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Congressional & Administration News
What to Know in Washington: Provisional Ballots May Play Role
If the U.S. is still waiting to learn who the president will be days or even weeks after Tuesday’s election, provisional ballots are likely to be at the center of any disputes.

They are the ballots cast by voters whose eligibility is questioned for some reason. Those ballots are set aside and held for a period of days after the election while workers determine whether they should be counted.
Experts say the number of provisional ballots this year may set a record, exceeding the 2.7 million cast in 2012 and almost 2.5 million cast in 2016, in part because some voters who requested ballots by mail are showing up at polls to vote in person. That could lead to late results in key battleground states such as Pennsylvania -- where President Donald Trump won by only 44,292 votes in 2016 -- if the race is close and the source of challenges and litigation.

“It’s just another one of those things that plays into the unusual nature of this election,” G. Terry Madonna, director of the Center for Politics and Public Affairs at Franklin and Marshall College in Pennsylvania, said of provisional ballots.

Provisional ballots have come into play in the past. Democrat John Kerry held off conceding the 2004 presidential race to Republican George W. Bush until the morning after the election because he waited until it was clear the 157,714 provisional ballots cast in Ohio couldn’t change the outcome.
In 2016, Trump carried Arizona by 91,234 votes, and there were 102,510 provisional ballots, according to the U.S. Election Assistance Commission. Pennsylvania had 26,451 provisionals, and that was before the commonwealth expanded voting by mail last year.

Greater use of mailed ballots, coupled with disruptions in mail service, may contribute to the bumper crop of provisional ballots. After initially urging voters to request mail-in ballots in response to the pandemic, Democratic leaders have been telling people to vote in person or deliver the ballot to an elections office or an approved drop box to avoid the risk of it being disqualified on technical grounds or having its delivery delayed by the U.S. Postal Service. 

USPS Cites Covid, Holiday for Record Delays: The U.S. Postal Service delivered 80.85% of first-class mail on time for the week ending Oct. 23, compared with previous week’s figure of 85.58%, according to a news release. The agency listed factors including high mail volume, Covid-19 impacts, the Oct. 12 federal holiday and ongoing efforts to prioritize ballots for the Nov. 3 election. The on-time rate is the lowest of the year, according to the Save the Post Office website that tracks the agency. 

· Separately, a federal appeals court ordered Minnesota election officials to segregate mail-in ballots that arrive after Nov. 3 in case a future court order requires such votes to be purged from the count. Two Republican electors in Minnesota are challenging the state’s plan to accept mail-in ballots up to a week after Election Day as long as they’re postmarked on time -- an extension the state put in place to account for an expected flood of absentee voting during the pandemic as well as mail delays. 

Politics & Policy
Biden Win Would Offer Path to Kill Pipeline: Days after taking office, Trump cleared the way for construction of an oil pipeline in the Midwest that had been the focus of months of opposition by climate activists, celebrities and Native Americans. Now opponents of the Dakota Access Pipeline are pressuring Joe Biden to take the extraordinary step of returning the favor should he win the White House. Analysts said they couldn’t recall a president shutting down an operating pipeline before, which is why its being viewed as a litmus test of how far he’d go to appease environmentalists who have supported him. 

Biden Pledges Not to ‘Extort’ South Korea: Biden pledged not to use the threat of cutting U.S. troop levels in South Korea as a bargaining chip, after the Trump administration demanded Seoul pay far more for American protection. Biden said if he wins the U.S. election next week, he won’t be “extorting Seoul with reckless threats to remove our troops,” according to a special contribution he made to South Korea’s Yonhap News Agency published today. 

Trump’s China Scorecard Shows Many Defeats: Trump ran for office pledging to rewrite the U.S.'s economic ties with Beijing, which he blamed for hollowing out America’s manufacturing base and impoverishing its workers. But his four years in the White House have shown limited impact on the metrics he laid out. U.S. companies cite much the same concerns—and the same growth objectives—with regard to China today as they did when Trump took office. The unprecedented trade war that Trump launched, breaking GOP free-trade orthodoxy along the way, has ended up costing American factory jobs, not creating them, economists claim. The state support for Chinese enterprises that Trump pledged to confront remains intact.

