US Congress

Produced by Dr Peter Jepson
Read & prZcis Chapter 5 of
OUS Govt & PoliticsO
by A J Bennett before the Lecture.

Procedure for students ...

I The checking of your read & précis
notes

| Turn.off your mobile

1 Do NOT chat during a Teachers
presentation

! Raise your hand if you have a question

Three branches

There exists 3 branches of the US federal
government

] Congress
! The Presidency
! Supreme Court

In this section we are dealing with,the
Congress.

Congress is a place where

! America’s laws are made ...

! 5635 members of congress work

+! 100.0of them work in the Senate

*1"435 work in the House of Representatives

Their work is conducted on the floor of the twoe
Chambers and in the Committee Rooms and
Offices of the Capitol building known as US
Congress

Break into three groups

Research, discuss in your group, and then
present tothe class (using the whiteboard) an
explanation of the following: ...

| How:someone stands for election to the
Congress (including trends)?

I Membership of the Congress - what is
required and is the outcome fair?

! The powers, importance, prestige’and
leadership of the House and the Senate.

Congressional committees

*I Note the words of Woodrow Wilson in 1885
(page 10) - The House sits not for serious
discussion but to sanction the conclusions of
the committees as rapidly as possible E

*! In'the 110th Congress (2007-08) there were
233 permanent committees and sub-
committees.

! Question - Which is the largest & which is the
smallest Committee?




Standing Committees

I These exist in both houses of Congress.
See page192 and re-produce the table
excluding the names of chairs.

I Note how political balance affects
committee representation. Members
seek committees that are closestto the
interests of their district or state.

Functions of Committees

Standing committees have two functions n both
houses.

The first and.most important is to conduct the
committee stage of a bill in the legislative
process.

«! This involves holding ‘hearings’ and inviting
witnesses (from White House, interest or
pressure groups, Congress Members) who
have prepared statements and are cross-
examined.

Functions of Committees

I The second common function of a
standing committee in both houses is to
conduct-investigations within the
committees policy area.

! This usually involves looking at
perceived problems (wild fires - how to
encourage Americans to open a bank
account etc).

Functions of Committees

!l The Senate standing committees also has the
additional function of confirming numerous
presidential appointments (the Judiciary
Committee and the Foreign Relations
Committee are the busiest since they vet all
major federal Govt appointments).

I The Committee decisions need to be-ratified
on the floor of the Senate - but a “No’ usually
means it will be defeated on the floor.

Other Committees

I What is the role of the House Rules
Committee?

*bWhat is.the role and function of a
Conference Committee?

! Why are the Conference Committees
so important?

*l How does someone become a
Committee Chair?

The legislative process

! Re-produce in colour Figure 5.2 (page
199). Also note the data on table 5.12

L Make brief notes on the different
legislative stages alongside (i.e. from
pages 198-205).

One student will place his/her diagram
on the whiteboard and explain the
different stages to the class.




Voting in congress ...

«! Electronic voting by members using an
electronic machine (within a 15 minute
period).attached to the back of the
bench'in the House - this results in a
coloured light appearing next to their
name on the role of members on the
wall of the chamber above the speakers
chair.

What influences voting?

«| Political party (only about 60% of votes in
recent years have been party votes). Sticks
and carrots«used to encourage party voting.

I"Constituents - members of both House and
Senate place a high premium on representing
interest of their constituents. Meetings,
surgeries etc (they are not delegates of
constituents).

What influences voting?

*! The administration: this refers to persuasion
from members of the executive branch and
could include the President (quite often this
involves favours in return).

*! Pressure Groups: They make direct contact
with members and their staff - make visits;
phone calls provide evidence to Committees -
campaign and fund raise (e.g. on abortion,
gun control healthcare)

What influences voting?

I Because each member will have
hundreds of votes to cast in a year (in
2008 House had 690 votes and Senate
had 215) they depend upon Colleagues
and staff for advice - put simply this is
because no member can be a jack of all
trades. Look at the data for 2007- why
has this happened ?

I Members also vote in accord with their
own personal conscience or belief.

What influences voting?

*! Prepare a mind map explaining the
following.question:

! What influences a member of Congress
in their voting record?

*! Follow up: How is this different from the
UK?

Reform of Congress

I Congress has changed a lot over the
past 30 years. Now they have secret
ballots. for choosing committee chairs -
No one can chair more than one
committee - Committees with more than
20 members must have at least four
Sub-Committees (who chose their own
chairs).




Reform of Congress

! Republicans have limited the holding of
Committee chairs to 6 years.

| TV.coverage is evident in Committee
rooms.

I Congressional staffing increased.

! More assertive oversight of the
Executive Branch has occurred.

Reform of Congress

«! Ethics rules have been tightened -
cannot charge a fee for making a
speech.or writing an article (2 members
of:Congress have been expelled and a
House Speaker was forced to resign.

*! Vietham and Watergate reasons.behind

change - but Congress still not that
popular amongst citizens.

Discussion time ...

*! Break up into three small groups. Each
student member of the group then draws out
of a hat a number (out of a selection of 1-15)
which relates to one of the exercises on page
220 of OUS Govt & Politics@he student then
leads a discussion within their group on that
topic.

I A member of each group finally summarises
each of the discussions for the wholé class.




