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,. 1'1111 ltV()I, UTION Ul' 1.: 1 '-')N;...;_I'.;;:U.;.:I(:.:.H::.N:,:C::,I!!_l~· 
"" C.!:!MMI1' 1"ij 

••• ___ ,
011 

ol "r populllf intcl"'''· while the UPIJCI hHU'-C l"l>rcscnt<'d 11 lls 
,.enh:u"" 1 , 1 'c v1ew ,_ . ,..~" , .. 100..., of the konll ul :Oijlllm<l ."' Mc•{\1w11 ll<llcd 111- 1 '111 t•-
t\'""''.)', o ,.... . u •n ··rc •~~t 

I tho: ,vfonicS may be found cvulciiCC hi ~huw the ltC11Crul em II COo~, Of 
m1ny '' . . • I uytncnt 

, .. ~net oommiucc as a mean'~~ or reconc:•lmg lh lfctctt\.'C~ between lh Of lhe 
""'" N CIWollou 
fO< «ampk 10 Maryhuld. M:b<achu.>elh. cw Jc~y. Vir11onia. nnd Nurth {'; ,'C'·" 
t<tcw York provkkd (or public cunferencc"' even 1n It~ mitinl Mrue cun~1 .1 Uoltna.ll I llliUII Of 

th e A<scmbly arid Scntolc of New York were 10 'clccl their conferees b b 
1
777. 

which they would meet in the P"''cucc ul lxllh IJ<xlie•. Y alhn. alter 

'fhls brottd experience with confcrttWC couunhtc~s In lh<: tolomcs . • - und sub 
qucnlly in the e:orly years ol ;he new stutes - lny <he groundwork for 111 '· ' ~~e . 

r . , • C SUv~C(fUC 
~vclopmcnl of the oonoercncc cunuulllcC Ill the U.S. Congress . Dy lh . , : Ill 

C 
.. ( , . I ' . c lllllCIIf th• 

crt;.tion or the new on:,lltutlon w uc 1 IS completely s•lc nt ub.nlt confc • c renee cornu, 
l~).lhcconrcrcncctlolllmiucc u~ the mcnn10 of reconci ling the views of tli vitl tJ 1 .. , II· 
th·e •n.st1tutions wa( well established in Amcricun Jcgi,huivc experience. c cg•sla. 

Tht Eorly Qmgressn 

Tlm lcgocyofEnglish. colonial. and stalecxpcncntt llelpscxplain the rc' d 
1 
. .. , a yacccpt•nc:c 

o •vm<rtnc:ecommmccs at theout5c:l of tile hi;.tory of tile House ofRc Sc .. 
1 

- .. prc>entauvc• and 
n•te t "not ;urprumg. wntc< a congressional htslonan "th· 1 the taJt ! d f he • a Sy>tem WIIS 
•• or gmnlc rom I very bcgmnmg or I he bocameral Federal Congrc.~· "12 

S Almoslomrnedtatcly upon theconvenong ofthc lirs1 ><:ssion of the first C~;lgrc;s In 
:~ 9hthc Scnaoc and the House considered rule> provodong for conferences between the 

a ll::;:~,:~~~.~ Aprol7. 1789, the first day following 1hc init ial securing of u 11uorurn 
rules fog lh e to meet, the Senate appotntcd a fivc·membcr commiucc " to prepare 

r C government Of the IWO hoUse\ in C'l , • f ' .. "'"'led . I r- , • se;. o conocrcnce. 13 The Hou~c soon 
• pane o IL' own IO confer With the S E' I . • appotn«d. the Scnaoe ado cnate. og II days aflcr the senators were 

pted rules governong conferences between the chambers: 

Rtsoh·cd, That on every c f 
anddossc:nted to ontheo •- r aseo an amendment to a bill ag"'cd to in one House 

'""'· o eoth<r House sh· 11 aeommmecforlhal • rcque>taconfcrcnce. and appotnl 
COnfer. such comm

1
:"':i o.nd the Other Hou<ie shall also appoint a commollee 10 

1 · lla COIW.:nocnltome. IO be agreed on by tile or chaor· 

I o ll>od • P JoO R<t>on> or'"""' IM.wy O.Lc: .,. ht lil:l confcftnce~ •n N y s l'rmlt•t~lM t$(udyofpuh•mc:ntarypoi.,KJin cw ork laiC.(oreumple.IIean.alyJcdb)' 
4•-of.:.'"'"'"" Col.,.;., !New Havtn y ~0:J"'11 1 An~roea IM:uy P. Clll!ke. Pnfloomtntuf1 
D~'tlopfftfnl of ::a~l Uptntn(t' "'•lh btcaffl(~l ~IVCQity Prtn, 194JJ, csp. p. JJ) for funhct 

11 McCo~ T~t"';:'"' Sy-Jitm m ~mt,ru (Oal~ auon~. stc Thomas F. Moran , Th~ Rr_ft tmd 
~nruc:n.:~tomn:;;tee t 0#1/trtttetCom.nuuu p 'J ! m~re, 1898). 

' · ,.. McCo ' ' ' rOrounherdelat'l f h • ' • ~ . RoySw~lrotn Tit wn, t hllip , l , so I ccolomo.lexper~cncew•lh 
!C». ( 19{;1), p l)l Mce' t Un,ltd Srmt~ Sttwrt I 8 
lbc conftrtncc com ownpubih•nuhut)'· "Fi' 7 7- t8ot , Sen~ltc Doc:. no. 64 871h Cono lSI 
Rtptb( mt11ct WIJ lht • rotn lhe very be ' «' • • 

I "*..vt,. and dk Senl1e" letcpted IHt lhOd ur ad' ''""'"&or our Cong.rc5sional hi.story. 
l A...,,, ow Coo& IT!or C•ofm•o. c""""

1 
JU>IIna ~tffcrenec• bclwccn the tiou.., of 

' IW lo<\) • .0.pnl 7 17" ll<t, p ) 8) 
• •9. p 18 

l llv()
LU rtON U l ' ('l)I'II' IIIU I NI.:II t ' OMMI'IIIli\ S 

·rllt - • II - II 
nlCCl nt the "nnfcrcnlc dmmhcr. ;tntl Mute to c-·h ......... '-··I lllll • . ""'" "A..,;.! Y(ft.M l)' hf ill 

•ltfna ''' ctthcr ~hw11 "h'"'~. the rcu'4tn\ t•l thc~r rcs.-ltve II • W• f!'' · ,.._. t~I'IC\ hK lnd 
ugaun~l the ptucntlntenl. ;:u\it tunh:t trccly tlw:rc:41n.'" 

on Apf'il 17. 17tl~. the lluu\C ltgrctd ,4. ~m tdCIIII\.01 n.:,uluttun." and \nltutl PflK.O(Iuru 
for bicumcrul ~cOtl4.:tlinllun tx:lwcc:n the twu huu'-C~ ofCon.,-c,, wen: In phw .. c . 'ti 

T/ot ~·/r.< t C:Uttferru.-r.< 
'l'hc nrsl conrc.-.cncc COIIIOIIiliCC noel In the flllXI fi\ulllh. un May 14' 11gl),lu rewlvc 

nol u sobsHHi tivc lcsi~lntivc tnuttcr but un i"suc of congrcb,sionnl e tittt.tcllc: how Wtt'l the 
ident uf the Unl1cd Suote> " 'he tltldo·c.,cd hy Congress/ The Sen(ltt l"cferrcd to """ 

11'~~Qrific or l{tuduwry tcnn~ in rclcnlng tu the president~ 'he l·luu!tle oppu\C{i u~~oln~ uny 
oo • I I I' such title. prcsumubly becnu"c u 'uum Cl too roya 1stic. Th&b, cur1ou" u\lc:rc..hutnber 
disagrccn\cnt rct.ultcd in lhc fin. t chnmbcr •' win·· in cong.rc:.s,ional conference c.x}lnlnh· 
tee history: ;he Scnute finally •srced to accept the voew< of the Hou<e and uoe 00 

laudatory utlc>. 17 

The 1i11>t major i<>ue 10 be decoded by Congrc••"""" shortly thercafttr and con· 
ecmcd the que;.! ion of how revenue wa' to be ratscd in order to meet tile necd<oflhe new 
nauon. On Apnl 8. 1789. Reprc-.cnta~ivc lame< Modo-.on tnlroduted twu rc~nllt· 
roisong bolls. One levtcd dullc' on ornpon': the other onvolvcd • taA on the tonnas• of 

vessel> bnnging good< onm the Unttcd Stole,, On May t6. tile Hou\C pa,scd 1his first 
revenue bill . The Clerk of the Hou..: noulieoJ the Senate of the boll's P'"'"S• and 

requested it to concur 
'l'hc Senate began dcb.,tc on the impon tax measure and pas<cd 11 on June t t but 

added seve no I amendments. 'l'hc Senate· amended vcr;ion was returned to the llou>C. On 
June 15 and o6, 1hc House again debated the bill and agreed to accept SC"crol of the 
Senate ·s amcndm.e nts but oppo>ed the reM Informed of the House's action' .the Scn3lc 
resumed consideration of the House amendments to the Senate amendment•. It "in<l>t· 
ed" on cenain of its origonul amendments to the Housc·passed bill but "rcce~d" from 
others. The secretary of the Senate dehvercd thh rc>ultto the Hou>e on June 19 For the 
third time. the H ouse took up the o>;uc. Refusmg to con<:ur tn :.c:veral of the Scnaoe'< 
amendments. the House a;. ked to meet on confc..,nee wtth the Senate and appoontcd thrtt 

n:prcscntatoves as conferees. oncludtng Mado~n . 

14 lb o~ .. Aprtl 1$. ql!<). p 19 
I$ Ibid . 1\prtl 17. ql!<), p 174 
16. D<1vid J . Vogler , Tht: Third lfouJt' Ccmftrtnrt CommHtuJ '" ,,., Unutd StdltJ COft~UJJ 

(Evanston: Nonhwesu::m Unlvcr~hy Pru,, 1971). p. 4. and McCown. Tht COtiftrtnc't Cv"''""'''· 9 •1 ~ , , .. r.,«P' 
JS. The~e: inllinl fonmd rult' proved tO he no1ewonhy for the&r ~ingulanty. •' ,~ l'-t'"'!l'l no c • 
for lhe first JOIIU rule in the nrst Congrc~~. provtdmg for confco:ncc:\ beiW\-'fR the l\\0 UOU!oel: the 

C 
• · 1 . 1 ~1'! \e) uo\·~mln{' 11 1R 1:1thcr 

onfertn<:c Conuuiucc Syhtcm 1ha)\ 1rown up w1thot1t parucu ar lt\>lnutc ru o " • 

II 
.. ·rnli01l) h(\\loCVCf, ha\e been 

ousc (p. 75). Some del1nhe n•les re;uiMtni confcttncc c:omnuuce Of.14= • ,, • d • .,.d 'n<hopocr<lMu?- 10 
adopccd '"the Hoose and Senate t.mtc McCown wrote '" 1911. thesearc IM:U ' • 

be'ow. 
17 M<Cown. Tht Cmt/trt•H Commlllrt. p. 4' · 
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THil I! VOLU'riON 01' CONI' IJ RBNCil CO 
Jl MMil'Tees 

"ill ,.,.nwhole. hod passed the Hnuse on May 19 oond t•·· ~ The tonnage v • • ,.., Sen 
_, ~·•h in eoch ca"" in different vcn;oons. Seven day• l:ucr the Sen •te on 

Juor 17.-..h-o . r r file ret.'tiv 
.... t fnlln the House ask.ng oor a conoerence on boch the: ion~ 11<1 

a wnuen rcq~ . '"""" du1y ...... ,ures In add1IJOO to lhc wr1Ucn rcque.\C. the House .sent the c.:.· ~ a"d 
tonn•&" n~~ · """•~<> ... 

._ ... bill plus the Scmllc :unendmc11ts co Cltch ( theM: document~ ure '·~ 
"""..., ' .. __. ' called th 

) On June 15, the Senate a.;, .-- to a conoerence on both meaJurcs and . c 
papers . """"'""'<~ 
three conferees 

On June 16 !789 lhC fifll l congressional conference on n sub.oantove 1 · · · • uutcr con 
vencd on the Impost (the tenn lhcn for omporu) and Tonnage Uill. It wa• intc . ' 
an .. ~ confercnc:c." open to any interested parly. llocre was so ;nuch~hngly, 

-..-·· me:mbc,, 
interest on this conference that the Senate had to adJourn for lack of a quorum •• A . 

' f • . "molar problem ooourrcd on lh< HOUJC; lhcentry oor thercconl o even IS tn the: House fur•" 
d. h . , matday 

~ ''A number of the members aucn mg t e mtcrc.stlng conference wh ich 
d 

IO·day 
took place woth the Senate on the om pose an tonnage bolls, no business was done 10 th' 
Hou.e ... R«Otds on: noc clear as to what occurred during this public confcre1,~A b . '' 

• .__. IJl H 1.1 
"'OrlbY or IIOIC clutlhos n,..t conference proved abo to be the luM open conference that 
woold be held for 112 years. (The next open conference mceung would noc occur .

1 
1911. when SenaJor Roben M l.IIFollene of Wisconsin opened a single one-day ,';;';f 
conference to lh< press and public as a >hon-livcd ex penmen!.)'" The conferees did 
manage. however, to ~lve theor dofferenc<J on one day; lht< was accomplis"· A b 

. •... ~'---J . '""' y r"'"""' to a c..,oc ~"'"" com~nuse: the House conferees accepted all the Senate 
amendmcnu to the lmpo>t Boll "whoch related to I tonnage I doo,crlminat1on," and h 
Sena1< rc,..,.,ntallvts "receded from liS olh<r amendments. "20 t c 

. 1bc next day IJune 27) both chambers planned 10 act on the conference rcpon (a 

;nncn docllmcnt th., embodied the negotiated agrcenlCnl). When the Senate con· 
eroes ~ d1C11 presentation on the re<ults of the conference. several senators wanted 
~ '"" •mmedlll<ly to adopc d1C conference rcpon. The papers I bills and amendmems 
o d1C oonfcrcncc), howcver. were'" po>sessoon of the House S 
cbM a mtSI&le had bet ~ • omc senators argued 
H , n and 50Ught unsucecnfully 10 obc;,on the papers from !he 
~ conocrce> 1bc rc~uh w~n cltat 't bJ' .. 

be voced onJ b 1 w"' e>ta •>ned thai • conference rep011 could 
'""""<lk ~~. -I~ 'Y chat chamber on possc•Ston of thc pa,pers. Senators "could nOI 

·~""" ,., 10 act ,..,thou! the b II • • 1 
Penouyll•an1a." 1 s. up lined Sc:nacor w ,rham Maclay of 

lnl<rownpy · d1C House acted fint on the ~ 
pie n'ldent .-en d1Co cbM d1C •·-" - • coo erence repon, concrary 10 the princi· 
~ on... • ·-·..,.,- •hJCh ash for ' 
.. pori. '"" JOCU)'inll COin' On between ' • • conrercncc vote• lase on !he 
loy. UIVOI•'ed " a )Ca.lou,y bel .... the lcgulat~>·e bodje •· eAplajned Senator MK-
•ioidlltlcd • eenu..,rwoHou>es fo ) ho 

lao& woold rqea d1C bdl ver "' •houJd ac1 firot , ~!he one 
,, Golloo., • • Ora! Jeasr have the bl~ of I'C)«tion if the b11l was 

) • '1\t '"""' ~bote .. 
' 9 ~ 11vc • P '''*·!okeo--. n..c ..._,~ Ollf~ultC.~ C-...u~u. pp ' 'ortf-'r~nc~COtMimu, pp. 41- 44 
,. 11oo1 • , . : ,,, " """"- • .._ J ~;,:.n-'11 1bc ._...,...,., oi neorfy a11 ..... 

" ·-.,....,,_Yoo ~ ... S.. lfr""-oAbclo 'P .. o..n.. y,, .. , .... ~ 
llooi, 19>·71. PP '?-~9. from TN'""""" <1/ WIJIJMt 

UTI ON 0 11 CONPI! RI!NCil COMM ITl'l!llS 
~B ~OL » 
~ h clnambcrs . however. eventually approved the c:onfe ..... --

" U<>l • · --·- repon and "'th tost. d tonnage leg•sluuon.n · t •t 
imparl an . 

we se the fitiSl formul mlcs re~ard1ng conference\ were ~ketch 
JJ«:OU , O • , • Y, l.'I.\C:RIOI\5and 

ns more thitn rules 1n ucnced the lnHud devdopmcnt of co ,. 
SUIHP110 , f h R1CJCI'tlte pro-. 

as -~ .. rc arc some pract•ces o t c first conference. however th"t ·til 1 c<Jure- .. ~ . • • • o &u <It 
c tlcttv11y ux:lny . For example. to request a conference or to 
-~- . . ~oodlC 

e rcpon. a chamber mu\1 be 111 charge of tho papers. Each houtoe 1 confcrcoc . • oo. may 
. y number of co11fcroe•. ulthoogh three was the u'ual number for ona• appoont an .. y yea1s. 
D ·ng lhC Forst Congres.o.. conferences were held to work out Hou'C·Senace d f. 

Ull • . • • • B 'd • . I 
On a wide vanety of legoslatoon . esr e• tlie ·~sue< of euqueue a.lld thoe 1~ ...... 1 fcrcnces • ...,~ 

. nferences were also held on u Salary of Memben. Boll , the: 3mendmcnts 10 the 
8'1~s:ution we now know a< the Bill of RoghL~. the: Judiciary Act of 17119. which 
;;:abloshed the federal coun ~ystem , and a l'ost Office BiiJ .ll The Salary of Members 

11 for one. pro voked ferocious debate over whether represcntatrv.-. and 5en>IOrl 
Bo . · , ·•- · · 1 • $hould receive equal compcn~auon •Of u"o;lr scrv1cts. nsl~tuuona.l conOiel over lhe 
status and respect due each chamber wa.< prc<ont even an the F1181 Congress •nd in ils r,111 
conferences. 24 

Another conference dunng the Fin.t Congrc» nlCrits mention, for ittllustrate• both 
e11r1y conference independence from chamber preference•. and the rc;ponstvcntls of 
conferees 10 executo ve or ouL.,dc >uggestrons . AJ pan of a meao.ure providong lhc 
" mean> of antercourse between the Unned Sa..les and foreign nations.'' bucl\ the liou>e 
a.nd lh< Senate voted >pcci fically that Amcncao mini>tcrs to foreign countries should be 
paid SJO,OOO fo r their expcn..es. The conference. however. eventually reponed 1111 
agreement setting S40.000 for ministerial expense compensation The conferees de· 
fended lhcir acu on on !he gruunds that consultations with the secretary or foreign affoon 
had convinced them that the hogher figure wa.~ necessary.» 

