CONGRESSIONAL ACTIVITIES REPORT

WEEK ENDING 7 MARCH 2003

Appropriations


Under scrutiny this week in Congress because of its vagueness is the Military Construction Appropriations bill.  Congress must be told what construction and closure plans it has for military bases to gain legislative support for MilCon programs. Dov Zakheim, Pentagon Comptroller, has assured legislators that the Pentagon is doing all it can to keep Congress current on changing plans for expanding or shutting down facilities. A study is now being prepared that will list or describe FY 03 projects and proposed FY 04 projects already under way.  Information in the report will help Congress shift FY 03 money to other proposals and recalculate FY 04 costs.  Some Members have expressed the opinion that the amount requested in the President’s budget, $9 billion, is too small.  Zakheim defended the amount and said the military is saving money by privatizing military housing because one dollar spent on privatization projects now would have previously required $10 in Pentagon spending. Congress has already appropriated $1.5 billion more than requested by the Administration for the MilCon bill.


An FY 04 budget resolution is now being drafted by the Senate Budget Committee.  Committee Chairman Don Nickles (R-OK) is working on a 10-year budget that follows the Administration’s lead in proposing a $726 billion economic stimulus package, a $400 billion Medicare overhaul, and $782 billion in discretionary appropriations.  The budget resolution will be critical to the tax cut proposal because the resolution’s reconciliation instructions will set the size of the tax cut.  In fact, Nickles doesn’t now think the resolution would protect all of Bush’s tax cut proposals.  The Democratic version of the budget resolution, being drafted by Kent Conrad (D-ND), will offer amendments to propose smaller tax cuts and smaller budget deficits, and possibly increases in spending for homeland security, education and law enforcement programs.  In the event of a war in Iraq, the budget plan would be modified – the President’s budget makes no provision for a possible war overseas.  First, the Administration must provide an estimate for a war in Iraq and for the continued war against terrorism.  The deficit is already growing, but a war in Iraq, along with the proposed tax cuts, would skyrocket it to $400 billion this year.  Without the war, it would still be around a record  $304 billion. 

Authorizations


White House officials are  again asking to exempt the Defense Department from several environmental laws.  In a draft of the FY 04 defense authorization bill, the DoD is requesting exemption from the Clean Air Act, Clean Water Act, Endangered Species Act, the Marine Mammal Protection Act, the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act, and the Superfund Act.  Similar proposals last year were largely ineffective, although exemption from the Migratory Bird Treaty Act passed.   Among the provisions are an easing of requirements for the protection of ‘critical habitat’ of endangered species; and an exemption of explosives, unexploded ordnance, munitions or munitions fragment from requirements of the Solid Waste Disposal Act. Environmental groups, such as the Natural Resources Defense Council, are highly critical.


Republican House leaders have pulled from the floor a tax bill (HR 878) that was originally intended to help military families and then grew into a ‘Christmas tree’ because of tax exemptions added on to it.  This Wednesday, Democrats wanted to add another spin to the bill by adding provisions that would use the bill as a vehicle for a crackdown on companies that move their headquarters to offshore tax havens to avoid taxes. But, such amendments benefiting such diverse areas of the economy as farm cooperatives, the makers of fishing tackle boxes, and the bow and arrow industry   are the reason the bill has been temporarily tabled.  Representative Barney Frank (D-4-MA) quipped  “You can’t have a Christmas tree during Lent” (Washington Post, 7 March).


In 1999,Senator Ted Stevens (R-AK), Chair of the Senate Appropriations Committee, sponsored a study by the National Research Council on the effects of oil and gas exploration on the North Slope of Alaska. The recently released report suggests that several negative environmental effects have been accumulating over the last 30 years. Stevens is an avid supporter of opening the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR) to drilling.


All Cardinals of the Senate Appropriations Committee (SAC) have now been named. The Chairpersons and Ranking Members are as follows:



Subcommittee

Chairperson

Ranking Member



Agriculture

Robert Bennett (UT)
Herb Kohl (WI)



Commerce, etc
Judd Gregg  (NH)
Ernest Hollings (SC)



Defense 

Ted Stevens (AK)
Daniel Inouye (HI)



Energy/Water

Pete Domenici (NM)
Harry Reid (NV)



Foreign Ops

Mitch McConnell (KY) 
Patrick Leahy (VT)



Homeland Security
Thad Cochran (MS)
Robert Byrd (WV)



Interior


Conrad Burns (MT)
Byron Dorgan (ND)



Labor-HHS

Arlen Specter (PA)
Tom Harkin (IA)



Legislative Branch
Ben Campbell (CO)
Richard Durbin (IL)



MilCon

Kay Bailey Hutchison (TX)
Dianne Feinstein (CA)



Transportation

Richard Shelby (AL)
Patty Murray (WA)



VA-HUD

Bond (MO)

Barbara Mikulski (MD)



District of Columbia
Mike DeWine (OH)
Mary Landrieu (LA)


Major sources:  CQ Today, 5-7 March; Defense Daily, 7 March; New York Times, 5 March; Washington Post, 5-7 March.
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