Trump’s term has, however, had a notable impact on American attitudes toward China. In time, that could prove the dynamic that affects economic ties in ways the current president has struggled to achieve. And it underscores that Washington’s policy on China is forever changed, regardless of who wins next Tuesday’s election. 

Health-Care on the Ballot in Several States: Big money is betting on health-care initiatives in California, Oregon, and Colorado where voters are being asked Nov. 3 to add taxes on vaping, mandate that doctors always be on site when dialysis centers are open, and approve $5.5 billion in bonds for the sole stem cell research funding agency in the country. Tens of millions of dollars are fueling arguments over what to fund and why “because, essentially, people are more interested in health-care initiatives,” said Arturo Vargas Bustamante, associate professor in the Department of Health Policy and Management at the University of California, Los Angeles. 

Gerrymander Power on the Line: A shift toward independent redistricting commissions helped spur national political parties to spend record cash in the hope of controlling the next congressional redistricting. “The outcomes in just a few races in a few states will determine the Republican Party’s chances of winning congressional majorities for the next decade. And we’re fighting like hell to win,” Republican State Leadership Committee President Austin Chambers said in an email. His group raised $23 million in the third quarter and is targeting 115 districts that could hold the keys to a 136-seat swing in the U.S. House.
Democrats are fighting money with money. The Democratic Legislative Campaign Committee has pledged to spend $50 million in state races this cycle—more than six times what it spent in 2010. 

More Elections & Campaigns
Biden Courts Latino Voters as Tie-Breakers: Biden appealed to Hispanic voters in Florida, a closely divided battleground state where a win next week would give him the presidency. “The heart and soul of the country is at stake right here in Florida. It’s up to you. You hold the key. If Florida goes blue, it’s over,” Biden said in a neighborhood in Broward County, which stretches south from Fort Lauderdale toward Miami and is a key source of Democratic votes in the state. 

Facebook Says Technical Hiccups Improperly Blocked Campaign Ads: Facebook revealed yesterday how internal technical glitches disrupted the delivery of some ads from the Biden and Trump campaigns, but said it made changes to resolve those hiccups in the run-up to the November election. The social media giant’s admission followed complaints from the Biden camp about how thousands of its ads were blocked. Facebook said in a blog post it spotted “unanticipated issues” affecting both campaigns, including technical flaws that caused a number of ads to be “paused improperly.” 

Trump’s Social Media Order Defeats Legal Challenge: The Trump administration defeated a challenge by Rock the Vote and Voto Latino to a recent executive order targeting social media companies that fact-check the president’s posts about the election, when a federal judge said yesterday that the get-out-the-vote groups lacked standing to bring the case. Judge William H. Orrick said the groups couldn’t show the order regulated Facebook, Twitter, or another social media website “in any way” or “credibly” threatened them with prosecution. 

Zeta Disrupts Early Voting in Georgia: Hurricane Zeta caused disruptions to early voting across the South yesterday, including in the key battleground states of Georgia and North Carolina. Zeta, now a tropical storm, knocked out power to more than 1 million homes and businesses as early in-person voting enters a final stretch with five days to go until Election Day. Friday is Georgia’s last day to vote while voters in North Carolina have until Saturday. 

More Hawaiians Voted Early Than All of 2016: Early voting in Hawaii has already surpassed the total number of ballots cast in the state in the 2016 election. Data from the U.S. Elections Project, which tracks early voting, found Hawaii has seen turnout hit 104.5% of its total from the last election. More than half of all registered voters in Hawaii have already sent in their ballots, topping the record for the total number of votes cast in the state for a general election. 

The Coronavirus Pandemic
U.S. Sets Daily Virus Case Record: New U.S. cases topped 86,000, setting a new daily record, as the outbreak intensifies ahead of next week’s presidential election. 

