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Despite the media's characterization of partisanship and Congressional inaction on 
controversial issues, such as immigration reform, productive legislation addressing critical 
challenges, is moving forward. And in the end, even immigration reform will become law.  
However, in the background lurk developments that have the Administration on the defensive, 
and worried.  
 
A "sleeper", is the President's decision to enter the Syria conflict, on the side of the rebels.  No 
doubt this may prove to be one of the most noteworthy decisions of the President's tenure, 
depending upon what happens over the coming months or years.  Even the President is 
distancing himself from this difficult decision, letting this pivotal announcement be made by an 
Assistant Secretary of State, rather than in his own White House press conference, which would 
be typical for such a potentially far reaching decision. But we aren't hearing criticism from the  
Hill because no one (other than Senator McCain, who snuck into Syria last month and has been 
vocally advocating engagement) really knows if this was the right decision or not, or what 
alternatives the President had. For the time being Capitol Hill will continue to be quiet and 
relatively non-partisan, on this.  
 
The Hill is NOT quiet on some other fronts - the IRS targeting of conservative organizations and 
individuals, the Justice Dept snooping on Associated Press journalists and the NSA (National 
Security Agency) scrutiny of phone records and email traffic.  While these would seem to 
present a smorgasbord of issues for partisan investigations and attacks by Republicans against 
the President, in fact some of these issues are bringing the most conservative and most liberal 
Members of Congress together.  For example, the first organization to sue President Obama for 
this snooping into private communications is the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), 
something few would have predicted when this President was elected.  
 
Nonetheless, this summer, we can expect hearings in Republican controlled House, but few in 
Senate where the Democrats control the Committee agendas, unless new revelations of White 
House involvement in these activities emerge.  So far that hasn't happened.  
 
But beneath these headline grabbers, the regular business of Congress is proceeding.  The 
Appropriations bills are moving forward, and with them quite a number of seemingly minor 
provisions to address specific requests of various constituents. These include  specific, non-
partisan matters, as varied as mandating that military personnel be limited to athletic footwear 
made in the US, to funding of Customs import data automation programs (ACE), and possibly 
direction to FEMA to expedite Port Security Grants. Actually, this type of non-partisan, behind-
the-scenes work is the traditional function of Congress. 
 
Also non-partisan is one of the most urgent funding challenges facing Congress -- for funding to 
pay for extension of the Transportation Authorization bill, beyond September 30, 2014; the 
uncertainty surrounding future funding is making planning for road, bridge, and transit 



construction extremely difficult.  Finding that money (about $105 billion per year) without 
increasing the current gasoline fuel tax (which polls show the voters will not accept) is  the 
dilemma. So far no one has the answer, but Republicans and Democrats both know this needs 
to get done; it will not be a partisan issue. 
 
Continuing the non-partisan agenda, Congress will continue to work to address navigation 
infrastructure, dredging, etc. But despite the Senate's fast start, the Senate-passed bill doesn't 
really address the need to release all the Harbor Maintenance Fees collected each year. It’s a 
bit of smoke and mirrors, as it depends upon the good will of future Congresses to release 
sufficient funding. The House will take its time, and ironically, it may be a Republican Chairman 
of the Transportation & Infrastructure who convinces his fellow Republicans and then the 
Senate Democrats, to pass a more ambitious WRDA bill, with guaranteed increased funding for 
waterway and navigation infrastructure. At least that is what we are hoping.  
 
Finally, immigration. There will be many reports in the media that the negotiations have fallen 
apart. There will be partisanship along the way, but I believe that by the end of this year, we 
will see an immigration bill. And that can't happen without sufficient Republican and 
Democratic votes. Few will actually like it, but it will pass Congress and the President will sign 
it.  Isn't that a measure of a true compromise - no one, on the left or right, really likes it? 
 
 


