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BILL MOYERS:

I’m Bill Moyers, and on this edition of the Journal, as Barack Obama talks frankly about the economic hole we’re in, we’ll talk with the powerful, progressive leader of the largest industrial union in North America and ask him if the Obama presidency can rescue labor and the working class. 

Our colleagues at Expose report on the latest round in earmark reform – where there’s a will, there’s a loophole. 

And some closing thoughts on the war in Gaza and bearing witness to the dead. 

Stay tuned…
[FUNDERS]

[LEO GERARD INTRO AND INTERVIEW]

BILL  MOYERS:

The members of the new Congress now in Washington face a daunting challenge just to count all the zeroes after the dollar signs. A trillion dollars is a thousand billion dollars.  And that's how much Washington says our government will be spending, beyond its means, for Barack Obama’s economic stimulus program.  So the corridors of Capitol Hill are filled with happy faces, because it’s a lot more fun to spend billions than it is to pinch pennies.   

Now, you may be concerned that so much spending invites a feast for the ogres of waste, fraud, and abuse.  But on Tuesday, President-elect Obama promised a higher standard of accountability, transparency and oversight than we're used to getting at either end of Pennsylvania Avenue. 

BARACK OBAMA:
We are going to bring a long-overdue sense of responsibility and accountability to Washington. We are going to stop talking about government reform and we’re actually going to start executing. We’re not having earmarks in the recovery package. Period.
BILL  MOYERS:

No earmarks will be allowed and if you thought you hadn’t heard him correctly, he repeated it in his big speech on Thursday. None of those hidden pet projects with multi-million dollar price tags that individual members of Congress sneak into bills for special interests or campaign contributors.  Can it be true? Have we really crossed the bridge to nowhere for the last time?

Don't hold your breath. As a senator, Barack Obama himself was no slouch when it came to passing out earmarks.  And many of the people in his incoming administration are accomplished practitioners.  Take former Republican Congressman Ray LaHood, Obama's nominee to head the Department of Transportation. Last year, he helped steer $62.7 million dollars in earmarks to his Illinois district. 

Members of Congress all together added almost 13,000 earmarks to legislation totaling more than 18 billion dollars in additional spending.   That may surprise you, especially if you remember we were promised reform once before after the Democrats took over Congress in 2006.  But never underestimate the ingenuity of legislators to throw the watchdogs off the scent. 
We offer yet another case study of Houdini-like hijinks on Capitol Hill, from our colleagues at Expose.  They revisit a crack investigative team from the “Seattle Times”, whose award-winning journalism has revealed to the public the connection between campaign contributions and wasteful congressional earmarks.   The producer is Marc Shaffer; the narrator, Sylvia Chase.

HARRY REID:


America is so fortunate to have as the next Speaker of the House of Representatives Nancy Pelosi.

SYLVIA CHASE:

Election night 2006, and change was in the air.  

NANCY PELOSI:  

Today the American people voted for change and they voted for Democrats to take our country in a new direction.

SYLVIA CHASE:

The Democrats were going to clean house, they promised.  

NANCY PELOSI:  

And the Democrats intend to lead the most honest, most open, and most ethical Congress in history.

SYLVIA CHASE:

For the first time, lawmakers would post the details of each congressional earmark, its sponsors and value. And they would be required to submit a letter for each of these pet spending projects – complete with its purpose, and the exact name and address of the beneficiary.   In the letters, lawmakers would also certify that neither they nor their spouses had a financial interest in the project.  

Across the country…in Seattle…

One journalist was paying especially close attention.
DAVID HEATH:

I thought now that we have reforms I’ll be able to tell the whole story on the relationship between money and earmarks. 

SYLVIA CHASE:
“Seattle Times” investigative reporter David Heath turned his sights to the 2008 Defense Bill – the first passed under earmark reform.  Just to be sure Congress was telling the whole truth, Heath cross-checked Congress’s official list of earmarks against those he was able to verify on his own.  And he made a disturbing discovery.  

DAVID HEATH:

Despite the reform, Congress is still hiding earmarks.

