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TO: USTOA Members
FR: Terry Dale

Below is our COVID-19 Update for May 4, 2020:
 
Congress

7:00pm ET Update

· House Minority Leader Kevin McCarthy said today that he disagrees with Senate Majority Leader McConnell and House Speaker Pelosi and is in favor of rapid COVID-19 testing for the Capitol to prevent the spread of the virus in lieu of remaining out of session. As Elevate reported this morning, Majority Leader McConnell and Speaker Nancy Pelosi rejected an offer from the White House for an expedited testing method for the Capitol.  
· Leader McConnell and Minority Leader Schumer both gave reopening remarks today as the Senate returned to the Capitol. Both leaders focused on their party’s priorities as the Senate resumes conducting its business.
· McConnell outlined his plan to focus on nominations, including those Elevate reported earlier this morning, and called on Democrats to not be obstructionist and allow the nominees to be confirmed. He expressed the Republican desire to hold COVID-19 oversight hearings, which the Democrats had requested last week.
· While Minority Leader Schumer expressed Democratic concerns with the qualifications of the nominees, he primarily focused on the need additional funding for state and local governments, the need for increased testing capabilities, and concern over states reopening too soon. He also stated concerns about the Senate being in session at all amid reports that the District of Columbia is only now reaching the peak of its COVID-19 cases.
· The Senate confirmed Robert J. Feitel this evening as the new Inspector General of the Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) in an 87-0 vote. This first vote after returning to the Capitol provided a glimpse into voting procedures. Most Senators wore masks though some removed them to vote in order to identify themselves. We will include the names of Senators who did not vote in our update tomorrow.
· With respect to actions in the House, it remains unclear whether the House will first release a series of principles or actual text of a bill. Elevate had heard from Congressional staff an intent to release legislative text by the end of the week, to be possibly voted on next week. Other staffers have indicated a potential for principles to be released first. Either way, a final bill is not expected to move quickly.
 
11:00am ET Update

· The Senate is returning to Capitol Hill today for the first time in more than five weeks.
· There will be a 5:30 pm confirmation vote on Robert J. Feitel to be Inspector General of the Nuclear Regulatory Commission.
· While they are back, the Senate is expected to consider the nominations of Brian Miller to be Inspector General for Pandemic Recovery at the Treasury Department and Representative John Ratcliffe (R-TX) to be the Director of National Intelligence.
· Multiple hearings related to COVID-19 are scheduled and lawmakers may also consider legislation to reauthorize certain expired provisions in the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act (H.R. 6172).
· House Minority Leader Steny Hoyer sent a letter to both the House Chief Administrative Officer and the Attending Physician, Dr. Brian Monahan, requesting guidance on how to best reopen the Capitol complex in the coming weeks. The full letter can be found here.
· Reports indicate that some lawmakers and senior aides believe the House may need to push its return to Capitol Hill beyond next week.
· Minority Leader McCarthy laid out his ideas in an op-ed this morning on how to re-open Capitol Hill, which can be found here.
· Dr. Monahan also released safety guidelines for the Senate’s return to Washington, DC this week. The full recommendations are here, but include:
· Offices limit the number of staffers that come into the office;
· Staff should stagger their visits to dining areas;
· Staffers should telework when possible; and
· Using face coverings – the guidelines strongly encourage the use of face coverings, but that individuals retain the option of not using a face cover if they maintain a six-foot distance from other people.
· Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell and House Speaker Nancy Pelosi declined the Trump Administration’s offer to provide Congress with rapid testing. Over the weekend, they issued the following statement:
· “Congress is grateful for the Administration’s generous offer to deploy rapid COVID-19 testing capabilities to Capitol Hill, but we respectfully decline the offer at this time," McConnell and Pelosi said in a joint statement. "Our country’s testing capacities are continuing to scale up nationwide and Congress wants to keep directing resources to the front-line facilities where they can do the most good the most quickly."
· House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee Chairman Peter DeFazio (D-OR) and Coast Guard and Maritime Subcommittee Chairman Sean Patrick Maloney (D-NY) are investigating Carnival Cruise Lines’ response to COVID-19 aboard its ships according to a letter the lawmakers sent to Carnival on Friday. Carnival has until May 15 to produce the requested documents.
· Carnival is the parent company of Princess Cruises which operates both the Diamond Princess and the Grand Princess cruise ships.
· The lawmakers have also requested information from the Centers for Diseases Control and Prevention and the Coast Guard related to their communications with Carnival.
· As we have reported, Transportation and Infrastructure Committee Chairman Peter DeFazio (D-OR) is pushing for a federal mandate to require masks on board commercial aircraft.
· One transportation policy analyst, Marc Scriber, argues that the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) does not possess the “clear power” to issue and enforce such a rule. More information can be found here.
· A Circuit Court of Appeals ruled on Friday that the FAA and National Park Service (NPS) had failed to adequately regulate air tours over national parks as required in a law passed two decades ago.
· The court said that in the next two years, NPS and FAA will have to require parks with commercial sightseeing flights to have management plans or voluntary agreements establishing rules with all of their operators.
· As we reported last week, the Senate Environment and Public Works Committee is scheduled to markup both the Americas Water Infrastructure Act and Drinking Water Infrastructure Act on Wednesday. As a reminder, these two bills are the Water Resources Development Act for 2020 and have been introduced separately to allow the drinking water portion to potentially be included on a COVID-19 relief package.
· On Wednesday, the Senate Armed Services Committee is holding a hearing on Ligado and the Federal Communications Commission’s (FCC) approval of their application. Neither the FCC nor Ligado were invited to testify. The hearing will be taking place on May 6, 2020 at 3pm.  More information can be found here.

