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An Update from Washington

Alabama farmers have been hit hard by unprecedented rain storms over the past several months.  I saw just how badly some of these farms have been damaged when I toured a cotton farm in Midland City on Friday.  The tour came a day after I sent a letter to Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack urging him to designate all counties in my district as primary disaster areas and after a week in which the Wiregrass saw additional severe downpours.
In the midst of such a tough economic environment, it is vital that our farmers and their families have the resources they need to make it through a season with up to 70% crop loss.   Many counties in Alabama and surrounding areas in Florida, Georgia, and Mississippi have already been designated as disaster areas, but most counties in Southeast Alabama have yet to receive the same designation despite heavy and severely damaging rains.  A disaster designation would make them eligible for federal loans, helping farmers compensate for the revenue lost from damaged crops. 
In addition to pushing for a disaster designation, I co-sponsored legislation that will provide another possible venue for disaster assistance.  H.R. 4177, if passed, would provide direct payments to farmers in counties designated as a primary disaster area in calendar year 2009.  Therefore, a disaster designation would need to happen in the next several weeks for Southeast Alabama counties to be eligible. 

  

Farmers in the Second District should be able to access all available federal resources as they recover from these devastating rains.  The thousands of jobs created by agriculture in the Second District are too important for these farmers to not be eligible for federal assistance.  I would like to thank my agriculture advisory council for their guidance, wisdom, and attention to this issue as we continue to look for some resolution to this very serious situation.

Voting against Extending the Estate Tax

Last week I had the opportunity to fulfill a promise I made to the Second District by voting against the extension of the estate tax.  Under the bill that passed the House, the estate tax- often referred to as the “death tax”- would be extended indefinitely at 2009 levels under H.R. 4154.  The current level of taxation is 45% with an exemption on the first $3.5 million of an estate for an individual.  The tax is levied on the net worth of a person’s possessions after his or her death.  
The estate tax is unnecessary and a burden on too many small businesses and family farms.  Americans strive to give their children opportunities they never had and pass on the legacy of their life’s work.  This tax strikes at the heart of this very basic American ideal.  That’s why the estate tax needs to be eliminated completely.  I could not support a bill that codifies a duplicative tax that hinders American citizens’ ability to pass on their earnings to their heirs.  I encourage the House and Senate to scrap this plan and search for ways to permanently end this tax.
The President’s Strategy in Afghanistan
Last week President Obama announced that he would send 30,000 additional troops to boost our efforts in Afghanistan.  The President made a blunt and honest assessment of the situation in Afghanistan and listened to all sides- most importantly General McChrystal and leaders on the ground- when making his decision.  It was a choice he didn’t take lightly, and I believe he was right to carefully deliberate about sending 30,000 additional American troops into harm’s way.  

However, after two visits to and recent developments in the region, I have some significant concerns about our involvement in Afghanistan and there are several unanswered questions.   For example, how will our partners in Afghanistan and the international community live up to their commitments?  Will the Afghan government take meaningful steps towards reform and begin to combat corruption? How will we measure progress as we move forward on this plan? 

As these questions are answered in the coming weeks, it is important to support our troops and Commander-in-Chief.  As history has shown us, we are much stronger united than divided.  Let us remember that as this plan is implemented.
As always, if you have any questions, please do not hesitate to call our offices in Montgomery at (334) 277-9113, Dothan at (334) 794-9680, Opp at (334) 493-9253, or Ozark at (334) 445-4600.  You can also visit the website at www.bright.house.gov to sign up for the e-newsletter.  It is my great pleasure to serve you and the entire Second District of Alabama.
