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(JOINED IN PROGRESS)

DELAY: ... $2.5 billion Hurricane Katrina emergency relief request.

Make no mistake: This $10.5 billion is initial relief, designed to meet the immediate needs of the people on the ground, both the victims of Hurricane Katrina and the brave men and women working around the clock to help them.

This disaster is unlike any our nation has ever faced before, and so the recovery from it must be as well.

Two days ago, the speaker and I asked all the House committee chairmen to begin preparing for a comprehensive, long-term response to the Katrina disaster. Beyond this initial installment of funding, we will provide for humanitarian relief as long as the victims of this storm need it. 

We will also ensure any rising prices in the wake of Katrina are not the result of price gouging.

We will work to provide assistance and opportunities to the thousands of citizens who have lost jobs and businesses in the Gulf Coast. We will rebuild their infrastructure and help get their public utilities back on-line. And we will work with the law enforcement community to ensure the police and judicial systems in affected areas can respond fully and effectively to this unprecedented situation.

As this review progresses, more detailed, specific legislation will come. But for today, our job is to get sufficient resources to pay for food and water and shelter and clothing down to the Gulf Coast right now.

The full impact of this crisis on our entire nation, our economy, our society will not be known for years. Our only choice now, our only hope, is to come together with courage, compassion and resolve to do whatever it takes to get through this emergency as a stronger, more united nation.

The flood waters will recede, but America's compassion and duty to the victims of this tragedy will not.

Next, we have Mr. Doolittle.

DOOLITTLE: Thank you.

We've suffered a real setback as a nation of unprecedented dimensions, as Mr. DeLay mentioned. But our greatest strength is the people of this county themselves. And we're going to pull together, and we're going to act individually, and today we're going to act collectively through the House of Representatives to make sure that the money is available that will be needed for the first few weeks for FEMA to do its job.

I hope that we will all, through our participation and voluntary donations, through the prayers that we offer morning and night, remember the hard-hit victims in the immediate areas of Louisiana and Alabama and Mississippi and indeed parts of Florida.

And look forward to continuing to do everything to make sure that the needs of those people are met, and that we are prepared, as much as we can be, in the future for yet other natural disasters that may befall us between now and the end of the year.

DELAY: We now have the chairman of the Appropriations Committee, Jerry Lewis, who put this bill together on very short notice.

LEWIS: Thank you very much, Leader.

I'm not going to be able to stay, for I should be on the floor almost like now. But in the meantime, we appreciate your bringing us all together.

Clearly, America has not experienced this kind of disaster in our history. Incredible circumstance. Probably the most important thing to be said is that, in times of crises, Americans have always come together. And, indeed, in this case there's no doubt that all Americans want to see us working hand in hand.

Congress is not today divided by one party versus the other. Today, we are all Americans, committed to help the people in this tragic circumstance in the Gulf Coast and Louisiana.

LEWIS: There's absolutely no doubt that saving lives is first, sustaining those lives, then beginning the process of building and rebuilding. And we will rebuild.

So if you'll excuse me, I appreciate you all being here.

DELAY: Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Whip Roy Blunt?

BLUNT: Thank you, Mr. Leader.

As I'm sure everyone has said and will say, this is a time for all Americans to work together. This is a generous country. The answer to this is not all going to be found in the federal government or the state government or the local government, but clearly we have to do this job in the best way it can be done.

I agree with the president's comments this morning that the response so far has been unacceptable. Hard lessons have been learned; tragic lessons have been learned, I hope, but I hope lessons have been learned, that we have to respond more quickly, we have to respond in the right ways and be sure our priorities are right.

Public safety in New Orleans probably should have been the first priority, sadly, instead of a rescue effort, to be sure that that was maintained.

We also need to be sure that we focus on this entire area of devastation. New Orleans is obviously critical at this moment, but so are the southern parts of Mississippi and the southern parts of Alabama. All three of those governments are going to be seriously short of the funds that they would have anticipated to provide regular services.

I think we have to look at all of the options over the next few weeks, from loans to loan guarantees, to maybe even direct assistance to those state and local governments that are going to be trying to do their job in an environment more difficult than usual without anything like the normal resources they would have to do just the normal job that needs to be done.

