Thorn in the side of GOP says he’s just doing his job
Anna Badkhen, James Sterngold, Chronicle Staff Writers
Monday, May 28, 2007

(05-28) 04:00 PDT Washington -- Henry Waxman's critics say he is a "Bush-
bashing" attack dog obsessed with a partisan vendetta.

His admirers say he is a dogged investigator making up for years of neglect during
the six years a Republican-controlled Congress exercised little oversight of a
Republican-controlled executive branch.

Whatever his motivations, the 17-term Democratic congressman from Los Angeles
has been making life distinctly uncomfortable for the Bush White House.

Since he became chairman of the powerful House Oversight and Government
Reform Committee in January, Waxman, 67, has been probing some of the more
contentious issues surrounding the administration, including prewar intelligence on
Iraq, corruption in postwar reconstruction, White House contacts with convicted
lobbyist Jack Abramoff, allegations that administration officials used political party
e-mail accounts to conduct government business, and the misinformation
surrounding the friendly fire death in Afghanistan of former NFL star Pat Tillman.

Last week, Waxman chaired a hearing into the government's often-criticized
response to the mental health problems of veterans returning from Iraq and
Afghanistan, which he called "an enormous public health threat." To Rep. Patrick

McHenry, a North Carolina Republican on the committee, Waxman's "investigative
direction and agenda are simply objectionable.”

"Oversight committee hearings are reduced to Bush-bashing press conferences,"
McHenry said through a spokesman.

Ask Waxman about his agenda, and the bald, 5-foot-5 Democrat, who has
represented the affluent west side of Los Angeles for 32 years, offers a nonpartisan
explanation.



"I believe in government, and I want the government to be effective. I want us to look
and make sure that government agencies are doing a good job for the American
people,” he said in an interview.

Longtime friends and associates, in his hometown and on Capitol Hill, say policy
drives Waxman more than politics.

"He's much more focused on substance and performance than he is on politics per
se," said House Majority Leader Steny Hoyer, D-Md.

Lining the walls of Waxman's office on Capitol Hill are the trophies of what he
considers his most important achievements: framed facsimiles of milestone bills he
has authored that he says have made the United States safer and healthier.

There is a copy of the Clean Air Act of 1990, which helped combat smog, acid rain,
toxic air emissions and ozone depletions; and of the 1996 Food Quality Protection
Act, which regulates pesticides in food. There is a photograph of Waxman smiling
after a 1994 public hearing in which the nation's cigarette executives swore under
oath that they did not believe smoking was addictive. The hearing created
momentum for nationwide litigation against the tobacco industry.

"The thing that brings me the most satisfaction is to pass legislation that I know is
going to make an important difference in people's lives,” Waxman said.

Waxman, who was born in Los Angeles and grew up in an apartment above a Watts
grocery run by his father, a Jewish immigrant from Russia, got his bachelor's and law
degrees at UCLA. After serving in the California Assembly for five years, Waxman
won his seat in Congress in 1974 and has held it ever since, usually winning with
more than 60 percent of the vote.

For 16 years, when the Democrats controlled Congress, Waxman chaired the House
Energy and Commerce Committee's subcommittee on health and environment,
pushing through groundbreaking legislation on Medicaid and Medicare coverage,
AIDS, and availability of prescription drugs.

As the ranking minority member on the Government Reform Committee from 1997
until last year, Waxman continued to press on health-related issues, notably
including the use of steroids in sports. But he also broadened his interests, starting






