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OUR CONGRESS: HE WHO HAS THE GOLD, RULES

T

his issue's feature article, "Being Joe
Freshman," reports on what newly-elected
Congressmen face when they arrive in
Washington. A similar theme seems to prevail
throughout: "the road to Congress—let alone
leadership posts—is often paved with cash."

For the past 220 years, Americans have
struggled to make that union work. The past
50 years however, have seen the people and
their elected officials grow apart in a way that
has never happened before.

"So, what else is new?" you might say. As
one former official in the Reagan and Bush I
administrations recently
wrote, both parties have
played the political game
pretty much the same way
for the past 40 years:
"using federal money to buy
votes to hold onto power
any way possible." What
has changed, though, is the
partisanship, the staggering
amounts fueling campaigns
needed to keep the federal trough full, and the
virtual disregard for any sort of policymaking
unrelated to "bringing home the bacon."

The forces driving this separation are many
and, among others, include the social upheaval
that has transformed American society through
the civil rights
movement, empowerment of women,
and a vast increase in
and the concentration
of wealth. The rise of
Asia, the former
Soviet Union, and
unrelenting globalization has confronted
a society previously
content to live and work within continental
boundaries with resources and competition
ignored or simply exploited.

Our Constitution represents America's first and
foremost policy document. It provided a
foundation for solving issues that divided the
American people in 1787, marrying the
colonist's aspirations for a free society and
their prior experience with representative
government. The results were a practical if
not always happy compromise to bring
the people and their elected representatives
together.

The end result has been a government
increasingly estranged from a majority of its
citizens, internally incapable of responding to
a set of social and economic forces with which
the elected, well-educated and socially privileged
are only remotely familiar. The money has held
it all together. But as the gap widens, the
amount of cash needed to keep it all going
continues to increase. How long that can
continue is anyone's guess.
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The all-new Policy Today online is here!
Check out Policy Today's new home on
the Web at www.policytoday.com!
Leave the party politics at the door in our
open-access forum. Comment on this month's
articles, debate the issues, suggest future story
ideas and begin your own discussion threads
in one of five categories.
Registration is free and easy. Click one of the
categories to the left to sign in and be heard!

PT FORUM DISCUSSION CATEGORIES:
z
z

Politics and Policy

Social Issues

z

Legal Issues

z
z

Economics
General Discussion

A Principled Perspective on Practical Politics
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FROM THE FORUM

Discussion Thread: Health care in America…
by Sleeper
We didn't get into our health care predicament overnight and we're not going to dig ourselves
out that way either. We need to impress upon our representatives the need for a series of
reasonable steps as part of a cohesive plan, not a sweeping agenda devoid of realistic
goals and methods.
Comment now!
Discussion Thread: The ends of criminal justice…
by Korngold
What will it take for the American public to disengage from the sound bites that dominate our
political discourse and start discussing serious issues? At the end of the day, it's us not the
media, nor the political establishment that diminish the quality of our national debate.
Comment now!
Not yet a member of PT's online community? Click here to register for free! Begin exchanging
ideas with other members in seconds.

CONGRESS AT WORK
A small sample of recent Congressional business.
H.R.6061
The "Secure Fence Act of 2006." Directs the Secretary of
Homeland Security to provide at least two layers of
reinforced fencing along 700 miles of the United States/
Mexico border.
H.R.5323
The "Proud to Be an American Citizen Act." Requires the
Secretary of Homeland Security to provide for ceremonies
on or near Independence Day for administering oaths of
allegiance to legal immigrants whose applications for
naturalization have been approved.
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THIS MONTH IN POLICY HISTORY

What do you think about the state of American policy today? Join our online forum for
intelligent discussion with PT's readers across the nation. Contribute to discussions in
progress or start your own. Your thoughts may even end up on these pages:
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OCTOBER 17, 1973
OPEC OIL EMBARGO
If the pen is mightier than the
sword, the spigot trumps both. The
United States and its Western
European allies learned this lesson
the hard way, as OPEC cut oil
exports in retaliation against countries that supported Israel in the Yom Kippur
War of 1973. The original plan was to cut supply by five percent every month
that Israel remained in the territories occupied during the 1967 Arab-Israeli
war. But with Israel steadfast in its refusal to draw back, the OPEC nations
enacted a full oil embargo two months later. As the energy situation in the
United States and other nations deteriorated, the political effects of the
embargo were undeniable. The oil shocks of 1973 would foreshadow a difficult
geopolitical situation that continues unabated today.

