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Basic Background

Prior Activity

 “We use all of these are used at different times. It depends on the issue. Not all of the issues involve groups. Members have their own ideas and we act of them. And members hear from constituents back home. But you don’t always know when a group is involved. For example, say a member gets a letter from Ms. Jones who says, ‘It would be great if I had 18 kids in my classroom instead of 30.’ Was that her idea? Or did she go the NEA convention last week. You just don’t know.”

“We do try to reach some kind of consensus. That was most evident when we had the flip flop in ’94 with the Republicans taking over. Their first attempt at legislation was a reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. Their first take on this was ‘We don’t care what the Democrats think.’ Then when they couldn’t get anything to happen, their attitude changed. They went to the groups involved and said ‘Take three weeks and [settle your differences] and report back.’ There are three clusters of groups there: the disability groups, parents, and schools. And they don’t always agree. Even within the disability groups, they don’t always agree.’ But this was natural. The Republicans hadn’t had the experience of running the committee. They had no staff. Zero. If we take back the House this year, it won’t be as much of a problem because we’ll have some people who remember running the Congress.”

“Most often in reauthorizations there is an attempt at consensus, bipartisanship. There’s a back and forth. But [making this difficult] is the right wing groups. Most likely the consensus will come from the members working things out, and not consensus from the groups. We don’t do—at least I don’t do—much of the trying to make adjustments to please this group or that group.”

“What typically happens is that the GOP presents us with a bill and then negotiations will proceed from there. We’ll have some ideas. There will be some effort to find consensus among the members. Your second model [giving groups individual audiences and hearing them out, possibly making adjustments] is more likely to take place with the members.”

“The Republicans suck up to the conservative groups. The Gary Bauer group [Focus on the Family] although I guess he no longer runs it. When the Republicans took over, these groups no one had ever heard of came out of the woodwork. Like the Home School Legal Defense Fund. But in the end they don’t have much influence. They don’t shape legislation. Their proposals are so extreme that they become veto bait or they’re [watered down] into something meaningless. Now they accuse us of catering to the unions. Actually, if you look at what we did [on the ESEA reauthorization, we did things the unions didn’t want. But the biggest problem we have on this committee is the family groups. They’re amazing at stopping things that they don’t like. 

[Throughout this interview he contradicts himself repeatedly on the power of the conservative citizen groups.]

HOW DO YOU GET A BILL THROUGH; A REAUTHORIZATION IN THE NEXT CONGRESS? PAINT A REALISTIC SCENARIO FOR ME.

“It’s not necessarily dead. Probably. But you never know. I’ve seen things rise from the ashes. When we adjourn sine die [?] then I can tell you it’s dead. Not before. There are times when something is supposedly dead and then out of the blue, it rears its ugly head.”

“One thing that happened is that the Republicans realized that they needed to look a lot better on education. So Goodling decides that he’ll break up the ESEA bill into four separate bills. But this really goobered up the process. So we’ve been stymied. Who knows what the Senate will do. So you’re right, there has been some action on the appropriations side. Clinton has used the appropriations process with some real success. He’s done it a lot. They’ll be something on class size.”

“The Republicans hate Clinton so much that what ever he’s for, they’re against. Goodling was for teacher testing when Bush proposed it. When Clinton came out for it, Goodling was against it. What the Republicans don’t seem to realize is that Clinton is going to get a lot out [legislating on an appropriation]. He’ll propose 10 things; he’ll get 5 or 6. Who wins that? So there’s going to be something on class size. And there’s going to be something on school construction. Specter [R-PA] wants that. And it will be a much bigger program coming out of Ways and Means [Specter’s  venue]. It will be a $25 billion program, much bigger than it would be from our committee.”

OF ALL THE GROUPS INVOLVED, ARE THEIR ONES THAT STOOD OUT AS PARTICULARLY IMPRESSIVE IN PUSHING FORWARD TOWARD AN EVENTUAL REAUTHORIZATION ON THIS ISSUE? AND ANY THAT WERE JUST THE OPPOSITE: WERE THERE ANY WHICH WERE REALLY A PROBLEM IN GETTING TO AN AGREEMENT?