Thts confe rence n:pon. ec.nainly a clear c:ao.e if ever there was one of confer<eJ 
exceeding !heir mandate co negotiate House-Senate di/ftrtnas. was accepled by boch 
the House and the Senale. early inlliating acrnd11ion oflatitude forconferenccconuniuec 
atloon. By the: conclusion of the First Congress.-find !he conferencecommittu. wolh 
ot.> Enghgh P"Mhamenwy roou. and hs colonial expenence. well c;labl,~ ~ the 
mechanism for bicameral adjuscmenl. 

12 On1onal onfc>nnoaioo on lhcfir>t<Onfcnnccwb-vedfruootlnt -.Nwo~J. 111C<>oc • 
'""'' . 101<,.../o{tlwFuJIS.n,_r;fllwS.-.iWa>b'JA~. D.C .. CU.•..., S..... thoJ. IOII 
' """"" r;f tlv Hooor r;f RrjJflJtiiiUJh'tl. IW )Q\, ofllle 111 ~. vol I (W .......... 0 C <A<>* 
Scoooa. t8l6J 

1) ~ • • TN COII{tmw:r CtJmMillu, p )9. 
14.S\anley Bacb ... ~ .. Ruin ...S &..-~ • dot I,;.S C __ ... U#lllo" 

•rws.wbuQ-•Ir7.no )fAur. t')Slr Jsb. o. l Se<~hoW.n- Mxloy.S-•11/~; 
liwFifUS.'IIJUo{tlw UN~dSIDJtl, 111 t?39~t. cd e-ll' W H.lno (~ Pt W 
ll>n. t13oJ. U>dLout•FUha-. "H~oiPayAd,.-klr~of~· •IWX<1 
"--...S Anlold ll Weber. oob .. 1Jw R~dl of Pllb/K Smtet (Will pr 0 C ...,.._ 

~-. • ,ao,, 
.,. Mteo-,, lk C..' .-: c . p. _..., 



THE CHM>IO ING C HARACTER OF CONFE R ENCE P 

54 .. ~ - rely wirh 111e remarmng mauer or altemarively will . 
~anguag<: and deal se~ oongermane marerial in rhe conference report. ro decrd,, by 

. . ..ote 10 reurn . 
maj<l<liY • --•y change in conference commrttec procedure occ AnOJllCr JlO(CWOfU' • • Ufrcd ....._ 

revised rrs blldgcrary process rn rhe early 19705. Wrth cnactmcnr or the ··•q 

eoagress ··' --" lmpoun<lmcnl Conuol Acr of 1974 and the G~- R Cot,_ 
~h~- ·--~ gress • legrslauon of 1985 (sec chaprer r 1), the congressional budg lllan 

defrcol ,.due':... spendlllg hmots on all congressional commiuecs include~ l>r<>-

~-·~- . ··~ II
- For cAample. on the wake of the stock market crdSh of 198 

ferencc cornm• - · 7 iOd bet .. -ctn White Hou'IC and Congress, 1bc Senate rej~tcd 3 • - . 
rrscal summ•uy nd. 1. . • '""'"n• , ...,.. beCause ol eAcceded upe uure omotauons set fonh in 1._ ..__. • 
~-nee~• . OE~ 

ly 
.......,.cd by con•"'«. Tile conference repon. satd Senator Pete Do~-n . previOUS .....,. b'- "~ reo (R 

.., ., ) 
5 

" an absolure budget buster on the mrdst of a budget crisis in the n · 
.. . ~• · • r "'""or 
houSing reform.''" As the revised ~udgew_ry pr~ss has omposcd a degree of ccn. 
·-• --" dorection on standrng commouees. ot hkcwosc has added constraints on u .. lav COn~ 
fcrencc commouecs. 

Thus far. we have been discussing a variety of specific changes affecting 000• 

ferenoecomnuuecsthal. whole procedurally significant. neither individually nor collec

tively have had a fundamenral impact on eonfere~cc ~ommlllC:C delibcrarions. A change 
aclopled in 1975· however. had far-rcachrng rmphcauons. Thos change was the decr>ron 
of both the S<nale and Hou~ 10 open conference comminces to pub I ic observarion. 

The Optning of Congressional Conference Committees 

Secrecy is un imponont ,;hicld for conl!'crccs against 
pres11ure'i from outside. 

- Jeffrey L . Pressman" 

10 ft(.IIW( proctdurt'4 fot hlndllni nongcnnane provt .. ion~ ntc di~us.scd rurtllcr 10 c.:httptcr 10 
below. 

In rttlprocllll fa\h•on. dte Senate, "' l11tc 1985. ln\tltutcd u new procedure for us h:mdllng ul 
nfXIICnnll'lt rm!C:nal Of'iiiNhnJ in the tluu\C wnd conung to the: Senate: a4i pa.rt or a reconctluuion bill 01 

:!"::~ ~S R<> 186.lldoplc(l oo December 19. r<J3s. provided that a point of order "'•Y be 
'"llancu 1'be conccm•na ~uch utrnnwu .. m.utcnal . wh•ch • • r upheld . would 4,1rikc: out the offend· 
ll•tlllt :'rwt r~-c""~olrhl>clunl<. "''" •u•hor. W•lll•rn Roth CR. Del .). uplarned. would be ro 
COftC'Uir lA dx lfw I lly "to rcquw funhcr (OOftrtiiCC Of' IO IOSI\.l 00 tb (.h.)lgt'CCrllCOt or CO recede ancJ 
<Ciftrc...c. ~ 'f llm<Mimcntlbllil "'rth in amcndmtnl IIK'Orp<>nlllllglhe rcn1aindcr of the t .. l o( Jll< 

·• •-· 
01 OllyOihcr ~'<""'"'Irk Vilnot h h • k by lht \UC((·"-\IUI pouM of Ofdtr" liOn W I(' doc~ 00C teVI\'C lhc pfUVI$100 deemed S.lriC tn 

Tht cfl«1 u1 111., s.- ru~~m'"""' Hrcwd. Ore t9. oC)Ss. p St32S5l· ,..._. ""'""'-ud 
01 1 

< &< "'» 10 ""'"Bohen the S<narc·s posrllon in posrconfcrencc 
allow,.l """' ro ..,_lilt 1111~:.: ..,.nee rhe JlO>IIion of Scnaoc confe"""' dunng the conference. 
- lbal lilty "'II be""'':: 

1 
(]( urroncou, llou,., provr>~ons rn rhe conference rcpott on rhe 

I I """'"'>k>ool limN~ "11 """ lhe I<JJ>Iarron 1n rhe Scnare on a po1n1 of order 
p "'S . (IV t7. •987 p SI6J6o ·-- . AI 

11 
kif . • ·>« al<oiVaslrlnRIQn l'osr. Nov. lJ. lyv7• 

rty 1 •. Pro"""• II ' ""''" s,,, IN w II e 1\'cn· Vole University Press. oC}66). p 56 
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When confcrenc;e, were in tx.ecutive ldow:dl . 
membe,.. dJdn'o hav<oo pound the l:oblc and .._,.,.., 

>peechcs they hope wrll he rq>or1ed back bomcma'u. 
could sit there ond .. t " You lulow · They 
•-- ·-· •- . wllm: I'" and! 
tu'VW w,fll;,~ you 'it 10 ,.,e•vc tot \0 t'~ •• , 

do Jhc ••- th' - · .. vovn•O<. W < 
-·- •n& now buill takes much 1on 

we have to Jive all or out speeches firM. &U bccawc 

-Senator Mar\ Half!Cid IR. Oft.)" 

frOm the First Con~~· i.n 1789 unul 1914. conference commit!« mcaing5-with but 

1
,..

0 
e•eepcions••-invanably had been closed to the public and press. Thh is not IONY 

mar the only penons present al conferences were the conftt= themselves. Commrtt« 
staff. congressional ardcS. and exeeuuve bnlnch officials ccnainly observed (and some· 

11~ parucrpatcd acuvely on) conferences over the years." Somettmes members of the 
House and Senale who were not officially members of the conference but had a penonal 
intcre•t•n rhe legr>lation would "drop by" conference meetings and even express their 
views on the legoslation . A conference would on occasion bring in outside expcns 10 
ad vi~ 11 on complex policy quc\lions. 16 and lobby"ts were never very far ~way......,llher 
pollueally or phy>•cally .1 ~ Frn~lly. representatives of !he presrdent often would be 
invrtcd 10 observe or pan •e•patc on so-called clo:.ed conference scssrons out of a reahu· 
uon rhat any compromi~e would >till be , afrcr congressional enactment. ~ubjccl 10 

presidential review and pos>iblc veto. Those whom the closed conference committee drd 
exclude were repreM:nwrives of inrere~ots not favored by conference leaders. the pre•s 
rhal rnighl wrile uncomplime nrary stones about the wheeling and dealing of conference 
cornmlncc bargaining. und members of rhe general public . who could only won<lcr what 
huppcncd 10 churnber-passcd lcgislution in conference. 

During the c losed years. conference comminee interactions were murkcd by politi· 
cal candor rhal included explicit thrcars . cajoling, and bargaining often resen1bling 

13 Quoted In Los AIIJ(tlts 'fiml','t, Dtc . '11, 1979. p. 6. 
14. An upcn conference h~ad been held m 191 1 on the Tar1ff BIU of th:n ye-ar and w~ chlliKd by 

Sen Robert La l:oucue of Wi~On\m , Stn~nor La Folleuc·s Pmg.rc&.SIVC: Puny 5.\oud forupcnnc"\Jf all 
poll heal nnd lt&l,hulvc acuvhy. con)Cqucntly he pushed the novd idc:a of opcnmg coofcn:nce dchben' 
11oc1' 10 pubhc Kf'\lhny. "'' 11 trial . 11 one·day tonferencc comnuu.ec mccun& onl\ugu.;t '1 . 19' t , wa.~ 
opened to all comer~ Th" upcnnlcnt chcucd cons1CJcr"b1c mtCf(Sl and detal\ed SJR'.S com n~nuu-y. bul 

II would no4 be rcpc:~ucd un''' 1974. 1\ dcuulcd ~~~ecount of ttu' open cQnfcrencc nlJ)' be found 1n the Nt""' 
Yor4 Tm•''• Aug 11, H) 1 1, p 2,11 bnc:fcrsummary m Ada C. McCown. TltfCungrtJJioftOICOft/trtlti~ 
Cammlfttr(Ncw YO<\ Colurnbi• UnJvemty ....... 1917). pp •n- 78. r'Ofdi\CU>'OOOOI Iheunlylllllcl 
1""· 1~14 open coofercn<e. rhat uf 1789. r.ee ch•p<cr 1 abo•-.: 

r S l'or • d•>eu<>rc>n of the role of congrcuion•t >taff andc>e<ut••• bnn<h p<noM<I••conlcrcn« 
'""'""lice prucecdmp. -« chap<cr 1 below. An>OOI!lhe other ronfe~n<'< "play.,.." th<redu<u»«l"" 
the prc\l<knt. •gcncoc>. the pres>. lnterc't group>. and other <OOII"'"men ~k(lq 

16 llcnnun M Gro». Tlor U8islaoi•·r Srr•~slt. A Study r•Sot-•al Combo•tNcw YOlk w· 

lhll. '9S)). p ,., "'Th<fOObY"l 
11 l>c,pne clu>e<l conference comnuH«•· as Rep. Moms Udall tO. Ant .)""\'' ~ lon<ft.Y 81tl." 

alway. knew what WI» soma on" (quoted 1ft Adam Clymet ... A Cooarc•s Spc<lll<'ll .. 
Nro• Ymt Tmw. Oct. q. 1917). 
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THB CHANGING C HARA CTER OF CONFER E NCE P 
sz Ot1l'1cs 
. lc h , cmdin• .•8 Mcer che bailie wa.~ over. however, Che only ""bl' ~ 

>IOIP orsc " ,. fl" . I r J' U It record , del be1111;.,1" were lhc unrcvca ong o ocoa con.ercnec rcl>on 1 • or 
C<lll•<"'nc<: ' . ogcchcr . 
fi I f.scrvmg infornuuional scacemenrs made co each ch:tnobcr by chc co , "'•U. 

oren.e . . . " •Crees N 
prinrcd or wrinen record> were pubhcly avaol?ble, and conference bargaining and · · o 

l
acjons ,.'CfC ..,,·ealcd only co the excenc dcsored by the panicipancs. '"The . ncgn. 
• . tonfcre 

commin.cc wa> a my;teroous black box onco whoch the Hou~~e and Senate pi . nee 
' --·" . .. • .. aced lhc· adoplcd bolls 10 be l11111<•uu"w 1010 new oompromose conference legi~laci " 

The fog began 10 lifl in lhC miii·•97US. l:lurly in chac decade. cherc w·c~ . 0~' . 
• "JCrcll~ln 

p~ts5ure from change-mondcd membe~ and groups such as Common Cau 8 

. . ---Houscllld~naceproeecdmg>IO lhcprc•sandpubhc . ln 1974. asnnexpcrimc 1 n 
' I I h · · Th fi n • lwclve conference.< voluncun y c oose ro open t cor sessoons. e ·~• of chc>;e was <>n . 

. . · a pnnocu. larly conrcnuou.ucrop mone n-gulaCOty boll and. as the first open conference in 
8

• 
, IXIY·Ih~ 

years. undc~candJibly aUI"dcced consodencble press and public occcndancc. In ord. 
. h ' " M be h d ' Crto gc1 mlo 1 e con.ercnec room, em ~ a to curve theor way through a wall r h 
llcsh." one conferee ruefully reponed. 20 ° uman 

De~pice such congc<eion. conference panieipancs were generally pic• .• .• b 
h • . " ' "' y chc expencnce wu openness-ot proved co many chac pubhc conference meeting .. 

,, , " , S WOUld noc uosrupc the con•crence process. 21 Among chose secong benefits in ope . 
1_ .... • bo • • • • · · n mcctmg.s 

were ,.._..,yoscs on ch ••des or lhe onuoal scnp mmmg conference One m · 1 . . · mong Ill< uscry 
n:prestncauve poonccd oucthac che open conference " benefi~.> both 'd . · 

0 h be . d f • Sl CS • • (Since( 
Y u ave a nero ca o what s happening on o day-co-duy. hour-by-hour ba,is .. Joh 
MeConnJCk. a lobbyost n:pre..:ncing lhc opposong Coaluoon Again•c Stn'p M' . n 
gucd thac .. ~ mong. ar· 
d , h bopenness was an assurance chuc we weren'c going co lose anything major" 
unngl e ocumcntldehberauons lnsuppon f h' . -

whc h · · 0 1 •s voew, McCurmtek eiced nn inscance 
n "organotaCJOn was able co change the posicoon of one conferee by informing 

18 Cl\asi<>l . Clapp, Thr c .. ,, •J/ 
ln$4ttult01a. lg6J) p >11.> ~-poe tslnt{m u Work as 1ft Sus It (Wa~htngton, D.C.: Brookins.) 

' VQit IIKal '-'ttftii.U IUOUntc<J h 
aao to •he preoi'J(nin& tonfcrtncc: mt Kl (i "surpn.se upon JliJOIOi! a«tu wmc )UI\ 
Thr)' -.~. ht ttpor1Cld "uutrl plnut~ .. , tie~ of the House Oove:mmcnc Operation" Com mince. 

ct ' yc, K'tt tftkrJJUofdc I nd ... , ~acto lhe prt.sumption lhutlhc dor a s 1 tl<g<MtaftOn\, presumably chis c1ndot 
~ cbn,.woo • Con~r umcnts we~ abw lutely connt~emial su~d for lnccrn11 use only 
Pohtteal St•enc~ Auoet~uon Ch ~hi~CS Pant I hdd ac the Annual Mecung of che A~ric.,; 

'9 MJI'IIoflhtoa...;, "'''"· pc. ' · •98J 
rule, '"" oJ W..n 10 ' 973 by lht H cora~ "" idoplt\1 Uti t )'CIIJ rtquirina th.a ousc and Scnlte co •" ronfeA:ncc: commutet1, 
··-~ "-- PI'OC«dtn•>-on..... ~ • tr•n~ripc or clctcronlc rccordin" be rnade or all 

· ~.,uutrncnc " ho e •n~ con•ertc:s hout-t • 
11\i1Li011&nt ~ wever, is cotrunonJy ianored b ' 1'\1 )f)Cctncally vOfc od\Crwl~. Even ch•J 
F•nc.:,, '"'" -% t~ •AC«dcn,ry •tcrch ~.:'rercno: oommiu ... ur honored only'" the 
t-u CG11'11« ~htrt lhc:y ul1.1. art us~.t~l~y onl creMe m•nucc.s nocmg only formal moc,ons. 
rv''"""' ~onb. w.aJf bodt o( the 'tiJOntblcncs! acc~~k. ac commutec ofticcs 10 tOOK who 

20 R.cp Jo1wt F Sc ' of thetr mqutry lind of I he cxtstcncc of lhc5e 
"' cw""'"'"'"· DC ~""I (D. 0!110), quor«J C 
cd f~ ··co.•t~c~rt~stanaJ Qulncrly, ~~~;lngrcutonal Quancrly . G~tidt 10 Co11gtrss, 2d 

··~'"I'Oit , D C C _, O,.ncd IO l'l.bl •.. • p 354 
1'"1>1"""'" "• . Oltlfculonal "-· "' •n Conar<'5IO I r-... ~., 1 ••ron.~ C voAncrly, '""'I ._ 1111 -.••nerly. l• •ltl fCollgrt.!J.ld 

• IQ~ PC> J ' Oll(<f<nc C "' ' P •1 Ant I ' 90-94 e C)nltnllttt~ " C . "II ICr Vt:DIOn O( lhl) ptCC~ WIS 
' OI1,Rrtsuonol Quortnlv Wuklv Rtpnrt. 
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con<cicucncs of his confe;ence swncc.ll The general acceptance !hac the cwelve open 
conferences of •974 reccoved paved che way for Congress co occlhc next year co open all 
conferences. 2' 