OCTOBER 26, 2001 GEORGE W. BUSH SIGNS
THE PATRIOT ACT
In the aftermath of the September
11th attacks on the World Trade
Center and the Pentagon, U.S.
lawmakers were primed to do
anything necessary to prevent
another terrorist calamity. The USA
PATRIOT Act, an acronym for
"Uniting and Strengthening America
by Providing Appropriate Tools
Required to Intercept and Obstruct
Terrorism," sought to remove some
of barriers to intelligence-sharing and collaboration between law enforcement
and intelligence agencies. It also widened the scope of law enforcement to
monitor communications and access personal records. The legislation
continues to draw fire from all sides for its expansion of executive power and
abridgment of civil liberties.
POLICY TODAY | October 27, 2006
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BEING JOE
FRESHMAN
Welcome to Congress. Donations accepted.
by Howard M. Unger

F

or new members of Congress, freshman year
used to be about making friends. These days,
it's about making money. Friends are okay. Just as
long as they're from your own party.
Congress has grown so partisan that months before
they are sworn in, new members eschew the
Committee on House Administration's two-day
freshman orientation for their own party's seminar.
That same weekend, members-elect usually
schedule their first Washington, D.C., fundraisers.
The pressures on a freshman congressman can
be challenging, say outgoing members and
congressional observers.
After 24 years in office, Rep. Sherwood Boehlert
(R-New York) says he's leaving Congress, where
he had previously spent 18 years as a staffer, with
the hope that the institution will return to its former
ways. "I am leaving at a time when there has never
been a higher degree of partisanship and a lower
level of tolerance for another point of view.
Vo l / 3 | N o / 9
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The freshman class of 2004 was the fourth-smallest since 1912.

That does not serve the country and the institution
well. I hope we will come back to the old way of
trying to sort things out together and work toward
compromise."

"I'm sure there are a lot of people who
don't know somebody on the other side."
"Some people think your first loyalty is the party.
That's wrong," says Boehlert, who chairs the House
Science Committee. "The first priority is the people
who elected you—and they're not all one party or
of one mind. I am convinced that there are some
young members who don't know someone else

on the other side of the aisle—Republicans and
Democrats. To know someone is to know what their
family is like, what they're like, and what their
interests are. I'm sure there are a lot of people
who don't know somebody on the other side."
Boehlert isn't alone. Recalls Rep. Martin Olav Sabo
(D-Minnesota), who is retiring after serving nine
terms, "It was partisan when I started, but it didn't
have the edge as it does today." Bipartisanship
wasn't encouraged, he says, but it wasn't
discouraged. Most of Sabo's best friends in
Congress overlooked party lines and tended to be
from his freshman class, something that doesn't
happen much anymore, he says.
POLICY TODAY | October 27, 2006
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Pay-to-play (again)
Joel Hefley (R-Colorado), who is retiring after 10
terms, says the partisanship is worst at the top,
where party leaders constantly pressure members
to raise campaign cash. "This was a very partisan
place when I came in, but at the top, it's become
more partisan," he says. There's a whole lot more
emphasis with raising money. It used to be that
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the party supported the candidate. Now, the
candidate supports the party. You buy your
position. You want a committee assignment or a
chairmanship; you have to give to the party."
The outspoken congressman calls the cash-forcommittee practice a scandal, and says that
freshmen used to be able to work their way into
chairmanships. "Now, my advice is, if you want

THE SMALLEST FRESHMAN CLASSES SINCE 1912
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to be a chairman, you better become a good
fundraiser. You're going to have to buy your spot,"
Hefley says.
Twenty-four years ago, as a freshman, Major
Owens (D-New York) says he felt little pressure to
contribute to his party's fundraising efforts. "Now,
the pressure is 1,000 times greater," he says. "So
much money is required and the stakes are so
high. It's beyond getting re-elected. It's about taking
back the House." Worse yet, says Owens, fundraising has be-come a way for members to judge
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workings of Congress fascinate me more than
calling donors and keeping my war chest in place."
Because his campaign coffers never overflowed,
he says, opponents judged him as being a weak
candidate, regardless of his legislative activities.
Most freshman have their first fundraiser
before they take the oath of office, says
congressional expert John Fortier of the American
Enterprise Institute, and those from not-too-safe
districts often get plum committee assignments so
that they can attract even more money. The road
to leader-ship posts is easy for freshmen than in
years past, he says, but it's often paved with cash.
Fortier says the new freshman class, with the
pressure of fund raising in a narrowly divided
Congress, will likely lead to further partisanship.
"We are much more polarized than we were and
we are likely to be more polarized. If Democrats
take over the House, they will be knocking off
moderate Republicans in swing districts. As a result,
you probably will see a movement toward fewer
moderates again."

