Issue Spotlight: Congressional Reform

Last week, the House of Representatives passed H.R. 1, an ambitious security reform bill based on recommendations of the 9/11 Commission (read more in last week’s e-Newsletter). But one critical recommendation was left largely unaddressed: the call for Congress to reform its’ own oversight of the myriad federal agencies charged with keeping us safe. 

Though the House moved forward with reforms that aim to streamline and strengthen oversight of Intelligence agencies (read more below), H.R. 1 did not address needed reforms in the counterterrorism oversight structure the 9/11 Commission called “dysfunctional” and the overlapping committee responsibilities of committees that oversee the Department of Homeland Security. Any effort to implement the Commission’s recommendations will require House and Senate committees such as Commerce (which oversees the Coast Guard), or Appropriations, to cede some of their powers to the Homeland Security committees in each Chamber. 
Senator Joseph Lieberman (I-Dem., CT) who held a hearing last week as the Senate prepared for its version of this bill, noted, “we found it a lot easier to reform the rest of the government than we did to reform ourselves post-9/11,” Mr. Lieberman said. “That’s unfinished work.”  HousePassSecBillSenateUncertain  New York Times   VOICES will continue our strong advocacy for more effective Homeland Security oversight in Congress. Check the e-Newsletter and Voices for Change pages for regular updates on these vital issues. 
House Creates Select Intelligence Oversight Panel
On January 9, 2007, The House voted, 239-188, to pass a resolution, sponsored by Rep. David Obey, D-Wis., that establishes an intelligence oversight panel consisting of members of the House Intelligence Committee and the House Appropriations Committee. The provision, named H. Res 35 corresponds to a recommendation by the 9/11 Commission, which urged a change in intelligence and counter-terrorism oversight. The new panel would include members from both the Intelligence Committee, which authorizes and oversees intelligence programs, and the Appropriations Committee, which holds the purse strings.

"This is a major reform, and a significant and important step forward in improving oversight," 9/11 Commissioner Tim Roemer is quoted in Baltimore Sun coverage , http://www.voicesofsept11.org/dev/content.php?idtocitems=PelosiBoostOversight
Roemer added that marrying the spending and policy responsibilities would make it harder for intelligence agencies to "game the system" by playing one committee off the other, as they do now. The Commissioners have advocated for a single joint House-Senate Intelligence Committee. But taking that step would require Senate approval, and the Senate has so far resisted overhauling its own intelligence oversight structure. Because it is an internal House Resolution, H. Res. 35 does not require action from the Senate or the signature of President Bush. The resolution fulfills the Commissioners’ recommendation for a “a single committee in each house of Congress, combining authorizing and appropriating authorities” as an alternative to the joint committee.  
