CONGRESSIONAL ACTIVITIES REPORT

WEEK ENDING 25 OCTOBER 2002

Congress


Today, Senator Paul Wellstone (D-MN), his wife and one of his three children, as well as three campaign workers and both pilots, were killed in a plane crash near Eveleth, MN. Bad weather was the cause of the crash.  Wellstone faced a tight battle for re-election against former St. Paul Mayor Norm Coleman.  Wellstone cast his vote earlier this month against legislation to authorize the use of force in Iraq -- the only Democrat in a competitive race to go against the Administration on the issue.    


Both Chambers are recessed until 12 November.  


Eleven out of 13 appropriations bills remain unsigned due to the gridlock experienced in Congress.  Many other non-appropriations bills are in conference with disagreements yet to be ironed out.  These include energy, bankruptcy, defense authorization, intelligence authorization, terrorism insurance, port security and patients’ rights bills.  Of the hotly debated Energy bill (HR 4), Majority Leader Tom Daschle (D-SD) has not even decided whether or not to put the bill on the agenda when Congress returns for a lame-duck session next month.  The Homeland Security bill will likely take precedence over these bills because it is the White House’s highest priority.  

Appropriations


On Wednesday, President Bush signed into law the Defense Appropriations Act (PL 107-248). The $355.4 billion Defense Act increases spending by more than $34 billion over the previous fiscal year.  This is the largest increase in defense spending since President Reagan was in office.  The tremendous increase in defense spending is in response to the terrorist attacks of 9/11, our readiness to thwart future attacks, and due to the possibility that the U.S. will go to war with Iraq.   The Act includes a 4.1 percent pay increase for the military and most of the funding the Administration had requested earlier for missile defense.  Also signed on Wednesday was the $10.5 billion MILCON Appropriations Act (PL 107-248).  House legislators have passed three other bills – Legislative Branch, Treasury-Postal, and Interior.   


HJ Res 123, a continuing resolution to keep the government running until 22 November, was signed on 18 October, as reported last week.  Whether or not the remaining appropriations bills will be signed between 12 and 22 November is not known.  Both the White House and Mitch Daniels, director of the Office of Management and Budget (OMB), had indicated earlier they would accept a long-term CR extending into next year and into the start of the 108th Congress.  

Authorizations

The Defense Authorization bill (HR 4546) is still in conference.  A long-standing issue is concurrent receipt – whether or not veterans can receive both full retirement and disability benefits.  Conferees have tentatively agreed to exempt the Defense Department from the Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 1918, but not the Endangered Species Act.  The Administration had sought exemption from both acts, as well as other environmental laws, but succeeded in getting only one exemption.  If the bill were to be enacted, the exemption would be permanent.      

Elections


It was reported in the last week’s elections issue that Senator Max Baucus’ (D-MT) opponent, Mike Taylor, had dropped out of the race for Senate.  On Tuesday, he reversed his decision and reentered the race.  Taylor charged that TV ads paid for by the Democratic Party were defamatory and he was inspired by a passage in the Bible to make a comeback against ‘an evil speaker.’  Taylor’s dropout announcement came after the start of early voting, so his name was not removed from the ballot. He trails Senator Baucus heavily in the polls and has lagged behind in fundraising throughout the campaign.


Republican Senator Don Nickles of Oklahoma has withdrawn his bid to oust Trent Lott (R-MS) as Senate Minority Leader.  Nickles, Minority Whip, stepped down because he is likely to become Chair of the Budget Committee, should the Republicans retake the Senate.  This is a position he has sought for several years.  

Administration


An analysis appearing in the Wall Street Journal on 22 October declares that the President is changing the balance of power between the White House and Congress.  The factors converging that have produced this result include the large number of former corporate executives within the Administration, including the Vice President and the Secretary of Defense, that have “little patience for interference by lawmakers;” the paralysis in Congress caused by the narrow partisan divide; and the White’ House’s assertiveness in taking control of the nation’s response to terrorist threats after 9/11.  

As evidence of this shift in power, the WSJ reports, Mr. Bush has won unprecedented discretion from Congress to wage war on Iraq even though much of the information he would use to make his decision whether or not to strike is classified intelligence that he is allowed to keep from the public.  Add to this the quagmire of backlogged legislation in Congress and the public perception that Congress, by not passing more appropriations bills, is not effective, and the White House, indeed, seems to have the upper hand.  John Dean, former Counsel for President Richard Nixon, summed it up by saying “Congress is feeble compared to the executive branch these days.”


Yesterday, the Administration reported a budget deficit of $159 billion for FY 02.  This is the first time the federal government has been in the red since 1997.  Democrats have taken advantage of the shortfall in their campaigns.  The Congressional Budget Office (CBO) had forecasted at the beginning of 2001 a 10-year surplus at $5.6 trillion, before the economy soured, the terrorist attacks of 9/11, and the Administration’s tax cut.  

Correction


In the 17 October elections issue of the Congressional Activities Report, it was reported that House Appropriations Committee (HAC) Chairman Bill Young (R-10-FL) was stepping down from this position due to term limits.  This statement was in error.  Chairman Young can serve as HAC Chairman for another two years. 


Major sources:  Congressional Quarterly Daily Monitor, 21 October; Congressional Quarterly Midday Update, 23 October; Congressional Quarterly Weekly, 19 October; GovExec.com, 21, 23 October; Wall Street Journal, 22 October; Washington Post, 23, 25 October; washingtonpost.com, 22, 23, 25 October.


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