“I don’t see any groups moving the process forward. None of them have that kind of power. Maybe the unions can but I don’t see that side of our committee [It’s Education and Labor]. I tell our staffers on the labor side [of the committee], you guys could be doing science for all that I know. Now a group like the Council of Great City Schools can cause [the Democrats] to pause. [This is a group that represents big city school districts.] But none of these groups can bridge the gap. That kind of thing [bridging differences] is done by the members. They [interest groups] don’t have the kind of ‘inside baseball’ [knowledge] to do that. We do go to some groups for counsel. If, for example, if want to make some adjustment in a formula, we might go to the Council of Great City Schools and ask them what they think. When we were doing school choice and the issue of a mandate to _______ we went to talk to some big city school superintendents that they hooked us up with. The groups aren’t likely to bring together the Republicans and Democrats on our committee.” 

“On ESEA, as the minority party we have leverage because they’ll need us. They can’t do a bill by themselves in this area. Not all Republicans will stay with them. So we’ll have some leverage.”

[Here he moves back to talking about the committee rather than groups; don’t remember if I started this with a question]. 
“What we’ll do is start by trying to set the ground rules. We’ll try to figure out how to proceed without breaking up. With HR2 [ESEA reauthorization, I believe] 40 Republicans voted against the bill, so they needed us. [One problem we had] is that the press hyped up the politics of ESEA before we got started. Then the GOP [proceeded] to gut the class size bill. We worked 6-7 months at the staff level to get a bill prepared. One of the issues is what are we going to work off of. Do we work off the existing law? Or do we work off the Republican bill. It makes a difference. If we work off of the Republican bill, we’ll have to take things out. If we work off of the law, we’ll have to put things in. [It’s a different dynamic.] We’ve had some meetings that ended in shouting matches. But it’s like any other negotiation. It’s just like in the business world. People disagree but then you negotiate. It’s normal. The bill is 500 pages. We have to identify killer issues. The Republicans say they’re restructuring [and not to worry]. We got through markup on HR2 without any killer amendments. They [GOP] was interested in a bipartisan bill. The House Republicans knew they needed us. They knew they looked bad on education and that Clinton looked good. In the end, it had to be bipartisan.”

Advocacy undertaken

NA

Future advocacy

NA

Key Cong. contacts

NA

Targets of Direct

NA

Targets of Grassroots

NA

Coalition Partners

NA

Other Participants:

Clinton Administration

Ubiquitous Arguments:

Pragmatism: we need to work together [both parties] to get this through

Secondary arguments: 

None

Targeted Arguments:

None

Nature of Opposition

Partisanship within the committee

Ubiquitous/opp

None

Secondary/opp

None

Targeted/opp

None

Partisan?

Yes

Venue

Congress

Action pending:

The reauthorization of ESEA is probably dead for this Congress, though as he notes above it’s not dead for sure. There is some action likely on ESEA in the appropriation for the program. That is pending.

Policy Objective

Both GOP and Democrats have different goals with the legislation. Neither can be described as protecting the status quo. 

Advocate’s Experience:

 Because of the length of the interview, I didn’t get any information on his background.

Reliance on Research:

 “We don’t rely on interest group research. I’m [skeptical] because it may or may not be spun. We may look at their stuff but we have our own staff. We have the internet, we have the Congressional Research Service, we have GAO, though that’s for long-term stuff. One page documents are most effective. Sometimes some of the staff here will ask a group to prepare [a one-pager]. Anything of any real length is not useful. When we’re going hot and heavy here, I’m working 80-90 hours a week; I’m working 7 days a week. I don’t have the time to read an 80 page document. I don’t have the time to read a 20 page document. Groups know that. Groups know that a one pager is [what’s realistic]. 

Number of Individuals in Advocacy

NA

Units

NA

Advocate’s Outstanding Skills

Don’t have any information

Type, size of membership

NA

Org Age

NA

Misc:
Anything I should be asking:

“I don’t think groups are as important [as you imply in your questioning]. The don’t play the role that the public thinks, the role they seem to play on The West Wing or Spin City. They don’t play that much of a role on this committee. I don’t know about the labor side [of the committee]. Maybe there. We don’t ask the groups to form a consensus [and come back to us with it]. That would be the lazy way of legislating.”

