Ranking Member Tiahrt Opening Statement

Appropriations Subcommittee on Labor, Health, and Human Services

Hearing on Department of Labor FY10 Budget Request

May 12, 2009

Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I know that you have been just as anxious as I have been to get the administration’s budget request and begin the committee’s work.  

First, I’d like to welcome our new Labor Secretary, our former colleague, Hilda Solis.  Congratulations and I hope you enjoy your experience on the other side of the dais.  

Today more than ever, Americans eagerly await news from the Department of Labor, hoping for good news about job growth and our task in Congress is to ensure that you have the tools to help our fellow citizens realize their dreams. It is in this vein that I – and I’m sure all of my colleagues – examine the Department’s budget request.  

Last Friday the Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics announced that the nation lost 539,000 jobs in April, and that the unemployment rate rose to 8.9 percent from 8.5 percent in March. In addition, the Bureau reported that for the 12-month period that ended April 30, the nation lost 5.24 million jobs, a decrease of 3.8 percent. We can only hope that this news could be the first indication that the pace of job losses may be slowing.

Remarkably, in April of last year the unemployment stood at only 5 percent. Today, Americans are facing the kind of economic conditions that would have seemed unfathomable just a couple of years ago. In fact, since the recession started, the nation has lost 5.7 million jobs. The deficit has soared to over $11 trillion and Congress faces daunting choices.  In the last 100-plus days alone the deficit has increased with the administration’s spending spree in the stimulus bill, omnibus and supplemental. We are printing more money than we can keep up with, and I am concerned about the long term effect on our economy and especially jobs.  

Let me start by saying that I appreciate that on the discretionary side, you’ve requested only about a 3% increase over the FY 2009 non-Recovery Act budget authority. Nevertheless, prior to considering this budget request, it seems only logical for Congress to ask what has become of the $4.8 billion in discretionary budget authority that Congress provided to the Department of Labor in the Recovery Act. How much of the funding has been expended?  What has been accomplished so far? 

It has come to my attention that the Recovery Act reports, while featured prominently on the Department of Labor’s website, have, since their inception, been decreasing—rather than increasing—in program-level obligation and expenditure detail. Naturally, I have concerns about this fact. This seems to be the antithesis of the transparency that the American public was promised.

Furthermore, as the Department of Labor seeks appropriations that will maintain funding for some programs at levels more similar to the augmented FY 2009 levels. Congress needs to consider whether such program levels can be justified at this time. One example is the Youthbuild program. The Budget in Brief states that “few studies of Youthbuild demonstrate promising results” and it designates significant increases in budget authority both for the Youthbuild program level and its evaluation. Saying that few studies have detected merit with respect to Youthbuild raises a question about the studies which have not found merit. In fact, our own government’s evaluations have identified a number of shortfalls with this program. Seeing as though Youthbuild just received an infusion of $50 million in the Recovery Act, and in light of the Department’s tepid if not cryptic acknowledgement of Youthbuild’s lack of notable success, I’m curious as to why the Department seems to want to gamble on Youthbuild’s track record with a $45 million increase in program level funding —after all, that’s 64% over the FY 2009 enacted level. This seems to be counterintuitive. I would think that there would be more than enough activity generated by the additional Recovery Act funds to support a thorough evaluation of this program, and that the evaluation would be more properly conducted prior to the appropriation of another significant increase in budget authority. 

Another concern I have is with the notion of “green jobs.” The President desires to simultaneously create new green jobs, stimulate the economy and wean America off foreign oil. This risky and ill-timed social experiment appeals far more to environmental interests than our workforce community. As studies show that these policies are likely to destroy upwards of nine conventional jobs for every four “green jobs” they create, I find myself quite reluctant to support the policies underlying the need for “green jobs” training.  The poor timing of this scheme cannot be overstated in my opinion. I’m further concerned that these jobs will be temporary, too few in number, and will fail to justify the level of government intervention being directed at them. 
The net reduction in the budget request for the Office of Labor-Management Standards also concerns me. The Office of Labor-Management Standards is the lone federal agency with the job of protecting worker interests in how their unions are managed. I am not pleased that the Department of Labor has already signaled that it will not enforce compliance with current conflict-of-interest disclosures in addition to recommending that we slash funding for this extremely important division, all while announcing its desire to increase “worker protection.”   The fact that from 2001-2008, the Labor Department secured more than 1,000 union fraud-related indictments and 929 convictions proves that workers deserve protection from more than just their employers in many cases. I oppose the reduction in funding for the OLMS and intend to watch very closely to ensure that the mission of this important agency is not being diluted. 

With regard to mission area increases, I’d like to take note of the Department’s request for a large increase in the area of worker protection. The budget request includes a 9.9% increase in the area of worker protection. I think we can all agree that safe and fair work places should never be a luxury. Yet I am curious about the evidence on which the Department of Labor has based its request for such significant increases, especially when the Office of Labor-Management Standards has been reduced. I look forward to hearing background from the Secretary on this topic. 

Finally, on a personal, district-related note, I just want to mention my desire to work with the Department of Labor to rectify a situation that has impacted some of my constituents over the past year. In FY 2007, the Department of Labor awarded Garden City Community College in Garden City, Kansas, a Community-Based Job Training Grant. The grantee had intended to use the grant to train workers in the construction of two coal-fired power plants. Unfortunately, last year the Governor of my state blocked the construction of these power plants and created a delay which made it impossible for the grantee to comply with the terms of the grant. Recently, however, the current Governor of Kansas permitted the construction of the plants to move forward. While I am aware that there may be some hurdles to overcome with respect to this grant at this time, I look forward to working with the Department to find a way to get this important job training opportunity back on track. And I thank the Department in advance for its cooperation on this project.

Madame Secretary, at the end of the day I am sure we all want the same thing, high quality, high paying jobs for all Americans and it is your Department’s responsibility to see that they are prepared to fill those jobs.  Let us know how we can work together towards that common goal. 
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