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Advantage one is LEGISLATIVE DISFUNCTION:

Staffer working conditions are destitute. High turnover and inexperienced staff undermine effective Congressional governance. 
Swift 23, Senior Advisor at Demand Progress, MA in Applied Politics from Akron University, former Teaching Assistant at The Bliss Institute of Applied Politics (Taylor J. Swift, April 4, 2023, “Paying congressional staff a living wage is a strong return on investment,” The Hill, https://thehill.com/opinion/congress-blog/3934083-paying-congressional-staff-a-living-wage-is-a-strong-return-on-investment/)
Members of Congress hail such cost-cutting measures to appease taxpayers, but what they’re really doing is burdening their staff with reduced pay and resources. Hill staff draft legislation, meet with constituents, perform analyses and oversight of federal agencies, maintain the member’s schedule, interact with the press, and so much more. The job requires dedication to their member of Congress, whose goals they often share, but at a high personal cost. 
All too often, they are neglected or mistreated by their bosses. Up until last year, one in eight staffers were not earning a living wage. COVID-19, the Jan. 6 insurrection, and increased violent threats to members and their staff brought overworked and underpaid staffers to their breaking point, and they quit their jobs at record rates, leaving Congress with diminished capacity.
I worked on the Hill and know what it’s like to live paycheck to paycheck, wanting to serve the country but feeling the pinch of living in one of the most expensive cities. I have firsthand knowledge of how the decades-long defunding of the Legislative branch needs to be reversed so Congress can function properly.
Funding for personal offices in the House of Representatives is paid out of a central fund known as the Members’ Representational Allowance (MRA). Before Congress enacted MRA increases the last two fiscal years, staff turnover had reached its highest rate in more than 20 years. Combine this with inflation and the high cost of living in the nation’s capital, and it’s obvious how hard it is for even the most committed staffers, especially those in entry- and mid-level positions, to be able to stay. 
To stave this brain drain, the 117th Congress attempted to reverse decades of systematic underfunding and raised staff pay closer to parity with the executive branch, setting a salary floor of $45,000. According to a LegiStorm analysis, junior staffer pay rose the most, crossing a median salary of $50,000. Prior to increases in FY 2022 and FY 2023, a devastating decline inflicted upon the legislative branch over the past quarter century reduced staff by more than 25 percent in committees and legislative support agencies. 
Aside from budget increases, the House also formed the Select Committee on the Modernization of Congress to address how to improve the institution’s ability to govern after decades of dismantling its operations. The committee’s top priorities included fortifying staff support and retention.
Now, House leadership threatens to undo these hard-won remediations, seemingly unaware of or unwilling to heed the lessons from the recent past. Without their staff, lawmakers are ill equipped to provide adequate service to constituents or provide oversight of an executive branch whose budget dwarfs that of Congress.  
[bookmark: _Hlk212300880]This isn’t just about paying public employees a fair wage; it’s also about yielding a strong return on investment for Congress. It’s pretty simple: decreasing MRA funds would inevitably result in lower pay for congressional staff, fueling a departure in staff. Not only is high turnover in the workplace extremely costly to employers, but in Congress’s case, it will mean it will be less able to govern effectively and more likely to let special interests and their lobbyists sway policy. 
Congress is not making a sacrifice for the good of democracy, it’s self-inflicting a wound of diminished capacity. Some Republicans and conservative think tanks agree that it’s fiscally irresponsible to cut MRA. 
Cuts would return these positions to unsustainable compensation rates for young people without deep-pocketed parents or additional employment. Senior staff salaries, meanwhile, once again would fall well below parity with positions off the Hill, fueling the revolving door problem.
Congress needs a strong workforce so it can respond to the challenges our nation is facing. At a bare minimum, the House majority must look to keep MRA funding at the same levels as last year.

Bargaining solves. It allows retainment of high-skill and experienced staffers. 