JIM NEFF: 

So it became a much better story.  It wasn’t about a corrupting process.  It wasn’t about wasteful earmarks that were local pork and local pet projects.  It was beyond that; it was actually all of that plus, active deception and hypocrisy.
SYLVIA CHASE:

Joined by his colleague Christine Willmsen, David Heath spent months following the money, painstakingly reviewing each disclosure letter, beginning with those from the House of Representatives.  

DAVID HEATH: 

There was well over a thousand of these letters and we took these letters and we basically made a database out of them. 

SYLVIA CHASE:

Under the new rules, members must disclose the exact recipients of their earmarks – reporting only the federal entities through which the dollars get disbursed is not allowed. 

DAVID HEATH: 

For people who obey the rules, the disclosure in the House is pretty good.

SYLVIA CHASE:

But not everyone obeys the rules.

DAVID HEATH:  
We found over a hundred cases where a member of the House wasn't really honest. They said the entity getting the funding was the Department of Defense. Or the Office Naval Research, which doesn’t really tell us anything.  What we want to know is who’s actually getting the money in the end.  And this money is almost always going to a contractor, a vendor, a company. 
SYLVIA CHASE:

Without knowing who’s actually “getting the money in the end”, there’s no way to track whether lawmakers are getting campaign contributions from the same people to whom they’re funneling earmark dollars. The money trail goes cold.  

The disclosure letters in the House may have been imperfect, but they proved far more informative than those the reporters found in the Senate. 

When Heath and Willmsen checked, each senator’s disclosure letter said virtually the same thing. 

DAVID HEATH: 
All it says is that for all the earmarks I’ve done I promise you there’s no conflicts of interest.  That’s all it says.

SYLVIA CHASE:

How the Senate managed to hide the details of its earmarks while publicly proclaiming reform is a story of masterful parliamentary slight-of-hand…watch closely – or you’ll miss it.  

As soon as he took over, new Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid pledged to come clean on earmarks as part of a massive new ethics bill. 

HARRY REID:  

The underlying legislation that is bipartisan in nature, sponsored by the Democratic and Republican leaders, is good legislation. It is a significant step forward to anything that has happened in this country since Watergate: ethics reform, lobbying reform, earmark reform.
SYLVIA CHASE:

But what Senator Reid wasn’t saying was that the reform measure contained a caveat.  Senators wouldn’t have to disclose any earmarks that went to federal entities.  

But in the Defense Bill, almost all the earmarks first go to federal entities before being passed along to private contractors. In effect, senators would be able to hide almost every earmark. And that prompted a challenge from Senator Jim DeMint – a champion of earmark transparency.  The South Carolina Republican made a startling admission.
JIM DEMINT: 

Many in this Chamber know I don't often agree with Speaker Pelosi, but Speaker Pelosi has the right idea.

SYLVIA CHASE:

And a stunning proposal.
As an amendment to the Ethics Bill, the staunchly conservative Republican DeMint proposed that the Senate adopt word-for-word the House version of earmark reform marshaled through by the liberal Democrat Nancy Pelosi

JIM DEMINT: 

We proposed the DeMint-Pelosi Amendment.  And I presented it on the floor.  And the place was quiet.

JIM DEMINT [SOT]: 

This is the language which the new Speaker of the House, Nancy Pelosi, has put in this lobbying reform bill in order to make it more honest and transparent.  

SYLVIA CHASE:

It was a brilliant tactical move.  If the Democratic majority was to reject DeMint’s amendment it would mean rejecting the much stronger earmark disclosure rules crafted under their own party’s high profile Speaker of the House.  

JIM DEMINT: 

Harry Reid did not want this to come for a vote.  He made a motion to table it, which gives the members some cover because you’re not really voting against the amendment.  You’re just voting to table it.

SYLVIA CHASE:

“Tabling” the so-called DeMint-Pelosi Amendment would mean removing it from consideration – effectively, killing it.  

HARRY REID: 

I would appeal to my friend from South Carolina. I repeat: I know you are doing this because you think it is the right thing to do. But take the opportunity to look at what is here. It is better than the House version - so much better.

JIM DEMINT: 

And Senator Reid assumed as most people did including me that he would get fifty-one votes to table it.  And we had a few heroes on the Democrat side that joined us, Barack Obama, relatively new senator, bucked his party and voted with us. 

