Congress to probe Flint crisis at upcoming hearing
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Ranking committee Democrat says governor was not forthright with Congress as another hearing approaches next week
Congress is set to hold another hearing on the Flint water crisis as the city continues to wrestle with a state of emergency that has kept residents from drinking tap water for months.

U.S. Rep. Fred Upton, R-St. Joseph, will hold a hearing on Wednesday to try and learn about the infrastructure issues in Flint and look and the short and long-term health implications of the city’s lead contaminated water on residents.

“I’m not interested in finger pointing,” Upton, chairman of the House Energy and Commerce Committee, said in a statement Thursday. “I’m interested in being part of the solution."

The hearing of the subcommittee on Environment and the Economy will begin at 10 a.m. Wednesday in Room 2123 of the Rayburn House Office Building.

“We have a responsibility working together as Republicans and Democrats to find solutions to ensure what happened in Flint never happens again,” he said in a statement.

The committee has not released a list of witnesses who will be asked to testify before the committee. It will come on the heels of a contentious hearing held two weeks ago by the U.S. House Oversight and Government Reform Committee with Gov. Rick Snyder and EPA Director Gina McCarthy taking fire from both Republicans and Democrats on the committee.

In a letter to Snyder on Thursday, Rep. Elijah E. Cummings, the Democratic ranking member from Maryland on the House Committee on Oversight and Government Reform, questioned  whether the governor had been completely forthright with the committee during his testimony.

“Your actions raise grave concerns about the accuracy of your testimony before our Committee,” Cummings wrote in the letter.  “If you withheld information about your 75 point plan from Mayor (Karen) Weaver and other local leaders until after your appearance before our Committee, that would appear to directly contradict your testimony on March 17.”

Cummings asked Snyder to produce emails and other documents relating to his testimony before the committee and his alleged decision to withhold this information from the Mayor.

"We think Congressman Cumming's letter speaks for itself," Kristen Moore, a spokeswoman for Weaver, said in an email Thursday. "Mayor Weaver has no comment at this point, other than, she will continue her efforts to work with the governor to secure the resources and services needed to help the City and residents of Flint recover from this man-made water disaster."

The Maryland Democrat, who had sharply questioned the governor during his testimony, requested an in-person meeting with Snyder next week in Michigan, and he asked that Weaver, Flint City Council President Kerry Nelson, and Rep. Dan Kildee (D-Flint) be allowed to attend.

A spokesman for Snyder said that the governor has been in regular contact with Flint officials and kept them abreast of his plans.

"When we received this letter, top members of the Governor's staff were meeting with the City Council President and Vice President," Ari Adler, the governor's spokesman, said in an email Thursday. "The Snyder Administration is also in near daily contact with the Mayor and her key staff regarding efforts being made to help restore Flint and help the people who live there recover from this crisis."

Adler did not say whether the governor planned to meet with Cummings.

Earlier this week, in an effort to bolster aid to the Flint region, the Snyder Administration announced that local governments in and around the city of Flint can apply for assistance grants up to $100,000 to help fund their operations in the ongoing drinking water emergency.

The governor said he had opened the Disaster and Emergency Contingency Fund to provide financial assistance to the city of Flint and Genesee County, as well as to other municipalities within the county affected by the crisis.

Adler said Wednesday Snyder opened the emergency fund following a request from Genesee County officials for reimbursement for money spent on the crisis.​

“While this emergency is still ongoing, both the city of Flint and Genesee County have bills to pay now,” Snyder said in a statement. “Money from this fund will help cover some of the costs they incurred while responding to the emergency. I will continue to explore other options for providing financial assistance to our local government partners.”

State statute provides that under extraordinary circumstances, the governor may authorize reimbursement from the Disaster and Emergency Contingency Fund to provide state assistance to counties and municipalities,

The money can be applied toward costs associated with the response to a disaster or emergency, covering overtime for public employees, contracts, shelter supplies, gasoline and repair of public buildings and roads.

Snyder declared a state of emergency on Jan. 5 for the city of Flint and Genesee County. Flint switched its drinking water source to the Flint River in mid-2014, but the water was not treated with corrosion control chemicals. Complaints about the water's quality soon followed as residents reported a number of ailments they believed were connected to the change in water supply.

Officials now believe the corrosive water leached lead from pipes throughout the city, poisoning Flint's drinking water supply and forcing residents to drink bottled water and use filters in their homes and businesses. The city switched back to a water supply run by Detroit last fall and added phosphates to try and stop the leaching and to recoat the pipes with a protective film.

To date, the state of Michigan has dedicated $67 million in assistance to Flint residents and is working with the state Legislature to approve more than $230 million total, according to the governor's office.

But Weaver this week said that much more is needed to replace the city's leaching lead pipes as well as provide necessary health services and other programs for those who may have been hurt by lead poisoned water.

Local officials including Flint's mayor have said the state has been too slow in providing the necessary financial resources, including a pending budget put forth by Snyder to send $195 million to provide a variety of services for Flint.

Adler said that the state has already provided $30 million to help provide credits to those in Flint who paid for water they could not drink straight from the tap. Those funds are expected to be rolled out to residents as soon as next week, according to Weaver.

In addition, nine nurses have been hired for Flint schools and are on the job to bolster the city's effort to fight lead poisoning, Adler said. "But clearly all of the money to fund those nurses has not yet been spent," he said. "You have to put the funding in perspective. It's not like all of that money is going to be put in a box all at once and spent all at once for Flint."

An additional  $2 million, Adler said, has been sent to Flint to help the city replace its lead pipes and those funds have not yet been exhausted.

"Clearly we want more resources for Flint," he added. "But there is also a reality of how quickly you can do this work."

In other Flint related news, U.S. Sen. Debbie Stabenow and Kevin Concannon, USDA Under Secretary for Food and Nutrition Services, said they plan to visit a Flint youth center to announce the expansion of a summer meals program designed to ensure thousands of Michigan children receive healthy meals during the summer months.

This weekend, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s internal watchdog is coming to Flint starting Saturday to meet with a sample of invited residents who submitted complaints about their water to federal agencies including EPA and the White House between April 2014 and October 2015. The EPA's office of inspector general, who is conducting the investigation, said it plans to publish its results when complete on the agency's website.

The Michigan Civil Rights Commission later this month also plans to hold its first public hearing on claims of discrimination and racial bias in the Flint water crisis.

The hearing will be held on Thursday, April 28, starting at 2:30 p.m., at the Riverfront Banquet Center, 1 Riverfront Center West in Flint. The event, which will include public comment at the beginning of the hearing, is expected to last until about 8:15 p.m. with additional remarks provided by a variety of state officials, according to the commission.
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