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Budget Resolution Passes
Senate With Gimmicks

By a 51 to 49 vote, the Senate passed
its version of the Fiscal 2007 budget
resolution, on March 16. The process
was characterized by gimmicks, and
a fair amount of wheeling and dealing
around issues such as allowing oil
drilling in the Alaska National Wild-
life Refuge. There was very little ap-
petite for the kinds of austerity mea-
sures that the Bush Administration,
and its neo-conservative supporters in
the Senate wanted, however. An
amendment to cut $10 billion from
Medicare and Medicaid over the next
five years, sponsored by Sen. John
Cornyn (R-Tex.) was rejected on a 43
to 57 vote.

On the other hand, numerous
amendments increasing discretionary
spending, passed by wide margins.
Sen. Arlen Specter (R-Pa.), the chair-
man of the Labor, Health and Human
Services, and Education Departments
Appropriations Subcommittee, pushed
through, by a 73 to 27 vote, an amend-
ment adding $7 billion to programs un-
der his jurisdiction. Specter used the
gimmick of advancing appropriations
from Fiscal 2008, thereby technically
not exceeding the discretionary spend-
ing cap. He had threatened to vote
against the resolution, unless he got that
money. Also adopted, though by a
much closer vote of 51 to 49, was an
amendment by Sen. Jack Reed (D-
R.I), to fully fund the Low Income
Home Energy Assistance Program
(LIHEAP) to the level of $5 billion, au-
thorized in last year’s Energy Policy
Act of 2005.

Efforts to fund Amtrak, were ex-
emplary of how Senators from both
sides tried to increase funding for
many programs without “busting” the
discretionary spending cap. The Sen-
ate debated two different amendments
to increase Amtrak’s funding by $550
million; one by Sen. Robert Byrd (D-

W.Va.) and one by Sen. Rick Sant-
orum (R-Pa.). Byrd’s amendment
would have paid for the funding by
closing a number of tax loopholes,
whereas Santorum’s would have taken
the money from a section of the budget
called “Function 920.” As Democrats
pointed out, and Santorum grudgingly
admitted, Function 920 had no money
in it. Byrd called Santorum’s amend-
ment “a magic asterisk,” because it
would not increase the allocation to
the Appropriations Committee.

Byrd fared no better with his pro-
posal, however. Senate Finance Com-
mittee Chairman Charles Grassley (R-
Ia.) argued that the loopholes proposed
to be closed by the Democrats are al-
ready addressed in the Fiscal 2006 tax
cut reconciliation bill, currently in con-
ference committee with the House.
Any loophole-closing proposals put
into the resolution, he said, would have
to be removed from the tax cut bill.
Both amendments were defeated,
Byrd’s on a 44 to 53 vote and Santor-
um’s on a 39 to 59 vote.

Debate on Ports Dominates
Iraq War Supplemental

After disposing of some 50 amend-
ments, the House voted 348 to 71 to
pass the supplemental appropriations
bill, providing $67 billion for the wars
in Iraq and Afghanistan, $19 billion in
additional hurricane relief, and about
$4.2 billion for foreign aid. While the
bulk of the money in the bill goes to
the Pentagon, the debate was domi-
nated by the port security issue and,
to a lesser extent, Hurricane Katrina
relief. The bill arrived on the House
floor with an amendment, passed in the
House Appropriations Committee by
a 62 to 2 vote, blocking the takeover
of U.S. ports by Dubai Ports World,
but the House turned back an effort by

Rep. Martin Sabo (D-Minn.) to change
the way such deals are reviewed.
Sabo’s amendment was ruled out of
order because it proposed changes to
law on an appropriations bill, a viola-
tion of the House rules.

The issue of who controls U.S.
portsisnot going to go away, however.
House Armed Services Committee
Chairman Duncan Hunter (R-Calif.) is
planning legislation that would ban
foreign ownership of U.S. infrastruc-
ture deemed critical to national secu-
rity. In the Senate, Senators Hillary
Clinton (D-N.Y.) and Robert Menen-
dez (D-N.J.) have proposed legislation
that would bar ownership of U.S. port
operations by foreign government-
owned corporations. Sen. Charles
Schumer (D-N.Y.) tied the Senate up
in knots on March 8, when he unex-
pectedly offered an amendment to the
lobbying reform bill, to prohibit any
country that had recognized the Tali-
ban rule in Afghanistan from any
involvement in U.S. port operations.
“Dubai is not the beginning and the
end,” Menendez told the Congres-
sional Quarterly. “It is only the begin-
ning, actually, of a more comprehen-
sive review, and action that I hope the
Senate will take.”