In Janunry 197S· a rules ~hange was proposed in the House: thac would require all 
conference!> co hold open sc:ssoons unl~ss • majority of House conferees voced in publtc 
session 10 chose u pan ocular mceung. Such a vote would apply only co chat omgle ,.,551011 
of che conference commiuoc; closing any sub>equent meeting would require >eparace 
public votes each day , The proposed rules chang~ drew some mixed reac~ion~ from 
rcprcscncauves and lobbyl\15. Longumc congrc•soonal reformer Richard Doll ing (0. 
Mo ) surpri>ingly Cllhibiced considerable caution aboucchis reform: "Sunshine la.ws kid 
chc public. Tltcy imply lltocul openness and cherc never will be." Bolltng pointed ouclhat 
whole openness was dcsorable. legislacive compromises and accommodations muse also 
be provided for. and chcsc require privacy. " If we have to mcec in our wive,· boudoin~
if they .cill have such thing.>-we wolf . ":lA Responded another veteran reformer, Con· 
grossman Abner Mik.va (D. 111 .): "(Rcprcscnc:uive All Ullman and iSenacor Russell! 
Long scill will go oucco lunch together- as they dod lase Monday- and trade Par'< Place 
for Boardwalk. buc thac'> no excuse for not opening up conference meecings."l$ A 

lobbyhc for the U.S. Chamber of Commerce euucioned thac open confcn-nce !1<:5soons 
could disrupc needed ncgocoations: · 'Compromose could be a liulc more dorticultto come 
by. If you puc a Oock of Ralph Naders. John Gardners. or Siena Clubbers m a conference 
room .. . ic will make some conferees swear. "26 This prospccc, however. nother ap
pealed co David Cohen of Common Cause. who cxpre•scd the view chac public con
ference session• would benefic public inccresc groups hke his by making 11 easier co 
compere effectively woth ocher ontercsts lr3dicoonally well established in Congress.l1 

The open conference commiuee rule wus adopced by che House on January 14, 
1975. a;, House Rule 28. A similar rules change was proposed on the Scnace at aboutlhc 
same come. although it wa.' not approved in chac chamber until November 4· As a 
consequence. by tne end of 1975. both houses had acted decisiVely to change one 
fundamental and cradiuonal aspect of conference commiuees-their secrecy "" 

11 lb1d,. pp. 67- 68. McComtJCk al>c> spocul•rcd. II«<fd•na roCQ ... ...., op<nCOClfen:nc<>nugllt 
cut down the number of nooge.nnane and ~p«ial inte~st arne.ndmcots add«l tu the leg•;l11don •n tbc 
Senate, Many of th<Mc: an\Cndmcnt~ o.rc acc:cped on 1M floor 'ktth the c~at undt:rstanc.Una. thlllbcy Wlll 
be quttdy dropped 1n conftrti'K"c TI'C rntmber bc.nef"its. however. because he can tell hh const1tUt11lt 

th•r C.: h•~ lhc amendmcm approv<d on tC.: floor " (p 68) 
ll Conaremonal {)twttrly. Congmllona/ Qu•m rly Ar.,no<. 1974 (Wuhingu>n. D.C .. Con· 

grcsSton>l Quanerly, 1973). pp. 91>1 - 62 . A list of the cwclve op<nCOClf<n:ncuof 1974<an bt loundoo 
1'01< 96> of cltJS worlc 

24 "Conference Co•nmluees Opened to l'llbltc." p 68. 
15. Qu<X<d on Ch1cogo Tr~bu.-. March ) I . 1975· 
26. "Confer<n<c ComnliiiCC$ Opened 10 l'llbltc," p. 68 

1 17 lb1d Sec olso the dbcus;ton. ta1t:r tn this chlp4e:r. of lhr constoquc.ooes to "'"ou~ ntc:rc.st 

&roups or open oonr~rencc "~sions ' .. •. Coo )• 
- 28 On ce.: ' 9?Sntlcsch•nac. sec "Confcren«Comm•neeo ()p<nod•o l'llbl~< . 1'1'· 67; 7 · ~7S >luna~ Quonerly, Ouidt wCongr.s>, )d «< • pp 4)S· 4SS· •dcm. Co•~"""""''g'"'"'':}' :,::::;..;, .... 

CWash•ngron, D.C.: Congrcs<tonal Qu1111crly. 1976), PP ~9-40• 93'·""'"'· ""~" 771 ' 
197J- t976. •ol. 4 CWashongcon. DC.: Con¥rc><ion»10u•n<rty. <977), PP 707. 770· · 
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,.. Tll ll CHA NG I NG CH ARACT ER OF CONFE R EN 
Cll I'OLt'tl , 

One funhcr rnodilicnlion of congressional rules concern ing ope ~ . I 0 n confcrcnc 
cc<:dings occurred two years later. n cec~llbcr 1977, the House amended . e Pro. 
addJIIOnally to require lhntull conference sesSIOns be open unless lhcfu// H 

118 I'll~ 
ac~deonfcrcncc mccung .ZV A~ a result of this additional strengthening:;•: volcd l0r 
general proh1botion BgBonSI clo>ed conference meetings. vinually all con~ e House·, . . I . . ercncccom 
lees uccpl those dcahng wuh nauonn sccunty 1ssucs or involving ,~- 1 lllot. 

• . "" nlcllig 
oommouces. arc today officially opcn.lO However. us we shall see. most b . •net 
(erences stollmvolve private conferences. pu he con. 

Tht Consequences of Open Conference Committees 

ln;tcad of waoung in uncomfonable corridors. lobby 
and reporters . .. now wait in uncomfonablc ,.,.__ ISb 

• .,_VIOUUJtlet 

rooms. mostly small old ones tn the Capitol desi ned 1 
pnvate meetings. g w 

- Adam Clymer" 

h •s my absolute conviction that the mcchngs lhal ha 
~ .. ~ 

n cransp.nng are nor meetings of the conference but 
are tnfonnal expressions bet ween JTM:mbcrs on boch stde~ 
1n an effort 10 advancc-l will conccdc- m an cffon to 
"dvanc.e lhe business of the -conference . 

- Reprcscnuuivc Thomas 1. Ashlcyn 

IJl"'::ousc conference com mince sessions arc now open docs not mean th'll lhc public C' n 
<Casoly ob:.crvc conference •d' . . ' '

1 

d
. . proccc ongs. Unhkc hcarongs and other meetings of re•ular 

"1an mg comrn1Uccs which . II 1 • b 

S 
.. " arc to>ua Y 1cld on large heari ng rooms in lhc House or 

• cnate ofnco buoldong' most c f . . . c bb l I . ' on ercncecommonccs meet on tiny. exceedingly cramped 
u y IO c roon1< , ollcn on the C·opitol b ' ld' . If . 

n:Occts a bocamc •
1 

. 
1 

' 01 ong usc · Mcctmg close 10 both chambers 
'" gcogrrop ucal f·oimcs<. J • bl , . <tuockly t n ' .om cna cs conocrccs to reach thcor chamber 

or unr vote\ or <tunnun call~ Th d' l Capotul buold 
0 

h · c pre 1 cellon for conference locations 10 1hc 
1 S· owcvcr crcatc>opcc' 1 bl 1 1)1!J.forcxum~lc • tl~u' S 111 pm cmsfornonconfcrccs. OnNovcmber4. 

, , • t• v \t· cnotc 01,1 · Jroprmtoons conference convened in Room S· t26 

Tllll CHANG ING CHARACTER OP CON I'llRENCE POLITICS 
( -of the Cupilol pro.•nptly ~~ 8 "·"' · The only problem was !hat the Capitol buildillg is not 

open to the publlc ut that hour. and unless one had staff or pn:ss credentials it w._, 
impos;iblc 10 goin IICCCSS either to. !he Capitol or 10 the conlerenee. 

11,
0 

size of conference mectong rooms frequently poses additional problems for 
obSCrvcrs.Jl Jn many cases. t~crejust is not space in the conference room ror..,.,..,than 1 

h 
dful of the ge11crnl publoc after starr· and jOUrnalists have crowded in 10 )0. in the 
~ 8 . . • conferees. In an()ther 19 1 appropnauons conoerence. on an agncuhure fundong boll. 

cJozcnS of hogh•poWCred agncuhur.o.J lobbyists and lntCrcstecl observers WCK left fO< 
toours standong ,., a dark corridor outside Capitol Room S•t46 wh1lc the confereooe 
oonductcd oiS business. A gnnd total of two persons from the long line of !hose wauong 
were ever able 10 gaon admiuancc 10 !he conference, while everyone else. including 
manY who had lined up two hour.. or more before the scheduled time for the conferenee. 
were dcnocd access. While waiting in the dark shadows of the hall. one oould only 
,pceulotc on the per· hourly fees the lhrce· picee wool-suited lawyers and industry"'~""' 
scntatoves were rcecivi ng for leaning agaanst cold marole cottidor walls.>' 

Not only well·tailored suots are in ample evidence outside conference rooms. but 
al>o line footwear. At one point in !he course of !he 1982 ""' increase conference 
(doscu<~ In detail In chapter 11 ). an aide to Senate Finance Chairman Roben J. Dole 
(R. Kan .) peeked into the hall and reponed !he now· legendary assessment, "Then:'• 

wnll·to·w•ll Guccis out thcrc!"3S 

l3· These a«CJ~S problems are most 5evere for the genend public and for many- but nOlan
lobbybts. Journal bu u:~uolly cn,oy prt-ferred access ahead ofmhen. and congres~lonli Ma.ff. csp«~ally 
key w rnntluee s:lnrr. and somelime.s pcl"$0nal staff. gain entry lo tonfc:rc:ncc con~miuccJ almost 

eutomaucally 34 · S«inQ this uatcnt cooling its heels outside the ijonkrence roon' brings 10 mlfwJ the obscrvallun 
Sen. Pt:lc: l>vmcmld (R. N.M.) nmde in 1916 on a sim1lar occasion of observing a long h_ne of lobby•s'-~ 
unnble 10 get 1nh.11he conference: "'There'> more real knowledge of lhis bin ou.l the:rc. 1tlan m here." 
tUcmord Mbcll. 'fl.- St""" Nolxxl)' Knows IOard<n Cily: Doubleday. 1976l P· 4)6\ . 

35 1) alc: R'US~ako££, ''No More W;tU·t<>-WaU Guccis.: Tax l.abbyhl) lbvc: B«n Edled fromlhe 
l(oom.'' WoYhlnJCW" /'Q(t Nculonal Wt4'kly f dllion. April 18. 1986. p. 15. Th•s article rcfem:dtos .oovtl 
eapcrunent "'"d~ In 1QK6 by lhc Senate Finance Comn·uuec during markup sessions on tl'lal )t~ 'fill· 
rt.Khln& ta,. bl\1 tn~IC'"' vf having lobbyists ovc:rflowmg the tonfc:rti1CC room and lldla«nl (O"ktof'\, II 
was decided lo p

1
pe ,,, pmc:«dtng~ two fl()()Oo down 1RlO a large audhonum Tbtrt . mttrcaltd PIU'\IC~ 

could hc:•r lhc conference d1~uu10M ''wh1lc cn,oy\ng new freedom to smu\c. dnn'k cofftc. cur...c the •• 'fht \IJnQ'IIt!.llOn WIA~ 
Scru110f'\ under lhc:l' bfc.ath and , when lhc gotng gc" dutt, read ncw~papc~" "' 
favonbty rc<e1vc.d by many lubbylll~ .. hoothcrNI.SC v.·ould~ ... eh;adtoOVt fOJ th•ndfvl uft,eau •• . '." 
ltK (OO(CrtrKC ff"m, Of ~~optnd hour' iaand1ng tn halls ouuWc ''1lul "the I'I"'ISt Cl'llllll.ed matkup we \ C 

hod on ycm," n:poncd S••n<l•rd Oollobbyi>l 0•"< F"""'oalt hbid) IOOI>y•>l> 
The Oucct hnagc conunuW throughout the tQSos lO bt a kc)' aspect of rtfr:rc~~onftft'IK't 

lnttn\Ciy lntcrc\ted In conrcrcnee nc:&uttllt0n.' The &obbytStcorndot pthn'ln~=~'h.ve I {i«Ct 10 
ltJOOU 'IIIII.\ kno .. n •~ Cucci Gukh. lht k)bbyt4il w11h a .. w kJtslAI~ (:.,c ,8 .. , 1 wf"'''&JK 
\land on ·· The Oucct rhc:tonc: . .ccord•n& to Ca.puol Hill k>bbyl~ Lawrt'nct t ~·~~ w-.tl·to •• n 
frx the \,500 'ull, or vanatton un tha\ theme .. Even hJIIW<lY KP''" w~7t: S<NIC ()ff.cc K~tlhhDI 
Guct1' when 1t .,.,,, ne«'~ tl one po~nt to rt:PI'"' 1 !ICCond· fl.oot nW th•t tlw: t~t"Vff mat\.' rcw11td 
cc~tdor, thcf\•!knatc 1'ln11.nce Comm•ll« ('Murnan Robcn Ook t»t he tandmJf\ w. ttftwm cOli 
hOfn wahlna lobb)'l'l' ''w•th the: II G"'c:u~ ·• 1\ few year~ IMcr • ·~~ klbbr•~' -.w~ VJUO t•Aet 
lcronce In 19K1>, S.nolot l)ole otfcmttheoto>crV••oon ohaiiM Oucco· 
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THE C HANGING C HARACTER OF CON FER ENC 
56 E POLilJcs 

.,_ ·r~~~ot exclusiOII of lhe public and some lobbyiSts from rna ~ ,_ v1 f ny confe 
. b .,.,...,. 

10 
be fl()lhing more than lhe un onunacc consequence of . ad "'lite$ 

oug I a,,...- . ed m cquace 
1J11IIY located me<ung space. excepl !hac. as poont out by ~cpresemacive Les As • cen . 

W ) 
.ILS a "toctic of Congress ... co hold conferences m rooms that a , Pon (0. 

IS • • I • rctoosrn I 
... od visitoD.'·.l6 Many congressmen see small meeungs rooms as a real a . •leo 
o~ --"· ··y k 1 f ssoscance fen:ncc comminee proc....,ongs. ou cep ouc n ot o ch e pirates .. . Co coo R . • one aod 
House Ways and McansChainnan Dan ostenkowsko (D. lll.)explained in 1981 .. • to 
physics of a small room gelS cbe job done faster. " 37 Congressman Leon Pan · l'he 
Cal.) turned llus idea i.nto an equauon: "Tlle tighter !be room. the quicker eM etta (D. 
tioo. ··311( using small Capitol meeting rooms provides both useful conference ~$01u. 
ics·' and the exclus10n of "piroces: · so much !he better. Thenc arc few inccnt' phys. 

d 
. . IVes fo. 

conferees to seck meeung space more • equate co the sp<nt of openness and . . • many 
reasons that small n.ecung rooms appear convcnoenc. cozy. and desirable . 

The openness of conference committee proceedings is also seriously 1• • •mncd 
through the growing tendency for preconference and during-the-conference info . 

d 
.. , . .. _ rmal 

caucuses an mccungs. A major con.erence on 1979 u.ocwccn the House Ways . 
Means Commonee and the Senate Finance Committee was announced. and the huge~~ 

!_!!E CHANGING C HARACTER OF CONFERENCE POLITICS S1 

thiS cose) Ways and Means Hearing Room was packed with hundreds ol observen and 
inteflsely interes ted pa.rttes. The sem\\on e ntered the room and sat down at the huge 
wble. The House members also seated themselves. House Ways and Means Chairman 
AI unman (D. Ore.) spuke: .. Ocfore.wc formally convene this conference. the House 
nlCnlbcrs will caucus il\ the ch:unnan s ofncc~ the Senate conferees wH1 meet In Roam 

··The conference members then retired to their informal caucuses tn the · 
--· . . pnvacy 
of members' officeS whole the pubhc •peculated abou~ what deals ,.ere: beong SI.NCK. 

Hours later. when the conferees bad fa~ led co reappear an the hearing room. mou of the 
ot>SCtveD had mel Led away. on many cas« to make !heir own private soundmgs about / 

cme<im& compromiSC$ . .19 
Simillll' ac-counts abound conecming mfonnal private dt$C.U$StOns repl::w:mg. or at 

ceast supplementing. the formal and public conference committee sess1ons. 'The con
lcrenccon the 1976 Clean Air Act. for example. was preceded at to A . M. by a meeting of 
senntc conrcrces to work out stratcgy:•o Similarly. a l9?8 energy conference wa.\ 
announced for Capotol Room H-328 but was preceded by lengthy meetings or the entire 
conference in S -3-34, the Capitol hideaway office of Senator Henry Jackson (D . wa.). 
Tho§ location was so inaccessible as to del y doscovcry by even the mo>t knowledgeable 
Capotol Holt journalist-to say nochong about any public cotizen .•1 ('These pn:liminary 
mccungs were: the "Informal cxp<c>SIOO> between members on both s1des" referred to 

by House conferee Thomas I. Ashley on the quotauon introduc1ngthts secllon.) / 

In a classic mstance of backroom d1scu.-oons rep\acong open conference ncgoua
uons. a 1985 conference commottee on chat year's Fann Ball wa> quickly adjourned after 
an initittl sc~sion to allow for infonnal conferee meetings. The initittl conference meeung 
had been extremely difficult, so tense •n fact that Senate MaJOrity Lender Roben Dole 
publicly reponed. ··wc·re just shooting each other in there ."" Unofficnal meetings 
among conferees. Maff. or both. it was felt. would better serve conference progress on 

this contentious legislation. 
In some InstAnces. preconference onformal discuss1ons may serve as the forum for 

maJor negouatoons and the workong out of compromise> When tho> occurs. the subse
quent conference meeting may well be staged alm~t along the Iones of a script. woth 
conferee~ for one Hou>e proposing an ahcmahvc chataS quockly agreed 10. followed by 
the ocher conferees making a propo>al chat as hkewasc concurr~:d wolh. and so fonh. 
Bargalnmg and compromi~e may be formally represented in chc conference. but only as / 
on ugrccd-upon rcncccion of prccunfcrcncc agrcemcnts:ll 

Some1imes informal mccling~ nrc necessary during the Cl)llfcrcncc ~cllbcracions 
thcm~clvcs . One legendary Caplt11l Hill story concerning the major energy conference of 
1976 ha.~ Congrcs•man John Dmgell (0. Mich.) and Senator Henry Jackwn (0. Wash.) 

)9 1'hc p<c<:edon
11 

P""'ll"'pll l• ~\CCI 00 the p<non>l-"'"""' of one of lhe oulllon. 

40 ll•hell . Th• S<rwt< Nob<Jdy KNJW>. pp. 4)1- )) 

41 . Cump,on ... Sun,hlne"' !('"'"' S·):\4.'' p ()l!o . 
41. ('olllfrt.uitmal Qut~r,.rly Wflklv Htf){)rl , 0«· 1· 19~~ . P I$'~ 11 1 rene<> Th<y 
4). 'fhtM: type• ol Jlrtarr•n&cd cunlcr<o\Cc• we l•t« tcnn 11ctl<l on~ ()'"Ill· Y• con • · •'<I' r umplu In chtp~cr 11 . 

