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COUNTY OFFICIALS TRAVEL TO WASHINGTON D.C. FOR LEGISLATIVE CONFERENCE
Des Moines, IA - Iowa county officials were in Washington, D.C. this week to attend the 2008 National Association of Counties Legislative Conference.  They joined more than 2,000 other elected and appointed county officials from across the country in the nation’s capital.  The theme of this year’s conference was “Restore the Partnership,” a campaign that Iowa county officials have been actively involved in supporting.  The conference featured several guest speakers including the new U.S. Secretary of Agriculture Ed Schafer, U.S. Commerce Secretary Carlos M. Gutierrez, Maryland Lieutenant Governor Anthony G. Brown, and U.S. Representative James Clyburn (D - SC).  Political analysts Paul Begala and Pat Buchanan spent an hour entertaining the conference attendees with their political punditry.

ISAC President Mike King and 2nd V.P. Chuck Rieken led a delegation of Iowa county officials to the Old Executive Office Building on Monday, March 3, to meet with Bill Behrens, Special Assistant to the President and Deputy Director for the Office of Intergovernmental Affairs.  Mr. Behrens arranged for Steve Pelham, a representative of the USDA Rural Development, to brief the group on the components of the 2008 Farm Bill.  County officials are particularly interested in Title VI which provides funding for rural development.  Sioux County Sheriff Dan Altena and Johnson County Supervisor Terrence Neuzil led the discussion to encourage the restoration of funding for the Edward M. Byrne Memorial Justice Assistance Grant Program to the FY 09 budget and additional funding in FY 08.  County auditors Grant Veeder (Black Hawk) and Mary Mosiman (Story) encouraged Mr. Behrens to share with President Bush the necessity for assisting counties in funding the costs of elections.  Specifically, they mentioned the Holt Bill, which would allow for reimbursement of voting machine purchases by counties.  Linn County Supervisor Jim Houser brought up and discussed the effort to achieve a moratorium on the CMS rules on TCM services issued last December.  Other county officials attending the White House briefing were Wayne Clinton, Sheri Blough Neff, Timothy Hoschek, Melvyn Houser, Brent and Brooke Houser, Tim McGee, Dave Neff, and James Strohman.

Grant Veeder and Tim Hoschek (Des Moines County Supervisor) met with 1st District Congressman Bruce Braley on Tuesday evening.  Congressman Braley shared a letter explaining his co-sponsorship of H.R. 5036 by Rep. Rush Holt and the provisions of the Holt Bill.  The bill would provide funding to purchase optical scan devices for areas that did not previously use paper ballots, for ‘emergency’ paper ballots used in the 2008 election and for recounts or audits of paper ballots.  Congressman Braley also expressed his strong support of efforts to place a moratorium on the CMS rules proposed in December 2007.

ISAC held its delegate breakfast on Wednesday morning, March 5.  Congressmen Dave Loebsack and Bruce Braley both attended.  After breakfast, each Congressman briefly discussed the initiatives and committees in which they were engaged.  The Iowa delegation discussed the “Restore the Partnership” initiative – and both Congressmen expressed interest in the concept.  County officials had a full hour of discussion on the Farm Bill, elections issues, future transportation funding, CMS rule moratorium, the 3% withholding provision, Byrne/JAG program, and funding of the Energy Assistance Grant programs.  Both Congressmen Braley and Loebsack expressed strong support for the moratorium on CMS rules and the Byrne/JAG programs having either authored or co-sponsored legislation to address these issues.  President Mike King was unable to attend the delegate breakfast due to a special invitation to have breakfast at the White House. ISAC 2nd VP Chuck Rieken took over as host.

Following breakfast, 10 county officials headed to the Rayburn House Office Building for a panel discussion with legislative staffers working for Iowa’s congressional delegation.  ISAC President Mike King welcomed Congressmen Leonard Boswell who briefly addressed the group.  Legislative staff from Senators Harkin and Grassley, Congressmen Loebsack, Braley, King, Latham and Boswell participated in an hour long discussion on issues related to the transportation (air, rail, roads, and transit), elections, unfunded mandates, CMS rules, energy assistance grants, methamphetamine, Farm Bill, rural development funding, Byrne/JAG programs, Head Start governance, and probably a few others.  Staff explained their bosses’ positions on issues and the role they each played in pursuing solutions to the many problems raised by county officials.  There was generally consistent support for the goals expressed by ISAC members.  

After the panel discussion, President King herded the group to the Russell Senate Office Building for a meeting with Senator Tom Harkin.  Senator Harkin (and his chief of staff Richard Bender) spent an hour discussing the 2008 Farm Bill, Byrne/JAG program, CMS rules, water quality issues, the economic stimulus package, and his views on the likelihood of various scenarios. Senator Harkin expressed his frustration with the progress on the farm bill.  Bills have passed both the Senate and House but have different funding levels so the bill is in conference committee.  According to Senator Harkin, the White House has not determined the final level of funding to which it would agree. This has left the conferees hesitant to meet until this issue is resolved.  Congressional action has to be taken by March 15, 2008, or Congress will have to pass a continuing resolution.

Several members of the group had to leave after meeting with Senator Harkin.  So President King, Dan Altena, Wayne Clinton, Bill Peterson and NACo Staff member Paul Beddoe met with Senator Grassley to end the day.  While we were only able to meet with Sen. Grassley briefly, he had arranged to have key staff to discuss the Montana Meth Project and the CMS rules.  The group also discussed many of the other issues that were raised during meeting earlier in the day.

County officials participating in the various Congressional meetings on Wednesday were Mike King, Chuck Rieken, Wayne Clinton, Jane Halliburton, Tim McGee, Sheri Blough Neff, Terrence Neuzil, Jim Houser, Linda Langston, Dan Altena, Tim Hoschek, and Grant Veeder.  ISAC staff member Rachel Bicego attended the meetings and helped coordinate the entire effort.
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