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policy roundup

REGULATION

Republicans take on Veterans Affairs gun ban

® The Obama administration
isfacing congressional scrutiny
for blocking more than a quar-
ter-million military veterans
from owningguns.

The Department of Veterans
Affairs (VA) has reported more
than 257,000 former members
of the military who cannot man-
age their finances to the FBI’s
list of people not allowed to own
guns, Republicans claim, even
though “ithas nothing to do with
regulatingfirearms.”

“The National Instant Crimi-
nal Background Check System
(NICS) is effectively a national
gun ban list and placement on
thelist precludes the ownership
and possession of firearms,” Sen-
ate Veterans’ Affairs Committee
Chairman Johnny Isakson (R-
Ga.) and Sen. Chuck Grassley (R-
Towa) wrote in a recent letter to
VA Secretary Robert McDonald.

The VA is responsible for ap-
pointing a fiduciary to help vet-
erans who it determines cannot
manage their own finances, but
the agency is also taking the ad-
ditional step of reporting these
veterans to the “mental defec-
tive” category of the FBI's back-

GETTY IMAGES
Republicans say the Department of
Veterans Affairs is preventing some
veterans from purchasing guns.

ciety, the senatorsallege.

The senators called the prac-
tice “highly suspect” and said
veterans’ ability to manage their
own finances is “totally unrelat-
ed” to whether they should be
allowed toownagun.

In another letter to Senate
appropriators, Grassley asked
lawmakers to block the VA from

ground check system, even if  continuingthispractice.

they do not pose a danger to so- — Tim Devaney
HEALTHCARE FINANCE
ObamaCare site logs | GOP presses IRS on
316 cyber incidents improper payments

® The Web portal used by mil-
lions to purchase health insur-
ance under the Affordable Care
Act logged 316 cybersecurity
incidents during an 18-month
period, a Government Ac-
countability Office (GAO) re-
portrevealed on Wednesday.

None of the 316 attempts
compromised sensitive infor-
mation, such as the personal
data of those shopping for
health plans on the site, ac-
cording to the report. Most of
the incidents involved elec-
tronic probing of the site’s sys-
tems by potential attackers
looking for weaknesses.

But the watchdog did find a
number of flaws in how the
Centers for Medicare and Med-
icaid Services (CMS), which
administers Healthcare.gov,
protects a key data hub, which
sends users’ personal data to
other federal agencies to verify
information.

CMS has also failed to ade-
quately monitor security con-
trols at state-based insurance
marketplaces, according to the
watchdog.

In a previous report, the GAO
found three states with “sig-
nificant weaknesses,” including
insufficient encryption and in-
adequately configured firewalls.

The exchange site has been
under fire from regulators since
itsdisastrousrolloutin 2013.

GAOalsoissued asecondless-
public report, offering 27 rec-
ommendations to secure the
datahub.

— Katie Bo Williams

® Republicans on the House
Ways and Means Committee
are asking the Internal Reve-
nue Service (IRS) about its use
of a tool that could help lower
the rate of improper payments
of the earned income tax credit
(EITO).

The lawmakers said in a let-
ter to IRS Commissioner John
Koskinen on Wednesday that it
is their understanding that the
“Do Not Pay” portal “is not be-
ingfullyutilized by the IRS.”

The portal, housed at the
Treasury Department, pro-
vides federal agencies with
access to databases contain-
ing information such as em-
ployment data. The agencies
can use this data to determine
whether payments should be
made tobeneficiaries.

The EITC benefits low- and
middle-income families. Ac-
cording to data cited in the letter,
the EITC’s improper payment
rate was more than 27 percentin
2014, and about 30 percent of the
improper payments were due to
incomeverificationerrors.

The IRS makes EITC pay-
ments based on applicants’
self-reported income and does
not confirm income levels until
after the paymentsare made —a
process that the lawmakers said
is “notworking.”

Republicans asked the IRS
to confirm its current use of
the “Do Not Pay” portal and to
provide information about the
steps it is taking to reduce the
EITCimproper-paymentrate.
— Naomi Jagoda

REG WATCH

Greensfight
Gulfdrilling
lease auction

® A group of environmental-
ists is protesting the federal
government’s Wednesday auc-
tionof offshore oil and gas drill-
ingleasesin NewOrleans.

The Bureau of Ocean Energy
Management is auctioning off
up to 45 million acres in the
Gulf of Mexico for oil and gas
exploration and development.
But greens want the lease sale
canceled, saying it’s out of line
with the climate policies pur-
sued by the Obama adminis-
tration.

Activists organized a rally
outside the Mercedes-Benz
Superdome in New Orleans
to protest the sales. They want
thelease sale called off,amora-
torium on future leases and a
commitment that the energy
industry will create at least
1,000 jobs to fix aging energy
infrastructure.

