CONGRESSIONAL ACTIVITIES REPORT

WEEK ENDING 4 OCTOBER 2002

Appropriations


No progress has been made on the 13 appropriations bills that fund government operations.  Congress last week approved and the President signed into law (HJ Res 111 – PL 107-229) the first continuing resolution (CR), funding the government through today.  A second CR (HJ Res 112) was passed by both Chambers yesterday.  The President signed it into law this morning.  


House Appropriations Committee (HAC) Chairman C.W. Bill Young (R-10-FL) anticipates another weeklong CR through 18 October.  Beyond that, the nature of additional CRs is nebulous. Congress could decide on one-week CRs, a CR to last until after the elections, or a long-term CR that would last well into the 108th Congress.  If the Congress decides on weekly CRs, they would be passed under unanimous consent agreements by a handful of leaders from both parties.  Under that scenario, Members could leave Washington to campaign, but be recalled quickly if the Senate finishes its work on the Homeland Security bill and goes to conference.  


A long-term CR has political implications in that many programs anticipating an increase in funding would still be funded at FY 02 levels.  Programs affected include veterans’ health care, Securities and Exchange Commission enforcement activities, implementation of a new education law and stepped-up homeland security efforts.  For example, the new Transportation Security Administration could be forced to let go of airport security screeners and air marshals, and force the agency to cancel contracts for the installation of explosive detection systems at airports.  A long-term CR changes an agency’s priorities, according to Senator Kay Bailey Hutchison (R-TX), Ranking Member of the Military Construction Subcommittee of the Senate Appropriations Committee (SAC).  Senator Robert Byrd (D-WV), Chair of the SAC stated that it is “..the worst possible way to govern…It allows for obfuscation and abuse.  It ignores critical needs” (Washington Post, 2 October).


Another disadvantage is that if Congress works on the appropriations bills in January and February, it will also likely be working on a supplemental FY 03 appropriations bill and gearing up for the FY 04 bills as well.  Chairman Young is dead set against this, and is pushing for a lame-duck session to finish the 12 bills.  On the other hand, Senate Majority Leader Tom Daschle (D-SD) would tend to want to avoid a lame-duck session.  If Jean Carnahan (D-MO) loses to her Republican rival, Jim Talent, he would be appointed immediately.   Daschle would favor a long-term CR to avoid a lame-duck session controlled by Republicans. 


Finger pointing is rampant.  Many House Republicans blame the Senate for not passing a budget this year.  House Budget Committee Chairman Jim Nussle (R-2-IA) intends to keep spending below the budget resolution passed earlier this year by the House (H Con Res 353).  Once the Defense Appropriations bill (HR 5010), likely the first appropriations bill to reach the President, is signed into law, many defense-related programs would operate under FY 03 levels of funding, while the remaining agencies would not. A Defense Conference Report may be ready for House action as early as next week.   Passage of the defense bill could put overall spending at or above the budget resolution figure of $2.123 billion.


Target adjournment of the Congress is still 11 October, or, more realistically, 18 October.  However, when adjournment will actually occur is unclear. 

Congress


Representative Patsy Mink (D-2-HI) died of pneumonia on 28 September.  Hers was a long history of service in the House of Representatives where she espoused liberal causes.  Hawaiian voters are being encouraged to vote for her on Election Day.  Her name will be on the ballot.  If she wins, a special election would be held within 60 days.


Amid controversy over ethics violations, Democratic Senator Robert Torricelli quit the New Jersey Senate race.  Several Democrats were under consideration by Democratic Governor James E. McGreevey.  After former Senator Bill Bradley, 1st District Representative Robert Andrews, 6th District Representative Frank Pallone, the13th District’s Robert Menendez, declined the opportunity; former Senator Frank Lautenberg accepted the challenge.  Republicans are confronting Lautenberg’s campaign on procedural issues and have taken the matter to the Supreme Court.  They wish to block taking Mr. Torricelli’s name off the ballot so close to the election (32 days from today) or holding a special election.  Torricelli’s Republican opponent, Douglas Forrester, holds a double-digit lead.


Minority Leader Trent Lott (R-MS) has moved up the date of Republican leadership elections by several weeks, to the week of 18 November.  Some insiders think that the timing has to do with smoking out Senator Don Nickles (R-OK), who must give up his position of Minority Whip at the end of this session of Congress.  Nickles is thought to be a contender for Lott’s position.  The compressed timetable would give Nickles less time to campaign for the post.  


Still occupying the Congress is agreement by both Chambers on an Iraq resolution authorizing the President to use force against Saddam Hussein.  Some progress has been made on final wording, although Senate Majority Leader Daschle wants more limits on the President’s ability to go to war.  Winning the U.N.’s Security Council approval is another challenge. 


Work on the Homeland Security bill (HR 5005) remains stalled over personnel issues.  Early this week, a fourth effort to end debate on the issue failed.  Congress has debated this issue for four weeks.  It seems unlikely that Congress will complete work on the bill before the general elections. Further, the Iraq resolution is on the docket first, and that hasn’t been completed yet.  


In a related story, the Pentagon’s Northern Command was stood up on 1 October.  This marks the first time since George Washington led the Continental Army that a single command will direct the military defense of the United States.  Air Force General Ralph Eberhart who also commands the North American Aerospace Defense Command heads northern Command.  The new command is based out of Peterson AFB.  


Another bill currently in conference is the comprehensive energy bill (HR 4), sponsored by Senator Frank Murkowski (R-AK).  Yesterday, conferees rejected a Senate proposal on climate change.  Whether or not to open the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR) for drilling has still not been agreed on.  Mot recently, the House sent the Senate a proposal to keep 17.4 million acres of the Refuge in a wilderness status, but Senate Democrats did not like the proposal.  Critics of the bill state that not enough energy would be saved to warrant its passage and open up ANWR.   A recent Department of Energy study indicates that opening ANWR would barely dent the Nation’s oil imports.  Oil imports have increased from about 9 million barrels a day to 11 million due to the recent popularity of SUVs and minivans that do not get as many miles to the gallon as smaller vehicles.

Correction


Last week it was reported that the House had passed a WRDA bill. This was in error.  The House Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure reported out a WRDA bill.  The full House may take up WRDA next week.  
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