U.S. Buying Gowns from Untested Makers: Several U.S. companies that won almost half a billion dollars in government contracts to make hospital gowns appear to have too few workers and not enough factory space to complete the job when the awards were made. At least 11 contractors and subcontractors began making protective gear only after the pandemic began, according to press releases and news reports. Of the 15 primary contractors, eight had never received a federal contract prior to 2020, according to federal government contracting records. The Defense Department says contractors went through a rigorous process and met stringent criteria.

Still, members of Congress are raising questions. “Some of those contracts have been to companies that have very little experience with producing that kind of equipment, that the standards have not always been up to par, and it’s created some real challenges,” Sen. Jeanne Shaheen (D-N.H.) said during a Senate Armed Services committee hearing Oct 1. 

Covid Relief Laws May Bolster ACA Legal Case: Republicans may have hurt their own legal case against Obamacare by repeatedly expanding on and amending the signature health law since 2017, most recently in their response to the coronavirus pandemic. “You can’t build on the ACA’s protections for the Covid bills if the act doesn’t exist,” said Abbe Gluck, a professor of law and the founding faculty director of the Solomon Center for Health Law and Policy at Yale Law School.

The U.S. Supreme Court will assess legal arguments on the constitutionality of the Affordable Care Act on Nov. 10. What Congress intended to do with the ACA is a central line of dispute in the high stakes case, and the pandemic has given supporters of the law a new opportunity to prove it was meant to stay. 

New Projection Shows Higher Death Toll: The Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation, an influential modeling group, is projecting a higher death toll in the U.S. amid the surge in Covid cases and hospitalizations. The group is now projecting about 405,000 deaths due to the virus by Feb. 1, representing a nearly 20,000 increase from a prior projection of 386,000. “Europe is seeing a surge right now and Europe is ahead about a month from the United States,” said Ali Mokdad, a professor of health metrics sciences with IHME. “So basically we are watching what would unfold here in the United States.” 

CDC Evictions Moratorium Upheld by Judge: A federal judge ruled against landlord groups trying to block the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s national moratorium on evictions amid the coronavirus crisis. U.S. District Judge J.P. Boulee in Atlanta yesterday rejected a motion for a preliminary injunction brought by the New Civil Liberties Alliance and National Apartment Association, which represents some 85,000 landlords responsible for 10 million rental units. The judge said the public interest in curtailing the spread of Covid outweighed the landlords’ economic interest. 

What Else to Know Today
Trump Rule Leads Contractors to Cut Training: Trump’s recent attempt to curb corporate diversity training will linger even if he loses Tuesday’s election to Biden. Already, federal contractors are unsure of what they can say about race. More than 300 events, training programs, research projects and other diversity-related activities have been delayed or canceled because of concern about a Sept. 22 executive order aimed at banning federal contractors and agencies from using terms in diversity training that the administration considers divisive and illegal, according to the African American Policy Forum, a social justice think tank. A Labor Department official said last week that the agency’s already received more than 100 complaints via a government hotline to report possible violations. 

Hackers Plan More Attacks on U.S. Hospitals: A Russia-based ransomware group responsible for a new wave of attacks against U.S. hospitals is laying the groundwork to cripple at least ten more, according to the cybersecurity firm Prevailion. Prevailion’s analysis comes a day after the FBI and two other federal agencies issued a warning about an imminent and credible threat to hospitals and health-care providers from cyberattacks, including ransomware capable of locking entire computer networks. The hacking group responsible has already hit at least nine hospitals in three weeks, crippling critical computer systems and demanding multimillion-dollar ransoms.  

Insurers Must Post Out-of-Pocket Medical Costs: Health insurers will have to post on the internet personalized out-of-pocket costs to patients under a new rule finalized yesterday. Insurance plans will also be required to make their in-network negotiated rates with doctors and allowable out-of-network rates available to the public, according to the multiagency rule. They will be required to post their negotiated pharmaceutical prices and the historical net prices for all their covered drugs. 

· These regulatory efforts to help consumers know the cost of their health care up front may be a lasting legacy of the Trump administration. The regulations have broad support among patient rights advocates and employers, signaling there’s a chance they could stick around regardless of who wins the presidential election and as long as courts continue to uphold them. 

