CONGRESSMAN BROWN ADDRESSES “DISCHARGE PETITION” ISSUE

By Congressman Henry E. Brown, Jr.

In the last two weeks, several constituents have contacted me to suggest I sign a “discharge petition” for H.R. 303, the Retired Pay Restoration Act of 2003.  This bill is the “concurrent receipt” legislation that I support and have cosponsored since I came to Congress two and a half years ago.  After careful consideration, I have decided not to add my name to this discharge petition, and I want to take this opportunity to explain why.  

A discharge petition is an end run around the normal legislative process because it would allow legislation to come to the floor for consideration, even if the Committee of jurisdiction does not refer the bill, and even if House leadership does not schedule it.  I believe for a Member of Congress to sign a discharge petition against his own leadership, which he helped select, is one step away from anarchy.  To prove the point, while practically all the Democratic members quickly have placed their names on the discharge petition, only one Republican member has done so.  I know that all of the military retirees in the first district understand how important it is to follow the chain of command in a military organization.  While Congress is not the military, it certainly has a chain of command that ensures discipline is maintained in the manner that legislation is brought to the House floor for consideration.  According to the Congressional Research Service, since the present form of the discharge rule was adopted in 1931, 563 discharge petitions have been filed, with 47 obtaining the required signatures and only two of these becoming laws.     
As you know, I have been, and will continue to be, a tireless advocate for veterans' issues.  As Chairman of the Subcommittee on Veterans' Benefits, I have introduced and helped to create equitable and necessary legislation to benefit veterans.  For example, in both the 107th and 108th Congress, I introduced the Military Surviving Spouses Equity Act, which would prevent military widows from having their Survivor Benefit Plan annuity offset by the level of their Dependency and Indemnity Compensation (SBP is similar to an insurance plan that provides a monthly income to survivors of retired personnel upon the member’s death, while DIC is a monthly amount paid to eligible survivors of a deceased veteran whose death was a result of a service-related illness or injury).  Both publicly and behind the scenes, whether on the House floor, at press conferences, or speaking privately with other members, I have worked to draw attention to veterans' issues, and helped ensure that veterans' best interests are the priority. 

Further, as a member of the House Budget Committee, I oversaw development of a budget that included $63.8 billion for veterans’ programs.  This amounted to a $6.2 billion, or 10.7%, increase over funding levels for fiscal year 2003.  Discretionary spending for the Department of Veterans Affairs was also increased by 12.9%, to $30 billion.  While hundreds of other projects saw minimal increases or funding cuts, veterans got the extra money they deserve.

I am, of course, a strong supporter of concurrent receipt legislation.  I agree that it is unfair for our military retirees to be penalized by the current law since retired pay is a reward for military career while disability compensation helps veterans deal with pain and suffering and lost future earning potential.  Clearly and without a doubt, one should not offset the other.  

The federal law that prohibits receipt of both retirement pay and disability compensation by military retirees dates back to1892.  For more than 100 years, with the Democratic Party in control of the Congress for most of that time, there was never any legislation passed to address this inequity.  For the past 18 years, Rep. Bilirakis, a Republican from Florida, has introduced bills addressing concurrent receipt, but nothing was done until the Republican Party took control of the House and passed HR 4546, the FY 03 Defense Authorization Act.  A provision in this Act authorizes a revamped payment system for Purple Heart recipients and severely disabled combat veterans, and for the first time, begins to address this issue.

Many in Congress believe though, that a spending increase of the magnitude proposed will have to be phased in over a period of time because of the severe impact it will have on the federal budget otherwise.  I believe that Congress must go further to correct this inequity, and Congress will go further.  

This discharge petition is not the proper way to go and could hurt our efforts to get other things accomplished for ALL of our constituents.  The Democrats are cynically turning concurrent receipt into a political football to deceive veterans in an effort to win their votes.  I will continue to support the passage of H.R. 303, but will not sign a petition that promises to disrupt our lawmaking process and further complicate this issue.