Nichols 22, Executive Editor at The Nation, citing a study from the Congressional Progressive Staff Association (John Nichols, February 11, 2022, “Congressional Staffers Are Organizing a Much-Needed Union,” The Nation, https://www.thenation.com/article/economy/congress-staff-union/)
Union representation leads to better pay and improved conditions in every kind of workplace, but especially in high-pressure settings where hours are long and demands are intense. Yet workers in congressional offices are not unionized, since provisions in the Congressional Accountability Act of 1995 which would have cleared the way for organizing drives were never implemented. That’s something that needs to change, as a new study from the Congressional Progressive Staff Association reveals.
The association surveyed more than 500 staffers in the House and Senate in January and found: about half of the respondents have struggled to pay bills, with the percentage slightly higher among non-management staff; over a quarter do not have at least one month’s rent in savings in case of an emergency; 39 percent currently or previously have taken on debt to make ends meet; and one-third of nonmanagement staff have had to take on a second job to supplement their income, while many others have not been able to due to the demand of their working hours.
“If we want to retain top talent in our nation’s capital, then we need to make sure staff can afford to live there,” said Alexandra Weinroth, communications director for Democrats on the House Budget Committee and president of the bipartisan Women’s Congressional Staff Association, after the report was released.
Low pay is a serious issue in congressional offices, where workers can make as little as $29,000 a year. But money matters were not the only concern. The survey also found that workers have expressed concerns about sexual harassment; inadequate Covid-19 safety protections; and security after the January 6, 2021, attack on the Capitol, which exposed the vulnerability of those working in congressional offices. And, while Democratic lawmakers may be more enlightened than Republicans when it comes to defending against insurrectionists, members of Congress from both parties have over the years come under fire for failing to maintain safe and respectful offices.
So it was welcome news Friday when a group of workers on Capitol Hill announced the formation of the Congressional Workers Union, launching an effort to “unionize the personal offices and committees” of members of Congress. The organizers explained:
After more than a year of organizing as a volunteer group of congressional staff, we are proud to publicly announce our efforts to unionize the personal offices and committees of Congress, in solidarity with our fellow workers cross the United States and around the world. While not all offices and committees face the same working conditions, we strongly believe that to better serve our constituents will require meaningful changes to improve retention, equity, diversity, and inclusion on Capitol Hill. We call on all congressional staff to join in the effort to unionize, and look forward to meeting management at the table.
As New York Democrat Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez said, “Capitol Hill…sounds like a perfect place for a union.” And the congressional workers could get one, joining the many Capitol Hill workers who are already unionized, including Capitol police officers and employees of the Library of Congress, if House and Senate Democrats keep the promise of their party platform. In it, Democrats declared: “We must unrig the rules that block workers from having the union they want and update our labor laws to make it more possible.”
In order to do so, however, they will need to thwart Republican opposition and potential obstruction from “centrist” Democrats such as West Virginia Senator Joe Manchin.
US Representative Andy Levin (D-Mich.), a former union organizer who is a member of the House Committee on Education and Labor, signaled that, at the request of the new union, he will take steps to activate the necessary provisions of the Congressional Accountability Act so that the organizing drive can go forward. On Wednesday, Levin introduced his resolution, with 130 cosponsors. That’s significant. But House GOP Conference chair Elise Stefanik made it clear this week that Republican House members will oppose the effort, saying: “We do not support unionizing on the Hill.”
On the Senate side, Ohio Democrat Sherrod Brown, an ardent supporter of organized labor, says he’s working with fellow senators to get a resolution passed in the chamber. He’ll have to make sure he can get a “skeptical”—though not formally opposed—Manchin on board. But the general response from Democrats has been positive.
President Biden has indicated that he is supportive, as is House Speaker Nancy Pelosi and Senate majority leader Chuck Schumer. Representative Ilhan Omar (D-Minn.) said, “As a former union member myself, consider me on board. I believe we can make Capitol Hill union strong and give our staff the protection and support that unions offer.” And former Congressional Progressive Caucus cochair Mark Pocan, a Wisconsin Democrat who remains a member of the International Union of Painters and Allied Trades, said, “As a card-carrying union member myself, consider me on board!”