How the Google Case Could Play Out: Google and the Justice Department are set to face each other in court today for the first time since the government sued the company for illegally monopolizing internet search. The hearing marks the first time attorneys for Google and the government will come together to start mapping out the litigation process. It will set the stage for what’s shaping up to be a drawn-out court battle that could ultimately weaken Google’s gatekeeper position over the web if the government is successful. 

· Meanwhile, the Federal Trade Commission’s impending decision on whether to sue Facebook for antitrust violations also carries the equally important consideration of where to do so. Unlike its Justice Department counterpart, the FTC’s Bureau of Competition has the choice of bringing the case via its in-house administrative court or to file a complaint in federal district court. 

737 Jet Crash Victims Demand U.S. Records: The relatives of the 157 people who died in the crash of a Boeing 737 Max in Ethiopia are demanding more records from U.S. safety agencies, according to a pair of letters sent on the second anniversary of another accident involving the plane. A letter to the National Transportation Safety Board, which assisted in the investigation of both crashes, accused it of an “unreasonable pro-secrecy stance.” 

Gray Wolf Protections Stripped, Stirring Lawsuit Threats: The Interior Department announced yesterday it will strip endangered species protections from the gray wolf. Environmental groups vowed to challenge the decision in court, saying it violates the Endangered Species Act by ignoring the “best available science.” If Democrat Joe Biden wins the presidency, his administration could seek to overturn the move. “Today’s action reflects the Trump administration’s continued commitment to species conservation based on the parameters of the law and the best scientific and commercial data available,” said Interior Secretary David Bernhardt. 

Administration Appeals Court Order on Visa Ban: The Trump administration is appealing a California federal court’s Oct. 1 ruling that blocked the departments of State and Homeland Security from barring entry to the U.S. for certain temporary work visa holders. In their filing, U.S. Justice Department lawyers signaled they’ll ask the San Francisco-based U.S. Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit to reinstate Trump’s proclamation in full.

Agriculture News
3 Big Things Today: Soybean Futures Higher Overnight; Weekly Corn, Wheat Export Sales Jump
October 30, 2020 – Successful Farming

1. SOYBEANS HIGHER OVERNIGHT ON STRONG OVERSEAS DEMAND

Soybeans were higher overnight on continued demand for U.S. supplies while grains were little changed. 
Exporters on Wednesday reported soybean sales of 120,000 metric tons to an unnamed buyer and 110,000 tons to Egypt, according to the U.S. Department of Agriculture.

The USDA said yesterday Mexico bought 1.43 million metric tons of corn and an unknown country bought an additional 140,000 tons from U.S. supplies.

Since the start of the marketing year on Sept. 1, overseas buyers have purchased 30.6 million metric tons of corn, up 168% from the same time frame last year. Soybean sales have jumped 145% year-over-year to almost 47 million metric tons, USDA data show.
Wheat sales since the start of the grain’s marketing year on June 1 now stand at 16.3 million metric tons, up 11% from the same period last year, according to the government.

Still, harvest pressure and some light fund selling is keeping corn prices on the defensive Friday morning, while wheat was little changed.

Corn producers had harvested 72% of the U.S. crop as of the start of the week, up from 60% a week earlier and the average of 56% for this time of year, the agency said. About 83% of the soybeans were harvested as of Sunday, up from 75% the previous week and well ahead of the prior five-year average of 73%, the USDA said.

Soybean futures for January delivery rose 5½¢ to $10.56 a bushel overnight on the Chicago Board of Trade. 

Soymeal added $1.30 to $378.20 a short ton, and soy oil gained 0.36¢ to 33.42¢ a pound.

Corn futures for December delivery fell 1½¢ to $3.97 a bushel.

Wheat futures for December delivery were unchanged at $6.03¾ a bushel in Chicago while Kansas City futures added 2¢ to $5.44 a bushel.

 2.  EXPORTS SALES OF CORN, WHEAT JUMP WEEK-TO-WEEK WHILE SOYBEAN SALES FALL

Export sales of corn and wheat jumped week-to-week while bean sales declined, according to the USDA.

