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The emergency disaster relief bill for the state and Midwest was put on hold by the Senate Democratic leadership last week.

Senate leadership indicated that “other pressing issues”, citing bills which involve taxes, defense and a fight with Republicans over lifting a ban on coastal oil drilling as reasons why it was impossible for them to undertake this issue before the Congressional recess in August.

Earlier this month, Senator Tom Harkin, D-IA and Senator Chuck Grassley R-IA wrote to Appropriations Committee Chairman, Senator Robert Byrd, D-WVA asking for a disaster relief package for Iowa and the Midwest region which has been met with devastating tornadoes and record floods this summer.
“While I realize this funding bill was not likely to become law until after the August work period, I was disappointed to learn of this decision by leadership,” Harkin said.

“I strongly disagree with this course of action because Iowa families and communities need assurances now, in the form of concrete legislative action that Congress will provide the disaster aid we so desperately need.”

“Congress doesn’t seem to understand the devastation,” Grassley said.  “We’ve got an emergency, and Congress needs to respond.”

Governor Chet Culver, D-IA issued a statement asking the leadership “to reconsider this decision and move forward on disaster relief funding in an expedited manner.”

Senator Byrd announced yesterday that he is currently drafting a bill which includes $24 billion in aid, including $10 billion for infrastructure improvements and $10 billion for natural disaster recovery.  

Of the $10.1 billion for disaster relief, $3 billion would be for recovery from Hurricane Katrina, $910 million would go toward firefighting in the West, $1.8 billion would go to FEMA, and $1.82 billion would be for Community Development Block Grants for states that have been affected by the tornadoes and floods.

Congress plans to vote on this bill after the August recess which ends on September 5.

Bill Would Bar Reverse Mortgage Banks From Insurance Sales

BY ARTHUR D. POSTAL
National Underwriter
Legislation overwhelmingly passed by the House Wednesday would in most cases bar banks that sell reverse mortgages backed by the government from selling insurance products to the same customers. 

The provision is contained in H.R. 3221, a housing bill that would provide a government backstop to the ailing Federal Home Loan Mortgage Corporation (Freddie Mac) and the Federal National Mortgage Association (Fannie Mae). 

It would also strengthen oversight of Freddie and Fannie and potentially allows up to 300,000 homeowners faced with foreclosure to refinance under favorable terms through the Federal Housing Administration. 

The bill passed the House 272-152 and was expected to be passed by the Senate. 

Banks, led by lobbyists for the American Bankers Association, and insurers, led by lobbyists for the American Council of Life Insurers, sought to soften the language—which was contained in the Senate version of the bill—but failed. 

The insurance products involved are life insurance, annuities and long term care insurance. 

It would require banks and mortgage companies that originate reverse mortgages to hire third-party agents to sell insurance products to the seniors who refinance with reverse mortgages they originate. 

The provision deals with sale of reverse mortgages that will be insured by the Federal Housing Administration. 

It was added at the request of Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Miss., who introduced a similar bill last December in response to a hearing where regulators complained problems faced by seniors who have reverse mortgages they allege were tied to sales of life insurance. 

After the bill passed the House, the ACLI released a statement acknowledging that it “would effectively prohibit under all but the most limited circumstances” the sale of insurance products by anyone associated with the origination of a reverse mortgage. 

“While we support strong laws and regulations that protect seniors from being mislead in connection with reverse mortgages, we should not make it difficult for them to get the products that they may want and need,” the ACLI statement said. “We'll be working with HUD as it develops regulations [to implement the provision].” 

“The senate provision is overkill, in our opinion,” said Kevin McKechnie, a lobbyist for the American Bankers Insurance Association, because it “imposes 2 different firewall regimes.” 
Dodd: Life Insurance Industry Could Use Federal Regulation 
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Senate Banking Chairman Christopher Dodd today signaled openness to allowing the life insurance industry to be regulated at the federal level, while still holding reservations whether it should also apply to property-and-casualty lines. Dodd made his remarks during a hearing on legislation that would allow carriers to continue to be regulated at the state level or choose supervision under a new federal regulator. Large carriers and life insurers are lobbying for the bill, arguing that it would make it easier to get new products to the market, reduce paperwork and coordinate with new regulations that the European Union is implementing. But the state insurance commissioners and consumer advocates oppose the measure, contending that companies could play regulatory arbitrage between the two systems to find the one that would provide greater profits with less consumer safeguards.

Dodd admitted that he was agnostic on the issue, which has bitterly divided the industry. But he added that he thought life insurers "can make a pretty good case" for a federal regulator given that their products are more national in scope as opposed to local variations of homeowner and auto coverage, where some states have a no-fault system and others have standard liability claims. Dodd said any bill would have to have strong consumer protection provisions and that he did not know if a federal agency could provide such coverage compared to the state level. Sen. Bob Corker, R-Tenn., said he could see advantages to a streamlined regulatory system at the federal level, but also worried about consumer protection, noting his office has received numerous calls on banking matters with constituents trying to find out if their bank is regulated at the state or federal level. "After the offices around our state in Tennessee are pummeled with calls regarding people just wanting government to do what government has agreed to do, we have assigned caseworkers ad nauseum to deal with those issues," Corker said. The bill, authored by Sens. Tim Johnson, D-S.D., and John Sununu, R-N.H., would require at least six regional offices for local outreach.

Banking ranking member Richard Shelby was more enthusiastic. "I don't see anything fundamentally wrong with establishing an optional federal charter because I can see the efficiencies of a large company -- be it American or European doing business in a few states, including my own state," Shelby said. He noted that American insurers could be placed at a disadvantage compared to their European competitors when the European Union formalizes its new insurance regulations because they will be operating under one single system as opposed to 50 different regulatory structures. Sen. Robert Menendez, D-N.J., said he was concerned that the bill is pushed by large carriers. Critics noted that insurance company profits have increased in recent years and carriers have now a surplus more than $500 billion. "Wouldn't this be at the end of the day about profitability?" Menendez asked. Copyright ©2008 by National Journal Group Inc. The Watergate 600 New Hampshire Ave., NW Washington, DC 20037
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Also on Tuesday,  Senate Majority Leader Reid tried for a third time to invoke cloture on the House-passed energy and extenders bill (H.R. 6049).  The cloture motion failed by a vote of 53-44.  Only four Republican Senators (Norm Coleman (MN), Susan Collins (ME), Gordon Smith (OR), and Olympia Snowe (ME), voted in favor of ending debate.  Senator Bob Corker (R-TN) voted against the cloture motion despite having voted for it the first two times.

The Senate will vote tomorrow to invoke cloture on S. 3335, Senator Baucus’s alternative to the House bill.

Senator Reid told the press that he would not allow Republicans any amendments to the energy speculation bill if they do not allow a vote on tax extenders legislation.

Many Republicans have dismissed this bill on constitutional grounds because revenue measures cannot originate in the Senate.  Invoking cloture on the House-passed bill would have avoided the constitutional concerns by providing a legislative vehicle for the Baucus bill.  This process has been successfully used in the past to advance Senate numbered tax bills.

What is cloture?
	1.
	a method of closing a debate and causing an immediate vote to be taken on the question. 


–verb (used with object), verb (used without object)
