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Basic Background

Prior Activity

 “Everything starts with the chairman or me. You mean Duncan [subcommittee chair, R-TN] or Shuster [committee chair, R-PA]? Either. We just had an issue on defibrillators on airplanes. That started with me. I went to Duncan and he said ok. What we do is that we write a bill and then send it around to all the interest groups. We ask if there are any objections. They’ll say we like the concept but what we think you can do it this way. If there’s a problem, then I’ll go to the chair and say ‘we’re going to have a fight.’ Duncan will probably say [let’s not go with it]. Shuster will say, ‘fuck ‘em.’ If there are objections, then I’ll meet with them and try to work things out.”

“On this issue, Shuster was absolutely committed. This concept was nonnegotiable. He felt that the trust fund should be spent on aviation. What we had to do was negotiate with the interest groups to [whip up] their enthusiasm. Some were more enthusiastic than others. What we wanted was to is to get them to be enthusiastic enough so they would go out and lobby other members of the House so we could get this passed. 

 “This [issue] is not something new. The aviation community has been supportive of this ever since we first started talking about this. We’ve always felt that the trust fund needs to be taken off budget. All the constituencies supported this. In the 1980s when the Democrats controlled things, they tried to get this passed but it was defeated in committee. The chair [Shuster] made it his highest priority.”

But why now, this Congress rather than in ’95? “In ’95, ’96, we . . . Well, let me back up. This isn’t the only trust fund. There were four of them. There was the highway trust fund, and that was much larger. And then there are [were?] two water trust funds, small ones. So we proposed a comprehensive bill, one that would get rid of all four. And it passed the House. But it wasn’t attached to any must-pass legislation in the Senate and it died. In the next Congress we went after the highway trust fund. We wanted to get rid of aviation too but in the negotiations it got dropped out. And that bill [the highway bill] passed the Congress.”

Advocacy Activity Undertaken

[Not an advocate, but to the extent that this is a relevant question for a leg. aide:]

 “At first there was a lot of interest group skepticism. They didn’t want to get too far out front on this and then see it fail. They worried about punishment from the appropriations committee. So we had to convince them that it could be done and that our success was dependent on their support.”

“The airport groups were the most helpful. The American Association of Airport Executives and the Airport Council International. The airports had the most to gain. Because if you unlocked the trust fund, most of the money would go to construction. That was what the money was for. The airlines benefited, but indirectly. Wasn’t there an excise tax on fuel? Yes, but it’s only 4.X cents per gallon. For private planes it’s 19.X cents per gallon. The airlines preferred a tax cut [to what we did]. Were there groups that made things difficult, that threw a monkey wrench into the process? There were some groups that sat on the sidelines, but no groups that threw a monkey wrench into things.”

Key cong contacts

Not appropriate [NA]

Targets 

NA

Targets Grassroots

NA

Coalition

NA

Other participants:

Budget and appropriations committees; Senate; advocacy groups

Ubiquitous arguments:

The trust fund should be spent completely on aviation.

Secondary argument:
As per above, convincing client groups that this could work; they could get it through Congress.

Targeted argument:

None

Nature of opposition:

Budget and appropriations committees

Ubiquitous arguments/opp

Transportation committee was doing an end-run around the budget process (institutional prerogative argument). 

 “The Budget Committee has overall spending authority. They believe that revenue is revenue and spending is spending. They don’t like [trust funds] because they violate this. The Budget Committee wants maximum flexibility. They don’t want any funds sequestered off. They want all the revenue in a way that maximizes their flexibility. Same with the Appropriations Committee. They want to be able to say, well there’s $10 billion from the trust fund but we only want to spend $8 billion on aviation and then we’ll spend the other $2 billion on welfare, or whatever. So the conflict on this issue was this internal, institutional conflict.”

Secondary/opp

None

Targeted/opp

None

Described as partisan?

No. “I would describe us at the extreme end of bipartisanship. The chairman always says, ‘I’m joined at the hip with Oberstar [ranking minority member; D-MN].’ He’s very fond of saying that. I think that’s one of the reasons why the committee is so successful, is because of that bipartisanship. When we did the aviation trust bill, we had everyone from both parties supporting the bill in committee. So that was 70 members. We went to the floor with one-third of the votes already.”

Venues

Congress

Action Pending

None immediate. “There will be efforts by opponents to undermine this. The appropriations committee and the budget committee never conceded defeat on this. So there may be an attempt at repeal. One thing is that Shuster, like all the chairs, is term-limited. So we don’t know what’s going to happen.” [I think the term limits on those that took over in 95 is the end of this Congress].

Policy objectives

Proponents [aviation groups and Transportation committee] wanted a mandate that the trust fund be fully spent on aviation-related projects. Opponents, who wanted the status quo, wanted to preserve the institutional prerogatives of the House budget and appropriations committees. 

Experience:

“I got my law degree from Boston University and went to work in Rhode Island. But I had always been interested in working here so I applied to some agencies. Came to the CAB [Civil Aeronautics Board]. While I was there I got to know the people who worked at the committees and I said, ‘If ever a job opens up, please let me know. So I’ve been here 16 years.”

Reliance on Research

“I do find it [interest group research] helpful, but I think I’m the exception among [committee staffers]. You’re right in that they often only get 5 minutes of time. If they send us something that’s an inch thick, well, only the executive summary is going to get read. But big studies are worthwhile. The few people who do read them are the important people. I try [he laughs pointing to his in-box, which is overflowing with documents], but I’m a little behind.”

Who does the best work? [I was thinking about interest groups but he answered:] “Well Brookings for one. Darnell Jenkins [?] does good work but much of it is paid for by the industry so it’s tainted. Heritage. Cato is respected by the conservatives, but not by the liberals. Consulting groups like Apogee, Coopers and Lybrand. The National Academy of Sciences. The GAO.”

Number of individuals in advocacyB

NA

Units
NA

Advocate’s Outstanding Skills. 

NA

Membership/type and size
NA

Org Age.

NA

Misc:
“One of my main jobs is to negotiate with the Democratic counsel. If they object to something then we will probably only do half of it. We don’t want to lose Democrats. Likewise, if there’s something they want, we might accept some of it because we don’t want to lose Democrats.” 

ANYTHING I SHOULD BE ASKING? “The press always focuses on the money. From Watergate on, it’s follow the money. But I think the influence of money is exaggerated, while the importance of personality is underestimated. If it wasn’t for Shuster, we wouldn’t have gotten anywhere on this. Shuster is unrelenting. When he wants something he grabs the bull by the horns and doesn’t let go. The leadership knew he wasn’t going to go away and they probably felt that this was the path of least resistance. Personal relationships are important. I’ve frequently seen a congressmen vote some way that wasn’t really in his interest, but did so because another legislator that they had a relationship with asked. I mean on the important, highly visible issues like abortion or gun control, they probably vote their conscience. It’s on these lesser issues [where this comes into play.”

“This is why lobbyists can be so effective. There are lots of lobbyists whose group doesn’t give money but they are still very effective. They’ve built up relationships with members and they can go to them and say, ‘I need your vote on this. I believe that if you took the money out, you’d still get largely the same policymaking process. The Washington establishment wouldn’t be affected because it is built on networking, relationships. That will continue even if you took PACs and campaign contributions away.”