I'd also say about the work that we're starting today and going into next week, I think it's very important that the Congress can focus on the job that needs to be done at the time. We don't need to be trying to think of what we believe the solutions might be to every problem that's out there, but really working hard to prioritize these problems.

I know the leader and the speaker have asked our chairman to do that and to come back with the right responses at the right time.

Clearly the priority today should be to keep FEMA and the Department of Defense fully operational well into or perhaps even beyond next week. And that's what we're doing today. And we've got all of our staff, leadership staff, the committee staffs, are working to decide what other priorities might be out there.

BLUNT: They may be as simple as saying that the federal court in New Orleans can meet somewhere else so that the work of that court can legally continue. They may be as simple as looking at everywhere that the president has waiver authority, whether it's EPA regulations or tax collection regulations, and to see if he has enough waiver authority in this particular set of circumstances.

We'll be looking at all those things. I hope we'll be prioritizing those things in the right way and not trying to rush to solve a problem that doesn't have to be the priority of the day before that problem that is ready to be solved.

But clearly there's a lot of work here to do. This is going to go on for a long time.

And we also need to be looking at the long-term economic impact not just to the states affected, but to the economy of the entire region. And I suspect that means some kind of stimulus package out there to be sure that we see the economy move forward as it needs to rather than it might in response to this disaster.

DELAY: I think it'd be proper for the gentleman from Louisiana, Jim McCrery, to speak next.

But I have to go open the House and we'll turn it over to Roy to finish the press conference.

MCCRERY: Thank you, Leader DeLay.

And I want to thank all of the House leadership for their prompt response to the president's call for an emergency appropriation to deal with at least the beginnings of the challenges that we have and will have as a result of Hurricane Katrina.

My district in Louisiana was not damaged by the hurricane. My district is Shreveport, Bossier City, northwest Louisiana, central Louisiana.

However, and Roy Blunt alluded to this when he said that we have to be concerned about not just New Orleans, but a wide area of devastation and, I would add, collateral consequences.

My district, for example, at last count had about 25,000 evacuees in hastily put together shelters. We only have about three shelters in my district that are approved by the Red Cross. We have many, many more shelters than three.

So you can imagine the logistical and command and control difficulties with FEMA, Red Cross, Office of Emergency Preparedness at the state level and the local jurisdictions trying to deal with these evacuees as they stream into North Louisiana.

MCCRERY: I said, "at last count." I'm sure it's quite a bit more than that now, because every hour there are more evacuees coming to North Louisiana unannounced, no prior notice.

And so it is a huge challenge. And I'm sure that story can be repeated in northern Mississippi, Alabama, Texas.

So we are just beginning to deal with the consequences of the disaster. And not only will much more money be needed, but much better coordination at the federal, state and local level.

We are learning some lessons, I think, from this. We have more lessons to learn, I'm afraid.

You might note a bit of frustration in my face and in my voice. I will tell you: It is there. I am frustrated in my attempts to deal with a wide array of bureaucracy in trying to get assets on the ground.

But we will continue to persevere and work with those who are trying mightily to do their best to deal with this. And I am confident that we will, as Americans always have, not only deal with this tragedy effectively, but in the end we'll be stronger for having done it. And I believe New Orleans will be once again a beautiful city that everybody around the world will want to visit.

I talked with Senator Landrieu this morning who, of course, you know grew up in Louisiana, grew up in New Orleans. Her father was mayor of New Orleans. New Orleans is just a part of our soul. And I told her that I look forward to having dinner with her in New Orleans as soon as possible.

So we're going to do it.

BLUNT: Ms. Ros-Lehtinen?

ROS-LEHTINEN: Thank you.

Thank you, Jim. Thank you for that message.

Ileana Ros-Lehtinen of Miami, Florida.

Thirteen years and just a few days ago, Hurricane Andrew ripped through Florida, it ripped through the Gulf states, and here we are with a far more devastating storm with Hurricane Katrina.

And even though it's been 13 years, many parts of my district in South Florida have yet to recover from the long-lasting economic impact that that storm had on our economy and on the day-to-day living. Businesses that left never came back. People who left never came back.

So Hurricane Katrina will be felt by the Gulf states for many years to come. And it will be felt by Floridians as well.

