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HEADLINE: Specter Negotiating Asbestos Bill, Aims For New Version

BODY:
Senate Judiciary Chairman Specter could introduce revised asbestos legislation as soon as next week after spending the two-week recess trying to cobble together a bill that will satisfy Republicans and still clear the narrowly divided chamber, sources said. Specter has made "explicit promises" to introduce a bill that is acceptable to the committee's GOP members, a Republican aide said. But Specter also has said he wants to craft a bill that can ultimately win wide Democratic backing. A group of conservative senators on the committee have been pressuring Specter to alter the bill to respond to their concerns -- but Specter appears to be rebuffing at least some of those proposals as he tries to secure Democratic support, sources said. Over the recess, Republican Sens. Sam Brownback of Kansas, Jon Kyl of Arizona, John Cornyn of Texas, Jeff Sessions of Alabama and Tom Coburn of Oklahoma asked Specter for changes to a draft bill he has circulated. Those changes include tightening medical criteria that determine which asbestos victims are eligible for compensation under a proposed federally run trust fund. 

Specter has remained coy about which suggestions he will incorporate into the new bill, sources familiar with the talks said. But Specter also is hoping that Judiciary ranking member Patrick Leahy, D-Vt., or committee member Sen. Dianne Feinstein, D-Calif., will sign on to the bill, a move that could help build a bipartisan coalition large enough to get the bill through the Senate. Senate Majority Leader Frist has not committed to a new date for a floor vote, sources said. The bill had been slated for a floor vote this week, under an agreement between Specter and Frist. "It's then or never," Specter said in early March. But the timetable continued to slip as negotiations continued over recess.

Several asbestos victims-rights groups are mobilizing against the bill. Groups including the Committee to Protect Mesothelioma Victims and the Asbestos Disease Awareness Organization marked today's Senate-designated "Asbestos Awareness Day" by criticizing Specter's legislation as inadequate to fairly compensate victims. "Victims deserve fair treatment, but they will not get it under the bill being drafted in the Senate," the Committee to Protect Mesothelioma Victims said in a statement.