SENATE PRESIDING OFFICER: 

On this vote the ayes are 46, the nays are 51.  The motion to table is not agreed to.

JIM DEMINT:  

And we defeated the tabling motion.  Well once the tabling motion failed by a vote or two, everyone knew they were going to have to vote on the real thing and it was like 98 to nothing.  I mean this is the kind of thing that if, if senators know America can see what they’re voting on, they were afraid not to vote for it. 

SYLVIA CHASE:

Indeed, with all eyes watching – 98 senators voted in favor of the artfully crafted DeMint-Pelosi Amendment…not one opposed it.  

The junior senator from South Carolina had taken on the powerful Senate Majority Leader and won.  

Or so it appeared. Remember: this was an amendment to a wide-ranging ethics bill.  And before a bill becomes a law, its final language must be worked out between both houses of Congress. Steve Ellis, a leading earmark reform advocate in Washington, explains how the game works.

STEVE ELLIS: 

So rather than doing what the House did which was simply change their rules.  You’re done the next day.  Everything is changed and you have to abide by earmark reform, people could still modify it before it actually ended up becoming the rules of the Senate.

SYLVIA CHASE:

Which is precisely what happened. 

HARRY REID: 

Frankly, as we all know, we're going to have to do some work to improve this.

SYLVIA CHASE:

Behind the scenes as the final language to the Ethics Bill was being hammered out, a mysterious new provision was slipped in.  

There is it – paragraph 6, subparagraph A 5.  Senators would submit letters to committee chairpersons containing all the earmark information.  But they would tell the public only that they have no pecuniary – meaning financial – conflict in the projects they were sponsoring.  

STEVE ELLIS: 

They essentially said that the public can only get this last little thing which says I’m not a crook.

SYLVIA CHASE:

As for who’s actually getting the earmark money, that remains a Senate secret.  

STEVE ELLIS:  

The Senate leadership that was behind gutting this bill were really evil geniuses.  This is a provision where I looked specifically at it as soon as it came out.  Other people in Washington who work on earmark reform looked specifically at this provision to make sure that we were going to get the information that we were promised and we missed it.

JIM DEMINT:  
And they did exactly what I was afraid of - they killed earmark reform, it is a stunning disappointment and a huge missed opportunity.

Once they got the loophole created behind the scenes they figured that no one was going to pay attention.

SYLVIA CHASE:

But someone did pay attention.  After months of work, David Heath and Christine Willmsen had tracked down every hidden earmark they could find in the 2008 Defense Bill.  There were 155 of them.  

DAVID HEATH: 
And those hidden earmarks were worth three and a half billion dollars.  So that was forty percent of the earmark money in the Defense Bill.

SYLVIA CHASE:

Among those Congress failed to reveal, according to David Heath:

588 million dollars to accelerate the construction of a submarine the Defense Department hadn’t even asked for in its appropriations request – the largest earmark in the entire bill.  

The reporters tracked the earmark to the giant defense contractor General Dynamics.  They also discovered that the Office of Management and Budget had opposed the earmark, saying it would take resources away from more urgent defense needs.  

DAVID HEATH: 

588 million dollars on a submarine the Pentagon did not want.  And in fact that the administration said please take this out of the bill. 
SYLVIA CHASE:

Then there was the 18 million dollars for Latrobe Specialty Steel, courtesy of Democratic Congressman John Murtha – powerful chairman of the Defense Appropriations Subcommittee and one of Capitol Hill’s leading ear markers.  

Latrobe, which sits in Congressman Murtha’s Pennsylvania district, had made political donations to Murtha.

CHRISTINE WILLMSEN:  

There was a dotted line between Congress, who they received campaign contributions from and who got earmarks.

SYLVIA CHASE:

When the reporters asked why the congressman hadn’t disclosed the Latrobe Steel earmark, they were told through a Murtha spokesman that the measure was competitively bid.  And according to the congressman, that meant it wasn’t an earmark at all.  

DAVID HEATH:  

They said oh that can’t be an earmark because it says right in the bill that it's supposed to be competitively bid.  Which by the way, all earmarks are supposed to be competitively bid.  But, it turns out that in this particular case there wasn’t a competitive bid because the company was the only company in America that could actually qualify for this earmark.  

