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This being Washington DC, with the attention span of a mosquito, it’s hard to predict where Congress and 
the President will focus their energies later this year, much less next week. However, the events in Russia 
and the Ukraine seem to have taken all the oxygen out of the room, at least at the White House, at least 
for now. The President is aware of public criticism for threatening to take action in Syria but, not following 
through. Under pressure from Senators, the President and Secretary Kerry have threatened actions 
against Russia, but it is not clear what the US could actually do that would have real impact. Others are 
saying to “go slow”. Among those is Harry Reid, Senate Majority Leader and perhaps the most powerful 
person in DC. So for now at least, “go slow” might prevail with regards to US actions or threats against 
Russia. And hovering over all this is a persistently weak economy. All, particularly at the White House, are 
concerned. So if we take action against Russia, what will be the impact on our own economy? When the 
New York Stock Exchange dropped by 200 points in reaction to the saber- rattling, it provided a warning 
to the White House and Congress.  
 
During an election year, as Congress tends to become even more partisan, relationships fray and 
tempers rise. For instance, a senator whose desk has been alongside a colleague for 15 years might get 
wind that this same colleague is now raising money for a primary challenger against him. Hard to 
imagine, in this environment, how Members of Congress can work together effectively. Democrats are 
dusting off their “war on women” campaign which was previously focused on abortion rights, but which 
now will increasingly focus on economic issues, such as “equal pay for equal work”, etc. Republicans are 
pressing on Obamacare with proposals to postpone or amend, create exemptions, etc. Meanwhile, the 
President, by Executive Order, continues to postpone implementation dates for Obama care, in order to 
avoid the pain that is expected, at least until after the midterm elections. What’s at stake? Control of 
Congress. Common wisdom says that Republicans are likely hold onto their Majority in the House of 
Representatives. In the Senate, Democrats have many seats that will be contested in this year. Common 
wisdom suggests a Republican Majority could be the result after November 4, but common wisdom was 
wrong in 2012 and could be wrong again. 
 
So what are the substantive issues which could move ahead this year? First, will be the Water Resources 
Development Act. Dredging navigation channels, building flood control projects and inland navigation on 
rivers, has not typically been a partisan issue. Both California Democratic Sen. Barbara Boxer and 
Pennsylvania Republican Bud Schuster are urging their colleagues to move forward and pass this 
legislation. The House and Senate WRDA bills would mandate that 80% or 100% of the HMT eventually 
be spent for dredging and other infrastructure. Oakland and Columbia River ports need dredging of their 
navigation channels. Ports such as LA and Long Beach, which do not need or receive federal dredging 
funds, would be able to use some of the money for other infrastructure needs, such as shoring up 
wharves to handle the new generation of container cranes, and other needs.  
 
Another action item; the federal transportation bill, known as MAP-21, expires at the end of September. 
Or rather, the funding runs out. In order to fund highways, bridges, and transit, Congress must come up 
with some other funding mechanism. The federal gas tax has not been increased since 1991 and few 
politicians are eager to propose increasing it, particularly in the months before they stand for reelection. 
Congress will have to be creative to identify something that is not controversial. When MAP-21 was 
originally passed in 2010, the funding needed to complement current Federal gas tax revenues was 
“implied savings from deferred payments to the federal pension guarantee fund in the ‘out-years.’” 
Oregon Congressman DeFazio sarcastically (and correctly) referred to this as “magic money”. So we will 
see how creative Congress will be this time. In the meantime, serious policy thinkers have been 
attempting to identify new sources of funding that make sense: an increase in the diesel fuel tax, bill of 
lading tax, a truck manifest tax. or a miles-driven tax are all ideas on the table. But these will likely stay on 
the table during this election year. Maybe they will see action during the “Lame Duck” session, when they 
won’t have to face voters for a couple years (or for those who have retired or lost re-election, never 
again). 
 
Trade legislation, particularly the Transpacific Partnership or the trans-Atlantic (or, US – EU trade 
agreement), were featured in the President’s State of the Union address. He touted those as important for 
our country’s foreign policy and our economy. But not less than 24 hours after, Senator Harry Reid, 
declared the Presidents trade agenda dead for this year- at least until after the November elections. 
 
This will be a year in which important legislation will pass, trade treaties will continue to be quietly crafted 
out of the public eye, even as partisan tension rise, and despite the distractions of Crimea. 