The progressive caucus has also endorsed the unionization drive, which comes at a time when organizing drives are underway among workers in state capitol offices, and as many Democratic campaigns have been organized into units with the Campaign Workers Guild.
Union representation would not merely improve conditions for workers in congressional offices and on committees; it would also put congressional Democrats in a position where they are not just talking the talk but walking the walk when it comes to workers’ rights. Senator Bernie Sanders (I-Vt.) put things in perspective last Friday, when he said, “We must make it easier, not harder, for all workers to form a union. That includes Congressional Staff. I stand in solidarity with Congressional staff working to form a union.”

Senate staffers are key. 
Schuman and Green 20, *Policy Director at Demand Progress, BA from Emory University, JD from Emory University, **Policy Associate at the Sunlight Foundation (*Daniel Schuman, **Alisha Green, 2020, “Keeping Congress Competent: The Senate’s Brain Drain,” Sunlight Foundation, https://sunlightfoundation.com/policy/documents/keeping-congress-competent-the-senates-brain-drain/)
While the U.S. Senate is often seen as the wiser and more seasoned counterpart to the House, we believe it is suffering from the same affliction that has robbed the lower chamber of some of its ability to engage in reasoned decision making, placing it at the mercy of special interests. Over the past thirty years, the Senate weakened its institutional knowledge base and diminished its capacity to understand current events through a dramatic reduction of one of its most valuable resources: experienced staff.
Despite the explosion of new issues senators must master and an ever-increasing population they must serve, the Senate has roughly the same total number of staff in 2005 as it had in 1979 — around 5,100. While much substantive work is performed in committee, committee staff has been cut by one-third. Similarly, the number of personal office staff in a policymaking role has declined by 14 percent. And staff pay has mostly stagnated between 1991 and 2005. It’s no wonder that a recent Congressional Management Foundation report found staff feeling as if they don’t have enough time to do everything they need to do, and they said resource constraints cause the quality of their work to suffer.
At the same time the Senate has cut its investment in policymaking personnel, outside interests have doubled down. There is reason to believe that staff are being pushed into the arms of lobbyists, think tanks, and other outside influencers by this lack of resources. In 2005, there were 14,000 registered lobbyists who spent $2.42 billion engaged in advocacy in Congress and the executive branch. By comparison, there were only 5,100 total Senate staff, and the Senate was appropriated $720 million for all of its operations.
Personal Offices
The need to provide services to constituents has likely driven a reallocation of personal office staff away from policymaking roles, prompted in part by the addition of 70 million people to the U.S. population. This need for increased constituent services is unsurprising: while there were 44,000 citizens for each staffer in 1979, that number increased to 58,000 in 2005.
This shift away from policymaking is illustrated in the allocation of staff between the policy-focused Washington, DC, office and the constituent-focused district offices. In 1979, 75 percent of personal office staff were based in Washington, DC, while only 61 percent were based there in 2005. So even as the total number of personal office staff increased from 3,600 to 3,900, there was a net loss of 330 staffers who likely serve in a policymaking capacity.
Not only must senators respond to increasing constituent demands for more services, but there is an increased volume of communications as well, partly driven by the Internet and technological innovation (as described in this CMF study). This increasing workload is reflected in a recent staff survey, where 48 percent report they have insufficient time to finish their work and 20 percent say they have too much work to do a quality job. This opens the door for lobbyists to lend a helping hand and perhaps help staffers set their agenda.
Committee Offices
Senate committees saw a 33 percent decrease in personnel from 1979 to 2005. While there were 1,410 committee staff in 1979, there were only 957 in 2005.  The weakening of committee staff, which hone in on policy issues, raises serious concerns about Congress’ ability to perform its duties.
Bucking this trend was an increase to 189 leadership staffers in 2005 — a  107 percent increase — but still far too few people to overcome the policy deficit. What this change does potentially indicate is a shift where the Senate behaves more like the House, with members more inclined to follow party line and less likely to follow their own path on legislative initiatives.
