CONGRESSIONAL ACTIVITIES REPORT

WEEK ENDING 7 JUNE 2002

Congress

Senate Majority Leader Daschle’s (D-SD) schedule for floor debate prior to the August recess is taking shape.  Top among his priorities are hate crimes legislation, a prescription drug benefit for Medicare recipients, and an increase to the minimum wage. Senate Republicans want to pursue the Defense Authorization bill and the Defense Appropriations bill immediately after finishing the emergency supplemental, and are not inclined to put off these efforts for the hate crimes bill.  Senator Daschle has acknowledged that floor debate over the next two months must include the Defense Authorization bill and a measure to permanently repeal the estate tax.  

  
House conferees for the Energy bill have not yet been chosen, but a list of names is expected early next week.  The measure seems to have stalled with less and less support apparent.  Energy lobbyists and many environmentalists want to kill the bill because they feel it would produce little energy and there is little emphasis on conservation in it.  Two Senate conferees, John Kerry (D-MA) and Joseph Lieberman  (D-CT) have threatened to filibuster the final version of the bill if drilling is permitted in Alaska’s Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR).


The Defense Authorization Act, passed by the House in May, was slated to come before the Senate this week.  The controversial exemption of Department of Defense installations from the Endangered Species Act and the Migratory Bird Treaty Act is likely to inspire spirited debate, especially since some observers expect the Senate version of the bill to exempt Defense from sections of the Marine Mammal Protection Act, the Clean Air Act, and some hazardous-waste laws. While environmentalists claim that the Administration is trying to take advantage of 9/11 to eliminate environmental protection from the 25 million acres of land under Defense jurisdiction, DoD claims it is trying to safeguard national security.

Appropriations

Today, the Senate passed the Emergency Supplemental bill (HR 4775) 71-22.  The Senate version totals $31.6 billion, thus risking Presidential veto. The Administration is threatening to veto the bill because so many non-emergency measures – for example, aid to New England fishermen and urban mapping activities – are included in the Senate version.   The House version, passed on 24 May, totals $28.8 billion.   The Administration’s original request was $27 billion.  The Senate version includes $14 billion for military operations, $5.8 billion for domestic security, and $5.5 billion to help New York recover from the attacks of 9/11.  The House version also contains $5.5 billion for New York.  Also in the Senate version of the bill is a provision making the Office of Homeland Security Director Tom Ridge subject to Senate confirmation. The House bill does not contain language regarding the status of the Office of Homeland Security. 

If the Senate version prevails, the debt ceiling will be pushed to its limit.  House Republicans would like to use the spending bill as a vehicle to address a debt ceiling increase before the July 4th recess begins, around 27 June.  Because debate was cut off and any provision concerning the spending limit could not be attached to the Supplemental, lawmakers now hope to attach the yet-to-be-passed budget blueprint to stand-alone legislation increasing the federal debt limit by $450 billion (S 2578), or to the first FY 03 appropriations bill to move to the Senate floor.   The legislative schedule is now looking so tight that House appropriators are already talking about putting all non-defense appropriations bills into one or two omnibus measures.  28 June is the deadline to increase the national debt limit.

Scrambling and maneuvering are now taking place over the budget and the debt ceiling because of projected deficits after several years of budget surplus.  Revised deficit estimates for FY 03 are approaching $200 billion.  The Congressional Budget Office predicts three years of deficits.  Behind the deficit are the events of 9/11, the economic downturn and the Administration’s $1.35 trillion tax cut of last year.  


Major sources: Christian Science Monitor, 3 June; Congressional Quarterly Daily Monitor, 5 and 7 June; Congressional Quarterly Midday Update, 7 June; Philadelphia Inquirer, 4 June; Wall Street Journal, 6 June; Washington Post, 7 June. 
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