Legislative Update

December 2004
Congress returned for a week long lame-duck session in mid-November, before breaking for Thanksgiving. The primary motivation behind the session was to pass the remaining nine appropriations bills before Congress adjourns. The nine bills were packaged in an Omnibus appropriations bill, which was passed by both the House and Senate on November 20th. However, a problem with a controversial provision that would have given certain Congressmen the ability to review private IRS tax returns has forced Congress to return early in December and pass the bill with the provision removed.
The 109th Congress will convene with the swearing in of new members on January 4th.
George W. Bush will be inaugurated for his second term as President of the United States on January 20th.

Omnibus Appropriations Bill

The Transportation, Treasury and Independent Agencies appropriations were included in the Omnibus Appropriations Bill that is awaiting final approval. The Transportation appropriation includes all of the funding for MARAD, the Maritime Security Program, and other sectors that are important to the MEBA.
MARAD

This fiscal year’s MARAD appropriation included $75 million for the new tanker vessel construction program. The program is designed to aid companies who plan on building and operating US-Flag tanker vessels. The program was authorized for an appropriation of up to $250 million under the Defense Reauthorization that included the reauthorization of the Maritime Security Program. MEBA supports full funding of the program, and a number of MEBA contracted companies have expressed an interest in building and operating new tankers under this program.
MSP

Congress fully funded the final year of the 47 ship MSP program, allocating a total of $98.7 million for fiscal year 2005. Fiscal year 2006 will be the inaugural year of the expanded MSP fleet, which was authorized by Congress to include a total of 60 commercially operated US-Flag ships that sail internationally.

MEBA will be working hard next year to ensure that the new MSP is fully funded at the newly authorized levels.
NOAA

NOAA got a much needed shot in the arm in the Omnibus, with the bill providing $15 million to ensure the year long operation of four NOAA vessels, $2 million for maintenance, $1 million for staffing and planning of a new NOAA exploration vessel. NOAA’s appropriation was $2.1 million higher than the President’s request. The additional money will offset increased fuel costs for NOAA ships and aircraft.

LNG
Congress has been reviewing the siting of LNG terminals over the last few years, as the LNG trade across the world has soared. One area of concern has been the siting of LNG terminals, with controversy surrounding what governmental entity has final jurisdiction over the siting and licensing of LNG terminals. The Omnibus Appropriations bill included language that reaffirmed the Federal government’s view that the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission had the authority to override states in approving siting for LNG export and import terminals. While the language in the bill does not create a new law, instead referring to the 1938 Natural Gas Act, it is believed that this provision may make it easier for LNG terminals to be sited, especially in places where state bureaucracy has made it impossible. 
MEBA continues to monitor all legislation regarding LNG very closely, and has been working with Congress and the Administration to ensure that American merchant mariners have a substantial role to play in any expansion of the domestic LNG market.

