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Gas Attack
Fuel price concerns could trip up NASA,  
defense, homeland security spending bills

he political fight on Capitol Hill 
over how to tackle soaring gaso-
line prices is undermining chances 
for enacting separate Fiscal 2009 
defense, NASA and transporta-

tion spending bills, which would force 
lawmakers to fund those and other gov-
ernment operations at previous lower 
spending levels.

Such a move, known as a “continuing 
resolution” or CR, would delay the 
start of any new defense programs 
and further delay the Ares I Orion 
replacement vehicle for the Space 
Shuttle at NASA, which—like many 
federal agencies—is still being fund-
ed at Fiscal 2006 levels because of a 
previous congressional impasse.

“Each day that goes by [it’s] 
looking less likely we can do all 
our appropriations bills,” by the Sept. 30 
end of Fiscal 2008, says Senate Majority 
Leader Harry Reid (D-Nev.), adding that 
a CR is possible.

In the Senate, all but three of the 12 
spending bills, including defense and the 
Commerce/Justice/Science bill—which 
contains appropriations for NASA and 
the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA)—have cleared 
the Appropriations Committee but none 
have made it to the Senate floor.

The schedule became more compli-
cated when Appropriations Chairman 
Robert Byrd (D-W.Va.) last week halted 
work on the three remaining spending 
bills. “Given the uncertainty in how the 
oil and gas drilling issue is currently 
playing out in the Senate,” Byrd said 
he was postponing work on two of the 

remaining bills—as well as a second 
emergency supplemental funding bill ex-
pected to contain an economic stimulus 
package to alleviate the recent spate of 
natural disasters. The defense bill hasn’t 
been scheduled for markup yet.

Republicans in the House and Senate 
are trying to force votes to lift a congres-
sional ban on offshore oil drilling as a 
remedy to high gasoline prices that are 

choking the economy from food prices to 
airline fares. They claim that Democrat-
ic leaders are holding up the spending 
bills to prevent inclusion of oil drilling 
amendments, which might be favored by 
Democrats representing economically 
strapped states.

House Appropriations Chairman 
David Obey (D-Wis.) has halted consid-
eration of all Fiscal 2009 spending bills 
due to White House veto threats and the 
oil drilling dispute with Republicans.

But Obey’s committee has yet to ap-
prove any of the 12 spending bills includ-
ing measures that would fund the Pen-
tagon, NASA, NOAA and the Homeland 
Security Dept. “These appropriations 
bills are going nowhere, anyway,” says 
Reid, denying Republican claims that 
the spending measures were withdrawn 

to prevent oil drilling amendments.
Byrd says he doesn’t see an opportu-

nity to begin consideration of the emer-
gency supplemental bill during the next 
10 days, signaling that remaining appro-
priations bills are not likely to make it to 
the floor until after the August recess. 
That leaves very little time to debate, 
amend and pass the funding bills in an 
election year.

The Senate is due to recess from 
Aug. 9-Sept. 7. The House of Represen-
tatives’ five-week summer recess begins 
Aug. 4. Both bodies intend to adjourn 
several weeks prior to the Nov. 4 presi-
dential and congressional elections. All 
House seats and about one-third of those 
in the Senate are up for re-election.

While not explicitly ruling out a CR 
to continue current spending levels 

until the next Congress takes 
over, House Speaker Nancy Pelosi 
(D-Calif.) has said she believes Rep. 
John Murtha (D-Pa.), chairman of 
the defense appropriations sub-
committee, “will be able to move 
the defense bill.” But Murtha says 
it probably won’t make it to the 
House floor before the recess.

One component of the defense 
bill is the formula for funding the Air 
Force aerial refueling tanker replace-
ment program. The Pentagon set aside 
the selection of a Northrop Grumman-
EADS team over Boeing for the $35-bil-
lion contract after a Government Ac-
countability Office finding that USAF 
erred in its decision-making process.

The Defense Dept. is requesting $800 
million for replacing the aerial tankers 
in Fiscal 2009 even though the program 
is on hold. The Office of the Secretary 
of Defense plans to make a new award 
decision by year’s end—although many 
observers believe it could slip into 2009. 
Lawmakers are considering using the 
appropriations bill as a means to prod 
the Air Force into moving faster. � c

—With Michael Bruno in Washington.
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UAV system. Two of eight Block 0 air-
craft, configured with the larger Preda-
tor-based airframe with the service’s 
heavy-fuel engine, remain in U.S. Central 
Command supporting war efforts.

The Block 1 will include a new ground 
control system, data links and an auto-
mated landing capability suited for the 
Army, which does not use rated pilots for 
UAV operations. The system will also use 
a new Raytheon-made DAS-2 electro-op-
tical and infrared ball as well as the Lynx 

II synthetic aperture radar. With capac-
ity for four Hellfire missiles, it doubles the 
armament of the USAF’s Predator.

Army-conducted Limited User Tests 
are set for early next year; its maiden 
flight took place earlier this year.

It’s anticipated that by October U.S. 
Army and Air Force officials will draw 
up a plan to proceed with a single plat-
form for both services. This will help 
to avoid the complications of operating 
and maintaining the MQ-1B Predator, 

MQ-9 Reaper and MQ-1C Sky Warrior.
The Air Force flew its first operational 

MQ-9 Reaper mission over Iraq last week; 
MQ-9s are being eyed as a replacement if 
F-16s are rotated out of the theater. 

Meanwhile, AAI plans next year to 
select a contractor to outfit its tactical 
Shadow 200 UAV, used by the U.S. Army 
and Marine Corps, with a laser designa-
tor. This will provide ground forces in 
Iraq with more capability to mark targets 
for attack with laser-guided weapons. �c 

“These appropriations  
bills are going  

nowhere, anyway.” 