And I'm glad that, along with our colleagues and our senators, Mel Martinez and Bill Nelson, we sent a letter of appeal to FEMA to reconsider its decision to deny individual assistance to some homeowners who have been severely impacted by Hurricane Katrina.

ROS-LEHTINEN: And we congratulate all of those who have worked on the White House task force on Hurricane Katrina. But we know the frustration levels are reaching an all-time high.

And I want to put out a call to all of those folks who are seeking to provide shelter on an emergency basis, that we've had many hotels and motels in my district, that covers from Miami Beach all the way down to Key West, say that they're open and they would like to offer those rooms up, many rooms up free of charge to these victims.

Thank you, Roy.

BLUNT: Mr. Shays?

SHAYS: I want to thank our leadership for bringing us back today, the leadership on both sides for recognizing that this is truly a disaster that has to be dealt with both on a bipartisan basis, and to say representing that part of this country from New England, my constituents were calling me saying, "We will open our homes not just to North Louisiana, not just to Texas, not just to Florida," but they want to help as well. They're eager to send financial help.

I have Save the Children and AmeriCorps is in my district. And they are extraordinarily active.

So this is just a message that we recognize that as a national problem. We are united from California to New England to Florida and we're all touched by it.

I have a nephew who lives in Mississippi. He left Mississippi and went to Florida. And I want to say something about Florida. The owners of that facility, rather than raising the price, lowered their price so they could stay. And she's about to give birth.

I will also just conclude by saying, in my capacity as chairman of the National Security Subcommittee overseeing FEMA as well, the time to look at what could have been done better or what we should have done is not today, it's not tomorrow, it's not the next step. It's got to be totally to concentrate on how we help these folks in Louisiana, in Mississippi and surrounding areas, how we can help them. And then we can look later.

For anyone who wants those answers, they will come. But they will come in due time.

BLUNT: Ms. Harris? Then we'll go to Mr. Rogers (ph) and just right around.

HARRIS: Thank you.

I want to thank the leadership for bringing us back today and for calling for the $10.5 billion in appropriations.

Having represented an area that was devastated by the hurricanes of last year and very, very poor rural areas, we know firsthand how important the quick response is. While we're all extremely disappointed by the tardiness, we also need to look forward and focus on what we can do to help the people, focus on what we're going to do to help the children.

And we have time later to look back and see why there weren't sufficient levels of insulin or all the other problems that we should have anticipated from tabletop exercises previously.

America is united. One of the most important messages we found with the last hurricane was the fact that, while Red Cross and so many organizations are there to help, we were inundated by food and clothing that was sent. That's very difficult to organize.

So the most important thing that people can continue to do is to send funding and continue their generosity because that's where Red Cross and others can really help in assistance firsthand.

It's very difficult to manage all the contributions at this point in the midst of such devastation.

HARRIS: But we have to focus -- be united in Congress and do what we can accomplish today -- providing the funds and make certain that we can provide that road map so that people can recover quickly.

BLUNT: Mr. Burgess?

BURGESS: Thank you, Mr. Whip.

I would just like to add my voice to those who said that -- I'm grateful to be here today and I'm glad we were called back today. I wish we'd been called back yesterday, but I'll be happy to vote for this supplemental appropriation today.

I would call on FEMA to do what you can to eliminate the red tape and ease the frustration that Mr. McCrery is feeling in his district and right next door in Texas we're feeling, as well. Trying to get assets and food and supplies to where they are needed has been too laborious; it has taken too many steps. And we need to eliminate those barriers now and get those assets where they are needed.

I want to particularly thank the state of Texas. I want to thank Governor Perry, who has opened our state to the tens of thousands of refugees from Louisiana.

My district office is right next to a refugee center. I spent a good deal of time there last night. I had women who had just recently given birth, a woman who had been separated from her newborn child because they weren't transported by the same vehicle, children without their parents. It was a tough, tough deal.

And I am glad to be here today. I'll be happy to cast that vote for the money, but it's a down payment on what we're going to be required to step up and do for not just the southeast United States but for our country. And I'm happy to do it.

Thank you.

BLUNT: Ms. Capito?

CAPITO: I'm Shelley Moore Capito, representing West Virginia. I join my colleagues here with a heavy heart. I wanted to show the compassion of West Virginians.