"House elections turn on local issues
and freshmen try to make themselves
known by carving out a niche."
The Freshman Class '06
Rutgers University's Ross K. Baker says the number
of potential Democratic freshmen with military
backgrounds and strong views against to the war
in Iraq will likely add to the partisanship. "I certainly
don't see newly elected members softening their
Vo l / 3 | N o / 9
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tone," says Baker. "Right now, with the polarization
Congress, the only change by new people would
be to intensify that polarization."
When organized, freshmen can play a major role
in shaping public policy. In 1965, the 58 freshman
Democrats from non-Southern states routinely
voted as a bloc to support President Lyndon
Johnson's social policy agenda and were the
difference in helping the administration pass

9

10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20

key Medicare and housing measures. Thirty
years later, the Newt Gingrich-led Republic
Revolution brought 73 new Republicans to the
House of Representatives and votes on their
leader's "Contract with America" promises for tax
cuts, a balanced budget amendment and welfare
programs.
Don't expect a similar group this year. "Those
classes are few and far between," says

THE LARGEST FRESHMAN CLASSES SINCE 1912
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congressional expert
Sarah Binder, also
pointing to the
"Watergate Babies" of
the 1974 elections.
For it to happen, the
George Washington
University professor
says the freshman
class must be
significant in size.
This year, according
to most pundits,
there are less
Rep. Joel Hefley (left)
than 50 competitive
House races. But even if freshmen fill the halls,
they will quickly be pulled into the offices of party
leaders and diminish their ability to build an
institutional class, Binder says.
Once they arrive, though, some freshman priorities
will remain as they've always been. Often
vulnerable during their first re-election campaigns,
Binder says that to succeed, freshmen need to
find a niche during their first two years, get their
feet on the ground, and stay in contact with
constituents. "If you're going to have a career, it's
that sophomore surge. House elections turn on
local issues and freshmen try to make themselves
known by carving out a niche," she says. To earn
a second stint, Binder says freshmen shouldn't take
controversial stances or cast controversial votes.
Outgoing members hope the incoming class will
also think about Congress as a social institution not just a political one.
Vo l / 3 | N o / 9
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Offers Boehlert, "Make sure your feet are on the
ground, but also do a couple of things. Make a
conscious attempt to get to know as many people
as possible and reach across the aisle. Second, as
soon as possible, go on a congressional delegation
trip. Don't expect to sit in your office and learn about

"They should take the job seriously
and not take themselves too seriously."
the world from the striped-pants set of the State
Department. You have to go out and talk to
people—and not just top people. Talk to the people
in the field."
Don't forget your family—reach across the aisle
"Then and now, pick out people who are gifted in
certain areas," says Hefley. "Some people listen to
me about defense. I pay attention to what
[Committee on Education and the Workforce
Chairman] Buck McKeon says about education.
Pick out those people you have confidence in
because people aren't smart in all areas, although
some think they are. Like Sheila Jackson Lee," he
says, referring to the Texas congresswoman often
ridiculed by Republicans for her media
appearances. Hefley also suggests that freshmen
remember their first priority — family. "If you leave
your family at home, you've got to get back there.
Your kids need you at their ballgames. When your
back there, spend time with them and don't let
your staff schedule all of your time."
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Owens says
new members should
look across
the aisle if
they want to
effectively
change government. "In
terms of reform and challenging the
partisanship,
you may get
s o m e t h i n g Rep. Major Owens
going," he says. "If you expect to stay 10 or 15
years, it's worth using your energy to get something
moving in that direction although that means you
may have to forego some relationships with folks
in your own party."
"They should take the job seriously and not
take themselves too seriously," says Sabo. "They
should take advantage of getting to know members
socially. As a new member, you have more
freedom. Go to a variety of meetings and take
advantage of them. And if they speak, they should
forget the campaign slogans and just speak
like they know the issues."
About Howard M. Unger
Howard M. Unger earned his Master's Degree
from the University of Maryland's School of Public
Policy. He is currently a freelance journalist in
New York City.
POLICY TODAY | October 27, 2006
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Common Cause is a national
network of active citizens
who fight to ensure that
powerful institutions in
society - including
government, corporations,
and the news media - serve
the public interest, not
narrow special interests.
Learn more at
www.commoncause.org.
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TIME'S UP!
Ushered out by term limits, many state
legislators feel like they're leaving at the worst
possible time: just when they have become
good at their job.