Stagnant Salaries
We found stagnant salaries for most Senate staff positions, which may affect the Senate’s ability to retain capable staff. Only the most senior personnel — chiefs of staff and legislative directors — saw significant salary increases from 1991 to 2005. Chiefs of staff saw their salaries rise from $130,000 in 1991 to $164,000 in 2006, and legislative directors saw a rise from $105,000 to $126,000. Legislative assistants’ salaries rose more modestly, from $65,000 to $72,000. Meanwhile, press secretaries saw their average salary drop from $85,000 to $71,000, and salaries for other staff positions have stayed roughly the same.
While we adjusted pay for inflation, our analysis could overestimate the compensation for Senate employees for a number of reasons, including that Washington, DC, has become a comparatively more expensive place to live, with one of top 10 the highest costs of living in the nation.
Comparing pay in the Senate, House, and executive branch raises further concerns. Legislative directors, for example, could slide from earning $83,000 in the House to $126,000 in the Senate to approximately $140,000 in an equivalent position in the executive branch. This is true for other senior staff as well, with the private sector being even more lucrative. The pay differential may also put congressional staff at a disadvantage when they try to oversee their peers in the executive branch. While staff generally earn more working at the Senate than the House, this doesn’t compare to working outside the legislature. (Please note that it is very difficult to compare legislative to executive branch salaries, so we’ve chosen the analogies we could.)
Perhaps it’s not surprising, then, that staff such as legislative assistants — who do the majority of the policy analysis — stay in their position for less than two years in the House and 1-3 years in the Senate.

Empowering Congress spurs effective response to national crises despite polarization. 
McGuinness 24, Executive Director of the New Practice Lab, former Adjunct Professor at Georgetown University’s School of Public Policy, BA in Urban Studies from the University of Pennsylvania (Tara Dawson McGuinness, January 23, 2024, “In 2024, Congress needs to stop bickering and start working,” The Hill, https://thehill.com/opinion/congress-blog/lawmaker-news/4423833-in-2024-congress-needs-to-stop-bickering-and-start-working/)
An effective democracy hinges on there being a basic level of trust between legislators and their constituents and a regular demonstration that the government can deliver on pressing challenges. Yet in the U.S., decade after decade, that trust has been on a path to erosion. 
Americans trust their government less than at any time since polling began in 1958. The drama, politicking and chaos on Capitol Hill inevitably leaves most people feeling unseen, or unmotivated to engage. 
Last week, Congress passed another stop-gap spending measure, averting a government shutdown for the third time in four months, until the next deadline in March. This seemingly never-ending debate between funding or shutting down the government only exemplifies the widespread perception that “the government” is neither for the people nor by the people. It also creates chaos for those inside the government who are trying to make it deliver for the public. 
Our elected officials need to reassess their priorities. With 2024 well underway, the onus is on Congress to deliver the economic and social policy building blocks that can enable Americans to thrive. 
Along these lines, a 2024 in/out list for lawmakers is not hard to conceive — and it’s short, too. 
Out: Partisan bickering that threatens to bring public services to a halt. 
In: Sustained funding for the rest of the fiscal year, easing the financial burden on everyday Americans and taking more seriously the act of governing and its impact on people. 
No matter who holds the title of Speaker of the House, lawmakers — on both sides of the aisle — have yet to find common ground and address the country’s most pressing issues. Instead, they are playing chicken with immigration reform and funding for our allies abroad — all while criticizing their political counterparts for the same inaction.  
The idea that lawmakers could truly work together would sound naïve if it had not happened so recently.  
During the COVID-19 pandemic, lawmakers rallied to mitigate the economic impact on businesses, take steps to ensure millions of Americans had access to health care during the crisis, and bolster unemployment insurance for those who lost their jobs. Critics could say the bipartisan compromises were imperfect and ideologically impure, but they helped Americans during a time of unprecedented crisis and laid the groundwork for an economy to turn around rapidly. 
Our government really made a difference during this period: Programs in the American Rescue Plan cut child poverty nearly in half, to 5.2 percent — the lowest rate ever. Nearly 16 million business applications have been launched since the start of the 2021. According to a Center on Budget and Policy Priorities chartbook tracking the economic recovery, “the overall number of jobs rose above pre-pandemic levels in August 2022 and in December 2023 was 4.9 million jobs higher than in February 2020.” It also corresponded with a brief, modest uptick in levels of public trust in government, across demographics and political orientations.  
