CONGRESSIONAL ACTIVITIES REPORT

WEEK ENDING 28 FEBRUARY 2003

Congress


S Res 66 has been passed by the Senate to set spending levels for its committees.  It includes cost-of-living pay raises for staff, but otherwise holds the line for all except two committees:  Intelligence and Foreign Relations. Foreign Relations will receive an extra $375,000 to help pay for a new panel of foreign policy experts to advise the committee.  Intelligence would receive about $170,000 more for an additional Republican aide.  


Congress is considering a bill (HR 878) that would authorize many tax cuts, if passed.  The bill began life as an innocuous measure that would have given soldiers and their families some tax cuts.  Various Members of Congress have attached other tax cut amendments to the extent that Rep. Lloyd Doggett (D-10-TX) commented that it was like “erecting a Christmas tree and decorating it with various ornaments” (CQ Today, 28 Feb) while our troops are now on duty in the Middle East and other foreign regions. Among the various amendments offered, two would repeal excise taxes for the fish tackle and bow and arrow maker industries. The many add-ons suggest that the bill’s passage will not be easy.


During March, the House will first consider HR 878, mentioned above.  It will then take up HR 743, a bill that would allow the Social Security Administration to crack down on the misuse of social security benefits. The Senate will continue debate on the confirmation of Miguel A. Estrada to be a US Court of Appeals judge. Also to be taken up shortly are two bills containing elements of the President’s faith-based initiative, a measure on identity theft, and a ban on “partial birth” abortion.


Senator Thad Cochran (R-MS) is considering the post of Chair of a new Senate Appropriations Committee (SAC) subcommittee on Homeland Security. His chief rival is Senator Arlen Specter (R-PA).  If Specter becomes Chair of this subcommittee, Cochran could become Chair of Specter’s subcommittee, Labor-HHS.  If Cochran vacates his Agriculture Subcommittee chairmanship, the gavel could go to Senators Campbell (R-CO) or Craig (R-ID).   


In other homeland security news, a Senate panel has recommended a $4 billion grant program to target local police, fire and emergency medical crews.  Senate Democrats want $5 billion.  This initiative could become part of an emergency supplemental appropriations bill.

Budget


Estimates of the cost of the war in Iraq and other Middle East initiatives are difficult to gauge, and the White House is saying little about the subject.  One estimate is about $95 billion for combat and the immediate aftermath.  In other words, reconstruction and occupation phase costs have not been determined.  In a behind-closed-doors meeting earlier this week, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld briefed Members of Congress, although not much new information was available.  Senate Democrats Carl Levin (D-MI) and Joseph Biden (D-DE) were especially outspoken about the lack of detail given by the Administration this week.  The added burden of the war to the budget is very likely to affect the budget resolution being hammered out by the House Ways and Means Committee, President Bush’s tax cut proposals, and the amount of funding available for many programs government-wide.

Appropriations


Military Construction was the first appropriations hearing to take place in the House.  Representative Chet Edwards (D-11-TX) complained that the Administration’s $9 billion request was about $1.5 billion than last year’s request.  Subcommittee Chairman Joe Knollenberg (R-11- MI) expects to get the FY 04 request on the House floor by mid-May.


Main sources:  Christian Science Monitor, 28 Feb; Congressional Quarterly Midday Update, 27-28 Feb; CQ Today, 24, 26-28 Feb; Washington Post, 28 Feb.
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