
 
 

The House Committee on Homeland Security  

Examining the National Response to The Worsening Coronavirus Pandemic 

July 8, 2020.  

Member Opening Statements 

 

Chairman Bennie Thompson (D-MS): Chairman Thompson’s opening statement can be found here.   

Ranking Member Mike Rogers (R-AL): Rogers said that we should be conducting oversight and 

legislative business in Washington. Rogers stated that we lost early in our response to COVID-19 because 

China withheld evidence of the virus and covered up how deadly the virus is. Rogers said that China did 

not report the virus accurately. Rogers said that the World Health Organization (WHO) lied about how 

China came to them to tell them about the virus. Rogers said the Administration has taken steps to help 

Americans. Rogers said that we need to adhere to public health advice from the Federal government. 

Rogers noted that he believes there is more Congress can do and he wants to hear from the panelists 

what Congress can do.  

Witness Opening Statements 

Hon. Jay Robert "J. B." Pritzker, Governor, Illinois   

Hon. Jason Shelton, Mayor, City of Tupelo, Mississippi  

Umair A. Shah, M.D., M.P.H., Executive Director and Local Health Authority of Harris County Public 

Health, Texas  

Col. (ret.) Brian Hastings, Director, Alabama Emergency Management Agency  

     Member Questions: 

Chairman Bennie Thompson (D-MS): Thompson asked Pritzker why communities of color in the United 

States are dying at higher rates than other communities. Pritzker stated that this is a result of years of 

failing to invest in basic needs for communities of color. Pritzker said that the comorbidities are suffered 

more in communities where there is more poverty. Pritzker said the murder of George Floyd shows that 

we need to do much more for these communities. Thompson asked Shah what we can do right now to 

mitigate the increase in the numbers. Shah stated that we need to be consistent in our messaging and 

policies for consistency. Shah said we need to also approach this problem from a prevention standpoint. 

Thompson asked Shelton how he decided to declare the COVID-19 pandemic an emergency. Shelton 

said this is an emergency and all his executive orders have been made around the advice of medical 

professionals.  
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Rep. Clay Higgins (R-LA): Higgins expressed his frustration that the House of Representatives is not open 

for business. Higgins asked Pritzker how COVID-19 funding was distributed in Illinois. Pritzker said the 

legislature approved funding procedures and gave the Executive power to follow. Higgins asked if 

Pritzker has created a path forward for the next Governor. Pritzker said yes. Higgins said this is what 

President Trump is doing. Higgins asked Shelton if his city has received CARES Act funds from his 

executive and if they have had trouble received funding. Shelton said that he has not received funding 

yet. Higgins asked Hastings if pandemics are better handled at the Federal level or the state and local 

levels. Hastings said every situation is different and some localities need more attention. 

Rep. Sheila Jackson Lee (D-TX): Lee said that the Obama Administration developed a playbook on how 

to handle the pandemic and the Trump Administration has ignored the playbook. Lee asked Pritzker how 

to handle the pandemic without national guidance. Pritzker said supplies were an immediate need and 

they had to compete with other states to get basic supplies, which was unprecedented. Lee asked if lives 

have been lost due to the lack of a national strategy. Pritzker said that he believes that tens of 

thousands of lives have been lost due to the lack of strategy. Lee asked about opening up too early and 

what should be done in these situations. Shah said that this has caused extra suffering and emphasized 

that more testing is needed. Shah emphasized how important that testing and contact tracing is.  

Ranking Member Mike Rodgers (R-AL): Rodgers asked about support from the Federal Emergency 

Management Agency (FEMA) in Alabama amid these disasters and hurricanes. Hastings said that they 

have been working with FEMA, the Red Cross and other agencies to help and that rural Alabama has 

posed a problem, but they are trying to find areas to shelter people. Rodgers asked Hastings about PPE 

and how Alabama is utilizing it. Hastings said that Alabama has a shortage and that there is no stockpile 

and they are unable to stockpile right now.  

Rep. Jim Langevin (D-RI): Langevin asked about the strategy of not using the Defense Production Act 

and that it was not invoked. Pritzker said importing through the Air Bridge only provided equipment and 

supplies to already existing suppliers, who have to distribute to their customers. Pritzker said they had 

to compete for PPE and today have enough and are getting more, but it still more expensive than pre-

pandemic pricing. Langevin asked about how the lack of health insurance is worsening the crisis. Pritzker 

said that guaranteeing coverage for people with pre-existing conditions is vital. Pritzker said that testing 

is vital and ensuring everyone knows testing is free is vital. 

Rep. John Katko (R-NY): Katko asked if Illinois got stockpiled PPE through FEMA. Pritzker said that they 

did not get a stockpile through the Air Bbridge, but they got 12% of what they requested through FEMA. 

Katko told Pritzker the Strategic National Stockpile has not been where it needed to be for multiple 

administrations. Katko asked about if nursing home patients were forced to go back to the nursing 

home. Pritzker said that they did not because no one could return to the nursing home from the hospital 

until they were COVID-19 free. Katko asked Shelton about receiving CARES Act funding. Shelton said his 

city has not received funding through the CARES Act. Katko asked what Shelton’s city would do with 

CARES Act funding. Shelton said it would go towards basic city services. Katko said that he has created a 

bill to create a commission to learn from this pandemic when it is done.  

Rep. Cedric Richmond (D-LA): Richmond asked the witnesses if wearing a mask is a basic tool for beating 

the coronavirus. All witnesses agreed.  



 
 

Due to a technical error, questioning from the questioning from Rep. Cedric Richmond cut out and 

questioning from Reps. Debbie Lesko (R-AZ) and Kathleen Rice (D-NY) was not shown. 