I

magine for a moment that you've just taken a
new job. You're not entirely familiar with the
position, but you're idealistic, energetic and
intelligent. You're still getting to know the names
of your colleagues when one of them reminds
you that no matter how hard you work, nor
how well you perform your duties, you'll
be laid off in six years. No exceptions.
So goes life for an incoming
legislator in states across the
nation with legislative term limits.
The idea was to foster a return to
the "citizen legislator" ideal,
wherein a diverse range of social
interests were represented in the
country's state capitols. Instead,
many argue that term limits have
only given rise to a more nuanced
set of problems.
At the end of the day, politics is a matter of
relationships—between voters and their
representatives, elected officials and their
Vo l / 3 | N o / 9
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colleagues, and leaders and the rank-and-file.
Effective policymaking requires effective
relationships in the legislature, and those take time
to grow. When that time is limited, it's only natural
to see certain adverse effects emerge in the
policymaking process itself.
So, what's it like to be a state legislator on the way
out via term limits? By rights, it can be
disappointing, liberating and stressful—all at the
same time. Some legislators savor the freedom
afforded them to vote their conscience instead of
according to the polls. For others, the
political intensity only increases as they
seek political jobs elsewhere.
Perhaps the most intriguing thread
running through a legislator's final
term is one of disappointment.
Many wish they could have
accomplished more during
their time in the legislature,
and even more feel that they
could achieve even greater
objectives now that they
have some experience
under their belt.
In the inter views that
follow, veteran California
legislators Joe Canciamilla and
Jerome Horton discuss their
final term in the state Legislature.
As their comments suggest, time alone
won't heal the structural problems endemic to our
political system. (But it probably wouldn't hurt.)
POLICY TODAY | October 27, 2006
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"NOBODY REALLY CARES
ABOUT THE PAST."
California Assemblyman Joe Canciamilla talks
to PT about the worldview of a termed-out
legislator. Is the final year full of sentimental
goodbyes and freedom from political
maneuvering? You might be surprised.
PT: After six years in the California Legislature, term
limits are bringing your Assembly career to a close.
How is that final term different?
Canciamilla: Well, everything moves very fast,
and your last term arrives very quickly. Almost
from the beginning of your first term, people
begin to ask about your future plans, and that
begins to pick up as you move through your time
in the Legislature. In your last term it becomes
even more of a focal point.
Two things happen. First, members start to ask
themselves, " What am I going to do next? Where
am I going to go? How am I going to find
something else?" The other thing that happens is
that the other members who are continuing—as
well as the lobbyists and the interest groups—
begin to discount your ability to really influence
things. So, there's this very quick ebbing of
Vo l / 3 | N o / 9
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interest in members that are termed
out. And this begins without a great
deal of subtlety.
PT: So, the relationships with your
peers in the Legislature tend
to change?
Canciamilla: I think there's a
difference these days in relationships
between members in general. There's
a certain amount of loyalty and
reliance that occurs within a class. All
of us who came in at the same time “Bad behavior by the current class will be picked up by the incoming class.”
have experienced the same challenges and fires
Canciamilla: Yes, the leadership recognizes that
together. That fosters mutual appreciation, but
you're still a member and you still have
there's also a level of competition involved. There's
responsibilities, but their real focus shifts to who
a sense of disengagement too, where people
is coming in. Their goal is ultimately to keep
realize, "Well, we're not going to be working
power, and the only way to keep power is to keep
together or seeing each other anymore." So, the
the support of the caucus. The way to keep the
dynamic does begin to change.
support of the caucus is to pay attention to the
incoming members and make sure they've got
what they want and need.
“There's a certain amount of loyalty and

reliance that occurs within a class.”
PT: What about relationships with leadership? Do
they change as well?

