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Congress wants the political credit before the November elections for appropriating money for homeland security by requiring Tom Ridge, assistant to the president for homeland security, to testify before Congress. This action would set a precedent diminishing the effectiveness of presidential staff and the president's National Security adviser, Condoleezza Rice. At stake is the ability of staffers such as Ridge and Rice to give independent advice and a range of options to the president.

A congressional bipartisan coalition, led by Senate Majority Leader Tom Daschle, D-S.D., has called for Ridge's testimony. Members of Congress do not find fault in the $38 billion the administration wants to spend on homeland security, but want to show that this government spending benefits constituents by protecting them from terrorists. By questioning Ridge before a committee, Congress believes it can better convince voters that tax dollars are not being wasted.

The positions of neither Rice nor Ridge require Senate confirmation, as Cabinet officials do. If Ridge is subpoenaed, this could set a precedent allowing Congress to require the testimony of other White House officials. Rice has not yet testified before Congress, and a National Security adviser has not testified before Congress even during the Cuban Missile Crisis or Vietnam.

When the National Security Act of 1947 was written, its framers wanted the National Security Council and its executive secretary (later to become the assistant to the president for national security affairs) to provide independent advice to the president, outlining options on national security issues, separate from the advice of the State and Defense departments. The adviser has to be able to tell the president what policies will sell and what will work. Advisers should be kept away from the bureaucratic politics that infiltrate Cabinet secretaries' views.

President Bush created the Office of Homeland Security based on the NSC. But Sen. Daschle said that Ridge's position is fundamentally different than that of Rice's because it "goes way beyond" an advisory role to the president. But the National Security adviser has come to enjoy premier presidential status as a counselor, NSC staff manager, advocate and sometimes policy implementer during several presidential administrations.

Congress should re-visit the history of the NSC, especially the tenure of domineering advisers such as Henry Kissinger and Zbigniew Brzezinski, who not only advised Presidents Nixon and Carter, but conducted diplomatic missions, worked to implement policy and became the chief foreign policy and public spokesmen.

Congress says that Ridge is an important administrator of concern. The job of the National Security adviser is also of critical importance, as it involves the major decisions of national security from diplomatic, military and political perspectives. During the war on terrorism, Rice has been a key player in Bush's decision-making, yet she has not been subpoenaed by Congress.

Some people believe National Security advisers should be given Cabinet-level status. But, though Ridge's job exists in law, the National Security adviser position does not. This may be the only thing that saves the adviser from becoming like all Cabinet officials—spending a large amount of time testifying before Congress.

Ridge points out that he has met more than 35 times with members of Congress, saying "I have been, am now and will continue to be accessible." Ridge and Rice should continue to meet with members of Congress, but official testimony implies that presidential staff is somehow responsible to the Congress and not fully responsible to the president.

President Bush must continue to speak about the importance of receiving independent advice from his staff. Bureaucratic voices from Cabinet officials are not nearly as important as the political and policy analysis that presidential staff can provide.
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