JIM NEFF:  

We found that Congress played word games almost something straight out of George Orwell.  About what is, and is not an earmark, and if it looks like an earmark it, it acts like an earmark, an average person applying common sense would say it's an earmark, it's an earmark. 

CHRISTINE WILLMSEN:  

I think we could have investigated for years to attempt to try and find all the earmarks that were hidden.  It's just incredibly difficult to find them, and there's still mysterious ones out there today, that we can't track.

STEVE ELLIS:  

Congress are the ones who determine whether or not earmark disclosure has been met. They're essentially your ultimate “homer” referees that are deciding these games.

SYLVIA CHASE:

That means, as the “Seattle Times” would report, even if lawmakers break the earmark rules – they face no punishment.  

CHRISTINE WILLMSEN: 

Just don't disclose.  Nothing's going to happen.  Right?  Nothing's happened so far.  I mean, we've found people that haven't disclosed, and they're not necessarily facing discipline or getting investigated by the Ethics Committee. 

DAVID HEATH:  
Joe Citizen can’t figure out what’s not being disclosed.  I mean you have to go through the bill and analyze each and every line item to see whether or not it’s been disclosed or not and that’s just not something the average person can do.

BILL  MOYERS:
Hope, they say, springs eternal. So once again reform is in the air.  Just Tuesday, the Chairmen of the House and Senate Appropriation Committees announced some rule changes to discourage earmark abuse, including a requirement that requests be publicly disclosed. 

And on Wednesday, a bi-partisan group of senators introduced new legislation to take earmark reform even further. Oklahoma’s Republican Senator Tom Coburn said it’s all about the public trust.
SENATOR TOM COBURN: 
This is an issue about confidence. We’re in the deepest recession in fifty years. And the answer to getting out of a recession is competency and the confidence in the consumer that tomorrow is better, the day is brighter. And the problem is, as long as earmarks exist the way they do today, we’re never going to have the confidence of the American people that we have their best interests at heart.
BILL  MOYERS:
We’ll see.  Fortunately we have some help.  Two public interest groups, Taxpayers for Common Sense and the Sunlight Foundation, have joined forces to dig deep into the data bank to create Earmark Watch, a website that allows you and me to keep track of what our senators and representatives are up to.  You can find out more about Earmark Watch at our site on PBS.org.
[BUMP]
BILL MOYERS:
In a city made noisy by hammers and saws preparing for the inauguration of a new president – a city already reverberating with partisan rancor, and with the constant chattering of the opinionated – it was hard to hear the sound of a single snare drum along Pennsylvania Avenue, between the White House and Capitol Hill, but there it was: a mere handful of men and women, 70 at most, had come out this rain-swept morning to bear witness to the dead - to the victims of war.
DAVID SWANSON:

They carry the names of the dead in Iraq, in Afghanistan and the recent dead in Gaza along with ages and places and in many cases, very little more is known except that these are people who should still be alive.  These are real human beings with family members and loved ones and friends, and we’re killing them.

BILL MOYERS:

They were there for the first hour of the first day of the new Congress.  

DAVID SWANSON:

It’s a general assumption that power rests at the other end of this street in the White House and that we may have a better president there than we had last time and we should wait and see what happens.  Well, our country puts the power to begin and end and fund and de-fund wars here, in the Congress.

BILL MOYERS:
A short distance away a noisy media circus surrounded Illinois Democrat Roland Burris as he tried to take a seat in the United States Senate, while scarcely anyone recorded the March of the Dead.
MARCHER #1: 

Haya Hamdan, 44, killed last Monday in Gaza.
MARCHER #2: 

Najim Abdullah Hamid, 41, killed 3/7/04.

BILL MOYERS:

Inside the Hart Senate Office Building the marchers unfurled their banners.  Seventeen were arrested.

MARCHER #3:

We will not be silent.

DAVID SWANSON:

And I’m thrilled that people are willing to bring this message on day one and not assume that an election solves everything because elections have never created peace, only what people do in between elections has ever created peace.