PT: You're known as somewhat of an iconoclast in
the Legislature normally, but do you feel any greater
freedom in your final term to dismiss the politics
in driving for or against issues?
POLICY TODAY | October 27, 2006
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Canciamilla: I think that would be your initial
thought, and in a couple of cases that's probably
true. But in most cases, it actually becomes
measurably worse. In most instances, you're trying
to figure out if you're going to run for something
else, or you want a job somewhere, or an
appointment or something. That means you have
to forge alliances, and it can require you to put
yourself out there even more than you might have
otherwise.
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fix it. I'll bring it back repaired!" Well, that's
something we hear a great deal, but it's frequently
untrue. You begin to realize that goodwill is often
taken advantage of.

It's interesting to watch, because that's exactly
what I expected to say coming into this year. I
expected to see people going out on term limits
saying, "To heck with it—I'm done, and I'm not
going to put up with this anymore. I'm going to
do what I think is right." But I've found the
calculating to be perhaps even more intense than
it was before this year.

“You begin to recognize these little lessons.”
Canciamilla: Yes, I think that's correct for some
members. For me it never mattered; it was either
good or bad going in, especially at the end of a
two-year session. But there's an interesting reality
that sets in. You begin to recognize these little
lessons that you tend to have not fully learned
until you've been there a few years.

“We need to raise public awareness about how
dysfunctional the system really is.”

For example, the story we often hear is, "Just let
me keep moving this flawed bill through and I'll

Canciamilla: In the current environment, no.
There really isn't, because nobody really cares

POLICY TODAY
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about the past. There's almost a disdain or
irrelevance placed on members who are termed
out. It's like, "OK, you've had your shot, now go
away." There's not a great deal of store put into
learning lessons, and I think that that's a major
mistake. What I have seen—particularly as the
Assembly has lost more senior staff—is that the
behavior in the body deteriorates from one class
to the next. And I mean that personally,
professionally, from a policy standpoint and also
with respect to the courtesies and traditions of
the Assembly.
Each class loses a little bit. Some of the things
that were held in great regard when I came into
the Legislature are no longer even paid attention
to. You see it especially in relation to gut-andamends. Gut-and-amends were once only rarely
used. Six years ago, you were taken aback by
them. You thought, "Oh my gosh, this must be
really important because they're having to do
this." Now it's just standard operating procedure.
At the end of a session it's just a free-for-all.

PT: Is there any influence on voting behavior since
you know you won't have the chance to see bills
again?

Vo l / 3 | N o / 9
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PT: Many have argued against term limits because
they diminish the pool of institutional knowledge
through high turnover. Are there safeguards in
place to transfer that knowledge and ensure a
smooth transition?

Here's the problem: bad behavior by the current
class will be picked up by the incoming class,
and they're not going to raise the quality of the
legislative process a notch, they're going to lower
it. Each time, things get a little more disorganized
and a little worse. As this happens, staff
members—with far less experience than staff
members from the past—accumulate more
power. The goal becomes to just "get things done,"
and that's a product of our failure to share and
pass down information.
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Canciamilla: Well, keep in mind that there are
people who are truly sincere about wanting to
reform a broken system and there are those for
whom it's just lip service. It's like bipartisanship.
Four years ago, "bipartisanship" was a dirty word.
Governor Schwarzenegger was able to bring the

“The dysfunction is actually beneficial to
many parties.”
importance of bipartisanship to the public, and
he created a dynamic in which bipartisanship was
popular. Well, in legislative terms, it was popular
only as a good sound bite. Now members like
myself, Joe Nation, Keith Richman, Barbara
Matthews and others are looking at ways that we
can create some institutional change from the
outside.
“Four years ago, ‘bipartisanship’ was a dirty word.”

PT: That doesn't bode well for the future.
Canciamilla: No, it doesn't. We need to raise
public awareness and the level of debate so that
people can see just how dysfunctional the system
really is. It's not simply about the escapades of
the Legislature—it's about the failure of a major
governmental institution to resolve problems.
PT: We speak to California legislators on both sides
of the aisle who say very similar things about the
dysfunctionality of the system. If it's a structural
issue and not something rooted in partisan politics,
why haven't reform advocates been able to make
any headway?
Vo l / 3 | N o / 9
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Many others inside the system don't care, however.
They're there for their six years and they hope to
accomplish something and that's it. Moreover, you
have to recognize that the dysfunction is actually
beneficial to many parties.
PT: A few months ago we highlighted your "Citizens'
Assembly" bill and its prospects for government
reform. Before we go, could you talk about its
reception in the Legislature and in committee?
Canciamilla: It never got to committee. The rules
of the Assembly require that every bill that is
introduced is entitled to a hearing. The bill was
introduced in January or February, but we never
got a hearing. We sent e-mails and letters to the
Speaker and the rules committee staff, but never
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received a reply. We were initially told that they
weren't doing any ACAs yet, and then the clock
just ran out.
That's part of the frustration. People will talk about
how dysfunctional the system is and how we have
to fix it, but every time we've introduced a bill or
tried to change the rules and procedures, we can't
even get to first base. They don't want that kind
of openness, they don't want to give up that
control, because control is power. Our experience
with the citizens' assembly legislation is just
emblematic of the problem. It demonstrates the
difficulty of carrying out a real internal discussion
about repairing the system. The sad part is that

