January 26, 2006

Chairman David Dreier
 

Committee on Rules

H-312

Washington, D.C.  20515

Dear Chairman Dreier,

As we prepare to reform the legislative process, I have several positions on reform that are well-suited to the situation.  I also believe that some of the reforms that have been mentioned in recent days would have unintended consequences.

First of all, I am concerned about a possible ban on all privately funded travel.  If private organizations are not allowed to pay for fact-finding travel, it will mean that taxpayer funded travel will take its place, resulting in more government spending.  Many of the recent travel problems have been caused by a failure to comply with existing travel rules, so enforcement, not additional regulations, would be most effective.  It would be useful to have a committee, such as the Committee on Standards of Official Conduct or other entity, clear all privately funded fact finding trips in advance.  I also believe that banning lobbyists and others from providing food or buying meals is short-sighted, at best.  The idea that a member would trade their vote for a meal is ridiculous and the debate itself demeans us all.  I caution against overbroad restrictions and reporting requirements that will have a chilling effect on grassroots advocacy often stimulated by interest groups and corporations.

I have some ideas for common-sense reforms that I hope you will include in your proposal.  I support real-time (within five days or less) reporting of all privately funded travel and contributions, including PAC and campaign donations. This reporting should be done electronically so that any member of the public can access it using the internet.  The information should be searchable and sortable for full transparency so that the data can be evaluated quickly and objectively.  Sunshine and accountability puts the power back in the hands of the American people at the polls.

I also support full reporting of the personal finances of Members of Congress.  We must change the allowances on the disclosure form from a wide “range” of values for assets and liabilities to specific amounts.  The current system is far too vague.  The reports should be electronic, searchable and sortable so that the public can access the information 

from home.  Members who quickly accrue unexplained personal wealth will be under scrutiny by the blogging public.  Sunshine and public access will hold Members accountable.  

I also support reform that will make our process more open to the people we represent. When Members walk into the House chambers or a citizen watches House proceedings from the gallery, they have no way to know which bill or amendment is being debated.  If we can project the vote on the wall, why can’t we project the subject of the debate on the wall like most states do?  We should open up the process so it is not confusing or unfathomable to those who watch our work.  

In this age of instantaneous global communications, our institution is not up to speed.  Amendments, conference reports and bills brought to a vote on the House floor are often not yet available online.  I know we can do a better job of uploading searchable documents immediately so that Members have the text before they are required to vote.  This is common sense.  One of my first votes in Congress was a 3,600 page omnibus bill that spent billions of taxpayer dollars, yet was unavailable online or on paper.  I would like to see our Conference take the lead in bringing our work into the electronic age.

Finally, earmarks are a subject for reform.  Earmarks have their place but they are abused by those who have the most power.  The current rhetoric in opposition to earmarks can be solved with a single annual bill before Congress.  Saving the best for last, I am calling for a rescissions bill, brought to the House floor under an open rule every year at the end of the appropriations process.  Every line item would then be up for reconsideration.  No member could make excuses because the process would provide a record of their actions.  Unnecessary and ridiculous items would be struck by majority vote of the full Congress. We can use this bill to further discipline our spending and save taxpayer money.  I know this sounds like a legislative donnybrook.  It would be but we could set a filing deadline for open rule amendments that would have the effect of limiting the number of amendments.  We would also want to be sure to take the amendments only in sequence order so that sections of the bills would be closed as we moved through the debate.  This "donnybrook" debate will be healthy and go a long way towards promoting more confidence in Congress.

Thank you for your consideration.  I look forward to hearing from you.

Sincerely,

STEVE KING

Member of Congress

