House Passes Bill to Strengthen Oversight of Federal Regulations

By Rachael Bade, CQ Staff

The House on Thursday passed amended legislation that would grant the Small Business Administration new authority to intervene in executive branch regulations that affect small companies, a victory for Republicans fighting for deregulation.

In a 263-159 roll call vote, the chamber passed the bill (HR 527), which would give the SBA the power to oversee federal agency compliance with a 1980 law (PL 96-354) that requires flexibility in regulating small companies.

Republican Lamar Smith of Texas, bill sponsor and chairman of the Judiciary Committee, said his bill lowers the rules burden on small businesses that hinders job creation.

“The economy is already on shaky footing,” he said. “It is important now more than ever for regulators to look before they leap to impose more regulations.”

Republicans have long vowed to shrink the size of government, in part by restraining the executive branch’s regulatory powers. Such mandates, Republicans say, crush businesses and kill jobs. To back their claims, many have cited an October Gallup poll of small-business owners that found that government regulations topped the list of problems that entrepreneurs encounter today.

But Democrats argue the sweeping regulations would mean prioritizing industry needs over the public’s health and safety.

“Right now we can take for granted that the food we eat, the water we drink, the air we breathe, the places we work, the planes we fly on, the cars we drive and the bank accounts where we put our savings are going to be safe because we have strong regulation,” said Steven Cohen, D-Tenn. If the bill is enacted, “it will be harder, much more difficult, maybe impossible to provide those protections for future generations.”

Democrats offered six amendments that would exempt several types of rules from the mandate, including one from Sheila Jackson Lee of Texas that would exclude Homeland Security Department regulations and another from Cohen that would have exempted rules relating to food safety, workplace safety or air and water quality.

The House struck both, along with three other amendments. It adopted one offered by Pennsylvania’s Mark Critz that would require agencies promulgating rules dealing with free trade agreements to report the effects of the agreements on small businesses.

Future Prospects and Bill Details

Despite House passage, the measure has no chance of enactment under President Obama, who vowed to veto the bill. The president disapproves of the GOP push for sweeping regulatory overhaul and believes it would hinder agencies from swiftly performing their duties.

In a statement of administration policy, the White House said the bill “would impose unnecessary new procedures on agencies and invite frivolous litigation” and “replace the existing framework with layers of additional procedural requirements that would seriously undermine the ability of agencies to execute their statutory mandates.”

The veto threat all but ensures that the Democrat-controlled Senate will leave the House-passed measure to die. What’s more, the Senate last spring rejected an amendment to an unrelated bill that similarly sought to ease regulations on small businesses.

The bill requires federal agencies to consider the indirect costs of regulations on small businesses. It also requires agencies to report on any potential economic spill-over effects on other businesses or industries.

Under the bill, agencies would have to present alternatives to the proposed rules that are cheaper or would maximize economic benefits and allow for advocacy review panels of proposed rules.

The measure would make it easier for industry and other interest groups to challenge agency actions in federal courts.
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