“The public doesn't really care, and the
political leaders recognize that.”
the public doesn't really care, and the political
leaders recognize that. It makes it much easier
then to dismiss ideas like redistricting, the
citizens' assembly, open primaries, etc.
PT: Assemblyman, thank you for your time.
Joe Canciamilla represents the citizens of
California's 11th Assembly District. He serves as
chairman of the Assembly Select Committee on
Growth and Infrastructure and as a member of
the following Committees: Aging and Long-Term
Care; Agriculture; Jobs, Economic Development
and the Economy; Revenue and Taxation; and
Veterans' Affairs.
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"I WANT TO DO MORE…"
California Assemblyman Jerome Horton has
represented the state's 51st district for nearly
six years, but his time is up. PT sat down with
him recently to find out what his job is like as
the clock runs out.
PT: You're about to leave the Assembly due to term
limits, along with 19 of your colleagues. What can
you tell us about your final term in the Legislature?
Horton: During any legislative term, you learn
things that make you want to change the law. For
example, in the last few months, my interaction
with the youth authority and the prison system
has made me want to act in those areas. I
understand, however, that my authority to make
changes isn't the same as before. On the flipside,
my knowledge and capacity are increased, so I
want to do more. This aspect of term limits is
frustrating because it diminishes the consistency
and continuity of policy planning. My successor
is a very accomplished individual, but he's going
to have to start all over when he comes in. So, I
feel an obligation to him and to the constituency
to transfer as much knowledge, and as many
connections and resources to him as possible.
PT: What about your relationships with other
members? Do they write you off as some have
suggested?
Vo l / 3 | N o / 9

POLICY TODAY

Horton: I've always believed in the
power of the vote as a legislator,
and that continues to exist as long
as you have it. You learn a couple
of things though. First, that power
is predicated upon one's ability to
influence others, and second, that
there are certain leverage points
that allow you to do that—aside
from that fact that you happen to
be an elected official. Once you
understand that, you can continue
to have influence over the
process. So, it's one of those
situations where most of the
members will view you as a
learned, senior member. They'll
continue to seek you out for advice
“Most of the members view you as a learned, senior member.”
on certain issues. Now, if you're
moves them to make the decisions that they
able to effectively employ those skills that you
ultimately make. Those characteristics are
have learned over your five, six years in the
different for each member.
Legislature, you now know how to influence the
Legislature better than any other person in the
PT: Is it frustrating to leave right when it would
body.
seem like you're starting to get a handle on all of
the different personalities in the Legislature?
The complicated part of politics is divining the
personality of individual politicians and what
Hor ton: That's true, but even though the
personalities may change, the game remains the
“Power is predicated upon one's ability
same. Once you learn the game, it's a very
to influence others.”
valuable tool for getting things done. Not every
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legislator goes to Sacramento with the intent of
understanding power and how to attain and direct
it. Many representatives go to the Legislature with
their own specialties and singular goals for what
they wish to accomplish, and so they're not really
part of the inner workings of the system. Those
who are realize quickly that it's rather easy to
accomplish one's goal in the legislative process.
But therein lies a problem. Without
the historical knowledge necessary
to navigate the process and the
structures, it can be very difficult
to accomplish things. Now, with
term limits, each member that
comes in has to accumulate as
much historical knowledge as
possible very, very fast. Then they
have to accumulate the negotiation
skills and other tools. It's a huge
disadvantage for the constituents.
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85% of my time was spent on policy. But as the
turnover in the legislature increased, you could
see that the new members coming in spent more
and more time on politics than policy. The amount
of time that each new class spends on politics
has increased to the point that we've become more
of a political body than a policy-making
institution. The process is therefore far less
deliberative. Many of the most complex issues
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familiarize him with the office, the process and
the challenges of the district. We meet
periodically to talk about the transition and how
the different needs of the district should be
addressed. When I came into the office, it was
empty and I had to start from scratch. My goal is
to transfer as much as possible to the
Assemblyman-elect so that he can focus on
developing his own style and his own methods.
PT: Do you approach the job
differently in your last term?