•re ~1\Cu•scd fuo1her In chllptcr 7 helow •nd llh,.tn<tcd by two """ • 
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II C
I·IANIJINO C IIARA CTCR 01' CON I'Il RilN t:J.! 1,0 , , 

l8 Til ~ 
linlc 11 key '"'"" bul l>erna un1rble In cunfcr <lirccu 1 ly needing to ncgu I , I I y n U~ 

dcSp<llllr 'll1cY firmlly had hi rclrcftl 10 t re JU 111 , W tere lltt•y CUI lite , 
h flbe co<lftn:n«: · II f · <ructlll cro,. u , , .• Jlhe nul4hc:rof lnvcnttm1 tnt' ,.;nM!u un mnnvmive: 111 .. . 

d ~ Nrcc~"''Y ~~ •nut.'C( ·• f ~ehnl# 
~·t~J . · · 

1 1 conference npcnncss.'14 J\nv. o cuurs.;, M-uch hltthly lrlf • 
.... '" c.wdtr to IIIli I ffi I· urmtl.l ,.oc.'< "' . 11 Joc:kson """"'II ond 1hc otrcr uno tc ul gntherinll' w h 
tk'<'1111S' "' lbe '"ng< • I • I • h I c l\'t ' , ·l•dc olhcr J'tuvnte dcul!t m 11< c uvcr 1 1c fl one. n one~un·(nlc t.J j ... .-. 
di.scut~\oC\1 do not me 1 " ~\1~. 

o(fi •• in lhc rorrid<rn< uf I he Cupoltt1.4 

saon' '" "'· • I d r , 
11 

.. nconfcrcnee" nc:gtllltiUOfb cnn Ol-cur ncar 1 1c en o u conrcren..· 
t•uu• y. nu •. . , • , ''"e tn 

I ,1 .. unrc~oolved nmucrs "' •ut CXI)C{htlous mnnncr. I hcse linnl ,1ucst'o 
onlcr to rune """ . . ' "' 

be 
hou,.kecNng n1auer-. l!ul ofeen they mvolvc >ub~lanuul and conteniJ~. may mrnor ,.. • • uu~ 

dlffercnt.'CS. l.onglimc I louse c(onfcrence negot orotor Rctlrcscnlnttvc llrorbcr Connblc (R , 

N. y ) <lcsrnbed thi> final s11ge a< follow•· 

U>UUIIy, lh< IIOI..COillttJVellililllhing< nrc quockly disposed t>f, bUt lhe tuugh Ones 
m sa''ed (or la.sl. and involve SCI)Cirole caucuses of the dclegatinn.s from the lwo 
flou><S. wolh Muff mcmhc"' so,h.rylng b3Ck and fonh wuh n>e>,..gc, ond of. 
ren... 111e cuucuse~ ~un,litutc fururn~ for frunk discussionR nnd privucy . In 
\hort. ~nnus rn p.nl nl«llng~ doc~ not me:an we a.re alwuys open. 46 

There arc other consequences of opc11 conference cumrnittcc-; besides the dcvclop
rntno of me<lll\ of lomlling o.,.nness. A' <ugge<tcd by the statcrntnl of Scn:uor Mork 
f1 111ficld quolcd corlier on this chnplcr, thong> may take longer becau.'>C conferee' fcel lhe 
oc«llo £"'< 1h<ir spc:ech<.< firM Daniel Dreyfu<. suoff direc1or of the Senate Energy 
Commtllec, echoed Sena1or Hatfield's remark< on comnrcn1ing. "'Since we opened up 
the doors. there h.as been o lol._,r tirnc wn~t.ed tn confcrcnc·cs. ln 1 he old days. someone 

woukhay. 'I know I'm goong 10 lose on tht< Hem. so lei'> just gu ahead. · Now. with a 
gallery !here, they hold on ror weeks lrytng 10 >how lhcy'rc hangong tough .... 7 

The rcsuh Is that under !he watchful eye of lobbyist,, conferees lend to figh1 harder 
fOf p<OVOSK>n.<lhey tnlght ha•·e dropped qurclly tn lhe 1111£rcSIS Of biCam<:ral agrccm<nl, 
This is ollustr•ll:d by an early open conference commiuce in wh1ch a 1cndcncy toward 

44 ~ II((CJUftt 1ft !he Caprol Hilt DC"-~Pipn Roll Col/ nt<~tly charatlc.nJ..cd \CVC-DJ of tht ~ 
~c h•vtdl3oC\I~)(d for l•m•Un& the opt11 1~~ of committee mec11ng,, ,,,~ J(fi'ttu pf<,y-purpo~ely dsina 
100 .mill~ mtftll\& room 1ft cwdtr to kctp out moil klbbyijli, membcrc of the public, t.nd M>me 
JOWUI•w. ,., ~"" t dplo • ..,_ mrtlll'll u1 1 NICk I\IOniiO • ork out u C-OmP'Qml~. and slumft 
.:tlcl"*'Y-ho sendmg Mllffb«t and funh between <:humber cnucuK.'I whh c()rnproml~ prop<>5ab. Th-. 

t , wntt, abo dtKnba.IOfte- ' a1 1 I /tJ«W IMidlt " Popu, oon • lN y tnnovauve .. lncotk pl•y. · ' wh1ch h laibcled lit 
c..,.,.,,..,1,.mili "'"'"'lor fonntr R<p Rrohonl Bolt.ns (0, Mo ), "'hen he he:oded the Rule> 
bll\!Deb 111 WftldJblt ;h;Pl\(•d·to•tlead at the center ur perimeter& or a commhtce roorn , conducllnJ 
F.,, .. wc.n Ott :~bulto lullvicwofthepublrc"(B.,.,_ Rm.ewkt. "The Sunshine Slowly 

4l "C I . ' 9l). p 41 

46 Rt;'o:=,tc~~tt~~~~~tl'o Put>hc.·· p. 70, 
41 ~•Wotts.,",·lOtit~ ~pt)(M~nConftrtnce'''Roi/Coii. June tl, t984.p 4· 

••9&oconfcttncconacon11n • artf't4I,I9So,p ll SlmllllpmturmgwaJfoundintM:udyof 
COt!lt ttnce '41o' ... _ . . UlnJ IUiliOtulltiUn (Of lh ~ h 
''l lht b <' ...... tented by " months of. e t.r11l Trade ComnliSS&on. This lengl Y 
~~o~.a..... Fow-llrt F.dml.r'''rca~ •-P••Y••• and m.tn<uvenos" (Davtd K••J· 

f't\Catth P'Pfr, LAwrti'IC'c Un•v '*Comm•uton's Struule for Authonzadon''(Vnckr· "'"Y· 19811. p 10), 

CII AI<IOINO C IIARAC'lllR 01' CONI'I! MI!NCI' I'OLI'I IC• 
1111! -- --'-~ ~ 5'1 

- ... lC~ 8 pccch mrtklng WiiM luunc.l rn IM:: linked to r1 tcndcncv luwanl 
1 co11,crc• r 1 ~ M.:cn.:t mc:..::t nt~• 

llte'IC energy con.ercm.c ncgul ullcm, In 1975 h wa• (fh\t.rvcd th 1 .. J)uni1S · • ' t.eve.r:.l 
. •r"' nud Rcrrc...cnU•t•vc' ttnd to s•vc loog· wmdcd t~pccche-. t.nd mtfl\'- 1 .... senuh• .. ' • ,,..,~ rrnn uvth 

~i(k:JJ 11ntl the nectlw uu.:ct reN,uh.rl y Ill pdv;,lc w I)IHI Iitn•ttgy for the puhlh.: KUio""· •, "Ill 

. 
1 111

,,11 Vt•nwr Ai'ltml Com'rqucm ,., 
t\nlll' " . / 

Many ch,1ngc~ in conference eommiuce proccedmp were prcdkttd to rct.ult from 
their upcnin~. Arnong thc!'I:C were dccrcit'\.ed dncicncy in rcaLhing agrcemcn~. ~n an· 
crea.e<l tendency lor~· onfcrencc oncmbero to grar\lhrand and pl•y 10 lhc pre ... • wider 
u~e of secret mc:c1ings auul c:.uc:u~) to wo.t. out compromi\C:\ awkward to negoua:t.e '" 
public view. und :. greutcr t.cndcncy for conferees tu ltrguc for external imcren5 and 

n.sumcncy conc:em~C o41J Any conclu\lon' as 10 the cxacntthc'IC. cxpccu1aon, have been 
C() ' h h ' 
r I filled cun onl y be tentative, uwcver. we ave ctte.d some ev•dencc 111upponing two of 
u I' I ' lhc~ three predict lOllS: th:JI open con erenocs nave Otten l.ended towr..rd tr.peec:h making 

ond po>tunng. nnd oh"l tnfonnal and pnva«: "consuhauon•" frequently •upplemcm 
rom•:• I ,111d open conference cmnmittce meeting,. Now we note Mm11arl1mitedcv1dencc 
to .uuest >holh on conferee loyalue> and behavior re•uhing from the openong of ron. I 
fcrcncc cumnuttccs.~ 

The presence or lobbyJSa. In the conference room may cause >ubtlc changes in the 
poliucal coniC XI of conference decision rnakrng.it Of COUrse, on many cose• bdorcOp<n 

(..'Onfcrcncc con1rniuccs, lobbyi~IS were able to gain t nlry to a conference or be nearby . 
Foce·IO·facc contac~ bel ween conferee and lobbyosl dunnga conference se"ion. how. 
ever. " considcmbly easier wllh open mccungs. In 1981, for example, a key farm 
lobbyist was credited with innucncin~: the agncuhuml conference " Just by siuing in 1he 
front row." HI\ prc>encc was •igmftcant bccaU>C "membe"' know that he wtll repon 
back to 1hc susar growers 1ellong then> who their froends arc. and Ius mere presence 
n:mind> 1he lawmakers how the game is played . ">2 With lobbyO>ts able to scNttni•.<> 

48. David E Roscnb~um, ''Sc:nate and Hou"~e Confereer. Approve Scpante Stilson Energy.·· Ntw 
YoriTUfltJ. Nov 6. t91S· p 14. RoK.nbaurn aoeson todcscnbctbe~fcrcncccnvironmcnt:ufollow.: 
''Tlm moming.thc: conference met 1na room 1n thc Capttol thall.sonly•h&hdy l&rJettbaniiCQN)COUf1 
More than so Semtlors. Rcprcscntattvcs ~nd thc1r !J~smantl were crammed together tn the frOtn of lhe 
room around table~ placed in a clrcle whde \COrtl of lobbyists and reponcn ~~and Mood dbow·to-clbow 
'" lire b;rc~ .. 

49· These upectm•ons of the likely con!oequences or opening conference comm1Ucc~ arc ad11p«:d 
from 1-.o tutonaJ p1pcn. prepand by l..a'ktence Un1vcrstty u.nder~UiilQ Andrew N Mcl..c:ln, '"A 
Compt~n)Qn of l:.nvuonmcntal lnOucnc:1n& Aacnts on AppropnahOn1 lnd Labor Confcrtn« COCI'\mll· 
tee,.," 19?9· and Johl'li R. Sloncr. " A Sunm\aty of What h Known about Cung.rcs~ionlll Conf«t~ 
PoliUC> and a .. ,.,nina." r98o 

so The d1vcrse l oyah1cs or conferee" #Itt: funhcr eummcd 1n ctw.pce:r 6 bclo-
.S I The analysis in 1h1s and the foHow\ng four pvagr.tphl i.s,11dap1td rrom a~.nd influcnecd by• 1984 

INidn)nd ... ~ Senoor lnd<pcndcn1 Srudres Th<s<S 11 Lawrence Uni..,rtoty by 'l'het<>< A Bany. "Con· 
fcrtncc Commmecs a.nd lnstuuttonal Adaptabthty,'' Appr«tatton 11 npn:s~ to Bany for t.Mt&htl and / 
tnaly•ii l~1cd Into the followina di;c:-usslon. 

~' Stevon V Roberts. "Conftn:n«S lrC S•ttofl.c:JISiauveShowdcWN.'' 1\'t .. Y<riTurrtl. Nov. 
10, t98t ' l 
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d Sin person. conferees may feel bound to maintain posicio , Its 
proccc In& ' f 'I' ns lhap•. 

, uickly abandon 1n order co ac1 uate conference comp~ . ""'Y llli,... ocncrw..C q • vllliS<: 1 "' 
the lobbYISI knows "who does what. says wh31. and stands f · nan-. 

mccuns. , 11 • d .. . or "'hat .:~• 
c<>nfcrce's dce"IOn IS there oor • to sec. an promosc-making includes . 10. 
kecp1nM·"'"' • • . • ~. 

Bcslclcs .-ssurcs on conferees ammg from lobbyists presence.""" 
r·· d . ·- b' l' -..-n COnf..._ 

I<S$101\SIIVCiobbYISIS and other lniCrtStC parliCSio"' a 1 lly 10 know lllOre Ptt<13e1""' 
IICCUIIICiy "hoi IS 1,,ng on. When confcrcnccs were closed. a lobbyist's knov...J 1114 

.~ ---'In•• w"' less ccrtun because he generally could monitor the Ct 01 
·~ .. -- .- . , COnfcrt...._ 
only through .nfonnauon supplied him by conocrc.,. who ravorcd his vicwpcri ..... 
arc OOI&I., .. ys perfect info<mJIUon sources. especially if they have modified or"'· AU,.. 

h wavtrtd 
In l.hctr 1n1ual veews and pos1tt0nS Now. avmg n10re complete and difl!<."t inrorrnauo. 
through personal obscrvallon of conference negollauons. lobbyists can bcucrcnsu,. tho~ 
""'" 1nnuencc and per>uaswc cffons bear fruu . 

In onolher way. open conferences also multiply intercst group pressures by pro,id. 
ong bener access to a new type of lobbyost. Rcprcscntauvcs of public interest """"' 
usually hod great dofficully knowing what wa> happening behind closed confcrtll<t 
room doors By conuust, chcntcle·typc organizations. well rc presented in cong.ress.K>nal 
da!t1nCU:, often would he nccorded ··oounesy'' entry inro a conference room or~ ga .. ·cn 
full bnc:llnpon therommttlee'~~o acuvuy Such counesics were seldom available to thost 
groups advocaung 1nnovauon or change in tmditional prucuccs and benefits. With the 
opcn1ng of conftrtnc:c commtuees. these new groups ()f their rt"prcscntativcs are now 
oblc 10 eompcle mo~ cffcctovcly and equally with emrenchcd. clicntclc·oricnlcd 
groups,)" 

• NGtNG CHARACTER OF CONFERENCE POLITICS 61 THI! cu~ 
- r. , le:<>n.M:qucnccor open conferencc\i,thaa;oumalistsareable toattenda.th:~t 

1\ ,,na , • T' • 
1 1 conference conltntttcc mcctmg\, "'' cnangc had been antic-lpatcd as having 

me orn.~:.ncancc.. government in the sun~hine would produce g.reatet' publ~ ac:<:ountab
&tc't 'r a, ovcttln-.efit. Whether the-se obJe«:hve:s have been ac:h~evcd is difficult to say. in 
thtY 0 ' ,~prohfcrt~tlon ofunoffK"aal mcc:tmc,sh3.5c1oudedovcrgovemmcnt tn the _.,. bCCOUSC ,_ . 
...- · 1 • ., uncJcn1ably true that t\\ umes press. med1a. and cd•tonal commenlar)' can 

nsh.II'IC · lb r su · P90" Of' oppos•Uon to con.en:ncoc: c<ompmm~ses.'' Jou:malisti<: and mecha 
tnnucncc: ;~coufcn:ncc:::comnunecs. hoWC'ver. is hmitc:d andusuaUy~alson\yw•lh\hc: 
co><IO~ 1 < and un"""'••• confcreii<Ct •• o.h1ch cooftrtnoX poo>IIOCl> and pohtlcal mc>SI dro~-m3 I ,...,.. • . 

• arc a;c:nc:rally wc:U known Coverage of kss promu\c:nt (Onfc:tt:nce.s " so 
,naneu't'~D tO hmll ~1g.nt(tellnt pubhc account:lbdity. In shon. the ''\bird brand\ oC 
m•mn\3 ~ unuc.s ._, a generally obscure arena of po-A'U. but today more. b«awe o( 
conun:ss con f I eo 1 sue coverage than bc:c:ause o exc ustOn. 
"""'Y JOU'"" ' f . b" - ---• ' I I ~- '1'ltc ~tory of the 1mpact of opc:n eon crencesess•onson l~~,:oulll;t<U po.tues as .~ y 

I on"l and 1nchvtdual adapt:abth\y. Some postunng and speech maXtn& art one of an)utu • ... _ c_,1 ' th opc:n(lonfcn:ncc:),lloQ~tands are"tated andspeec.-are gaven. rv•O'Wtft& 
,,,evttab e Wt, ...-nee "'roceed~ to woric: . "11lt fears lthat posturing and 'on.g-wmded 
th•.J the con.c.... r ... __ 1 • ld unpedc the \.C.I'IOUS buMt\CSS or the conference} h.ave nc.vcr V'-'"l;n rea· 
,pcechc> wou M ~- do •· . .. Rcpre.\Cnttatwe MOrtiS UdaU (D. Anz.) . " cm'""'"rs not waste b ... hmc 
itcd wntes . ..,. I • • ·• • Ice Nor ·~ there much obl!otrucuom~m. t was anltctpi.\te.., u11U ()p(.t\ 
of the conmut . . . . r• I f' I 

hi 'IU\ke 1\cgottfition 1u\d deal maku\g pohuc.aHy dt •tc.u \,so uno 1ttta. 
COtlCCt'ei\CC' 11HS If 

httve developed to focttit:nc these 1"'.:ttvmes. tn s.hon. "Congres~ usc / 
d~cd lrtC\'UOS:!o • \ ' 1 ·• •t 1,1 ••duJll to the rdorm tof open conference commmecs m l!oUC \a w11y uta\ 
h'•~ been au e · • . L. 1 f ' l •s '\ 1v hnnact h may hnve hl.ld.' '!l7 Rather th:.ln betng me caua yst oc 
clearly dmuntl!o tc, • ' J ,. . d h · f . fonmstion or conrcrcncc committee pohucs an processes. t eopcmng o 
""'ccptns trunl!o . h · h ' I 

l llitu:c"' ha!\ h•td rnr more subtle nnd modest consequcoccs. t '"' ctt. er t s 
c"'nrcrcncc C\11 11 • • • 
pruponent~ or.<)pponcnts CXI>Cctcd . 
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'"

n• th4l dtffcts in many ways from the recent past. Fo . 
eonttmporotY se o . . r '11>1•~ 

11 e •nd no"y leudcts no longer wocld the kind of authority thei -"•· 
toda{scomm• e r-· . . d b r Prcd~ 

d d 
ll1e , 9<0$, legoslotion os often revtcwc y several commiue•• .,_ 

JO<$ 1 10 ' I I . " d . - ••rnut uaneously. omnobus bolls or "package egts auon . om~ nate much legislative dec;,..,; 
~ 3nd dovtded pattY control of Congress dunng St>< years of the r98os added 

" "1~'"''"'ndunensoontoconference politics As Congress changes so also"-· .. 
onttoue..-~ . ' -....lloc 
con/crcn« commattoe 

Wra!:l•"'' o/ Party and Contmllltt uadtrship 

On< of the most Slgnofocant changes in Congress in recent Yeats is the g~ 
weal:enong both of patty lcldetshop in the House and ~nate and of the powers of 
eomnunce chaormen. tn the p>St. the conference commm~ was described as "lloc 
ulumatc nov.enng or the power of sentority ... ,. Today. the power of senior leaders 01 
the chamber and of romm•Utts ln conference decisions is much less cenam and oftta 
mort CU'C'UIT\SCTibed. 