Corn sales to overseas buyers in the seven days that ended on Oct. 22 surged to 2.24 million metric tons, up 23% from the previous week and 56% from the prior four-week average, the agency said in a report.

Unnamed countries bought 763,700 metric tons of U.S. corn, Mexico took 496,800 tons, Japan was in for 483,200 tons and Colombia purchased 187,100 tons.

The total would’ve been higher but the Dominican Republic, Costa Rica, and Canada together canceled about 35,000 tons of corn shipments, the USDA said.

Wheat sales last week totaled 743,200 metric tons, a noticeable increase from the previous week and up 54% from the average for this time of year, the government said.

South Korea was the big buyer at 195,000 metric tons, followed by Mexico at 111,400 tons and Japan at 61,700 tons. The Philippines bought 60,000 tons and China was in for 60,000 tons. Guatemala canceled cargoes of 14,000 tons.

Soybean sales, meanwhile, fell 27% week-to-week and were down 35% from the four-week average to 1.62 million metric tons, the agency said.

China was still the biggest buyer at 1.07 million metric tons, Mexico took 178,700 tons, the Netherlands bought 175,600 tons, Egypt purchased 153,400 tons and Singapore was in for 65,100 tons, the USDA said in its report.

3. FREEZE WARNINGS ISSUED IN OKLAHOMA AND ARKANSAS WHILE DAKOTAS EXPECTING STRONG WINDS

Freeze warnings are in effect for parts of eastern Oklahoma and western Arkansas this morning as temperatures plunged overnight, according to the National Weather Service.

Subfreezing temperatures were in the upper 20s and lower 30s overnight in the region, the NWS said in a report early this morning.

“Patches of freezing fog will also be possible through early Friday morning across northwest Arkansas and far northeastern Oklahoma,” the agency said.

Freeze warnings have also been issued in parts of central and southern Indiana and southern and west-central Ohio overnight tonight into Saturday.

Temperatures will fall into the upper 20s overnight in the region, the NWS said.

In western North Dakota and South Dakota, meanwhile, high-wind warnings are in effect as northwest winds are pegged from 25 to 40 mph with gusts up to 50 mph all day tomorrow.

“High winds may move loose debris, damage property, and cause power outages,” the NWS said. “Travel could be difficult, especially for high-profile vehicles.”
Scientists Propose Tax on Meat and Livestock to Help Avert Future Pandemics
October 29, 2020 – Successful Farming
Policy makers should consider levying taxes on livestock production and meat consumption to reduce the risk of future deadly pandemics, international experts said on Thursday, as they published a study calling for better protection of nature

"Over-consumption of meat... (is) bad for our health. It's unsustainable in terms of environmental impact. It's also a driver of pandemic risk," Peter Daszak, a zoologist who chaired the study, told journalists at its launch. Outbreaks of influenza viruses and new pandemic strains have emerged largely because of "incredibly dense production of poultry and pigs in some parts of the world, driven by our global consumption patterns", he added.