While efforts from the Cares Act to the American Rescue Plan were Congress acting swiftly in crisis, the profound impacts of these compromise policies extend even today, showing that it is possible for this body to lower the burden of everyday life for so many Americans. And it’s needed now more than ever. Across the country, families are dealing with high cost of living, balancing work demands with a childcare shortage, or hoping for tax relief. Two-thirds of workers report that the cost of living is outpacing growth in their wages, and only 57 percent of families living with children can pay a $400 emergency expense. 
The economy has made a robust comeback since COVID, but for the 62 percent of Americans living paycheck to paycheck, the current start-stop governing seems like a distraction for working on the things that matter. Indeed, 25 percent of Americans now say that neither party represents them well, and nearly 90 percent say the two parties are more interested in battling one another than finding solutions. 
Allowing the threat of a government shutdown to loom for months on end creates an unsolvable paradox. Congress cannot solve the nation’s challenges while simultaneously holding it hostage.  
For those in government agencies trying to serve the public, the stopgap measures create chaos. One senior government official explained to me that whole months are lost on contingency planning, taking federal workers away from their day jobs. Agencies that directly serve the public, like the IRS, the Social Security Administration, and the Veterans Administration, are unable to give clients concrete timelines under ongoing threats of a government shutdown. The official explained how hard it is to focus on outcomes with the shutdown shifting: “It is absolutely infuriating, the time wasted from doing your job of serving the public, and instead we are lapse planning, trying to manage contingencies.”   
While the goals of Congress are simple, the duties are not. Charged with representing a country with gun violence, climate change, the cost of living, and a broken immigration system top of mind, the overarching goal of creating a more prosperous future seems out of reach. Americans have consistently asked for compromise solutions to these and other issues. For his part, President Biden continues to offer up practical solutions, such as a $16 billion proposal to sustain the child care sector — a step that would drastically change the economic bracket of millions of families.  
The new year brings new urgency for Congress to address short-term funding challenges and revisit its commitment to long-term governance. Out with the partisan politicking, in with smart policy and delivery for the American families who need it most. 

Otherwise, extinction. 
Carson and Rogers 22, *former Under Secretary for the Army and Member of Congress, BA from Adrian College, **former Chairman of the House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence (*Brad Carson, **Mike Rogers, August 1, 2022, “Ignoring global catastrophic risk threatens American national security,” Breaking Defense, https://breakingdefense.com/2022/08/ignoring-global-catastrophic-risk-threatens-american-national-security/)
A growing set of extremely consequential but poorly understood threats to our country — from another worldwide pandemic to more exotic but very real disasters — requires a response on par with their potentially devastating impact. As former senior US national security officials, we believe that is imperative the federal government assess and develop practical mitigation steps for a wider range of these unconventional and emerging catastrophic risks.
Fortunately, there is an immediate step our leaders can take to mitigate these risks: Congress and the president should sign the Global Catastrophic Risk Management Act into law this year.
Recent events such as the COVID-19 pandemic and the Russian invasion of Ukraine have highlighted that some of the gravest man-made and natural risks to our national and homeland security may be underappreciated by the US government, not to mention less-discussed threats like asteroid strikes, super-volcanos or nuclear war. The coming decades will be defined by this type of risk: threats that are vaguely “on the radar” of the government but are often dismissed as being too unlikely or unconventional to be taken seriously. Greater attention to these high-consequence risks is of tremendous importance to our national defense, security and welfare.
Not all government agencies are silent on these existential risks, and lawmakers and administration officials would be well-served to listen to the national security and intelligence community when it comes to planning for them. As the US National Intelligence Council indicated in its Global Trends 2040 report:
Technological advances may increase the number of existential threats; threats that could damage life on a global scale challenge our ability to imagine and comprehend their potential scope and scale, and they require the development of resilient strategies to survive. Technology plays a role in both generating these existential risks and in mitigating them. Anthropomorphic risks include runaway AI, engineered pandemics, nanotechnology weapons, or nuclear war. Such low-probability, high-impact events are difficult to forecast and expensive to prepare for but identifying potential risks and developing mitigation strategies in advance can provide some resilience to exogenous shocks.