U:adetshlp on the House and Senate. m brief. is not wha t it used to be. Pnor to the 
last two or three decades. the Senate majonty leader and Speaker of the House often 
assencd an m1po11an1 role in significant conference negotiations. In the late 1950$, for 
example. there was a regular p3ttcm of intervention by the Speaker in appropnations 
confettncc.)' 

Annually Speaker I Sam I Rayburn importuned an embattled I House Appropriations 
Comr1HIICC Chnlnnanl Clartnce Cannon to yield his conference position for the 
soke of a year·cnd boll. . . Connon had to "deli ver" under cxtenoal pressure of 
thos Mlrt. From genernl exhortations through telephone calls from the Speaker. the 
ronfcrt.'C' n.rc ~ubjcctcd to env1ronmcntul mflucncc.s and they do make c.lccisiorb 
which nrc du'C'ctly responsive to these innucnccs.s9 

Todoy. the pcr<OIIlll lntervenuon of the majority leader or Speaker in conference 
pohtrC'.) •~ nltli'C occn,ronlrl. In the tux increase conference or 1982. for example (rc· 
rounrrd in chUJ>h:r tl), the maJOr players were the conferee$, not the ~tou~c and Scn:uc 
ICJodeN The ho<tuncally unprc<'Cdented conference in 19~1 m> the budget rcconciloation 
boll. '"hoch tncluded 58 "'IX"noe >ubconfcrences and over 150 scnators and con· 
~~ssnoen. "'"' coonhnated mthc Hou<e not by Speaker Thomas P. O ' Ncoll but by a 
~IOit'dy JUnoor ""'"'""'or the Oudgct Conumttcc. Leon E. Panetta (0. Cal ). who ot 
the tome hod served'" the""""' for only four yc•rs. Din.'Ct leadership mvolvcment. t<J 

be >un: . ,. >llll<vtdcnt in <onfcn:ncrs dealing wuh is,ues of the highest substonual and 

Sl ,_ W H.O.tt ~''"*' of IN H l.t Scriboc:,., l.l), p 11 ~· oeut ttnufoCon~tt.JJma-nhvCI.-mMttln('NcwYtWl. 

!4 R~-F o-.-. Jr • Tilt,..,." f lot I' 
Llak, ~. '*• p t-.1 ~ ' 1 •ru Af'P"'f"k'IIIHU Polttrt'• m C~rnJ (~•on 
"""''""'> ~ .. r< o( 

7 '"""~••- by """"' SP<ilir Sam Rayburn moy ha•• bc<11 
..,. A""'"'""-0..·--"""""""c •-Itt,...,.., and •he ,.l.,oonslup be<,...,.. Spell.« Rayb<tm 

.. ,_ "*-111 IIIUIOt «rt how 
• rue.~"f fttiQC ... IOm -~ "'* ~ •.• . tU-"Onwy IUC:h IA\'Oh'<'mtnb by me Spt:al.cr 
•t....wn·n~cao•~ ll'f "*' rwtt 

1011
: I9J06., 11 u dtar- .u noetd tn tM nut JXl,...,...pb- thal any 
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~ . 'ty such u.s l.llX, budget, ttadc , and deficit rcduc:tion 
. . al prton • mcasuru s t.. 

pob11C 1"1 toda)' • howe-ver • seem~ muc:h more se\ec:tive and occasiooal than . utu 

11,,crvcndo ..... -hip 1nvolvcmcnt an the past. lhe usual 
oflc•.,.... 1 ftlluctfl _ chairmen. too. have ost some. control over confect: .... 

.....- contn'lltt...... '""c comnuttc:u 
MS occurted os through the dcvelopmc:nt of autollOmO<os sube . • 

waY thiS be . h ·-·• OC'IIrnitteco 00" f II comm1uccs- su ommtttec$c· abQJ by brio"'t and 20~ .. hf:tf u - 6'' -oe.>..._tvt membt:n 
w,thlf' 1 ak on noor Of conference management responsibilities for \.t•>cl"~~•·..- Th 
.. ..,r tO I c -··- I beled be . .... ~.. .. ~- mntee 1ndcpcn"""ncc.. a su ommmec.g,ovc:mmentby~~--· 

rsut><:om . f - .. ~ """""' 
n"'~b<:C" wtdely c~mmcnled u~n 1n tcnnso suchconscque~aspobcyfn&mc~~-
dl· tiCk of lcg•.slauve coonhnattOn. and the cmerge~c of dec1SM>n·makingunits \ilriU.h 
UUO"· reatc.r tntere:st 1mbalanc.e t~n the parent commlUc:es.60 A tna)Or consc:qucnc:c of 
c''C.n g mrnee government ·~ th1t anhcrently tt mvo\ves the shifting of power from dlt. 
subC'O"' h:unnan 10 the subcommmee leader and a sharing of intracomnunec. 
comnuttec. c 

•• au~~· wa)' thr.S ~htft of power may be measured is in terms of btll management 
sabahuc.~. One scholar has cha.r1cd thts change m terms of floor managc:mt:nt of 

,.,,pon rindong thai tn the ease of the House. "most bolls arc now managed by 
ic•tSIOIIOn. .J.A• • tte chain whereas tn the 1 yuu s most balls were managed by House full 

b(omm• 
S\1 chairs. ''61 (House Democratic Caucus rules an fatl now require run eommtt~ 
comnuucc - . I . . f the . h . en to allow subcommtucc c H\1nnen,' Y wts • to floormanatc lc:gtsltttOn 
cc.c ch01rtn • _ . 

ed froiT'I their b.Ubcomrmttce.) 
rcponB conltUSt. ~ubcommittec government h:-s not been duplicated in the Senate. For 

y noor """"1gemcnt by Senate subconuniuec chairs declit1td somewhat between 
111SI{UlCC, f 
the EoghtY·•Ixth and Ninety-fifth Congrc.scs (rom 1959-61 to t977- ?8). lroon ~ · 

1
)Ctccnt of ull bills to 12 percent. Fun committee chainnan management during thtsame 
·rioo stnycd at vinu10lly the same level-between 14 and 15 pcrccnt.W 

pc While tlu:sc dull• ~U'C subject to dwcrsc \ntcrprctations and spcc.:ulation . ~·ha'\ IS 
interesting for our purposes is the evidence that subcommittee government has dcvel· 
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dlffc.rcnlly ;11 1hc llou•c und Scnalc. TIIC Hou.~ has whoc,..,d 0 .,~ 
oped '"11"'r 

1 
• ·c m31lagcrncnt re<I)On<lbilily from l'ull commiuce 1o subeoKnt ~~~n1 

shin or leglll IIU\ . • • ' • be I • . • . • . ' nu-neuc-e 
• t:-- ate. on the other hund, contmucs to u ughly •nd•v•dunlistic h.. •.• 

lcodc,., lhc: ·"'" I' . .. ... A , • I . """y-
I IIi ruuc fomt of dece:nlm tzauon. s m so rn:111y 01 lCr mltHers the 11 pc.rhaps t IC U I • , • M OUst 

Sc re l.ndccd quile dlffcrelll ms111u11ons. 
and rune • · . , • . . 

A conclu~ion dmwn from thiS comp:mM>n pcrtatns co the corn~•t•on of confere 

lc ·-• ~ow commiucc chaimJCn (and even I" '"Y leaders) l'"ve less fre··•) nee 
de gauv .. ~· 1" • • ""' Ill or 
choice in delmnining conf~rces. l'nnoculorly '". !he ~""""· where !he nowcring or 
subeomrmttce govenmtent l\ rnon: advanced chnn m the Scmuc. commhtcc chninnen ~ 
vinu.ally obligated 10 fO(.'()!llmcnd (lhOl 1~. select) their sutx:nmmillcc lcudcr~ as con. 
fcrecs. 'fll<:sc mcmhc:rs. '" cffccl. ure prcsclceccd "' c~nfcn:•"· TIIC nllc. ofchc I lou~ 
Edueauon tn<l Labor Comrnill~c. forexnmplc. even llollpulotc that the ' 'Ciml1·m;m sholl 
m:ommcnd 10 the s1x:ukcr ns conferees the names of tho3-C member~ of the ~ubconunu. 
ccc whiCh hand ted the legisJ111100 in order of their seniority Uf>On ~uch subcommiuce .•. 
Suc-h practice~ help cn~~oure th:ll conference delegat ions rcncct diverse comnthtcc 

viewJ)fllnts. 
E\tn \\hc:n the full oonuniuecchuirman today •·cwin~ snmc lnthude in the cxcrci!rlc 

or hos p<Jwcr 10 numc conferee~ (wolh h" >elcclion being •ub'>Cqucruly mtificd by up
potnlmcnl by the: SJ"'•kcr or Scnulc prc_,iding officer), ~'Crloi nly I he chuirmun cnnnot 
1g.norc the 'ubcommutee ch:•irnuul 1uuJ other lcodmH members whn hove floor tnmmgcd 
the l<g"lolton dunng rh.ombcr con"cJerocion A' early as t•J79 . llou"' und Scna1c 
comrnlnec chrainncn hbd begun ' 'to chOO"C as conferees members o l the subcommmec 
thtu on~mutcd 1hc feg•.Jol::tl!on. ' 'bb 11wc paucm renee ted the U'ttthtiun of both chamhcn' 
Appropnatic:Nh Commiltcx~. wh1ch long have had quite nuto nornou"' subcumm iuccs 

with spc..-cial h111numrtgc111cnt nnd cHnfcrcncc rulc!>t,hl fn ~hort, chc tncrcu\mg mc:k:pcn· 
dc:nce nf ttubto-rnmmct' m lcg•~l;.uvc ongmnt1on and mam•~cmcut mean~ thlll full 
conuniltt..'C c:luurmt.n have less frccdmn ul choice in dctcn ninlflg confcrc~.:s und. con~ .. 
qucntJy, lc'l~ •nOuencc uver the conference comrmucc iL\clf. ,_ 
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- Addttionally, dus dc:velopmc:nt of .1\UbcornmiHce autonomy ha'i an t 
. I I . ·o ,,. • . • . I mpooct on <h•m· 

I -··•··~hill power. n 11c po.l!i , u ll!oCI'Ct tun n who wr1s tn be 11 c- f bet C:iW'- Hn erence tncmbcr 
'dec! coru.1dcmblc chmcc (or both the full commmec chainnan •··• ' n pmvt . . . . uu 1 m11.ny case:~ the: 
~r lc»dcf (worktnH thmugh untlln neKOiint1on with the c:hnlrm 11. 1 c tHUil"" . . • Ill , lO t \e dty,ret 

l f- ·doni o f choice IS dummshc:d, both ehaimlan and chamber k"'-·•- 1 n t.h 'l n .. C · . . au.,;( <be IB UCI'ICC 
....... eom~hiun and bulu.ncc or the cor,fcrcnc...-e dclcoal\on (IVCr u,.,. , ...... ~. o • 

MIIIIIJII<• R<'Jnrttl of l .,f(l.<latlon 

A nut her t"'ngrc:Sj•onal development h;;~ had an impact on the power of com . 
' r1 ' I l m•t~« ch•im\Cn. A., the cutnllh~K•t y u cg1s nl on ht\S gmwn in recent ycun, there has been a.n 

inc:rcu~iug ~tend in the t lou\C toward the muhtple rcferr.-1 of bills to COfnmntcet~. Many 
oonrcmporary i~~ut' c::•nbracc tho concern" o l numcroutt committcctL I{CCOi,tllliOn of thut 
t1CCOUI11Ctl In pur• lnr the llnusc'J (ldOption of h rule In uns formally pcnnithng the 
Speaker 10 a·~'i•g.o u n~:bure lo two or more: committees simultaneously. A' a re,.uh, h lA 

todJay <auitc comnmn for bills to m ove through M:veral differem flou"\4: com mittees. 
So nee chc adup~ion ofchc Hou<e rule 1n 197S. over~ix thousand boll•and rc>OiutionJ 

hi'IYC been rcfcrrc\J to tuulliplc ltuusc conunhh.:.CN . In nne rcprc&entlltl ve Cungrcs~. the 
NH1Ciy·ninlh ( 19HS- K6). <ueh mullil>lc refcrrah COII>IIIUtcd ovens Jl"rtent of I he Wtal 
Uou.sc commlllec workload.tl' The Senate, on the n1her hand, ha.\ tong ,)Crmluc.U lht 
utulliph.: ref errol or IC}:p!ihHton by unrnltmous cnn-.cnt oft he futltncmbcnh1p. a prACtu:c 
:muc•pa•Hng lhc more recent Hou~ devclupmtnt. Muhi,>lc rcfcw4l. however. i~ u~d 
lc'~ in the Scn~t1C (part y lender!> there t~tmngly prefer th~11 mca.Mtres be as~~o~g.ned to only 
one poncl): on 19H3- M4, for example, about 10 Jl"rt eru orchc commmet: W<Jrklotodol lhe 
Senate con,i'itcd of bills jlntl rc~o,ulution'i considered by more lh(m one co11unittee.1o 

·n1e cunNcquencc. •n term' of conference, of rnuh1plc referral of 1cgt~lattQft 10 
II()U)C and Scnale is !hal <'CJnfci\.'C\ Ollcn come from variou• panel• in c:.ch chamber 
nathcr than from JUSt nne commiuec . It has become stand~trd practtce. on mulurcferred 
mca.,urc>. fur conrercc> 10 be named from alii he several commiuccs lhacltad charge of 
the: leglslalion . The Carter cncr11y proposals nf 1977. for example, were conMdcrcd by 
1wu diflcrcnl. llllet)Ordmmcd comm1Uct' m !he Scnacc . hvc comm.uecs on chc llousc 
COMidcred p;~n< or Cllltcr·, plan before cheir cffon~ were coordinblcd and <ynche<l7.A:d 
by a >pccially created ud hoc Cmnnmccc on Energy . Tltc rc•ulaing conference commll· 

69 Rog..:t t l Djjvlt111o0n, Wt.thcr J 0 \cll /.ek , 1md ' I hOmiJ~t Kcp4mn, ' 'One U\11 , MillRY Commm«' 
Mulhple Rcfcnal\ In the U.S IIOU'C of Rcptesentah\ca. ·• LA-~u.lutnv StNdiu QMQ.rltrlv 1 \ , no 1 4Fcb 
1938) 3· Sc~ ~lw Roger tl IJ>vid'"'"· "The U:&"luuve Work of Cungrm," 1>•1"• rn:p;"':~ for 
dchvcry lit 1hc 1 986 Annu~tl M teuni uf the: t\merican Pvliucal Sctente J\\..\()(ilttOR. Wts.tungU)Q, 0 C .• 
Augu.\1 18- )1 , 19f«J: and Rug.~r 1-l. D11vid'W.H1 and Waller J 0't.)I..Ck. ''hom Mooopoly IU lntcract•on 
Chang•ng Paucrn\ '" ComnHUCC Management of Lcat\1attOO tn the Hou\C, .. papec pre~ rOI dthvcry 
"1 lhc: 1937 Annual Mccung of the M1dwc" Polhlc•l Science "'""'ia~ion . Chk•~~:o. April9· 11. 1987 

10. Davidson, " The U:gloltotivo Work ofCongrus." p. 15. Annrlocron•IY•" ruundthotllotalor 
' 36 mulltpl< rommmcc rdemboccurrcd in the: Scn•lodurlng the 9Slh Cung1"'' ( 1 ~17-?8) •lone. many 
JU~l to two COnllllittec.s , but sorm:: to as many n& four. The rdcmh nncd u\ type-~ • -t:te 'lmul· 
......... . ochers "'e"' sequtnllal. and o<h<n were <plil, with "'"" or tho propo!<d boll belli& """I IO 

dorron:nt eomn.llttcs (Oavid<on, "Subwmnllltco Oovemment," P1' IJC>-ll) 
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f all ei•"t of the involved committees. was highly d~ 
d 

."ng members ront .,.. . . . . 1Vtflc-
""'· "'"' t 3t different times and on wtdely dtffcrent combinatio . · 
""·enl)'-eight seoators "."' 7 1 . ns "''th 

five representauves. 
cwenty· . ,_,.affect conference committeeS in several other ways. First ,......_. 

Muluple reocn~ ' del . 71 1 . . • ...,., 
__..~t •• ' ft towatd larger conoerence egauons. t tS mamly a matte 

haS been ·lS'-- .... . . . r or 
lc the more conumnees that revaew a measure. the larger the 

arithmetic. As a ru • . con. 
del U

·on More committees means more members wath a rea.wnablc cia' 
~- . . . . . ' . • 1 ted as a conferee. The 1975 Energy Ball , oor example, was considered 
for bcang se ccH~·~ committee and seven conferees later represented the House . 
by ooly one ~ · . . m 

, n.. the other hand. in the Senate the legaslauon was referred to '"-· -·m-.vu . Se ··~ 
comnutteeS. and twenty-five senators (one-fourth of the enure nate) were selected as 

~nate conferees. 71 

The number of conferees per committee is commonly worked out infomtally by the 
principals and generally reOccts eac~ conunit~'s pro_POrtionatc invol v~mcnt ~ith the 
Jcgillation gotng to conference. Parttculllrly wath omnabu~ or co.ntroversaal lcgaslation, 
the cles•&naJioo of conferees can be quite a complex task. mvolvang not only how many 
conferees are allorted each committee. but also the scope of anvolvement of different 
groopo of conferees. For example. conferees can be named to deal ~nly wath certain 
sections or tilles of the legislation. As a result, not only do commmecs sometimes 
disagree over their "fair share" of the conference delegation. but diverse committee 
represen~tion and differing conferee authority and involvement mean that conferees 
may 001 renect common perspectives and values or function an a cohesive manner.,. 

