February 7, 2003
One of these headlines is true.  

Can you guess which one?

1.
“Saddam Surrenders and Moves to New Jersey”

2.
“Uncle Sam Gives National Enquirer $20 Million Bail Out”

3.
“Aliens Among Us: 10 Ways to Tell If Your Co-Worker Is an Extraterrestrial”

Dear Colleague:

Which one of the headlines above is true? Believe it or not, it is #2: “Uncle Sam Gives National Enquirer $20 Million Bail Out.”  That’s right.  Unless a provision in the Omnibus Appropriation is deleted, American taxpayers will be required to bail out a Florida company called American Media. 

American Media publishes such “literature” such as the National Enquirer, the Weekly World News, and the Globe.  Its headquarters building was where one of the first cases of anthrax occurred eighteen months ago. 

So what does this have to do with a taxpayer-funded bailout?  As you will see from the attached Washington Times article, American Media is seeking an appropriations rider that would require the Federal government to buy its contaminated headquarters building for a dollar. It would also mandate that the EPA spend millions of dollars to clean up the mess.

According to the General Services Administration, clean-up and demolition of the National Enquirer building could cost upwards of $20 million.  But even more worrisome is the potential liability if the trial lawyers get involved. Some have estimated that law suits arising from alleged anthrax exposure during the clean-up operations could reach as high as $100 million…on top of the initial $20 million price tag for remediation. In effect, American Media is giving away the building to avoid liability if someone gets sick.  What a deal.

If this provision is retained in the final version of the Omnibus Appropriations bill, we will set a terrible precedent.  The Federal government (i.e., the taxpayers) will be seen as the ultimate safety net.  Why get insurance if we can count on Uncle Sam to bail us out?  What is the result?  Our tort system will spin further out of control as trial lawyers will begin to use the U.S. Treasury as their personal ATM.

What happened at the National Enquirer building was a tragedy.  The private sector has the mechanisms to handle this and other misfortunes.  But we should not compound this terrible situation by saddling taxpayers with further burdens that aren’t their responsibility. Instead, we need to address the root problem: an out of control tort system.  As the new chairman of the Commercial and Administrative Law Subcommittee, my first effort will be to do just that. 

In the meantime, I urge you to contact members of the Appropriations Committee.  Ask them to protect the taxpayers.  Don’t bail out the National Enquirer.






Sincerely,






Chris Cannon

P.S. 
Headlines #1 and #3 did, in fact, appear in America Media publications in the last month. 

Florida building price as high as $20 million 
Wednesday, February 5, 2003 
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     A provision in a spending bill now before the House directs the federal government to buy for $1 the anthrax-contaminated American Media Building in Boca Raton, Fla., leaving taxpayers with a cleanup tab of as much as $20 million. 
     After the building, home to grocery store tabloids including the National Enquirer, Globe, Star, and Weekly World News, is decontaminated, the only option may be to demolish it, according to a General Services Administration (GSA) memo obtained by The Washington Times. 
     The GSA called the building "unmarketable," and said the property's value has plummeted from $4.4 million to about $900,000.
     "The acquisition of this building by the GSA would result in significant costs to the federal taxpayers ...," the GSA memo said. "Whoever takes over custody of the building assumes liability for the remediation of the infectious disease and could potential [sic] be named in other legal actions involving the property."
     The amendment to the omnibus spending bill expected to pass the House this week is sponsored by Florida Democratic Sen. Bill Nelson, who called it a "public health issue we can't ignore."
     Disposal sites have refused to take the contaminated waste materials and Mr. Nelson wants it cleaned by the government and the waste stored at Fort Detrick in Maryland, which accepted contaminated materials removed from the anthrax cleanup of the Hart Senate Office Building.
     Having the federal government take over the building, the first target of anthrax sent through the mail after the September 11 terrorist attacks, and possibly use it for research before cleanup at the site is the appropriate way to go, Mr. Nelson said.
     "The policy question is what is the federal government's responsibility when a biological attack has occurred? Our view is it is shared by a lot of people and the federal government does have a unique role to take responsibility for cleaning up biological attacks, just like they did for the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center," said Dan Shapiro, Mr. Nelson's legislative director.
     "We think this is quite a comparable situation," Mr. Shapiro said.
     While the dollar-for-dollar cost cannot be recouped, it is Mr. Nelson's intention that if the building is demolished, the 2-acre property be sold to offset some of the cost. Mr. Nelson told the Miami Herald the building could be sold or used by the government as office space.
     The GSA estimates it will cost about $10 billion to clean the property, another $9 million for oversight and more than a half million to demolish it.
     One Republican House leadership aide said the legislation is tantamount to purchasing a Superfund site. "This is a total disregard and waste of taxpayer money," the aide said.
     American Media Inc., owner of the 94,000-square-foot building, said it is relinquishing the property at the behest of the Boca Raton community.
     "The problem was our attempt to have it cleaned in the private sector ran up against the universal answer: The disposal of any waste is something only the federal government can do and is best suited to clean up a health hazard like this," said Gerald McKelvey, spokesman for American Media Inc.
     The GSA, which manages government buildings, opposes purchase because of the cleanup cost and said "we cannot find a federal need or use for this property." Prior to the contamination, the property was valued at $4.4 million by the Palm Beach County Tax Assessor's Office. The unoccupied building is now worth an estimated $900,000.
     "If the federal government must acquire the property, our recommendation is that the property be turned over to the EPA who oversaw the Hart Building cleaning — the only agency with experience in this field. Upon EPA's declaration of 'clean,' GSA could proceed to demolish the building, as it would probably be unmarketable," the memo said.
     The building was closed Oct. 7, 2001, after National Enquirer photo editor Robert Stevens died from inhaling anthrax. He was one of five victims in the nation to die from anthrax attacks, which forced the closure of the Hart Senate Office Building when a letter filled with the powder was sent to Senate Minority Leader Tom Daschle, South Dakota Democrat. 
     Anthrax also forced the closure of the Brentwood Road postal facility in the District and was mailed to some New York media outlets. No arrests have been made.
     A former longtime editor for the National Enquirer agreed with the GSA's assessment and said the building should be demolished but paid for by the company.
     "We don't need to be spending taxpayer dollars cleaning up a building that houses such verbal trash," the former editor said on the condition of anonymity.