Administration

7:00pm ET Update

· The Treasury Department (Treasury) intends to borrow just shy of $3T from April through June to cover government spending on COVID-19 relief. By comparison, Treasury borrowed $1.3T over 12 months in 2019.
· Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin indicated that the Administration is looking for ways to stimulate travel but noted that the Administration would prioritize domestic travel.
· Secretary Mnuchin also indicated in an interview that restrictions on the use of Paycheck Protection Program funds would not change amid lobbying efforts from the restaurant industry.
· The New York Times and the Washington Post have reported on slides with Administration Agency’s logos, which project a steady rise in cases and deaths from COVID-19, with daily deaths potentially reaching up to 3,000 on June 1st. The Administration stated that these were incomplete documents. Currently, there are 1,750 COVID-19 related deaths per day. 
· The White House indicated that a proposal for tax cuts and regulatory suspension to promote economic growth is on the way. The Administration is discussing business-expense or capital expense tax deductions. Additionally, a tax credit to incentivize domesticating manufacturing is on the table.
· Deputy National Security Adviser Matthew Pottinger emphasized that the Administration is not considering punitive measures against China related to the COVID-19 pandemic. This is inconsistent with past statements by other Administration officials.
· The Export Import Bank (EXIM Bank) increased US exporter’s access to capital and supply chain financing during COVID-19. Specifically, the EXIM Bank raised its Supply Chain Finance Program (SCF) and Working Capital Guarantee Program (WCGP) guarantee coverage option to 95 percent, from the standard 90 percent guarantee. This increase is effective through April 30, 2021. The full press release can be found here.
· EXIM Bank also approved 161 authorizations totaling $138.8 million for small businesses that export “Made in the USA” products around the world. The full press release can be found here.