Rep. Dan Bishop (D-NC): Bishop asked about other nations with higher death rates and asked Pritzker if 

he believes they had a failed response. Pritzker said that the states were given promises that were not 

kept. Bishop asked if Pritzker agreed with the President’s decision to cut off travel to China. Pritzker said 

he does not know if it was the right decision, but he does not believe the way it was done it was correct. 

Bishop asked why Illinois did not have a larger stockpile of PPE. Pritzker said that the stockpile was put in 

place before he was Governor. Bishop said if the state’s stockpile was better, criticism would have been 

lessened. Pritzker said that the Federal government could have implemented the Defense Production 

act. Pritzker said that supplies through the Air Bridge were giving supplies to their customers and the 

Defense Production Act would have allowed them to target where the supplies were needed.  

Rep. Donald Payne Jr. (D-NJ): Payne asked if Pritzker is getting everything they need from FEMA. 

Pritzker said that they need more help and Illinois needs more testing. Payne said the Administration’s 

actions are unfortunate. Payne asked Shah what will happen during the flu season this year. Shah said 

that public health jobs are being cut at record rates right when it is needed. Shah said that there is a 

concern that we are not through the first wave of COVID-19 and that people are not going to take their 

vaccine. 

Rep. Dan Crenshaw (R-TX): Crenshaw asked about the state of the disaster in the United States. Shah 

said every place is handling it and going through it differently but that we are still in the pandemic.  

Crenshaw asked about the public health impacts of COVID-19. Shah emphasized that there are impacts 

beyond COVID-19 including in education and labor, which has direct impacts on jobs.  Crenshaw asked 

about layering effects that have led to spikes across the country. Shah stated that reopening is not the 

only reason for spikes, but holidays, protests and gatherings across the countries have led to spikes as 

well.  

Rep. Lauren Underwood (D-IL): Underwood said Pritzker has made Illinois proud during the pandemic. 

Underwood asked about reopening Illinois schools and what is needed from the Federal government. 

Pritzker emphasized how difficult the challenge is to get everyone back to school and feels that the 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) is being muzzled in these situations. Underwood 

questioned Pritzker on the impact that the HEROES Act would have on state and local government 

funding. Pritzker stated that it would be hard to open schools without this funding and that if we can 

provide funding to help corporations survive, that they can help state and local governments.  

Rep. John Joyce (R-PA): Joyce emphasized how important it is that we are vigilant in fighting China. 

Joyce asked what resources that states need to continue fighting COVID-19. Hastings asked for a clearer 

interpretation of what CARES Act funding can be used for is important. Hastings also said that he does 

not see this virus going away anytime soon and that we need to prepare for a longtime fight.  

Rep. Al Green (D-TX): Green said that Texas had 10,000 cases on July 7 and Canada had 172 cases. 

Green asked if Hastings and Shah would recommend his fraternity had a 6,000-person convention in 

Alabama. Hastings said he would not recommend this. Shah agreed with Hastings and said that large in 

person gatherings are not recommended.  



 
 

Rep. Lou Correa (D-CA): Correa said that his district relies on tourism and their largest employer is 

Disneyland. Correa asked what he should be telling his constituents to get his country back in order. 

Shah said that there needs to be consistent messaging because there is a ton of confusion and 

complacency. Hastings said that it is important that the message is that you can open the economy with 

being safe. Hastings added that Alabama has a state-wide message. Shelton said that the President 

needs a call to action and a call to unite.  

Rep. Emmanuel Cleaver (D-MO): Cleaver asked if everyone in Texas can get a test. Shah said they are 

not where they need to be in Texas, but it is likely that people can get tested, but not today. Cleaver 

asked about the vaccine and said that Representatives are saying they are not going to take the vaccine. 

Shah said we need to have discussions to ensure the vaccine is safe otherwise we will not get out of the 

pandemic. 

Rep. Yevette Clarke (D-NY): Clarke asked how states are coordinating to get PPE and whether the storm. 

Hastings said that resources seem to be directed towards places where there are hotspots for COVID-19, 

so Alabama and other states like it has been left behind because they are not having large outbreaks.  

Rep. Dina Titus (D-NV): Due to technical issues, Rep. Titus’ testimony was inaudible. 

Rep. Nanette Barragan (D-CA): Barragan said that we are in the first wave of the pandemic and that it is 

important that the federal government leads by example. Barragan asked how the homeless community 

is being affected by COVID-19. Shah said that there is a concern about spread with homeless 

communities and that they may not be able to get the healthcare that they need. Shelton emphasized 

outreach that they have done to homeless communities in Tupelo. Barragan asked what Congress 

should do to help the Department of Justice mitigate COVID-19 in correctional facilities. Shah said that 

nursing homes have been a huge concern. Shah said that the Federal government needs to give public 

health official authority to go into prisons to help protect the community.  

Rep. Bonnie Watson Coleman (D-NJ): Coleman said the Obama Administration implemented 

procedures to prevent this pandemic and the Trump Administration disbanded or ignored these 

safeguards. Coleman said that we needed coordinated and strategic leadership at the top. Coleman said 

the Administration has been an abysmal failure. Coleman argued that the Senate and White House are 

not actually doing their jobs even though they are in person. Coleman asked why it is taking so long to 

get tested when you arrive at the testing site. Shah stated the lines are due to increased demand and 

the lag time is due to that the lack of a federal system. Coleman argued that this is due to the lack of 

leadership in the United States.  

Rep. Val Demings (D-FL):  Demings asked about the technology used to track COVID-19. Shah said there 

is not a clearinghouse for technology which there needs to be. Shah emphasized concerns about bad 

actors getting involved. Demings questioned Shah about how the Federal government can be of aid to 

public health officials. Shah said that public health officials do not have standards to make informed 

decisions. Demings asked about what concerns there are about supply chains in the fall. Shah said the 

entire system is a concern.  

 


