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FY04 Bills Mark Progress, But FY03 Supplemental Slipping      By Peter Cohn

     Lawmakers made modest progress on FY04 spending bills Wednesday, but prospects for quick agreement on an FY03 emergency supplemental was losing steam in an uphill journey into a House-Senate conference. The House completed a $37.9 billion Commerce-Justice-State spending bill on a 400-21 vote Wednesday. The measure retained a provision opposed by the administration and House GOP leaders that would block a recent FCC decision to lift the cap on nationwide television audience reach by one broadcast outlet from 35 percent to 45 percent. 
     While the White House issued a veto threat over the provision and there will be pressure to drop it in conference, the support of Senate Appropriations Chairman Stevens and others is likely to ensure that some form of the provision survives. The issue may not resurface until September, as Stevens said Wednesday his panel would not consider the Senate version until after the August recess. Stevens declined to comment on whether he would attach similar language, although he is widely expected to do so. 
     Lawmakers and aides predicted Wednesday that President Bush would not veto the massive Commerce-Justice-State bill over the FCC provision. They argued that the measure funds many critical agencies, and that Bush would be handing the Democrats a weapon to use against him as they continue to make their case that his administration caters to corporate interests. 
     "If the president wants to veto a bill that fully funds the FBI, the DEA, peacekeeping efforts and embassy security, let him do it," said House Commerce-Justice-State Appropriations Subcommittee ranking member Jose Serrano, D-N.Y. "If he's going to do that to satisfy a few media giants, then let him do it." 
     Media conglomerates Walt Disney, Viacom Inc., General Electric, News Corp. and AOL Time Warner had lobbied for the FCC rule changes, saying the old rules were outdated and did not take into account innovations such as Internet news services. 
     The House also voted 309-118 to accept an amendment by Rep. C.L. (Butch) Otter, R-Idaho, to deny funding for "sneak and peek" search provisions of the controversial USA PATRIOT Act that allows agents to conduct searches without notifying the suspect until a later date. 
     The Justice Department raised strong objections Wednesday to the House vote against the covert searches, which were approved for use in criminal investigations. 
     "I think the message that 309 votes tells me is that people have the opportunity to look back and say, 'What have we really done?'" Otter said. 
     The House was also moving late Wednesday to complete work on a $17.1 billion Foreign Operations spending bill late Wednesday, although Democratic tactics aimed at forcing a vote on the child tax credit were causing significant delays. 
     A District of Columbia appropriations bill, facing a fight over a provision allowing the use of school vouchers in the city, was likely to come up today, and a $90 billion FY04 VA-HUD measure was expected on the floor Friday. 
     That would leave only the Transportation-Treasury spending bill -- scheduled for full committee markup today -- left for the House to complete all 13 must-pass spending bills before the recess. Unless a waiver is granted for the measure to reach the floor less than three days after being reported, the $27.5 billion spending bill would have to wait until September for floor action. 
     The Transportation-Treasury measure had to undergo substantial revisions including boosting funds for Amtrak before a markup could convene, as it previously did not have the support of a majority of panel members for passage. 
     A possible amendment by Rep. John Sweeney, R-N.Y., that would bar the bankrupt telecommunications firm MCI -- formerly known as WorldCom -- from new government contracts in FY04 could still complicate things, although at presstime Sweeney was working with opponents of the amendment to strike a compromise. 
     The administration and MCI backers such as Government Reform Chairman Davis oppose the amendment, arguing it is the work of competitors seeking an unfair advantage. 
     Chances for completion of the FY03 emergency supplemental spending bill before the recess appeared to be dimming Wednesday, as differences over AmeriCorps funding and spending priorities in the underlying FY04 Legislative Branch appropriations measure, as well as procedural hurdles, continued to stymie appropriators. 
     Aides said there was talk of splitting the supplemental off from the Legislative Branch measure in the interest of quick passage, but House Appropriations Chairman Young said that was unlikely. 
     The Senate added $100 million for AmeriCorps in its version of the supplemental, while the House added nearly that amount for flood control, judicial expenses and other purposes, bringing the tab to $2 billion for both versions. 
     The Bush administration submitted a request for $1.9 billion. Aides said the two sides were still dug in and noted that nothing could be completed until a formal conference convened. The House had not yet appointed conferees at presstime Wednesday. 
     A spokesman for House Speaker Hastert said, "The speaker wants a clean bill." But he would not elaborate, echoing similar statements by Senate Majority Leader Frist. 
     Meanwhile the Senate was slowly moving toward passage of a $28.5 billion Homeland Security bill, delaying a final vote until today while fighting off numerous Democratic amendments to add more spending. 
     Frist planned to bring up a $27.3 billion Energy and Water measure upon completion.
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