“While the fossil fuel indus-
try seeks to continue its un-
checked expansion, the people
of the Gulf and allies across
the country are standing up
to send a simple message: the
Gulfis NOT an energy sacri-
fice zone and deserves protec-
tion for present and future
generations to experience and
enjoy,” the green groups wrote
inalettertoPresident Obama.

The bureau’s auction is for
leases in the central and east-
ern portions of the Gulf. The

agency said it has received 148
bids on 128 blocks up for auc-
tion so far, The Associated
Pressreports.

Industry groups have defend-
edtheleasesale.
The National Ocean Indus-
tries Association told the AP it
is “vitally important” for jobs
and energy development in the
region.

FEDERAL COMMUNICA-
TIONS COMMISSION.
Strong pressure from Demo-
crats has not persuaded the
FCC to take up a controversial
proposal that would require
some political TV ads to name
the major individual donors
behind them.

In a letter, FCC Chairman
Tom Wheeler said he under-
stood that 168 House Demo-
crats think he “should go far-
ther” but gave no indication
he is willing to do so during an
electionyear.

“The fact that170 members of
Congress is a significant state-
ment, the significance of which
is not lost on me,” Wheeler
wrote in response to a letter
signed by allbut 20 Democrats
inthe House.

Theletter was sent earlier this
month but made public Tues-
daynight.

‘Wheeler has said much of the
same forthe pastyear.

Rep. John Yarmuth (D-Ky.),
who sponsors legislation on
theissue, said he “certainly ex-
pected more than this,” refer-
ring to the letter as little more
thanathankyounote.

FCC rules currently require
super-PACs and other outside
groups to include a sponsor-

ship announcement at the be-
ginning or end of a television
ad that reveals the group that
is funding it. But Democrats
want the names of significant
donorsincluded onthescreen.

EDUCATION DEPART-
MENT. The Obama adminis-
trationis proposingnew deseg-
regationrules.

The new rules would affect
the application process at equi-
ty assistance centers, formerly
known as desegregation as-
sistance centers. The changes
update the selection criteria
for schools to participate in the
program. The public has 30
daystocomment.

SECURITIES AND
EXCHANGE COMMIS-
SION. Financial regulators
are proposing new rules for
traders. The SEC’s new rules
would affect automated quo-
tations in the trading pro-
cess. The public has 21 days to
comment.

ENERGY DEPART-
MENT. The administration is
proposing new efficiencyrules
forboilers.

The Energy Department’s
Office of Energy Efficiency
and Renewable Energy pro-
posed new energy conserva-
tion standards for commercial
packaged boilers. The efficien-
cy rules could cost manufac-
turers more than $27 million
in conversion costs, according
to the agency. The public has
60days tocomment.

Tim Devaney, Devin Henry
and Mario Trujillo

ENVIRONMENT

Michigan task force blames state government for Flint water crisis

® A task force appointed by
Michigan’s governor found that
the state’s government is “fun-
damentally accountable” for
Flint’s drinking water crisis.

In a comprehensive report
released Wednesday, the task
force primarily blamed the
state’s emergency manager law
that gave state-appointed man-
agers wide-ranging authority
over Flint’s affairs.

But it also blamed the state’s
environmental and health
agencies for not providing bet-
ter information about the lead
content of Flint’s water, the
health impacts to city residents
and otherimportantdata.

“The Flint water crisis is a
story of government failure, in-
transigence, unpreparedness,
delay, inaction and environ-
mental injustice,” Chris Kolb,
co-chairman of the task force,
told reporters, according to
Michigan Radio.

“Emergency managers made
key decisions that contributed
to the crisis, from the use of the
Flint River to delays in recon-
necting to [the Detroit Water
and Sewerage Department]

once water quality problems
were encountered,” the report
said.

“Given the demographics of
Flint, the implications for envi-
ronmental injustice cannot be
ignored or dismissed.”

Various people involved in
and affected by the crisis, in
which lead and other pollut-
ants got into Flint’s water, have
assigned different amounts of
blame to Gov. Rick Snyder (R),
other state officials, emergency
managers, local Flint leaders
and the federal Environmen-
tal Protection Agency for the
crisis. But the task force laid
blame firmly on the state.

Snyder said his agencies are

already working to fix the prob-
lems.

“Many of the recommenda-
tions made in this report are al-
ready being implemented, both
within my own office and in var-
ious state departments,” he said
inastatement.

Rep. Dan Kildee (D), who rep-
resents Flint in the House, said
the report reinforces what ma-
nyinFlint already knew.

“Accountability is important
to ensuring that a similar crisis
never happens again. But the
state of Michigan, who created
this crisis, must step up and do
more to help Flint recover,” he
saidinastatement.

— Timothy Cama
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