Horton: I don't think I've changed
myself, but near the end I kind
of got frustrated with the
dysfunctionality of the process. I
took it upon myself to try to send as
much legislation back to the
committee that I could from the
floor. I was a little more aggressive
on the floor in that way than I was in
PT: How is that manifest in the
the past. Statistically, I probably
policies that come out of the “Without the historical knowledge necessary to navigate the process and the structures, it can voted "no" more in my last term than
be very difficult to accomplish things.”
Legislature though?
I did previously. If things were
flawed, I knew I wouldn't see them again so I just
may get a hearing lasting an hour, and in others,
Horton: Well, many of the problems facing
tried to kill them.
they're lucky if they get 5-10 minutes.
California are long-term problems, and over the
past eight years, we've been putting band-aids
PT: Assemblyman, thank you for your time.
PT: You talked about the challenge of trying to
on cancer. That's not to say that people aren't
transfer knowledge to your successor. What kinds
Assemblyman Jerome E. Horton represents
trying. Some of these people in the Assembly are
of things do you do to make sure the knowledge
California's 51st Assembly District. He chairs the
the most committed, energetic people you'd ever
and resources are passed down effectively?
Governmental Organization Committee and also
meet, but it's a systemic problem.
serves on the committees for banking and finance,
Horton: I was fortunate because I identified a
When I came into office, the class was far more
utilities and commerce, and arts, entertainment,
candidate that I would support for my seat six
academic and policy oriented. Probably about 80sports, tourism and Internet media.
years ago. So, over the past two years, I began to
Vo l / 3 | N o / 9
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CHINA AND INDIA:
DIFFERENT TIME
ZONES, SAME
POLITICS
Pork knows no boundaries.
by James Pethokoukis

T

here's an old saying about how you really don't
want to know the ins and outs of making
sausages—or laws. That venerable axiom is doubly
true when it comes to the messiest of laws: a
budget. Just look at what happens inside the
Beltway when the White House and Congress start
divvying up taxpayer money. Defense programs get
approved because they are in key lawmakers'
districts. Tax breaks get passed because they
benefit powerful corporate lobbying groups. Then
there are those now infamous earmarks—money
spent on pet pork projects—that are quietly
inserted into the federal budget by lawmakers of
both parties. Last year they may have gone too big
when $223 million was earmarked to construct a
bridge—the infamous Bridge to Nowhere—
connecting a small Alaskan town to an island with
just a few dozen inhabitants.
Vo l / 3 | N o / 9
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India has a subsidy program to pay for—just like us.

Is it any wonder the U.S. is running an $8.5 trillion
national debt and unable to get its annual budget
under control? Yet despite the messy process, the
American economy is still the world's largest and
is expanding at growth rates that make rivals such
as the EU and Japan envious. But those nations
aren't really America's key competitors of the future.
That honor goes to fast-growing China, expanding
at over 10% a year, and India growing at around
8%. Together, Asia's super giants have a combined
population of 2.4 billion and a nominal GDP of some
$3 trillion. Think their budget process is any more
efficient?

Debt and special interests—India-style.
Don't count on it. Take India for example. "It's not
as well managed as the United States," says Arvind
Panagariya, an economics professor at Columbia
University's School of International & Public Affairs.
"For one thing, India is running very large deficits,
and the only thing preventing this from turning
into a crisis is that the debt is primarily domestically
owned." Despite strong growth, India's combined
state and federal budget deficit—the best way to
figure things for India, economists say—is running
at approximately 8% of GDP. (The Indian uniononly debt is 4% of GDP.) By contract, the U.S.
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“Clearly, something isn't working right.”
large chunk goes for expenditures targeted toward
the rural poor," says Panagariya. Not that they don't
need the dough. The World Bank estimates that
around a third of the Indian population lives on
less than $1 a day, but that percentage is probably
much higher for the rural poor. So in 2005, India
passed the National Rural Employment Guarantee
Act. It's a New Deal-style program that FDR would
have loved. The law promises wage employment
to every rural household in which adult members
volunteer to do unskilled manual work. Through
this measure, the government is trying to eliminate
extreme poverty by assuring at least 100 days of
employment per year. What's the bill for this
largess? By one estimate, it could cost nearly 2%
of India's GDP.
Arvind Panagariya