Debt Limit Increases

To $8.965 Trillion

On March 16, the Senate voted 52 to
48 to increase the statutory debt limit
from $781 billion to $8.965 trillion.
Senate Majority Leader Bill Frist (R-
Tenn.) had delayed the vote until the
last possible moment, to the point at
which Treasury Secretary John Snow
was warning that he could no longer
avoid a U.S. default on its debt. A
Democratic amendment to require the
Treasury Department to report on the
economic and security implications of
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U.S. debt held by foreigners, was de-
feated by a 44 to 55 vote. The Senate
action cleared the measure for Presi-
dent Bush’s signature, as the House
had passed it, last year.

Democrats tried to make the de-
bate on the debt-limitincrease a debate
about the massive growth in U.S. debt
that has occurred under the George W.
Bush Presidency. Indeed, the total
U.S. debt when Bush took office was
$5.6 trillion, and has increased by $3.5
trillion since then. $1 trillion of that
has been financed from overseas. Sen-
ate Minority Leader Harry Reid (D-
Nev.) told the Senate that “The deteri-
oration of the Federal government’s
finances is the direct result of the mis-
guided priorities of this administration
and this rubber stamping Republican
Congress.” Sen. Barack Obama (D-
I11.) noted that the $220 billion in inter-
est that the government will spend this
year is more money “than we’ll spend
on Medicaid and the State Children’s
Health Insurance Program.”

Law Suit Filed

Against Budget Bill

On March 22, Public Citizen filed suit
against the so-called “Deficit Reduc-
tion Act of 2005,” charging that it is
unconstitutional because the version
of the bill signed into law by President
Bush on Feb. 8 was not the same as
that passed by the House of Represen-
tatives. The Constitution requires that
the House and Senate pass identical
versions of a bill before it can become
law. The bill imposes substantial
changes on certain entitlement pro-
grams that benefit the poor and the el-
derly, including Medicare and Medic-
aid, to reduce spending on those and
other programs by $40 billion over five

Both the House and the Senate had
voted on the conference report, last
December (Vice President Dick
Cheney flew back from a trip to South-
west Asia to cast the tie-breaking vote
in the Senate), but the Senate struck
three provisions from the bill that were
in violation of the budget rules, neces-
sitating a re-vote by the House when it
returned from recess on Feb. 3. How-
ever, because of a reported drafting er-
ror by a Senate clerk, the House voted
on a different version than that passed
by the Senate. The error alters the du-
ration of Medicare payments for cer-
tain durable medical equipment from
36 months to 13 months.

“The Congress and the President
have to be brought to account for their
rogue actions in moving to enact this
very controversial legislation without
complying with the Constitution,”
said Joan Claybrook, president of Pub-
lic Citizen. Rep. Henry Waxman (D-
Calif.), the ranking Democrat on the
House Government Reform Commit-
tee, reported, in a March 15 letter to
White House Chief of Staff Andrew
Card, that it was his understanding that
President Bush had been informed of
the differing versions of the bill before
it was sent to him for his signature. “If
the President signed the Reconcilia-
tion Act knowing its Constitutional in-
firmity,” Waxman wrote, “he would,
in effect, be placing himself above
the Constitution.”

Specter, Dewine Bills

At Odds on NSA Wiretapping
On March 16, Senate Judiciary Com-
mittee chairman Arlen Specter (R-Pa.)
introduced a bill to make any surveil-
lance by the National Security Agency
that involves at least one party in the

marks on the Senate floor, Specter
noted the many unanswered questions
about the program authorized by Pres-
ident Bush remain, even after two
hearings by the Senator’s committee.
On the one hand, he said, “We are a
nation at war,” against a ruthless en-
emy, but on the other, “We are not
willing to sacrifice our rights and live
in a state of fear.” Instead, he said it
was possible to “provide the Presi-
dency with the flexibility and secrecy
he needs to track terrorists, while pro-
viding for meaningful supervision
outside of the Executive branch.”

Specter’s bill would require the
Attorney General to apply to the FISA
Court for permission to initiate a sur-
veillance program and then re-apply
every 45 days. In his application, the
Attorney General would have to pro-
vide the information that the court
would require to evaluate the program.
The court would then have to rule on
whether or not the program is Consti-
tutional, determine that at least one of
the targets of the surveillance is of a
foreign country or terrorist group, and
consider the privacy costs of the pro-
posed surveillance.

A competing bill, introduced by
Sen. Mike Dewine (R-Ohio) the same
day as Specter’s bill, and called the
Terrorist Surveillance Act, would es-
sentially legalize the current Bush Ad-
ministration program, with much
more limited oversight by the FISA
Court. It provides for limited Congres-
sional oversight by special subcom-
mittees of the House and Senate Intel-
ligence Committees, to which the
President must submit annual reports
on surveillance programs. It also crim-
inalizes the release of any information
on such programs. Dewine insisted, in
a press release, that his bill “does not
... give the President a blank check.
The Terrorist Surveillance Act autho-

years, and was the result of last year’s United States, subject to the Foreign ~ rizes a limited, but necessary,
budget reconciliation process. Intelligence Surveillance Court. In re- program.”
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