This Week in Washington

The Senate and House have both passed an economic stimulus plan that with some major differences in funding.  There will be many hurdles to jump as it begins to move through conference.  The Senate plan is more aggressive and includes a number of items not supported by the President, including business tax breaks, unemployment insurance extension and tax rebates for low-income seniors and disabled veterans.  The President has declared that Congressional earmarks should be cut in half and is now expressing his desire to become fiscally conservative with federal spending.  Congress has leaders on both sides of the aisle who are pushing a complete study and overhaul of the appropriations “earmarking” process and during this study – a possible moratorium on any Congressional projects (earmarking) added to all annual appropriations bills.  This could have an impact on many institutions across the country that actively seek research funding through this process.  The Presidential election has become a tight race on both sides of the aisle.  Three of those seeking their party’s nomination are serving as current Senators. The Senate Leadership is hesitant to bring critical votes to the floor that could cause more scrutiny on votes as the races tighten and don’t look to become a clear win for any candidate even after Super Tuesday.

With all of this activity, two items are prominent for those of us in Higher Education to keep our attention on, The FY09 President’s Budget and the Higher Education Reauthorization Bill.  The FY09 President’s Budget was just released and, as we have seen before, there were major cuts in the education areas that impact our work.  With a flashback to previous years, funds were eliminated for Supplemental Grants, LEAP, and Perkins Loans.  There was a significant reduction in FIPSE funding, cut by close to 70% as well as cuts to HBCUs and HSIs.  The teacher incentive fund was increased by 105% and Pell received a modest increase, as did the Education Statistics and Education Assessment areas.  Trio was left at FY08 levels but not eliminated as has been in years past.  The President’s budget is a starting point for the Congressional Budget cycle.  The House and Senate budget committees meet and determine the funding allowed to each appropriation committee.  Congress then works with those amounts to determine what is allocated to committees then to subcommittees (where Congressional projects are typically added).  They are voted on, conferenced and sent back to the President for signature.  Many of those “inside the beltway” Washingtonians believe that the elections will give a good reason to put off the appropriations final work until a new President, is in place.  

Finally, after 5 extensions of the Higher Education Reauthorization bill (H.R. 4137), it looks as if this may be the year it is actually enacted.  As you recall, the Senate passed their bill last summer and the House is now scheduled to vote on their version of the bill next week.  Once the House bill is passed, conferees will be assigned to work out the differences and present a bill to the President.  

In the latest development, the House bill that will go to the floor on next Thursday will have some major revisions to college costs provisions.  Under this revised bill, the watch lists would be replaced with three "college affordability and transparency lists" for each sector. The top 5 percent of institutions in three categories would be identified: the most expensive, the least expensive, and those with the largest percentage increase in tuition and fees over the previous three years. The original bill included institutions to be exempt if the tuition and fees were in the bottom quartile of there sector or if they tuition only rose by $500.  The revised bill has only the institutions on the third list as subject to the bill's sanctions. 

When the House considers the HEA Bill on Thursday, the amendments that will be 

Considered by the Rules Committee are mainly focused on student aid provisions.  There have been 60 amendments offered, some of those have been withdrawn with the purpose of getting them on the record.  It is expected that only 10-20 amendments will be allowed for actually introduction on the floor during the floor debate on Thursday.  After the Manager’s amendment is reviewed in detail, we will report if any impact will be felt by student affairs.  The Rules Committee will release the amendments to be accepted after their meeting tonight.  Please see attached the list of offered amendments registered by the Rules Committee.

Once the House bill passes, then the work on conference issues begin.    