BILL MOYERS:

Their act of conscience could not have been more timely.  For one thing, the “Washington Post” reports this week that the U.S. Army sent letters to the 7,000 family members of soldiers killed in Iraq and Afghanistan. Every letter began, “Dear John Doe.” Yes, it was a mistake and the Army has now apologized.  But we were reminded of the anonymity that has been conferred on America’s fallen warriors whose homecoming in caskets the Bush White House has tried to keep from the public. They, their parents, spouses and children are far removed from the gaze of official Washington. The marchers along Pennsylvania Avenue this week were reminding us that every casualty, every victim of war has a name. 

For too much of the world at large the names of the dead and wounded in Gaza might as well be John Doe too. They are the casualties and victims of Israel’s decision to silence the rockets from Hamas terrorists by waging war on an entire population. Yes, every nation has the right to defend its people. Israel is no exception, all the more so because Hamas would like to see every Jew in Israel dead. 

But brute force can turn self-defense into state terrorism. It’s what the U.S. did in Vietnam, with B-52s and napalm, and again in Iraq, with shock and awe.  By killing indiscriminately - the elderly, kids, entire families by destroying schools and hospitals – Israel did exactly what terrorists do and exactly what Hamas wanted.  It spilled the blood that turns the wheel of retribution.  

Hardly had Israeli tank fire killed and injured scores at a UN school in Gaza than a senior Hamas leader went on television to announce, “The Zionists have legitimized the killing of their children by killing our children.”  Already attacks on Jews in Europe are escalating – a burning car crashes into a synagogue in Southern France, a fiery object is hurled through a window in Sweden, venomous anti-Semitic graffiti appears across the continent, and arsonists strike in London.  

What we are seeing in Gaza is the latest battle in the oldest family quarrel on record.  Open your Bible: the sons of the patriarch Abraham become Arab and Jew.  Go to the Book of Deuteronomy. When the ancient Israelites entered Canaan their leaders urged violence against its inhabitants.  The very Moses who had brought down the commandment “Thou shalt not kill” now proclaimed, “You must destroy completely all the places where the nations have served their gods. You must tear down their altars, smash their pillars, cut down their sacred poles, set fire to the carved images of their gods, and wipe out their name from that place.”  

So God-soaked violence became genetically coded.  A radical stream of Islam now seeks to eliminate Israel from the face of the earth.   Israel misses no opportunity to humiliate the Palestinians with checkpoints, concrete walls, routine insults, and the onslaught in Gaza. As if boasting of their might, Israel defense forces even put up video of the explosions on YouTube for all the world to see.  A Norwegian doctor there tells CBS, "It’s like Dante’s Inferno.  They are bombing one and a half million people in a cage.” 

America has officially chosen sides. We supply Israel with money, F-16s, winks and tacit signals. Our Christian right links arms with the religious extremists there who claim divine sanctions for Israel’s occupation of the West Bank. Our political elites show neither independence nor courage by challenging the consensus that Israel can do no wrong. Although one recent poll found Democratic voters overwhelmingly oppose the Israeli offensive by a 24-point margin, Democratic Party leaders in Congress nonetheless march in lockstep to the hardliners in Israel and the White House. Rarely does our mainstream media depart from the monotonous monologue of the party line.  Many American Jews know, as Aaron David Miller writes in the current “Newsweek”, that the destruction in Gaza won’t do much to address Israel’s longer-term needs. 

But those who raise questions are accused by a prominent reform rabbi of being “morally deficient.”  One Jewish American activist told me this week that never in 30 years has he seen such blind and binding conformity in his community.  “You’d never know,” he said, “that it is the Gazans who are doing most of the suffering.”  

We are in a terrible bind – Israel, the Palestinians, the United States.  Each greases the cycle of violence, as one man’s terrorism becomes another’s resistance to oppression.  Is it possible to turn this mindless tragedy toward peace?  For starters, read Aaron David Miller’s article in the current “Newsweek”.  Get his book, “The Much Too Promised Land”. And pay no attention to those Washington pundits cheering the fighting in Gaza as they did the bloodletting in Iraq. Killing is cheap and war is a sport in a city where life and death become abstractions of policy. Here are the people who pay the price.
That’s it for the Journal. I’m Bill Moyers. We’ll be back next week.

