
Washington Update
House Subcommittee Conducts 2nd WIA Reauthorization Hearing...NAWB Members Testify
 On Thursday, July 26th, the House Education & Labor Subcommittee on Higher Education, Lifelong Learning, and Competitiveness held its second, and likely last, hearing for this session on WIA reauthorization. Testimony was provided by several individuals, including NAWB member Joe Carbone, President/CEO, The WorkPlace, Bridgeport, CT; NAWB Board Member Charlie Ware, Chair, Workforce Development Council, and Executive Vice President, Wyoming Contractors Association, Cheyenne, WY; and, NAWB member John Twomey, Executive Director of NYATEP.  
 

Witnesses addressed how communities are being served through the workforce investment system and made the following recommendations for some changes to WIA that they feel would improve the system: 

· Congress should give priority attention to the reauthorization of WIA (the original authorization expired at the end of fiscal year 2005), especially in response to the critical need to upgrade the skills of the workforce in light of  significant demographic shifts and global competition. 

· Congress should address how the U.S. Department of Labor calculates "carryover" funds.  Unexpended yet obligated funds are essential for the public workforce system to conduct its work and to plan ahead, yet these funds have been targeted for rescission in the House-passed version of the FY 2008 Labor-HHS-Education appropriations bill. 

· Congress should consider changes to the current size and composition of workforce boards that would be more conducive to the most effective operations. Opinions varied on how best to address that issue.  One witness recommended smaller, more "nimble" boards.  Another recommended expanding the size of workforce boards to encompass a larger regional area and to provide greater resources.  Another recommended that private-sector representation on local WIBs be increased from the current minimum of 51% to 60%.   
· Congress should provide greater coordination and flexibility in the use of WIA resources so that they might be used most effectively, citing regional initiatives such as WIRED, and should eliminate the required sequence of "core services" and "intensive services" prior to "training services."   
· Congress should create a separate line item within WIA for One-Stop infrastructure funding.   
· Congress should revise how the numbers of persons receiving training is calculated-for example, some very short-term training (such as two weeks for computer training) is not currently counted. 

An archived webcast of the hearing, the Subcommittee chairman's opening statement, and written testimony of the witnesses are available on the full committee website at http://edlabor.house.gov/hearings/hellc072607.shtml
 

Senate Passes Higher Education Legislation
Last week, the Senate rejected expansion of the federal direct student loan program before proceeding to unanimous passage (95-0) of the reauthorization of the Higher Education Act.  Opponents of the expansion of direct student loans argued that it would be important to have a strong private student lending market as well.

 

The four-year reauthorization would: 

· make colleges and universities more accountable for tuition cost increases. The U.S. Department of Education would be required to create a national tuition cost index and to publish annual reports on tuition trends that would include a "watch list" of schools with high increases. 
· prevent abuses arising from deals between private lenders and schools, such as revenue-sharing arrangements, gifts, meals, trips, and other perks for college officials paid for by the private lenders.  Private lenders would also be required to supply detailed information to student borrowers regarding repayments and penalties. 
· ensure that required monthly loan repayments be limited to 15% of monthly income. 
· increase the maximum Pell Grant from $4,310 to $5,400 by year 2011. 

Senate HELP Committee Chairman Edward M. Kennedy (D-MA) indicated that he expects the Senate to reach agreement with the House on the reauthorizing legislation.

 

President Bush Invites Congressional Leaders to Discuss Appropriations and Other Matters
President Bush, responding to requests from House Speaker Nancy Pelosi and Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid, has invited congressional leaders from both parties to The White House to discuss FY 2008 appropriations, energy, healthcare, and other legislative issues.  

 

Meanwhile, hearings were held last week regarding the nomination of former House Budget Committee Chairman Jim Nussle (R-IA) to succeed Michael Portman as the Director of the Office of Management and Budget.  Congress is looking to appropriate about $23 billion more in discretionary spending for FY 2008 than the President wishes, and Mr. Nussle might be key to the negotiations.

 

To date, the House has passed ten of its twelve appropriations bills, including Labor-HHS-Education.  The House is expected to bring the defense and the agriculture appropriations bills to the House floor this week.  The Senate thus far has passed only the Homeland Security appropriations bill. 

 

Legislation Introduced to Modernize Unemployment Insurance
 

Last week, Senators Kennedy (D-MA), Snowe (R-Me), Rockefeller (D-WV), Warner (R-VA), and Cantwell (D-WA) introduced a bill, The UI Modernization Act (S. 1871), to encourage states to modernize their unemployment insurance systems.  In their press release, the Senators stated that "the system needs to be updated to better assist today's more highly mobile workforce and long-term unemployed workers left behind by declining industries" and that "only 35% of unemployed workers currently collect unemployment benefits."  The bill would use $7 billion in incentive payments to encourage states to update their UI systems.  It would reward states for (1) removing barriers that block coverage for low-wage and part-time workers; (2) ensuring a more family-friendly UI system; and, (3) helping dislocated workers increase their skills. The bill was referred to the Senate Finance Committee.

 

The House introduced a modernization bill for unemployment insurance in May 2007 (H.R. 2233), which was referred to the House Ways and Means Subcommittee on Income Security and Family Support.
 

For more information, see the Senate HELP Committee's press release at http://help.senate.gov/Maj_press/2007_07_27.pdf  or view the Senate bill (S. 1871) and House bill (H.R. 2233) on the Library of Congress legislative website, http://thomas.loc.gov. 

