the 107th Congress.  The Senate now concedes that it will not complete a conference report prior to the President’s State of the Union address next Tuesday.  Although a report could be completed the first week in February, a more realistic timeline is the President’s Day recess.  


After hours of debating various amendments (245 were submitted), the bill was adopted 69-29.     Among the amendments accepted were increased funding to election overhaul, drought assistance, and Medicare provisions; a 10 percent increase in funding for federal aid to education; and $4 billion in foreign military assistance.  To compensate for the additions, more across the board cuts were taken. Amendments defeated included the addition of $540 million for programs aimed at promoting health among minorities, and an attempt to block Medicare cuts.  The bill, as currently drafted, would increase overall appropriations by $1 billion to $391 billion.  H J Res 2 will also include another Continuing Authorization (CR).  The current CR expires 31 January. 

Homeland Security


Tom Ridge was confirmed by the Senate 94-0 as the first Secretary for Homeland Security on 23 January.  Questions remain whether or not the new department, which became a Cabinet-level agency today, will be adequately funded this fiscal year. The Senate last week rejected an amendment that would have added $5 billion in homeland security costs to the omnibus spending bill.  Some Senators also questioned whether the department would be equipped to handle the many illegal border crossings occurring along the U.S.-Mexican border.  This issue will be under the jurisdiction of Asa Hutchinson, former drug czar and congressman from Arkansas, who has been selected to be the Undersecretary for Border and Transportation Security within the new department.    He is expected to be confirmed next week. 

For the time being, the decision has been made to keep Homeland Security in the District of Columbia.  It will be located in upper northwest Washington at the U.S. Naval Security Station.

Congress


When both Chambers return next week for the State of the Union address, their focus will be on the CR and the Omnibus bill.  Nominations for key positions will also be front and center, including that of John W. Snow as Secretary of the Treasury.  William Donaldson will also come before the Senate in his confirmation hearing as chairman of the Securities and Exchange Commission. 

Democratic Florida Senator Bob Graham has delayed his decision on whether he will be a Presidential candidate until after his open-heart surgery the first week in February. Florida Republican Representative Clay Shaw is recovering from surgery to remove a cancerous tumor in his lung.  The surgery was performed on 18 Jan.


Major sources: The BUL, 24 January; Congressional Quarterly Daily Monitor, 22-24 January; Congressional Quarterly Midday Update, 23, 24 January; CQ Monitor News, 24 January; National Journal, 23 January; New York Times, 23 January; Washington Post, 23-24 January. 
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