federal budget deficit is less than 3% of GDP. India's
total national debt is close to 90% of GDP compared
with 65% for the United States. So where's all that
money going? Interest payments absorb 21% of
government revenues, central plan functions
(everything from science investment to rural
development) 19% and defense spending 13%.
Clearly, something isn't working right. And it's a
problem that most Americans can relate to: a
financially profligate government satisfying powerful
special interests with national dollars. In short,
money for votes. Around three-fourths of India's
population is rural, so it's not surprising "that a very
Vo l / 3 | N o / 9
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The Indian government also rewards powerful
domestic interests just like American pols do. It
runs a massive subsidy regime for everything from
water to electricity to fertilizers to grain. It accounts
for nearly 10% of all government spending, and
about 0.7% of GDP. "There is a huge amount of
waste in these programs," Panagariya says. "Only
20% of the money actually gets down to the
people."
SIDE BY SIDE
United States
China
India

REVENUES

EXPENDITURES

$2.119 trillion
$392.1 billion
$111.2 billion

$2.466 trillion
$424.3 billion
$135.8 billion

Minxin Pei

But these programs provide sweet deals to
politically-connected producers who sell their
wares to the government at huge markups. And
guaranteed rates of return to fertilizer
manufacturers, for instance, have allowed
companies with costs two to three times the price
in the world market to stay in business, according
to an analysis by S&P. The rating firm estimates
that between food and fertilizer subsidies,
eliminating the subsidies would be equal to more
than 1% of GDP. All in all, it's a relationship
reminiscent of the Pentagon and its contractors,
who are often awarded cost-plus contracts where
the government agrees to pay for any cost overruns.
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However, when the Indian government presented
its budget earlier this year, the country's finance
minister did vow to "take up the task of restructuring the subsidy regime."
A different story for China?
So, the more you poke at the Indian budget system,
the uglier it gets. But at least you can examine it in
detail. Not so with China, says Minxin Pei, director
of the China Program at the Carnegie Endowment
for International Peace in Washington, DC. "The
Chinese budget is a black hole," Pei says. "It's not
transparent at all. They really don't itemize very
much at all." He says that economists estimate that
the Chinese government reveals only about a third
of the money it actually spends. And annual budget
reports only give a rough sketch of spending.
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One example of this lack of transparency is the
defense budget. Calculating just how much money
the government spends on the military has become
a bit of a parlor game for the West. The RAND
Corporation, for instance, thinks defense spending
could run as much as 70% higher than what China
says, or about 3% of GDP. Other groups, like the
Stockholm International Peace Research Institute,
come up with other figures.
Like the former Soviet Union, China has a highly
structured government—at least on paper. In
addition to the presidency and National People's
Congress, there are all sorts of vice premiers and
councilors and ministers. But Pei says it's the wide
and vast bureaucracy that really influences how
money gets spent—as has been the case
with China for thousands of years. "The legislature
is really just a rubber stamp,"
Pei says.

U.S. House Budget Committee Chairman Jim Nussle and Guo Zhengqian,
China’s Chairman of the Budget Affairs Commission
Vo l / 3 | N o / 9
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And as a result of handing power
to the bureaucrats across
multiple ministries, "you have a
lot of off-budget funds," explains
Joydeep Mukherji, an analyst
with Standard & Poor's. "For
instance, if you buy a railway
ticket, you have to pay a tax on
the ticket. But that money goes
to the railway ministry, not the
central treasury. Aggregating all
this money from different parts
of the system and making it part
of the common pool is an ongoing
struggle."

Joydeep Mukherji

The country currently has a budget deficit of
around 3% of GDP and a total national debt of
around 24% of GDP. And not all the spending
comes from the central government. Unlike Indian
states, Chinese provinces have the right to collect
corporate income taxes levied on enterprises they
own. They also get a share of the national valueadded tax. In the provinces are growing calls for
local government accountability which may at
some point translate into more openness in Beijing.
And if the budget process in Beijing works anything
close to the way it does in Mumbai and
Washington, people aren't going to like seeing how
the sausage gets made. Not that they would want
to anyway.
About James Pethokoukis
James Pethokoukis is a senior writer for U.S. News
and World Report.
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