Second. the more committees that select conferees. the longer it takes to aron out 
baeamcral differences. lntrodelegational feuds erupt on some occasions. While the con· 
trovcrsral b1camcral assucs in disagreement remain the critical factor prolonging the 
compromise-making proocss. large and diverse conferences arc likely to complicate the 
effon 

Multiple commattee representation tn conference can also affect the mechanics of 

71 Ctwk~ 0 Jonu, 71tr Uttu~d Stolt'S CottxrtJJ Ptoplt. PIIJ( t', mttl Polley (Jtomc.,.,ood, Ill.: 
Doney Ptus. 14)82). p. )JO The consideraliort OfCIH:fiJY lcgi!lllllion '" 1977- 7H by Q 101111 or"'" House 
rommht«\ was by oo mean' un1que n.e Uou~ rt:cord for muhirdcrro.l; wa.s u measure lhrll wns dcull 
wllh by firiccn d1frcrcn1 llou-.e corrunhtoes' Several other bills have 100vcd through a' many a.s nine: 
~II!Chna; C"'mmntoe~ On the l \'triJc. how-C\'C:t, 8o percent of all mulurcfcrred measure' go 10 only 1wo 
tcll11miiiK\ O.vod>CJo, "Th<l<IJ•I>Jo~WOfk oiCoogrc><," pp 17.18 

7l Tht ttndc:ncy fOf confctcnce commulta 1u become laracr b«rau~ of mull1ple rcrcml of 
k&"latooo 1~ • lrtl\\1 WUt!led by tilt lji«ofoc <a•mples eilcd in lhe text. In ch;ojjlcr 6. we repon 
tabula'iftl:m' made es,..,.clally f•u th' boo'• ~ .. ,~ ..... •s Ji aV'.Nt ccmfcn:ncc: l!IZ.C: for lhrce M!lcc;:IOO Congte)SC\, l1u:~c:: d"Ut 
d(QM}fl.)lf111C lhe WUJ( YlritfV of ' f ' , , ... 1 ' ~tus o ton.er~nce commtttee.s m dlffcrcnl 1s~uc nrtr.!l but do noc 
u~m~oC vts, however revnl an -'t I 

7 II,_.J.. • ove,., sy~1cm11 c growth m confcn:nce \l7.e over lime 
' lU11uttlon PoJt New 9 XAMt <:Oftf«U1 I.\ olJtO :m • '915. P A) h '' •mponant lo rtc:all lhat the number of 1-fouse or 

comm1Utc: \"Ok.unbytha~ 10 drkrmuuna chambc.r .su«en '" C'onfcrcncc. All conference 
Itt) needed ror an •&recment '· wtth 

1 mapuyof c:.chchambtr's conferees (no matter how m11.ny there 

74. The •mpact or .tola.ndlna commtu s 
Inert be In «<flrcrcncc ,lte 1 .... 1 1 h « upc:m cunfcrec.s IS dlt..eu1\,cd In chapccr 6 below The 

~ '"" n I C dtVCI\tlv Of C: • 
""• ••&l>Nl&onln& "''"" dlffkull bll ' 0 "'P<l>•11on may h••• the consequence not only of 

I abo of makonll &randstan<iina "''""likely. 
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decision making. The conference ilSClf. for instance:. may subdivide into smaller groups 

SO
-called subconfcrcnees. There may be g•neral conferees to coordinate the~· . . f. ' ed • -..~~.IYibe$0 

the spuial conferees assagn to vanous subeonferenccs. For example. during the 
omnibuS trade conference of the rooth Congress ( 1987- 88) . conferees were chosen 
frc>lll tw.:nty· thi'\IC Howe and Senate committees. One: hundred and fifty-five House 
Conferees and rony-fol.lr Senate '?nre:rees convene.d m seventeen subconfcrences. with 
some subeonferenccs even forrnong subgroups ("sub-subconference") of their own. 
Interestingly. House conferees were selected to consider only issues that fell within their 
eommtUCC ·s JUrisdiction. As a result. the decisions reached by any House subconference 
were binding on all House conferees. Tbe Senate conferees. however. open.ted under 
mfonnal procedures that perrnmed the entire group to review and ovttride decisions 
rnched by their senatorial colleagues on the respective subconferenccs. 

Multiple referral further makes unclear who will chair the chamber delegation or 
even the entire conference. In the case of a single referral . the chairman of the full 
committee handling the legislation IS normally accorded the role of delegation chainnan. 
When a number of committees are anvolved an considering a measure. the question of 
who will lead the chamber's eonfe<CC$--and the mnueoce of that person as delegation 
chaorman- can be a source of connict subject to VllJ'Ytng political and penonal consider

adons. 
Aoor consideration of conl'crence reports on multireferred measures may be more 

complicated than for singly referred legislation . This is particularly uue in the House. 
which has stncter rules of prooedure than the Senate. Conference reports are commonly 
called up in the House by the floor manager. debated for one hour. and then voted upon. 
On complex baeameral agreements involving multtple committees. 11 may be necessary 
for the Hou>e Rules Committee to establish specaal procedures for debating the con
ference report. For instance. the synthetic fuels conference report of 198o. which was 
hammered out by conferees from four House commmccs. came to the House 1loor under 
an unusual rule from the Rules Committee pennitting four hour.~ of debate. In short. 
multiple commattee involvement on chamber consideration of lcgaslation of..,n adds to 
the length and complexities of oubsequcnt postconferenee committee proceedmgs. 

Omtoiba.< M~asares and "FlW Track" Pro<·tdart,< 

During the t98os. Congress and the White House developed a rather novel way of 
legislating. Instead of single-focused legislative measures. Congress's annual agenda 
became dominated by aclion on huge " packages." or omnibus bills. touching on multi· 
pic legi slative matters. Tax. budget. trade. spending, and social security lcgislauon arc 
prominent cx<tmples of this approach . The Omnibus ReconciliatiOn Act of 198t. a 
centerpiece of President Reagan's first-tenn economic agenda. for example. affected 
some three hundred different issues and. when enacted. repealed or change<l more than 
four hundred laws. Omnibus balls may also be massive just in tcm1s of sheer stze: the 
House Trade 11nd lntemational Policy Act of t 986 nm nea.rly five hundred pages lon~. 
the Senate version of the t 986 tax reform bill totaled some fifteen hundred pages an 
length. and the Omnibus Trade Act of 1987 ran over two thousand page~ . 
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. Jeoi.slative m1tiatiVC-) have led tO SIMI arly massive confc 
These mOSSIVC o • . . b' ll f 8 '~>llC<_\ 

·1h lllc budget rcconc•h:.Hu>n 1 o 19 I. the cquall\1 l·or> · Th' WI$ lh< CASC WI r ' SC 190 • 15 
•- ft"" n:coodli••ioo bill. and tbe 1987 trade bill . TI>c confcrcnee 0 '"" 

budgclboll,l~ lyvv r nd n...,h 
Sur•< included as oonfcrc:cs hundreds o scnolors a represcn~ativcs, ,..,_ of these mea ~ . h . , ""ca. 

swoally bKamer2il negociations involvmg sue mnss1ve con,crcncc dclcg:Hions are fur. 

I ·-·• down because l:.ey conferees must be absent to allcnd to other omnn..-thcr s ow~ ,.._. WIQt 

Jegisbtivc bus•ncss. . . . 
The pacliaging ronccpl hu come to be used •n por11o overcome: onstnutional inertli 

and l<l pro•ccl members from the omporrunongs of spccoal onterest groups. By P>Ckaging 
<eores of ossueslnlo one bill. legislators can ar?ue that I hey had 10 SUPtlOI'lthc comprc. 
h<n5JVC measurc both because of pOJ'IY leadcrshop pressure and bccousc any change In tho 
pack:age could cause it 10 unravel .. As long as ~peci3~ interests dominarc the P<>l•tical 
scene 1n Washington. D.C :· noced Repre>entallvc M1ke Synar (D. Okla.). " the only 
way 10 fighl 1h<01 of( is by packagong !be legistaliOn.' '1> 

The recurrent utili7nl1on of omnibus. muhitopic bills requiring bicumcral rccon .. 
<'lha• ;on 10 ronft«nce means that conference commiuces increasingly serve as the 
ecnlcr play1ng fields of lcg•slo11vc poliues ond pohcymaking. Many packages on fact arc 
not subjcc:ltO Slgntlic:ant Ooor amendmentS in either Chamber· An Utll iamcndmcnt Strat
egy. for Instance. belpcd to propcllbe 1C}861u somphfica11on bill through the: Senate. A 
fundamcnlal obJective ofScnatc leaders and I he Wh ile House wa.< lo getlhc Sen a le bill, 
wnh n~ auracU\'C lower rates and vertuaJ w1pe-out of tax dcducttons. to the oonfcrcnec 
s1agc 1n1uct. There chc conferees. noc the rank-and-file rc:prescntmivcs and senators. 
woord write the final compromise bill . (Nol surprisingly . I he two tax -writing chair· 
men- Rcprcscntauvc D>n Rostcnko,.•skl (D. Ill. ( and Senator Bob Packwood (R, 

Ore. )- devoted consoderable e ffon 10 insuring thai their strongcsl a llies were selected as 
confcrccs.)16 Such massive legi<lalive initiatives centering on the conference process 
mvol vc • s•gmficanl shift of lcg•slouve pohllcal ccntn~Jity from the chamber noor to 
confcreooc tomrmucc . 

Soo1C of lbe packages also shon-<:i~uit tbe nonnal Jeg•slallvc process of lengthy 
commmcc cons•derJioon and noor action m b<lth chambe,..., There IS mcrca~ing usc of 

"'h:u: ha. been called the legtslativc fast trJck for complex conlcm ious legi~lalion
shoncut mc!Mds •ncludmg such tcchmquc; as rules from the Hou~ Rule; Comm1llcc 
•h•• ·res1ric1 noor arnendrncnts. expedited procedures pre;cribed b-y stolutcs thlll limit 

both floor debate and amcndmcnlS, tbe add1ng of substanll\'e legis la tive riders to appro· 
pnDl oons bills. and even the pass~gc of bill< that h•d never been C011>1dercd by commit· 
lcc.17 In the rC)lll w 1/lCrt ' ( . ase con,erence see ca.~t study rn chapter 11 ). the dclibcra· 

!J_lll C HANGI NG C HARACTER OP CON PERENCE POLITICS 

l·on) 10 c:onfcrcnce were on a det:ulcd tax btll as passed by lbe Senot~ and .... . 

H' ouse bill existing in name on1y that reflected no House position on~thc . . 
11 

.... - .. tom 
. oth ISSI.ICS tO be 

d scussed in conference. An cr case Sludy. in chapter 11 . "TI\c Gra R d 
' f 8 .. . ' I I I mm. u man 

conferences o. 19 5· sam• at .Y revca s pa.snge or major lcg•slation that had received 
Htlle subeomm•ttCC, full comnuttcc, or noor consideration In either House or Senate: 

Tile passage of Gnmm-Rudman-Hollings marks I be a~val of m 1 . . I . · rr..... . a.Jor cat)· 
lntion uffccung macr~conom c poltcy. the fate or numerous govc.nHnent pr<>-
grsms. and congrcssoonal budge• procedures, wilhoul public hearings. wilhou! 
de bare of any ~tanding committee of the House or of the Senate. and wuhout any 
dcbale on che House floor (other than on motions on whether to seck a conference or 
on a mot1on to a.pprovc the final conference rcpon),l l 

The recent tre•ld tow;1rd fa..~t tr:.tck conSideration of impon.ant but controversial bills 
JS n<>Ublc. " In facl." acconhng toone scholar, "one can argue tho! mos1 major legiS Ia· 
tion of the past five ycaB has gone through fast track procedures . . . . In the new 
leghlative obstacle course. the major difficulty i'\ Onding the right fast·trac:kcd vehicle 
for your nder. "'I'J Further, l.be ullllly of such expediled procedures has an effect on 
legislation moving on more usual puths: tcgl)lauvc vehicles on the fast track .. crowd ou.t 
rreo-stanchng measures. or at lea_~t cncoumg.e other issues to hilch rides on the major 
rncu..;urcs. ··to 

The significance of c urtailed committee conSldcrallon and opccded·up chamber 
ron~Kierauon of lcg.tslation ts to enhance the significanc.e and power of the confere.ncc 
conumncc. When u bill-either bcCDUSC of the pressures or time or as pan of an err on to 
avoid divisive chamber connict- moves through the House o r Senutc stages wilhout fu ll 
and detailed cons1derauon of 11S provis1ons. lhen 11 is !he conference commmcc that will 
end up no1 o nly adju, tlng inte rcamcml differences. b ut even crafting 1he finalleg1slallon 
ilSCif. As with the 1985 Gramm-Rudman plan and !he t986tax refonn legislallon. lhe 
chamber may prov1de the: canvas. bull! IS 111 the conference commmce thattbe colon are 
defined and the picture is painted. 

Dil'ldtd Parry Com rot of Co11gre.<s 

Thu< ft~r, we have been cxammmg a senes of changes m Congreso mvolvmg tbe 
weakening. compared with some earlier eras, or the legisla11ve primacy of chamber 

leadersh1p and commince chainnen . One final congrcss•onal change should be noted, 
one no t interna l to e ither Ho use o r Sena te but res111tmg from d ifferences between them. 

Th~> is the sphl in panisan con1r01 of Congress that~ rrom the clecuon of 11)80 Qlld 
that continued thro11g h 1986. The last ume the 1wo houses of Congress had been d•••ded 

78. IIUO<tley. " Easy Roden." p )I . 

79 lbod .. pp. 33. )S· 
8o. Roger H Davodsoo, "'Gr.mbo. or First Blood, Pan Two': The New lmpnwed Budget 

Proc-e:u.'' lA&rJlali~·t StwdJtl S«t101t NtwJitntr, L.eal.dabvc St\KitCS Section. AmcTIC'an Pohucal Sci· 
<nco A>sociftlion. vol 9. no. a (April 19$6), p. S7· Thl• hilchina of ndcn onto o boll has aovcn ri,.lo 
llllllhc1 ilrl~ong molorcyclc •nalogy. th< lesi>lalive euy rldc:r 
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was fifty years curl ier. i n the d:1ys of Hcrbcn 1-loovcr, : 

befwccn the p:uucs ress C 193, _33) had- by the narrowcM of margins- ;. Republi~ 
Sc:venty·sccondConC . H-•.sc 11 In the early 1980s. conference commiuce "'"'I' •• 

and 1 (kmouauc """ . "" Utes 
Sonalt f liar siu.radon: the n.atunl nvalry of House versu, Sc:n~ue: 
·-----'lno.-un onu fR bl ""' <~<'<"''~ - ' p .. ,..iSI.n diYISIVCOCSS 0 Cpu tC:8d YCt'SU~ Dcrnoc:rat red by 1he natunu ~ • , accenWA .. 

5 
, v RobcnsortheNtwYorkTunt'.tobscrveden 198c •• 

··AsatcSult. tco,:e.n • . ,, • • - J• many 

n
, lo • ar'rng policiclll debate lm Congre~"i l uxlay eventually get funnel•·• 

( the con ICI.S < -m1n • o.u o r 1":. aJ disposi1ion . ' '8% The rcsulung conference committee pol it" 
'nto a oonfcrtncc .or l iD • n· . l<:s 
' hamber ~en;IQOS bur also par11SIIn con rei. As Krrl< O'Donnell 
rdleclcd nor only lnrere . "Co ' 

H Spc-"er 1l1om&S p O'Nerll. Jr , pol rl, nfcrcncc' lrn thee·~ ((JIUJIStl to ou.sc. u. . ..., 1Y 
rec:oociling the drffen:nccs berwecn 1wo howes of Cong,.., they.,. 

r980SI:u<not)USI . I , .. ..., 
reconc:ihng lhc d•ffcrt'n«S between t-wo pobuca partieS. . 

P 
. d f" reoocs bclween Senate and House nl<i~O diCtated d1ffercnt auhudes 

3ttl530 I 1C , . . 

rd S'de 11, 1 preferences with the Senate RcpubllctmlnaJonty gcncrnlly tc:ndino towa pre 1 n ,1 • . . • • o 
to support thcar Republican prcstdent and the lfo.use Democratac maJoruy frequently 
disagreeing wuh hos goals_ The n:suh w"' !hat whole the House played a la'l!cly dcfcn. 

51,.e rote. the Se:nak came to IC'I bolh as a Jeg..slauve gatekeeper and a) a legasla.tt,·~ 
racrhtatot («. •t umcs. n:fcrec) among the lhrcc pohueal branches. A• dc..:nbed rn rhc 
Congmsiofllrl Qiillrltrly Wukly Rcporr. "The Sen ole lcadcrshrp generally has been 

bl , n<l w 111inu to c:losc the gQIC on measures the Hou'e has. passed ••gtunM Reagan·$ 
• ca • h' '" I wishes. And ~ince 1981 it often ha~ fal len to the Senate leudcn •P to • I IH und open the 
door 10 rompronlisc when confrontation between Reagan and the House threatens to 
diSrUpt the gtl'l:ernmc.nfs bu.SU'lCSS ..... 

