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Congress

With elections approaching that will determine control of the House and Senate, Congress returned from its August recess on Tuesday to try to resolve a division over the shape of a new Homeland Security Department and confront the potential of war with Iraq, an issue that intensified in the month that lawmakers were away. 

The Senate’s homeland security debate is advancing slowly with the President’s insistence on having the authority to remove federal employees from collective bargaining units the key bone of contention between the Administration and Senate Democrats.

Congressional leaders said Thursday they are eager to hear President Bush´s case for invading Iraq, but cautioned that he should come to the Hill prepared to face a skeptical audience. Reflecting the hesitancy among many in Congress, Majority Leader Tom Daschle, S.D., told reporters, "I´m more concerned about getting this done right than getting it done quickly." With much of next week consumed by Sept. 11 commemorations, Administration officials will have to wait until hearings before multiple House and Senate panels later this month to explain their case against Iraq.

While Iraq is a focus of attention, lawmakers have scheduled five weeks to finish legislative business before departing to campaign for the Nov. 5 elections, although virtually no one expects that Oct. 4 deadline to be met. Besides a contentious debate over the Homeland Security Department, the House and Senate still have to adopt all 13 annual spending bills. Lawmakers see approval of new rules to protect pension and an energy plan as other priorities. Influential members are also holding out hope for movement on drug coverage for older Americans, a patients' bill of rights, an increase in the minimum wage and other domestic issues. 

Special Session

Lawmakers gathered Friday at a special hour-long meeting of the House and Senate in New York City´s Federal Hall, condemning the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks and praising the bravery and spirit of Americans in the wake of the disaster. The rare meeting, the first held outside Washington since a 1987 session in Philadelphia commemorating the bicentennial of the Constitution, was convened "to symbolize the nation´s solidarity with New Yorkers," said House Speaker J. Dennis Hastert, Ill., who opened the meeting. The privately sponsored event, which took place nearly a year after terrorists destroyed the World Trade Center with hijacked passenger jets, consisted of speeches commemorating the tragedy.

Appropriations

The House Appropriations Committee completed its work on Thursday on the $26 billion fiscal 2003 energy and water spending measure. The Administration has requested $25.1 billion and the fiscal 2002 law provided $24.6 billion. Appropriations Committee ranking Democrat David R. Obey, Wis., blamed the Bush Administration´s desire to limit spending rather than the Energy and Water Subcommittee members for what he called inadequate funding. "They have done what they could given the resources they have," Obey said. "I am concerned about what they don´t have in the bill." Before the bill is sent to the president, Obey said he will try to add back some of the $235 million in emergency nuclear security money that President Bush rejected as part of the fiscal 2002 emergency spending bill. 

The measure would provide $4.8 billion for the Army Corps of Engineers, spurning Bush´s request for a 7 percent decrease. The bill contains $586 million more than Bush requested and $134 million more than enacted in fiscal 2002. The $26.3 billion version of the bill approved by the Senate Appropriations Committee would provide $4.6 billion for the Corps. Last year, Bush asked for a 15 percent reduction. Congress agreed to a 4 percent cut.

The bill would provide $944.5 million for the Bureau of Reclamation, which is $63 million more than the Administration requested and the same amount the Bureau received for fiscal 2002. The Senate version would provide $949 million.

The bill does not provide any funding for the California Federal Bay Delta (CALFED) water project, a sprawling system of water collection and management created in 1994 (PL 102-575). The Senate version provides $30 million for the project. 

House and Senate appropriators also are likely to clash over funding for Yucca Mountain research. The House committee met the Administration´s request by providing $524.7 million, while their Senate colleagues provided $280 million in their bill. Senate Energy and Water Development Appropriations Subcommittee Chairman Harry Reid, D-Nev., opposes the Administration´s decision to locate the nuclear repository in his home state.

The measure would provide $20.7 billion for the Department of Energy, which is $147 million more than the Administration requested and $806 million more than the department received in fiscal 2002.
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