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Following the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, Congress moved quickly not only to give the President authority to use force abroad against those responsible, but also to galvanize the nation’s internal defenses against terrorism. Congress enacted measures in such areas as aviation and port security, and bioterrorism. But it took nearly a year to resolve differences over creating a Department of Homeland Security that brings together 170,000 federal employees from 22 federal agencies with a budget of nearly $40 billion – the biggest executive reorganization in a half-century. In a seminar held by the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars on March 7, 2003, members of Congress and the homeland security community gathered to discuss the interplay of politics and processes in Congress to address this new challenge, as well as the outlook for the future. 


To begin the discussion, Congressman Mac Thornberry (R-TX) opened with a brief explanation of the Hart-Rudman Commission. Formally called the U.S. Commission on National Security/21st Century, the commission, chaired by former Senators Gary Hart (D-CO) and Warren Rudman (R-NH), is an independent, bipartisan panel created in 1998 to make sweeping strategic recommendations on how the United States could ensure its security in the 21st century. In the months leading up to the events of 9/11, the commission released a report suggesting the likelihood of a terrorist attack on U.S. soil and proposed changes needed to meet new threats. The 14-member panel validated that the United States operates under a myth of invulnerability and embraced the need for a Department of Homeland Security to oversee and implement our national security efforts. 

As a member of the Select Committee on Homeland Security, Rep. Thornberry discussed the committee’s first organizational meeting, which took place earlier this month. He noted that the committee is off to a slow start as members vie for seats on the five newly created subcommittees: Infrastructure and Border Security; Rules; Emergency Preparedness and Response; Cybersecurity, Science, and Research and Development; and Intelligence and Counterterrorism. The committee’s priority is to build a new agency that will be flexible, yet focused; one that will set priorities, anticipate vulnerabilities, and create opportunities for new partnerships between the Executive and Legislative branches. First on the committee’s legislative agenda will be technical corrections to the Homeland Security bill. 

As a member of the Homeland Security Task Force, a coalition of Democratic House Members organized in response to the terrorist attacks of 9/11, Congresswoman Ellen Tauscher (D-CA) continued the discussion by emphasizing the need for appropriations. She stressed that appropriate funding is the most important factor facing homeland security today and that it may encounter critical challenges, as some members of the Homeland Security Appropriations Committee did not vote in favor of creating the new department. Congresswoman Tauscher added that strong congressional oversight is needed to prevent past problems from repeating themselves, and gave special attention to the enhancement of first responder communication technology. She addressed the need for the Homeland Security Task Force to understand the specific challenges that face each community, the need to harden targets, and to implement action plans for families and first responders. It is her hope that Governor Ridge will provide the leadership necessary to clarify appropriate action to be taken at each layer of society. 

When questioned about the how the U.S. House of Representatives will reorganize to meet the needs of the Department of Homeland Security, Rep. Thornberry cited the development of new rules for realignment within the House to be created by Rep. Jennifer Dunn (R-WA), the new chairperson of the Select Committee on Homeland Security’s Subcommittee on Rules. Congresswoman Tauscher added that there are homeland security components to nearly every committee in the House, and that other committees must be coherent with the Homeland Security Committee on issues that compete for jurisdiction. In addition, she predicts that the Select Committee on Homeland Security will become permanent in the 109th Congress. Both Members of Congress agreed that another terrorist attack on the United States is likely and that the issues affecting the homeland security community are here to stay. 