An addlltOOal factor comphc~ung any effort to facahtate conference agn:cnlCnt is 
!he imp><! of budget austerity In the post. the IIIC,.,:ISing or spcndrng level> was • 
common toct•c used to buy off rompc:ung antcrests and thereby meet lhc lcgi~I:.Jtive 
rnterestsofboth House and Senate. Wilhbudgerary curbllcks r•king place throughourthe 
198os. this cool ls less available lo conftrcnce ncgoti:nors. As John E . Dcun. fonncr 
House Educarron and LaborCommrnee arde. put il. " In !he o.ld days. il wa• not a z.cro· 
sum g>me You could come up wuh a packa~ lhargave the House and Scnale evcry
lh.ng they wanted •• ., G1ven the pohucs of fisc~l auster1ty of the 198os. conference 
ncgotaatiOnj an: now more typ•cally /ero-~um suu:auon~ with a rcsulung hc1ghtcnmg of 

81 . Sta.nlcy DICh oole' lhat •·,,nee 1U1. the~ fuvc bc'cn only .evc.n Concre'~' 1n whtch party 
ronl.roloftht Ho.w tad $auk"'" dt"tdtd'' ($lanky Bach. ' 'BK'amtr-~1 Con0K'1 and Aoeonunod.atKMII 
• ~ ....... ~:· ptptt prtparcd lot ~tOft M the 14}81 AnnYII MMIMI of &ht 
Alnmnlt ~14Kal Satlltt Auoc:·t:ae1011, ** J) 111 tht l\lof'nhtth century, thtrc: have btc:n but 1• ·o 

'"""""poor"''~' lht 61d Coopm. '9"- ' J · and the 71d Conpoc», '9)1- JJ. 
All I.J: Sc.cvcn v Roberu, '1'he N111y.Onuy of the ConrcrcMe.' ' Ntw York T1mtl, July 17. 198$. p. 

8 3 Quor<'ll rn Ibid 
S. " 001' Scr..r•I'I•Y> Gartk«ptr Role r•• "c J, •91J. p J$41 "' .,.,J. IHII'"JkHJD/QuorttrlyWutlyR~pon, Dec 

•s 11oo1. ..... Ccrokmooc ... P 10io 
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ccrchamber conOicl and! c.onfercnce d~fflculty . In ~~ollort, contemporary oonfcrcnc:c 
In ' rtcc:!.Ccnd to be fraught wtlh tonn1c1 and uneenalnty, 
comm• · . . Greater b1canxral parusam d"•grcemenc ~~ su&gclltcd by a sharp dtclinc tn the: 

bel' of bill• 1h111 went IO confcn:nc-c: In the first two ye_an of dtvlded p;&r11.;an control 
"~~oog.rcss-from 1981 ~~rough 1981. From 1947throu&h 198~. the avenge number 
0 b'IIS in conference du:nng cac:h two· ycar Congrc" wa~ 139: the lowe!\t number 
of I , ._, • , 

tcviou!i 10 11)81 dunng lhat hllrty·Mx· ycar span was 110 (m 1959- 60) . In 198a-lh. 
P er only 82 bill:t went to conference. a histortc {md sharp low.II.IJ Other r~tor~ 
hOW'CV • . , 

10 ahe N•ncty-~vcndl Congress al.-.o played 11 eontnbutin& role in thh. -.harp 
un.,que . . • . 
b«-p;- ractors ~ueh as lhc d1fricuhac' •n any new and annovattng adm1n1~ralton 1n 
coming up co full speed on legl'ilauon. a relauve d•.sn'IChnallon on the part of the 
Reagan :~dmtm'\tr.UIOO to advocate new domesttc lc:gtslataon •n contnut w1th kthng old 

1 
s and pohc:•e!l c .11.pire. a w1sh n04 to load up Conarc.\s's agenda wtth scores of 

~::geMcd new luws. and the aforementioned bundling .or ~~ultiple lcgh.lntivc matters 
, •omprehen~ivc bills . Ncvenheless, the sharp decline 111 mea.~ure~ g<,.ng to con .. 
IAlO '-' • • • 
~renee 10 1981 and 19~h dad rcflcc• the temaons of pan_a~an b1c.ameral dtffcrences. 
:nU(ipanon of hkcly oonfercncc eonOK1 and difficu1ucs ofien led sponSOI"S of b1l1s to 

auc:mpt 10 work out Hou:se·Se:n:ue t.:hffercnccs by other. nonconfe~ncc means. such as 
adopting noor amendments dc)tgned w create adcnttclll b•l1~ and fa.\tcr b1c:amcrat pol· 
icy coorduHJtiOn from the lcgislQIIQn's inception ,111 In short, d1vidcd parti\an control of 
Con.grcss cneouru,gcd pa.rtisan connict in COilfercncc comn1i11c.es: it als.o he\ghtened the: 
tt ndcncy to seck ways to uvoid conferences . 

The: pracucaJ and politic~tl consequences of the b1pan1s.an pany 'plh played ou.t 
differently on davcrsc: bills: pasusan dtsun•ry was often- an spec1fic mst.u-.«.s-over· 
~a<Jowt~d by blparttsan coopcrauon on major leg1.slat10n. At other lime). the partisan 
nunority member~ o f one thambcr might make comn\On cauM! with the miiJOnty mcm· 
bcrs of the other 10 further their cmJ<ii . In the past the majority DemocrJtS 1n the Senate 
and Hou:.e could. a~ 31 Dcmocnttic Senate aide at the Lime said, "work lhtngs out" 
between them when ncce~ary. With divided pani~a..n control of Congrcs,, n is d•frerent: 
bur we can >1111 do an · ·end run appeal" ro the Dcmoc:rattc majority or rhe House.•~ A 
Republ .can House commlltee auk MMIIatly saw intcrcamcral stratcg..c:s ascompc:ns.ati n& 
for chamber pant~3n ""'eaknc\~. 

Bccuuse we hnvc a RcpubUcan Sen rue. I the Democratic House committee majorityl 
ha> come 10 rccogni7_e rhe vttluc or geuing the minority on boord . . . 1£ they tick 
off the Rcpubltcan> rotally , whar we wrll u>ually do .. is gel to the Scnare people 
and say "we need 10 krllthrs btll ." Thai unspoken threar- lhe n:ahutroo tha.rthe 
Rcpobltcan' control rhc Scnarc and !he Whore House- has been very tmpo<-

86 Thc\1! dalCI were spcc111111y 11.1buhu~d for 1h1s book by T0111 Kcphanh. 
87 For an eum,ple: or ,.uch bipinl).l.n and bica.mc:ra1 cooperation. $tttht d•totusuoft tn chapcc• ' · P· 

22. concc:m•na the 1mm1grahon rdorm b1U cfforu of the 971h and 98th rontrt»(' 
S8 WaU\,ncton 1ftlUY1CW, Nov 4. 1981 



I 

E CHANGING CHARACTER OF CONFERENCE POL 
1l T H .!!.!.!:! 

. .~ c.,crodmlnistr•tion. you found tflat (committee Dc"""'-
tont • . Dunng ·~ . ···-••ts( 

· h 
1 

' lhn• to accommodate Repubhcan concerns. 89 
"-uc muc cs.s w• .o 

...,. . fd 'v•dcd M"isan b•camerollawmaking from 1981 through , 986 The t"''1ltCS 0 I t"-. . . - ~lS 
. . tch •< each chombcr adju>ted to the changmg context of interca~. 

rasconoung to wa - . r . . . . ..~ral 
oson differences. If nothing else. 11 undel'l>corcd or poht~cal scocnt~>ts and Other 

part ~ the reality of bicameralism- that textbook vcnty all too often gl~s commc:ntato... · ..,.., ctJ 

over. 

4 

What Do We Know- and 
What Do We Need to 
Know- about Conference 
Committee Politics? 

I n the preceding chapters. we outlined some of the 
c~scnt.:.ll charactenstics of cong.res.sional con· 

fcrcncc committees. including their cvoluuon over time and the contemporary changes 
they have undergone . Before we continue in the next chapters or this book til analy7"' 
three contexts within which conference committees operate. it would be useful to pau,;c 
in order to con<idcr what is presently known about conference committee politics and 

what still needs to be detem1incd. 

What Is Known? 

What is known about a key congressional process such as conference commottcc intcn~e
toons os often very dofferent on the profess oonal htenuure from what•~ kno wn on Capitol 
H1ll. 1 Veteran lawmakers. congressoonal staff. andotherCapotol HolloM1d<:ncommonly 
feel they have acqu•red through experience an understanding of the patterns and pos· 
Mbohues of conference committee politics that allows them to make rather defimte 

statements about how il all works. Political scientists, on the oth<:r nand. frequently rond 
these conclusions to be particularistic and personal in perspective and on need of further 
systematic eva! uation before they can be accepted as valid general s tatements about 

conference poli tics. 
The appro.ach we have followed in this book is to meld these academic and insider 

perspectives. In our examination of conference committee politics we attempt to com-

1• Apprcc•auon bcxprc~ ooTercnoo Fonn. b<Kh apolitiuli<:.tnoostandllle•petl•ncedC•I"
10

' 

H•ll observer. for •uuuuna this point. 
7l 
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CONFERENCE PROCESSES, TYPE 
U4 S, AND Pl 

• r ' I ' d o\'t 
I.. 1 nnd policy land>capc 1S oarm rar an well trod, and th' , f ~tts the po rtr.cn . . . rs amili , 

I 
• 1 p-dicmblc und >tuble conference rcconcrlratron processes ( nrrty f,..1 re ntrvc )I " . . • even tl .. , e., 

. suffuse w1d pcrrncn1c conference ncgotratrons). Iough ,.._· 
nrctrnuy · · , . . ·""· 

At Olhcr times conferees find themselves deal1ng wuh lc::oislat· . ., ron that . 
cxtnKlnhnarily complex or rnnovauve. An example of the fomlcr is the 

19 
IS titht, 

, _ on Prcsidtnt Carter's package of energy proposals. the compl , 11- 18 CQ,. 
·~- . 01~~ required negOiiations cxtcndrng over many rnomhs. the .appointment of au h Which 
t s direct presidentinl rnterventron. and numerous behmd-the-seenes 11 , ~ ~on1111it. 
ec . . ' th . . I . I . . . egotrntton 
•811plc of conferences dc:tlrng wr mnovutrve cgrs nuon rs the Gramrn-R s. 1\n 

Col ~~ . 

cit reduction conferences (note the plural) of t985 . (These are described ndtfi. 
rn dci4rl . 

chapter tl.) "' 
Another distinction related to the problems facing conferences has to d . 

S . h d 'f' o Wnh rh dif!trmru bttwettr the clwmber.r. ometrmes t esc r ocrcnces nrc slight ull . • 
d. . A h . I . owrng for 

quite nbbrevinted conference rscussrons. tot er trmes. tley arc so enonnou• . • and au. 
crK:ompassing as to make eventual conference agreement dtrficult to achieve. 

Oiumcral differences are not all of one type. Quamitatll'" tli/Juences betwcc tho 
chambers conccmmg the level of funding for a progrom. or how many of SOmtthr~ 

b ral ·r· · b h f · · g 10 
approve, lend themselves to rcame rcconcr rntron y sue nmrlrar means as "split-
ting the difference ... Qtlfllillllive tli/JI!rmce.r. however. usually (X>se more difficult bar. 
gaining SrtUatiOnS. The Structure Of a new governmenttll program Or U dclinition of 
pcmussibleconditions for government-funded abonions is not amenable to settlement at 
a midway pornt. Rather. conference resolution of such matters more likely Wllltnvolvc 
cother a substanave eoncessron by one chamber's representatives to the views of the 
other. some son of sequential process of alternating bicameral concessions on different 
provrsions of the legislation. or the anful usc of language thot enables both chambers to 
claim that their views were upheld. 

Besrdcs quantnauve.qualitativc differences. another aspect of chamber differences 
also innucnccs conferences. This is th~ extelllto which the positiotrs ofH<mSf turd StfiiJtt 
havt bun •mploasrud, either by the rnargrn of the vote rn a chamber for particular 
provi~ions or on final passage or by special instructions given to the conference delega
tion thnt emphasize non-negotiable items or Items that may be conceded. When floor 
votes arc one·sided or chamber wishes on legblation arc reinforced by specially adopted 
instrucuons to its conferees, bicameral agreement on s1gnificant differences is some:· 
t1mes made more difficult . 

A t~ird difference among conferences. involving how u conference deals with the 
sub;tantrvc problems facrng it. may be termed problem-solving peruptions . Conference 
committees differ. first. according to tilt degree of cmifuu-slrar.ed perCI!ptiOIIS, both 
among each chamber delegation and among the conference members as a whole. 9 A 
~ommon outlook among conferees-either within the delegation or in the overall con· 
erence- fostcrs effcctrve bargaining; those negotiating will be speaking the same Ian· 

9 'l'htsc rwo disuncrion r -· by Richltd F Fcr>M 1, , w ' among con trcnce eommillecs arc ba>ed on an Idea suaacStou 
. · ·-· .. on a aJhln&IO<Id'sc h fo< h~>on"''" ' ussoononNov 1.r98r Apprcciation •s .. pressedto rm 

SES TYPES, AND PI..AYERS llS 
ll pROCilS · . 

~fllRilNC . ' f' · nces and consider various means for rcsolvong them . co . .. the" dl .ere , . . Tod . . . 
tl Y d1scuss . . 1 exte/11 0 r co11fertcs prevr014S tXfl<r<eiiCt. ay ot,. 

as IC t doffenn trc " . . d I guasc f rcnces o so . be drawn from diverse comm•ttees and to onclu e ess 
coo c n[crces tO . . . nd r moo for co . 10 Lack of conference ncgotratrng c~pcnencc a o 
11com . _.,legiSlators . ""'u nd 0~pcnenc"" bs ~res in reaching House-Senator agreement. 

'~a rQduCCO , t- f . lba ' st""" 1~k can P blcm-solving concerns the usc o spuoa rgaon· 
-"out~ f onfercnce pro . f 

s~•""' fi 1 ,,peel o 0 U .rr: -01 meetirrgs before and dunngthe con ercnoe a.re 
1\ 100 durt! 5 IIOJJICI , 

., 11tH""' procc · ·, Meetings may be held by a chamber delegauon. a 
. c/oll"l · h tcchruqucs. . 
"'~If frequent of sue . or key conferees and staff from either or from 

most r lh"t delcgouon. . ' tM . on1 .. .-.ncnl 0 ~ , renee deCISions will be worked OOttl\ meclll\gS 
_,.,s:~n c r . roes the key conoe . . .11 ,.... ~rs somcll I . tn " In other cases. Cf\ICI31 barga~nmg WI h chan'"'"' · nitlee c wrrm · 
11<;" tl between the two corm /roc conferee groups. 11 A.nd finally . •n still other cases. 
dorc< y d out by a scncs of od r h d through lengthy sraff tregoriations that occur 
be curn~crstundings will be .cs~:·~ . ~sl e nvcning13 or during the conference deliberations 
keY un . l conference s '"'"'' co 
ithcr pnor to ue . 
~mselves. resort to small-group negotiations as •.means of pavl~g the w•:. 

"'ot all conferences S . and substantive barga.n.ng soes on on the co 
' ' ment cnous ffi · l bar· 

for full conference ~grec •• The ke point is that . in many eonferenc_es: uno ICia 

f 
renee cornrmttee Itself. y plant reoular conference ncgounuons. 

c . tcnlent or even sup " 
gaining umts supp 

Oursidt Pressuru nfercnce from another IS th• 
1 thai distinguishes one eo , 

Another important clemen conferences have few such onOuences 
o:mll atrd source of extertral pr~ss,re~~!~~~~cnsity appropriations conference on th,e 
with which to deal (an example IS the nt considered in chapter It) . In these 
funding of the Washington. 0.~ .. governrne rf rrn their tasks without having to look 
. the conferees arc relatively free to pc o 
onstances. 

.on from maloht4 I"'" of 
d. . I ..,.,..,.,., of con!•~ ,.\tel I arc 

R nt modificat1on~ ,n the tT' ,uona ,..., ... _. . w:mtxrs of lho)e cO'nm'l uec-s. 
10. ece . . commiuees. and or the tno•t scnlor n . 

Hou.sc and Senate sutndtng . fi 1 d'fncu.h 
dl.sc:ussed in cha~tcrs 3 and 6 ~bo;:;rman·to-chalmum nc&ot'ations occurred dunn!~~~~= ~n&thy 

II . A cla>SOC e>ample 0 c r lesblouon in November ond 0«< w .,.., MeW 
<OOfc~ncebarl••n•neover&w<cpintP"".re o;;obtnPto<kwooci(R.~ )...SHOOis< :Y• m<nl For 
d•><uuoon> betw«n Scnale finance Cllatrma . I 1\amm<ring ouothe final eoofctctO«. ~""""""'" 
Cllatrman Dan R~»lcnkowsld(D.III.) wereerucll r'J"effrey H BomblumaniiAionS Mut:nyY_'.,, Random 

I see chapter 11 o · R-' ""(New u ... adcoailednecountoflhesecvcn •· h U llkti•TriumphofTa.< "" 
• bb ·sos and I • " ' 

01 Guccl Gulclr: Lawtrwkrr•. ,.o Y' • lty re..:toed by 
JCC'Ord cvcntUII 

House. 1987). ·nswo>Cnralln the con!ercnc< h ptct 11 be tow lot"" 
11 \nfom\>\ conference i!O"ps we~ I h0< Sec 111e eas< -'udy on C I 

fc-occ 1n la\t l'f"'.J 111c second Grunm-Rudman con .. ,__111oz.tt""' 
.......-.~· r £dii(.Ol""' ~· 

account of theoe complex Y"~--•nJS. "'' II case lludY of the Deport~"' o . 
I) Foun cumplc, sec the chap 8 • Con!creocc> of •919· l•h• olfocoat con!ertnc< 

Act, the second of "Two 'Hello ~nd Good~~~~~ 51111,e \csscnong of doc us~:ncc s;:ssoonl!O ontcr<SI 
14 It is nnssib,e. however • thQt tiler< f • -ning up of n>Oil con c 

. ,... I I IS aruull o h•• .,- . . r 3 al>Ovt 
seulons IS the arena lor baf&i n n& . --~• In dcla\1 on chaple 

.,..,. "anile IS do~u.-
"OUpi. pn:ss. and public ,.,,s en 

.. 
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over thclf shoulders to get the rencuons or approval of d . ~ potticiFnt!. c:eply tnterested ~S 
In many cases. however, there is little political . 1 • nonconreltt 

I 
, •so alton fo th 

extcma pru1tctpants (dtscusscd below) such as the p , 'd r c confer-· 

I 
, d . rest ent . rep~··· -~. IllS 

menta mgenctes. u.n mtc~sl groups have intense · ·-nt:~tiv... Ct.aca . . .. . ' Interest and . -s or. • 
dehberatooM. Thts •• not a conference between the •mpact on the .o. • ..,. 
J·• n.. ' h (R · two house .. <onf.,__ 
.,..n ..,. n.ort • Mo.) '" •988 about the omn b s. remarked .... ...., 

Congress " It 's a conference between Congress a~d ~hs trndc. conference of •• ~nata, 
fc--• b . ( • . . e admtms~rnt· ""' '""" --·~~. •n nc ·operate m n:lahvc tsolalion· othc •on . .. ,, Some_,.., 
"<>lottie webs of onterest and pressure · rs ore deeply immersed . ~ . '" polltt<IJJy 

Conf.,tn~• Su«us (or Fnoltt"} 

Our final dtsunctton among conferences is the most v· 
sueceod or fat I Even thtS Stmple dtstincuon has its subtleti ob •ous of all: whether the 
may be a rousmg success on achieving the reconciliati n ~: For example. a confcn: y 
c~nfcrence agreement failro pass cirher chambe o o tffcrenccs. bur the res I nee 
••gnarure. r or to secure presidential app u ttng 

H -~ 
ow. when. and why conferences fail is one mea .. 

