CONGRESSIONAL ACTIVITIES REPORT

WEEK ENDING 7 FEBRUARY 2003

Defense Appropriations


An eighth Continuing Resolution (CR), H.J. Res 18, was received at the White House yesterday and signed into law today.  It will keep the government operational through 20 February.    The Omnibus bill (H.J. Res. 2), combining the 11 remaining appropriations bills that have not been passed, is not faring well in conference.  On the one hand, a presidential veto is threatened if the total amount exceeds the spending limit of $385.9 billion. Some lawmakers have tried shifting the spending by using advanced appropriations or other mechanisms that would circumvent the spending limits.  The spending limit will be exceeded if the Senate succeeds in adding in $3.1 billion for drought assistance. Other expensive items in the Senate version, which now totals $391 billion, include additional education of people with disabilities, the Medicare doctor program, and election reform that includes the purchasing of new voting machines in many states.  Other showstoppers for the Administration include any changes to current law regarding federal funding of abortions, or weakening sanctions against Cuba.  Senator Ted Stevens (R-AK), Chairman of the Senate Appropriations Committee, said Wednesday that he would support a CR that would fund the government through the entire fiscal year ending 30 September 2003.  He wants the law passed by the President’s Day recess, or “forget it” (CQ Today, 5 Feb 03). Conferees will again meet on 11 February to hash out differences remaining in the Senate and House versions of the bill.


This week’s budget proposal reflects the Administration’s spending priorities of fighting terrorism abroad, protecting Americans’ safety within the U.S., and promoting economic growth.  It reflects the conservatism of the administration in its attempt to lean on private companies to deliver government services and to give states vast new control over some federal programs. President Bush’s $2.23 trillion spending plan for next year, built on record budget deficits, calls for a steep increase in defense spending, further tax cuts and an overall freeze on money for domestic programs across the government.  This year’s budget includes a record deficit. It’s anticipated that there will be a $307 billion deficit next year and continuing deficits the following four years for a total of $1.08 trillion.  This trend puts the government on a “bleak fiscal trajectory” (Washington Post, 4 February), especially when the Administration’s tax cuts of $670 billion are factored in.  

The FY 04 Defense budget would devote 60 percent of a $28 billion increase, or approximately $16.9 billion, to the Pentagon, missile defense and other defense programs. Additionally, more than half of the research and development budget of $123 billion, or approximately $63 billion, would go to defense.  R&D efforts would focus on sensor technology, first-responder protective gear, and determining the nation’s infrastructure vulnerabilities.  Another provision is the allotment of approximately $10.5 billion over the next three years for base realignment and closure.  Up to 25% of military bases could close between 2005 and 2008.  DoD also wants to cancel or curtail numerous more conventional weapons programs in favor of putting billions into futuristic weapons.   

Critics say that the defense budget vastly underestimates current military needs. It is estimated that the war on terrorism costs $1.5 billion each month.  It has already cost $2.1 billion to send forces overseas for a possible war with Iraq.  These figures are not included in the FY 04 budget.  Therefore, a Supplemental Appropriations bill is more than likely.  Now, funds for fighting terrorism and gearing up for a possible war are being drawn from accounts usually used for training and maintenance.  The Supplemental could total around $15 billion for fighting the war on terrorism, including staging in the Middle East for a possible conflict.  Pentagon officials say that a Supplemental is necessary by mid-summer. DoD officials have also stated that because the budget process is so long, the Pentagon wants to consider a two-year budget cycle.

The Army’s budget request totals $93.7 billion, up 3 percent from last year.  However, the Army must terminate or restructure 48 programs to maintain effectiveness at this spending level.  Most prominently, the Crusader artillery system has already been killed.  Weapons programs scaled back include the Abrams tanks and Bradley fighting vehicle upgrades.  Funding for procurement and military construction would drop while funding for personnel funds, operations and maintenance, family housing, chemical demilitarization, and R&D would grow.

Other Appropriations

President Bush’s  FY 04 budget for the Army Corps of Engineers would increase to $4.08 billion up from last year’s proposal of $4.04 billion. However, this figure represents a 20 percent cut from the amount signed into law in 2002, the last completed appropriations.  This year’s budget concentrates on funding on projects under construction.  Corps officials have identified 13 priority projects for completion in FY 04 at a cost of $531 million.  The most expensive include Everglades restoration, New York/New Jersey harbors deepening, and improvements to meet environmental requirements in the Columbia River basin. The budget proposal also includes $104 million for homeland security for the agency, an increase of $40 million of the FY 03 proposal.

Secretary of Homeland Defense Tom Ridge says the budget for the new agency is adequate.  The $36.2 billion budget request represents an increase of 7.4 percent over last year’s, one of the biggest increases in President Bush’s budget request.  Congressional Democrats say this amount is “dangerously underfinanced” (New York Times, 4 Feb).  A Brookings Institution report of last year recommended $45 billion for a total domestic security budget in funding. This amount is $4 billion more than the Administration requested. 


Major sources: CQ Today, 4-5 Feb; Defense Daily, 4 Feb; European Stars and Stripes, 3 Feb; GovExec.com, 3 Feb; Inside the Army, 3 Feb; Inside the Pentagon, 5-6 Feb; New York Times, 4, 6 Feb; UPI.com, 3 Feb; Washington Post, 4, 6 Feb; 

Washington Times, 4 Feb.


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

