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There is virtue in getting back to "business as usual" after a tragedy -- if it is a business you ought
to be in. But lavish spending on questionable programs should have been out of step with
Republican principles before these two hurricanes struck. From any vantage point outside the
Washington Beltway, it now looks even more out of place.

How did we get here? Is this the same party that just 10 years ago insisted on dollar-for-dollar
spending offsets for its $15 billion response to the Northridge, Calif., earthquake -- with the
California Republican delegation leading the charge? Where did we go wrong? And how do we
convince the voters in the midterm elections that two more years of Republican control will
produce anything more than bigger government and growing deficits?

Is it enough to reflect on the halcyon days prior to 9/11 when we delivered an impressive package
of tax cuts? "What have you done for us lately?" the voters might ask. Simple: We have spent so
profligately since then that it is becoming politically difficult to fully implement the tax cuts.

When we refuse, in the aftermath of Katrina and Rita, to consider postponing a universal
prescription drug benefit that we could ill-afford prior to the devastation, and reject out of hand a
national consensus that we reopen the infamous Highway Bill and finance the rebuilding of the
bridge over Lake Pontchartrain in Louisiana by canceling the Bridge to Nowhere in Alaska, we
can hardly blame the voters for questioning our fiscal bona fides.

In the end, it probably won't matter much at the polls. Owing to the limited number of competitive
seats nationwide, a shift large enough to jeopardize the Republican majority is unlikely.
Furthermore, endemic Democratic ineptitude makes Republicans more attractive when graded on
a curve. An understanding of this reality may explain the GOP's reluctance to assume its
traditional limited-government mantle.

But there is much more at stake here than ballot victory or defeat. In the ashes of 9/11, we set a
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dangerous precedent that any victim of a terrorist act would be made whole, economically and
otherwise, by the federal government. In the wake of Katrina/Rita, we risk setting an even more
unsustainable precedent that it is the responsibility of the federal government to ensure that
victims of natural disasters are made whole as well.

After the next tornado in Kansas or wildfire in Arizona, these communities will assert similar
claims on the nation's Treasury, and a compassionate Congress will have no right to ignore their
petition. And then?

Whether we want to admit it or not, the Republican Congress's failure to discipline itself is
sending us all down a flower-strewn path to financial insolvency. That the Democrats would get
us there faster should be of little consolation to anyone.

Mr. Flake is a Republican representative from Arizona.
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