Conversely. succc;;ful conferences can be anal ocd ns of dtsllnguishing among the 
condtlion'.dcvclopcd that lcd 10 their evcJUual .::~cs;n renns of how. when, and w~ 
then. provtdes yet unothcr and rinul set of d'f~ . Conference success and fai lure ' crcnccs among conferences. , 

In conclusion. we have identified a 'd · 
1 

WI c number of co ~ . · ~•c uded dtstinctioM such us lurge versus sm·tll I " e rence dtffcrcnccs. These 
s•.mple. familiar versus unconventional topic~I J~a~;~thy versus quick. complex versus 
dt_ffcrcnces. conferences composed of confc" , . al. modest versus major ehnmbct 
wuh conferees with diverse pcrsn..,·ti vc . ,ccs wtth shared pcrspccti vcs versus chose 
e~pc d "-- s, conoerenccs wtth more , 

nencc conferees. conferences forced t . cxpcncnccd versus lc~s 
co nferences more politicully isolated n d of rcucr to mtcn sc external pressure versus 
Indeed , conferences arc not all th . n con crencc success versus conference failure. 

c same. bur come tn a wide divcrsiry of types. 

Varieties of Players 

Thus far tn thts ch d apccr. we have examined ~ .. ·~usscd the many diffcrenl IY f con ercncc pohucs as a policy prooess and 
final !«don of the chapcc peso conference committees. Now. in llus lhlrd IU1d 

I conferees thcmsclvc ho rdUon of the variety of individuals beyond he r · we tum to a cons ide · 
Clcarl s w regularly pan· · · , Y • the most central ici IClpate tn conference deliberations. 

•ppo•ntod conferees They have":: ~ pants •n conference interactions arc the officially 
Sc:ndnotc.they arc the conference.,.:. ~nnal du~yof reconciling bills passed by House and 
a of cou 

1 
..- ·•c•pants wtth the · h ' 1\C,onytheyexerc•scthco'fi . ng ttovotconproposcdmeasures. 

, , ICtal powers of , . '5 El conoerence members •n agrccll1g 

t>,ab<th W<ht " N 
WtriJf R,,.., .. M • <aorlltiClf" on Tl'ld< 8 II 0 • OKh 19, •988. p 7)> 1 110 Momenrum." COIItrtSJI(){I(JI QUdmrlf 

oCESSES. T YP ES. AND PLAYERS m 

~r-elllli'ICil Pll co . rhe House and Sennte a final bicameral accord. The conferees 

po
rt•nS to . . . f • • ~ 

00
d re IIY not the only part•c•pants tn con ercnce politics .t6 Rccum:ntly 

.,.. -"' usull r . I . · 110~-evcr. the physico! (but not po 1ttca) pcnphery of the conference, let their 
()llld players. atdgments be known 1\1\d. by doing so. seck to inOuenec conference 
.pnioO' a~~~ additional major participants are nonconftru mtmbus of ConRrt.u. 
O'lccornes. .rr. ,

5 
tht prtsidettt. reprtstntauves of govenunental agencit.s i.nttrtJt 

1
o1 Jlol/ JWJJ' • • 

CliP' .~.lltsmtn. and 1ht puss. 
_,..., S/"'"' 

~·()IILO"f"" conxrtSsmtn 
members of the House and Senate besideS lhcconfe,recslhemsclvesmayhavc 

M:anY · d l'be . T . all ·~---

n 
conference conun•ttee e • rauons. yp1c y. """""congressmen include 

n tntere.~t ' . . 
1 

Jeader5 of each chamber. authOrs of maJOr amendments. 1mportant nonconfe~ 
!he ber5 of the parent committees. and any other congressmen with some pcnonal 
mc:m t e~pcrtisc. or sta<e in the legislation. These nonconferecs may follow procccd-
~,nteres . . r . . . . s from 

8 

distance or d•spatch a staf a1de to mon1tor the conference s acuons. Noncon-
~~s will sit in at various poinL' (or sometimes for entire days) during conference 
~uvitlc> and even argue for or against matters that arc in disagreement between the 

Muses. Admittance to conference is a courtesy c•tended almost automatically to any mcm· 
bcr of the l'louse or Senate. A few House and Senate committee~ have even worked out 
infonnul arrnngen>cnts for participating in each other's conferences . U:aders of the 
Hou•c Anl1ed Services Committee. for instance. sit in as ex-officio conferees during 
defense appropriations conferences. JUSt as members of the House Defense Approprin· 
tions SubCommittee participate in military authori?.ation conferences. The c~-off1cio 
n\Cn\bCIS may debate matters but have no right to vote . 

It is not unusual to observe at conference sessions a few congressmen sitting 
directly behind the conferees or sen led in the front rows of the meeting room. In the case 
of the initial conference on the highly controversial Gramm-Rudman legislation in t93S. 
lor c~ample. all three of its principal authors were c•cludcd (for various rea>ans. as 
noted in chapter t 1) from service as Senate conferees; nevertheless. aU tl\ree- Sc:nator 
Phil Gramm (R . Te~ .) most noticcably-()bscrved the conference negotimions closely. 
II 1984 ta~ conference similarly was marked by the intense interest or one House 
member. James R . Jones (0. Okla .) . The Senate bill had placed a 3 pcrQcnt c~c•se Ia.< 

on. among counties~ other things. fish-findmg devices. The House vcrston d•d not tu 
such Jtcms . The interest or the representative in lilts very spccili~ m;~ttcr arose bc(au~ • 
ma.ror manufacturer of fish-finden. t..owrance Electromcs. haPPCncd to be tn htsd•stn<l 

admin
Highlight
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Ccrtamly. agency represenuuive.~. as pan of the exec . • A No PLA\' 
lobby openly'" opposition to presidential posuions. I f Ullve branch. are e_, 
activo!)' os explicitly on support of broad prcsidcntoal n 1~· much of the;,""' ~lo 
confetceS dunng the 1ooth Congress linishcd the or :;' cy. When Hou Conf' 
care. !hey broke inlo appi3USC for Heallh and Hu~wo son a m'\jorex~ns"' and s. .... .. lan crvic s ~ •ou f .... 
who h:>d worked doligently to push 1he issue of cs ccn:ta..., Ot· 

0 ~1 .... catastro h · · J •s "'~· 
president"s agenda. Secretary Bowen was 311 import P. •.• medical cos llov,••. 
conference"> dcliberalions.>s ant panocopa111 durin" lh 

18 
Cltl!o tho: 

Ah
. . ...~.d 

1 ot er Innes. representalovcs of govcmoncnc• l . ••art 
h 

· 1 • a ngenctcs arc 
piiJ'OC oa ossues. These maners may be substall!i• 11 • concerned . 
oritics and can include such issues ns npproprint' a Y1 ondcpcndcnt of Prcsid"'Hh lll<>ro •ons cvels for . . · enhal 
enactment oflcgislation facilitating the ·o•cncy"s . . spccofic progra Pn. 

d 
• o m•ss•on. When . Ills Of .... 

are 3 vocallng agency.cJependcnt lcgislative oonls th . agency reprcse . ·~ 
f 'd 'aJ 

1
• o · . c•rconferenc 1 ntatwes 

o prcso cnto poocyadvocatcthanreprcsentativeofa . . . erocwillbcces 
mental agency. partocular tntcrcst- th . 'th111 

. Cit gO\'trn. 

Representatives of governmental agencies ·-k ~~ a rather spec"aJ 
spo csmcn. As pal1 of the administration . they may be able 

1 
tyPe of tn~..,. 

vaguely a.s beong compa1iblc with the prcsidcnt"s pro ram A to clothe their •PP«~s 
governmental pohcy. they may be able to lind comm!n . s ~ •rectors of a llt<:IC< of 
have a stro 1 cause woth key co ~ 

ng persona or constituency commotmcnt 10 establ' h n cr.es who 
programs. And. as adminostrators deahng with ongoon o:~.:d or cvolvong agency 
programs. they have a special responsibility (cag 1 g 8 mental problems and 
the r . cr y accepted in most c ) 

' cxpcnenecs and appraisals with Congress It . . d ' . ascs to Shllle 

uonship wuh congressmen and conferees th(ll rc~res.'r~~~~iv~sauvc of their special rela. 
hnve a ptrivolcKcd place (along with off . I . of governmental agcncocs 

~ ocoa S ~pcakong dircctly fo th . 
con erenc.-c mcetrngs and ncgotiations- cv ·n th ' . r c prcsrdcnl) in 
side panicopants. c osc gathcnngs officially closed to out· 

An cxamplcfrom an agriculture c{)nfere h I . . 
of agency representatives . . ~cc e d nt f984tllustrdtes the involvcment 
ing limil!l as to whatthcor :;.bream~~• I negotratton;. especially in cs tabhshing bargatn· 
course. rcquores linn b:ockm n~y WJI I or woll not accept . Agency leverage of thts son. of 
msllncc Senate Agricultu! ;;'hm . ousc or Senate conferees. This was the case rn thu 

enough Senate conferees to ;mnan J_essc Helms (R. N.C.) held the proxocs o( 

lion fOI' hos agncultural . gwe om 3 sohd 111•JOnty on the Senate confcrcnce delega· 
of Agncullurc. Wnh 1~oe~d whoch also enJoyed the strong support of the Department 
alloance of ~lclms and the':' . approach of the spring planting season, the legislauve 
House Democratic co r. panment was able to .. coli the shots .. in conference. N 
Hou;e, 11 crcc Berkeley Bedell of Iowa subseq uently explained to the 

5g Iuiie Rovner ··~ 
Wttkl R , •atastrophic·Co.u 8'11 o•·T 1 'llfJrr, May >8. •988 pp r

448 
· 1 Ready for Fino I Action:· CongrusioNrl Q11amrl1 

'"" rt.a~roury IDcp • - 49 The variou ( uamp1 an.rnc:nt1n eonrcrcnce del be ~ •n~roumcts ohhc Involve mcnt of personnel rom 
nlUfh .:0 In ""Ofkina '"~UpPort of the ,9~ " 1'0"\: that we chcd in the l.ut M::Ciion consiiiUIC atkt1Uontl 

yona on ll<h•tr of !he PfC>odent tu reform brll. for on>lancc. the Treasury fon:cs ,.~,.very 

ESSES. TYPES. AND I'LAYERS 149 

Ell~'r<CE pllOC . 
co~f not at the conference cornrmttce. let me tell you how it worked 

110 wcre · 
f<>tthOsc."' worked· we Members on the House side brought up several proposals in 
1b<' wa~ '1 ve this legislation. Each ttmc theScnatesodeasked the Department of 
.,..tcr«oornp<O the' theY would agree 10 our proposal or whether they would 001• 

_,.~ul_tute whe _ and the Senate then. which was controlled by a majority of 
dtd ""' •&·- . . . d . ,-,.:y · . ply said. ··No. we cannot acccptot. an ot was turned down." 

R pubtrcuns. som 
e . d -

1 
necessary to go along with the Senate and the Agriculture Deport· 

behe'IC 1 . f . 'fliC House . . the blame for dclayong the con erence and upsettmg fanners during 
0~01d talonS , f 1 k' · · """'''0 • Thus. representatives o n govcmmcoca agency. wor mg tn COOJUOC· 

""ciCC"0" yea•- ,. n with the majority of one chamber's conferees. were able. in this 
d coopcra 10 

uon un . ate conference deliberations. 
c•SC· to doJn_ln 

Group Spokesm~n 
/nrrrtst t..obb ists are an integral part of the legislative process, including at the conference 

They provide expertise. analysis. and advice to conferees and often act as b<okers 
~~~~",;,.,.,lnators among various conference partocopants. Their clout on conference de· 
ond nds on • vancty of factors such 115 an ad root application of the broad arsenal of 
pe ~tuas••< techniques (from direct to ondircct method>). the cobcsivcocss of the group. 
~capacity to fonn coalitions wuh hke-monded associatoons. and the nature and vos-

obtlily of the issues it advocates. 
AI various places in this book. we have considered the roles of interest groups •n 

conference interactions. c.•pecially in tenus of the changes resulting (or only partiolly 
resuhing) from the opening of conference committees to lobbyists on an equal basis in 
the noid-t970s .60 Without repeating these discussions. we note again the constant pres· 
cnce and inlluence of interest group representatives at every point in the conference 
process. from the decision to have a conference t~nd the selection of conferees. thro~>l\h 
the meetings of the conference committee itself. 10 the ratification politics of the con· 

fcrence report. 
An example of the pcrvasivene>S of Interest representation concerns the extell'>tVe 

ontcrcst group activity that penncated every stage of the legislative histol)' of the 1986tu 
rtform boll. On one partocularly oppressive Saturday in early August. for onstanee. 
douns of lobbyists and reporters were .. huddled around the closed cloofS of • Copotol 

mectong room where the (conference( lawmakers were worting. •· 

To che casual observer. ic is hard co figure out why scorcsoflobbyists need to spend 
time hanging around the Capitol on (an August( weekend. Cong!t~ h3

5
• been 

. • a1 d had plenty ofume to 
workong on tax refonn for more than a year. so they ve rca Y 
make their pitches. . from 

But lobbyists still have some ways to try to prevent damaging provosoons 

being wriCien into the law. 
. A I 3 1984 p. Hll8) 

S9· Congrusronol Rtt•ord. 98lh Cona .. 2d sess.. pn · . (confmncese~slonJ.ttCthaplcf 
6o PorI detailed diSCUS\IOn or !he con~o<qucncc:• of the openonjl 

0 
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s..ppo.c. r .. ~. dw lawmakers..., discussina limiiS ~ 
il>iliry o1 dl.lnl.lbk C'OI>Dibuuom aod come up with a eomi'I"OtTihe.;: lbo '
know lobby~ from aon·profit poups- who have been vj,.......,_

1 
lone- 11..... 

. • ~ v- ..... y ftghr • ...., 
prc..:n-c suell dcdueo~ JUSt a e~ steps away. !hey can <asily di."""'~~~ 1o 
aide 1o find out whether u,.. compronuse •• ac«plalble. If lhe lawlllalt .. ~':"""" a, 
isn't,lhcymaydedd<IOcome up "ilha newappro.ach-possiblyone": "-«1110.., • 
tbc lobb)'UIS. 0.. tbcy may choDSc 10 take lhe beat of lt>akina a decision ~by 
bow aill be unpopular in omatn quarters.•• !hot~ 

llltcrcst poup activity may also Ull<< less dramatic and visible fonn R•-. . ......... Bill Ak•aoda(D. Arl<.) =ails whala lobbyist one;., told him: "Conf<,..nco is Whon, "' 
clifty a'Oft getS done. A W3l<gically placed phraso 1n a confcsenc;., "'P<>n can lbc 
•'<lp(for tbc lobbyul's cause) lhan • whole year of hearings . ... , carry ..... 

One way lha1 interest group "'P"'S<nlatives develop aceess to and favOOlbl 
. . r. . lh •• h . . d d ' Jed • ,.,,, 

Dons With COft .Cr"ee$ IS • .rou&'nd'l JCI( .f!lf,l (C.OSIVIC lin C(OU _knowledge Of the te<:hn.tal 
L\J)CCCS of polrcy ques11ons a es•s ar1 ve 3nguoge. At t•mes, this resource c be 
immcn~ly helpful to conferees. Repn:~ntative Thomas S. Foley (0. Wash.) poin: 
tbc unportonce of lbtJ knowledge. ' 'l'•e seen lobby151s sa•·c conferees from mak;:" 
t«hnical mistalces "6J 1 

Cleany. any umc an intcn:st group can join forecs with other participants- be they 
key conferee groups, representatives of governmental agencies, or othe-r inu:rt\l 
groups-it will be 1n • particularly >lrong positio n Coal it ions in tntcn:st group poht~<> 
may lranjfonn narrow. selfish goal' inrowhar arc in41ccad perceived aseApress•ons o(t_ht 
pubiK' tnl<rest. 11115 IJ why interest group <pokcsmcn will >0 TCad1ly coopc,..l< Wllh 

olhei'J who hav< alhcd goals. In 1981 . repres<nlaiiVt~ o f s ixtee n OlaJOr farm org:
10

, a 
lion• quickly "'-<ponded to a pres idential reques t II) meet Ul the While ~louse In chan • 
common Mratcgy; they agreed upon common goal~ concerning an agricullural con 
faence rruu w:u agon•zmg its way through what would be twcnty·..,vcn maro1hon 
scss.ons 64 

Compromise •~ the c~~nee ofintcre<Jt group pultiiC,- comprom"c nmong grouP\ 
auernpl~ngro fnnn a lobbying allinnec, comprnrni,c by confe ree' ,ccking to plucoiC 
inltrc~c gmup demand,_, and comprt1mlse-alway~ nrnong conferee• au.cmpting 10 
rr:ach blcamcr,d agi"CC'rncnt on a M nlenftou• b1JI NiH ttlf lcgi~hH1ve rn;mcro. howt\'tf , 

l<nd theni"Cive> to <lL•y cornpromi\C 01ffcn:nce< of comc•e nce or prnK'Iplc arc Itt 
quen1ly d1fficuh 10 rc,olve. Abonmn "11 c los'k c~.uuph:. 

Throughout the IIJ7o• the Huu,c und Scnurc frequently lucked hums over fcdrml 
funding for abonum~. Buill cham her< ,truggled to dcf1ne ltnliuhmtiunlunguugc thul co< II 

<'Ould li(CCfll The Hou-.c ~cnerally OPJlCI'Cd ony federal fu rulmg c X« Ill when the hfroll 

61 ''*Y fo f)itllllC't, "('ulk-a~ ~~)'hh s,.,..,, U uJtrtf ,, r .. , k d unu tumpwml-.e "h•rgN," 
CltuNt(rll' nf Ui~tlu-f Filuuulon, 1\ug. ti, li;Xtl, r• 10. Sc•e IIIMI ,,..., \' (•lllt>rt•hcn'IIVC IICl'(IUIII •• , lhl\ 
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