Believe it or not, we have had in recent past some very, very severe flooding in our state and it's, sort of, repetitive flooding. And I wanted to represent my fellow West Virginians to offer our hearts, our prayers, our funding. Our National Guard has already been deployed and other means of support -- our utility professionals are on their way there as well.

We know that the children and families who are suffering so desperately right now -- just to watch the pictures are just gut- wrenching and heart-breaking. And I wanted to come back today to cast my vote to show my respect.

I know that the folks from Louisiana and those who are most -- Mississippians who are affected by this are law-abiding, patriotic, country-loving citizens who really at this point deserve a little bit better.

And, hopefully, as we join together today and put our collective hearts and minds, this is what we're going to see.

So I just wanted to be here to offer our heartfelt support and love from my fellow West Virginians.

Thank you.

SMITH: My name is Chris Smith, and I want to thank the leadership, as well, for bringing us back to ensure that this is not a resource problem -- that the $10.5 billion, as some of my colleagues have said, is a down payment and a very necessary down payment, but there will be additional installments as the rebuilding occurs in this devastated area.

SMITH: I just returned from Darfur and visited the refugee camps in Sudan. And, frankly, it was American and is American foreign aid that is saving the lives of tens of thousands of Africans who have been devastated by the ongoing killing fields in south and western Darfur.

We are not used to internally displaced persons in America, but now we have tens of thousands of our own Americans who are in dire straits of need. And the Congress and I believe -- and, Roy, I want to thank you again for bringing us together -- we're going to make sure that no stone is left unturned in ensuring that the fragile and frail elderly, the children, their mothers, are cared for and that the rebuilding process, which will take months, if not years, is completely well funded so that, again, nobody is left behind.

Thank you.

BLUNT: OK, thank you to all my colleagues. I hope you can stay if there are any questions so you can help.

QUESTION: Realizing that this is far from the time for finger- pointing, but there is a rage in black America over what we see on television, and when the image of Darfur is raised, this is worse than Darfur in the eyes of many people, as we see people by the tens of thousands being neglected by our government and by our officials, what do you say to African-Americans who see this and see only black faces suffering in this way and think that the reason that the neglect happened and was so blatant is because the victims primarily are black?

BLUNT: Well, I think "primarily" is more accurate than "only," and it's because of how poor those residents were. I think that we've all, as I've said, learned a tragic lesson here, which is what happens not only when you have an urban population -- a dense population impacted by this, but when you have a disaster that doesn't get better but gets worse.

You know, most of the disasters we have are more like the disasters in Mississippi and Alabama, where you've got one bad day and the next day things begin to get a little better, the water goes back into the ocean.

This has been a terrible experience, and my heart goes out to everybody affected. Somebody mentioned here a minute ago a newborn baby separated from its mother. I don't think it matters whether that was a black baby or a white baby, it's a baby and it's separated from its mother, and that's a huge tragedy. And there are too many of these tragedies that have occurred, and I hope we've learned an important lesson here. I hope we don't see this repeated ever again.

QUESTION: How would you respond to the outrage from the Black Caucus over the speaker's comments regarding reconstructing and rebuilding New Orleans (OFF-MIKE)?

BLUNT: I will let Mr. McCrery comment. I can't respond to the outrage from anybody, because I haven't heard that.

I did see the speaker's follow-up on his initial comment that was widely reported. I don't know if his follow-up was as well reported, and his follow-up was that there needs to be lots of local input, there needs to be lots of state input.

New Orleans is a great, great city. Many of us love it. I was there a month ago with Bobby Jindal on August the 3rd in the French Quarter. It's always been one of my favorite places in America.

It's a city that has great heritage for my state. The people that came to settle St. Louis and Missouri came from New Orleans, so we've always felt a great cultural heritage, as much of the middle part of the country has, and as much of the country uniquely has.

But, Jim, do you want to say anything about that?

I think the speaker was very clear that he understands this is a discussion that needs to have lots of input, and that input is going to be most valuable the closer it is to home -- and I mean those homes.

MCCRERY: I agree with the majority whip. I don't think the speaker meant to say New Orleans wouldn't survive as a city and shouldn't be rebuilt.

Clearly, there's lot of information that we need to gather as we begin to rebuild New Orleans, rebuild the levee system and so forth. But I don't think anybody doubts that New Orleans will be rebuilt. And the speaker certainly, I expect, will be very helpful to us in efforts to get New Orleans rebuild.