Breeding cattle for beef is another well-known cause of deforestation and ecosystem destruction in Latin America. The study warned that pandemics will emerge more often, spread faster, cost more and kill more people than COVID-19 without bold action to halt the habitat destruction that helps viruses hop from wildlife to humans. It also urged governments to step up efforts to avert pandemics, instead of responding after they hit. “Dutch scientist Thijs Kuiken, one of 22 international experts who produced the study, agreed that people should cut back on meat-eating.
"Changing your diet so that you have a sensible consumption of meat is really important for reducing the risk of pandemics, and for conserving biodiversity and nature," he said. Daszak acknowledged that the idea of a livestock levy or meat tax was "controversial" but said it was a price worth paying to head off future pandemics.
"There's a new generation out there who are willing to make those personal decisions that will lead to a more sustainable lifestyle - and we're hoping that's going to save our planet in terms of biodiversity loss, climate change and pandemic risk," he said. The growing, globalised livestock industry is "very profitable" - and previous studies have suggested taxing meat production and consumption to nudge the industry towards ways of operating that do less harm to the planet and people, he said.
"This is a viable strategy and should be looked at by governments and by intergovernmental organisations as a way forward," he added. Rising demand for meat, particularly in developed countries and emerging economies, also threatens biodiversity and contributes to climate change, said the report issued by the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services, which has more than 130 member states.
It pointed to the destruction and degradation of the rainforest in Brazil and other Amazon countries, which is fueling the carbon emissions that are heating up the planet. Climate change could, in turn, expand the threat of deadlier and costlier diseases, the experts warned. "There's certainly clear and strong evidence that climate change has caused a shift in vector-borne diseases," said Daszak. 
Those include tick-borne encephalitis, a potentially fatal illness spread by ticks, which is moving north in Europe. "The future impact of climate change on emerging disease is likely to be very significant," he added. "Climate change will cause shifts in geographic range of different species, livestock and people... and that will spread diseases more effectively."
The study also recommended that the knowledge held by indigenous peoples and local communities should be included in pandemic prevention efforts. For example, their longstanding expertise in living with, managing and hunting wildlife could be used to inform safer practices, said Bolivian scientist Carlos Zambrana-Torrelio.
Giving forest peoples ownership of the land where they live would also help curb the threat of pandemics, he said. "By improving land tenure... deforestation will stop in these areas, there won't be any expansion of agriculture into indigenous communities and that will prevent the emergence of diseases," he added. 
Federal Employee News
Executive Order Stirs Concern of Politicizing Career Civil Service
October 27, 2020 – Fed Week 
President Trump’s order to shift potentially tens of thousands or more federal employees into the excepted service from the competitive service has stirred a storm over the potential for politicization of such jobs, on the eve of a Presidential election.
The change anticipated by the order would not happen until after agencies identify positions to be moved, based on standards set by the order which anticipates a first assessment to be completed in late January and a fuller one to be completed by late March.
Questions have been raised, but so far unanswered, regarding whether agencies could move more swiftly in order to make the changes effective before Inauguration Day if Democratic candidate Joe Biden should win. While the Biden campaign has not directly addressed the issue, it is widely expected that the order would be canceled under a Biden presidency; he has already said he would cancel several other of the Trump administration’s executive orders regarding disciplinary and union-related policies.
Federal employee unions and management organizations denounced the order as a move to compel career employees to fall in line with the administration’s positions, to undermine the public’s confidence in the civil service, and as paving the way to favoritism in positions in which candidates currently are selected competitively and have protections against personnel actions that are not merit-based.
Democratic leaders on civil service issues in Congress have made similar comments and have introduced a bill to block its implementation. That presumably could be enacted only as a provision of some broader “must-pass” bill, such as a bill needed to fund agencies once a the current temporary authority expires December11, since Trump almost certainly would veto any stand-alone measure.

TSP Investment Limits to Be Unchanged for 2021
October 27, 2020 – Fed Week 
The standard dollar limit on investments in the TSP, the “elective deferral limit,” will be unchanged in 2021 at $19,500, while the “catch-up contribution” limit also will remain at its current amount of $6,500.
The catch-up figure is an additional investment above the standard amount allowed for investors who are at least age 50 during the year. Effective in calendar year 2021 no separate election will necessary; for those eligible to make catch-up contributions, any investments beyond the standard limit will “spill over”—they will be automatically designated as catch-up contributions, up to that second limit. Anyone wishing to make catch-up contributions for 2020 still must to specifically elect to make them, however.
In both cases the figures involve personal investments only and don’t include government contributions for those under FERS or any transfers into the TSP from retirement savings accounts from prior employers. For those investing in both the traditional (tax-free on investment, taxable on withdrawal) and Roth (after-tax on investment, tax-free on withdrawal so long as certain conditions are met), each limit applies to the combined total of both types.
The figures are set by the IRS based on an inflation-adjustment formula used for 401(k) and other similar employer-sponsored retirement savings vehicles. Inflation did not rise by enough to trigger an increase in either, which rise in increments of $500.
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