11:00am ET Update

· The White House has blocked Dr. Anthony Fauci from testifying before the House Labor-HHS-Education Appropriations Subcommittee this week. The subcommittee is holding a hearing on Wednesday investigating the COVID-19 response. The White House stated that it would be “counterproductive” for him to participate. Tom Frieden, the former director of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), will testify.
· Reports indicate that it is likely that Dr. Fauci will be asked to testify, and will appear, before a Senate hearing on testing the week of May 11.
· White House economic adviser Larry Kudlow shed some doubt on additional economic stimulus in the form of more money for the Paycheck Protection Program, or other individual relief. He said that while he would not rule it out, the Administration is in a “pause phase” and is evaluating the effects of relief that has already been provided.
· A new report from the Department of Homeland Security concluded that the Chinese government withheld information about the severity of COVID-19 to allow it to stockpile medical supplies. According to the report, the Chinese government dramatically increased its imports of medical supplies, such as masks and gloves, and cut its exports in January, before sharing full details about the COVID-19 outbreak with the World Health Organization (WHO).
· The President has threatened to terminate the phase one deal with China if Beijing fails to commit to buying an additional $200 billion worth of US goods and services over the next two years, as promised.
· The Phase one deal has ended tariffs of around $155 billion worth of Chinese imports that were set to take effect at the end of 2019 and halved tariffs to 7.5 percent on another $120 billion in goods. But it kept in place the 25 per cent import taxes on $250 billion worth of Chinese products.
· The Administration indicated over the weekend that the United States is producing a report related to COVID-19 and its origins, and it is likely it will cite China, despite a difference of opinions that have been publicly noted by the intelligence community.
· An International Trade Commission (ITC) report regarding tariffs on products that could be used to fight COVID-19 is expected to be released today.
· Trade groups, including the American Alliance for Manufacturing, continue to call for a Buy American Executive Order related to the US production of medical equipment and pharmaceuticals. Two months ago, White House Trade Adviser Peter Navarro mentioned that such an Executive Order was possible, but nothing has been issued at this time.
· The Department of Justice has withdrawn its statement expressing concern that proposed duties on mattresses from eight countries could impact US efforts to treat COVID-19 patients.
· The Environmental Protection Agency has sent a proposed rule to set carbon dioxide standards for jet engines to the White House Office of Management and Budget (OMB) for review.
· The U.S. and U.K. are set to begin free trade negotiations on Tuesday, with a call planned between U.S. Trade Representative Robert Lighthizer and U.K. International Trade Secretary Liz Truss. The first round of talks is set to take two weeks, with further rounds roughly every six weeks.
· Federal Register Notices
· The Internal Revenue Service (IRS) extended certain timeframes under the Employee Retirement Income Security Act and the Internal Revenue Code for group health plans, disability and other welfare plans, pension plans, and participants and beneficiaries of these plans during the COVID-19 National Emergency. The notice can be found here.
· The FAA is allowing individuals unable to comply with certain training, testing, and other requirements, to continue to support essential operations. This rule also allows certain air carriers and operators to fly temporary overflow aircraft, a need resulting from the outbreak, to a point of storage pursuant to a special flight permit with a continuing authorization. The notice can be found here.
· The FAA announced a meeting of the Drone Advisory Committee. The notice can be found here.
· The FCC announced that the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) has approved, for a period of three years, the information collection requirements associated with the Cable Television Technical and Operational Standards Report and Order. The notice and more information can be found here.
· The Small Business Administration (SBA) is limiting the number and amount of Paycheck Protection Program loans that a single corporate entity can receive. The notice can be found here.
Other News

7:00pm ET Update

· The US Travel Association released industry-wide guidelines for travel related businesses. The guidelines were shared with the Administration and all Governors. The guidance and an associated press release can be found here.
· The American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees (AFSCME) is spending over $1 million to urge Congress to supply more money to states and localities in its next relief package.
· After Ford pushed for a “cash-for-clunkers”-like program in the last few weeks, auto salvaging companies have begun to lobby for a similar Car Allowance Rebate System to stimulate the economy. A similar program was initiated in during the 2008-2009 financial crisis. Other sectors, including the trucking industry, are also highlighting a “Cash for Clunkers” type concept.
· The nation’s nursing homes, who have experienced 20,000 COVID-19 deaths and counting, are pushing back against a potential flood of lawsuits via a state lobbying campaign to get states to grant them emergency protection from claims of inadequate care.
· Hotel/lodging companies continue to return funds they received under the Paycheck Protection Program. Most recently, Ashford Inc., a large hospitality conglomerate that received nearly $70 million from the PPP, said that it would return the money.
11:00am ET Update

· The cost of shipping pharmaceuticals to the U.S. has risen by 224 percent on average due to the pandemic.
· United Airlines has decided to reduce weekly hours for approximately 15,000 airport and baggage employees. This move has drawn criticism from both sides of the aisle. Lawmakers have indicated that while the move might technically comply with the CARES Act, it undermines the law’s intent because it effectively reduces employees’ paychecks. Senator Josh Hawley (R-MO) in particular has criticized the move in a letter to United. Representative Sheila Jackson Lee (D-TX) has expressed similar views.
· As a reminder, the CARES Act requires that airlines taking federal assistance to not lay off workers or reduce their pay or benefits – the legislation does not expressly prohibit reducing workers’ hours.
· Former Amtrak CEO Richard Anderson, who now serves as a consultant for new CEO Bill Flynn, shared his belief that Amtrak will be one of the first intercity travel modes to recover from the pandemic. He noted that before the pandemic, Amtrak was on track for one of its best years ever, from both a revenue and consumer vantage point.
· Ford Motor Company has published its guidance for employees returning to work.
· Sabre has called off the $360 million deal to acquire Farelogix. More information can be found here.
· Carnival Cruise Lines announced on today that it plans to restart some cruises beginning August 1. The company specifically announced that eight ships will begin services from Miami, Port Canaveral, and Galveston. The full announcement can be accessed here.
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