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Appropriations


GOP leaders will ask President Bush next week to be allowed to shift several billion FY 04 dollars from defense to domestic programs. Appropriators are considering transfer of money from the Defense and Foreign Operation spending bills to spread among non-defense bills such as Homeland Security, Labor-HHS-Education, and VA-HUD.   As compensation, some unspent money from the FY 03 Supplemental would be reprogrammed to fill the gap in the Pentagon’s FY 04 budget.  

The appropriations process is behind, appropriators still trying to allocate the $784.7 billion in discretionary budget authority authorized by the FY 04 budget resolution to various subcommittees. Speaker of the House Dennis Hastert (R-14-IL) wants to convene a bicameral meeting as early as next Thursday with Senate Majority Leader Bill Frist (R-TN), House Appropriations Committee Chair Bill Young (R-10-FL), and Senate Appropriations Committee Chair Ted Stevens (R-AK) to work through the allocation stage of the process.  They want a united front when asking permission from the Administration to reprogram the FY 03 supplemental funds into DoD’s 04 appropriations. The allocations are necessary at least by the time the full committees begin reporting spending bills. Six Appropriations subcommittees have begun marking up their spending bills already. Congress would like to pass Defense, Military Construction and Labor-HHS first.

Authorizations


Perhaps the biggest issue in the $400 billion Defense Authorization bill continues to be the Pentagon’s desire to revamp the personnel system.  According to Senator Carl Levin (D-MI), Ranking Member of the Senate Armed Services Committee, if Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld gets all that he wants, the Pentagon would be able to hire and fire employees at will and set employee compensation without legislated restrictions or constraints. Calling the hiring process “byzantine,” Mr. Rumsfeld told Members of the Senate Governmental Affairs Committee that it now takes five months to hire an employee and 18 months to fire one (Los Angeles Times, 5 June).  In other news on the bill, the Senate added $80 billion to develop and buy new equipment and high-tech gadgetry for the Pentagon’s growing force of commando and elite troops. 


Exemption of the military from certain environmental laws also remains controversial.  The Senate version calls for an exemption from the Endangered Species Act (ESA), while the House version also includes the Marine Mammal Protection Act.  The military would be required to develop and pay for plans to take care of endangered species rather than go through all ESA procedures.   The 25 million acres of military bases around the country have sometimes become a haven for about 300 endangered species.  The original version of the House legislation went far beyond the current version – it would have applied the exemption to all federal agencies.  


How many bases to undergo Base Realignment and Closure (BRAC) is also an issue.  The Senate voted 53 to 42 to go ahead with the next round of base closings, scheduled for 2005, but some lawmakers urge caution in the post 9/11 world where a larger military may be desirable.    

Other Legislation

The Senate has recently returned to consideration of the Energy Policy Act of 2003, although action has slowed considerably. This is because prescription drugs, appropriations bills, and budget items are taking precedence over energy.  Furthermore, many amendments and much debate are planned for such topics in the Energy bill as electricity, climate change, renewable portfolio standards, taxes and fuel economy.  An industry lobbyist is quoted as saying, “Energy is not that hot of an item right now” (Environment & Energy Daily, 2 June).

The House Science Committee has approved legislation authorizing $214 million in research on stopping invasive aquatic species that threaten native plants and animals.  HR 1081, a five-year measure, would establish a comprehensive research program to identify invasive species more quickly and eradicate them.  The proliferation of non-native species costs the economy about $137 million each year.

On Wednesday, a bi-partisan commission recommended amending the Constitution to provide for the quick replacement of Representatives when a House seat becomes vacant.  During a time of war or during terrorist activities, such a measure would ensure continuity in Congress.   Enacting a constitutional amendment requires two-thirds vote by both houses of Congress and passage by three-quarters of state legislatures.  Senators may be appointed should there be a vacancy in that Chamber, but there is no such mechanism in the House.  The individual who succeeds an outgoing House member must win a special election, a process that can take months.  On Thursday, Congress approved a resolution to create a joint House-Senate committee to study ways to ensure congressional continuity during a national crisis, including a constitutional amendment.

Nominations, Reassignments and Retirements


The Senate may block the confirmation of John Paul Woodley as Assistant Secretary of the Army for Civil Works.  Senators Barbara Boxer (D-CA) and James Jeffords (I-VT) could block the confirmation  for the rest of the 108th Congress over issues related to  Corps Reform and perchlorate cleanups.


LTG William Wallace, Chief of Army forces in Iraq, will assume command of the US Army Combined Arms Center at Fort Leavenworth KS. MG Ricardo S Sanchez who will take command of the Army’s 5th Corps in July and receive his third star will succeed him. 


Representative Larry Combest  (R-19-TX) retired as of 31 May.  In a special election, Randy Neugebaurer, a Republican, won the contest and will be sworn in as early as 4 June.   


Major sources:  Congressional Quarterly Midday Update, 5 June; CQ Today, 3, 5, 6 June; Environment and Energy Daily, 2 June; InsideDefense.com, 2 June; Kansas City Star, 1 June; Los Angeles Daily News, 2 June; Los Angeles Times, 5 June; National Journal’s Congress Daily, 6 June; New York Times, 5 June; Philadelphia Inquirer, 4 June; Washington Post, 4, 5 June.
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