QUESTION: Mr. McCrery, the speaker of the House at this point is at a campaign fund-raiser this morning. He's not here heading the session because he's in Indiana.

Does that hurt the Republicans' ability to get the message out that you guys care, that you're in touch, sensitive to this?

BLUNT: I think the speaker and the Senate leader yesterday did all they need to do to get this done. We were in contact with the speaker's office all day yesterday. He'll be here this afternoon. He and Mr. DeLay and I have a meeting scheduled for this afternoon, and the speaker's doing what needs to be done, in my opinion.

QUESTION: Critics say that the danger to New Orleans had been known for some time and it was the Congress that failed to provide the Corps of Engineers the money that was needed to make New Orleans less vulnerable.

BLUNT: I assume we'll all become experts on this in the near future.

My understanding is that, in fact, there was a huge expansion in the late '90s of what we did in the New Orleans, the levee issue. And there was less money spent after that huge expansion, as, of course, there would be. Any time you do a big building project, when that project's over, the next year you spend less money.

When we eventually get the Capitol Visitor Center done, or have met a goal, the next year we should be spending less money on the Capitol Visitor Center.

So there's still lots of levee money. This was a disaster that is regrettable. We have lots of levees in my state, as well, and we've had lots of levee problems over the years.

BLUNT: And we had huge floods in Missouri because levees broke less than eight years ago. And I saw for days pictures of houses literally floating down the Missouri River.

So this is not something that government can always prevent. You know, God is actually bigger and nature is bigger than we are. And this is one of those instances.

QUESTION: The president has suffered a lot of criticism (OFF- MIKE)

BLUNT: No, I don't, but I think the president today is on the scene. I think his comments this morning were very helpful. And I certainly think his comments were deserved: that so far these results have not been good enough.

It is, as you said, first and foremost four days into this and we've realized what we were doing was not adequate for the situation we found there. And today huge things are happening. Many states are involved now, with National Guard and other assistance. All kinds of private groups in this 120 hours or so have ramped up in a way that they weren't able to in the first 48 or 72.

And, you know, a disaster like this is exactly that: It's a disaster. It's virtually unprecedented, certainly in a century we haven't had anything like this. We've got almost 4.5 million people displaced in one way or another, certainly without the basic resources that they would normally have.

And as Chairman Smith said, this is just something in our country we've had no recent experience with this. And by recent, I mean in anybody's lifetime experience with this.

QUESTION: Are you satisfied now then that the plan was in place was adequate to resolve the crisis (OFF-MIKE)?

BLUNT: I think Mr. McCrery said we'd learned some lessons and he's afraid we still more to learn. And I think that's probably right.

QUESTION: So have you gotten (OFF-MIKE)

BLUNT: Not yet. Not yet. No.

QUESTION: (OFF-MIKE)

BLUNT: Yes.

QUESTION: (OFF-MIKE)

BLUNT: I think we need to look at what we need to do to be sure that the economy isn't affected more than it needs to. And I'm sure our friends in the Ways and Means Committee generally might be thinking about that. We'll be thinking about that.

I think both the stimulus package and looking at what we need to do to assist the impacted state and local governments that are dramatically reduced in their resources in a dramatically elevated time of resource need.

QUESTION: (OFF-MIKE)

MCCRERY: There may be. We need to look at the industries affected and, you know, whether that could be the transportation industries, it could be lots of industries affected by this.

But clearly, the one industry that stands out is the port of Orleans. I don't recall if it's 75 percent or 80 percent, but it's something close to that of the nation's agricultural exports come through the port of Orleans. Right now, that port is inaccessible.

So that is one industry that clearly will need immediate help in getting back in operation because so many others in our country depend on that one industry in the New Orleans area. But there will be others that we will identify that more than likely will need some assistance to get back on their feet and in full swing.

But we're starting to analyze that now from the Ways and Means Committee and I'm sure other committees of the Congress as well.

BLUNT: And as Jim would note, you've got significant crop destruction well up in all three of these states. So agriculture -- that's the biggest agricultural port in the country for in and out both and all that.

Everybody wants to be on the floor for a few minutes during this session.

Thank you all.

END
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