This is also not totally uncharted territory. Some federal agencies are already charged with assessing and addressing these risks. For example, the Department of Health and Human Services has a mandate to prepare for pandemics even worse than COVID-19, NASA tracks asteroids and considers technical means of deflecting them, the State Department has a particular focus on weapons of mass destruction arms control, and the Pentagon is increasingly developing expertise on the risk of emerging technologies.
But while all of these are threats to national and international security will require whole-of-government effort to mitigate, they are all currently treated separately and distinct. In an age of increasing connectivity, each of these individual agency efforts are still marked by different priorities, resources and even the sense of urgency applied to mitigating the threats. In fact, there has never been a coordinated, comprehensive, whole-of-government assessment of global catastrophic risks facing the US, nor a plan in place to address them in the event they occur.
In introducing the Global Catastrophic Risk Management Act, Senators Rob Portman, R-Ohio, and Gary Peters, D-Mich., have taken an important first step in recognizing the urgency of these threats. Their bill defines global catastrophic risk as “the risk of events or incidents consequential enough to significantly harm, set back, or destroy human civilization at the global scale.” Its companion legislation was introduced Friday by House Foreign Affairs Committee ranking member Rep. Michael McCaul, R-Texas, and member Rep. Dina Titus, D-Nev.
The legislation would facilitate a broad, intra-governmental assessment of the full threat landscape of global catastrophic risks to the US. This assessment would be an important first step and is instrumental to our national-level planning for societal resilience beyond the known and anticipated risks. Hurricanes, earthquakes, terrorism and other natural and man-made risks are already part of our planning. However, we also need to think about and plan for those existential, low-probability, but very high-impact events.
Internally within the government, this critical analysis will be used to review our nation’s continuity of operations and continuity of government planning (COOP/COG) to survive these risks. COOP/COG planning is effectively our “last line of defense” in our darkest hour of need to maintain the basic functions and constitutional nature of our great nation — everything from our so-called “doomsday bunkers” to national emergency communication networks. We can’t defend against threats that are not well understood. This bill will help the Defense Department more broadly understand the scope of threats and prioritize against other existential threats like nuclear weapons.

AND bargaining allows staffers to revive agency security oversight. 
Wheeler 22, former Government Accountability Office researcher, Fellow at the Project on Government Oversight, former Congressional staffer (Winslow T. Wheeler, February 23, 2022, “How a Capitol Hill Union Might Start to Fix Congress,” Politico, https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2022/02/23/capitol-hill-union-fix-congress-poor-working-conditions-repair-legislative-process-00011008)
One proposal: Staff should press lawmakers to pursue more investigations in the public interest. Anyone watching knows that agency oversight is dead on Capitol Hill, especially on national security issues which I still observe closely. Today members do not even know how to ask real questions. Genuine, not grotesquely politicized, investigative reports are harder to find out of Capitol Hill offices than dinosaur bones. Committee staffers who produce unfettered reports, not fluff, should be prized, especially when those with a vested interest want them suppressed and the authors punished. Beyond committees, investigations are also something that staffers on members’ personal staff can produce, if they are only a little enterprising.
Congressional aides should also push for both majority and the minority leaders to insist that both Congress and the public be fully informed on what’s in a bill. Today, legislation is sometimes thousands of pages long, and yet typically there is no official report, jointly written by the Democratic and Republican staff, to explain the major provisions. Obscure parts — often profoundly important — are left unidentified, unexplained and a mystery to the public and even most in Congress. There is no complete and accurate staff analysis of the provisions, with both sides of any argument being fully aired. All we get now are pathetically biased and dueling, incomplete press releases. If senior members on committees and in the leadership demanded more and better products from staff, we’d have a vastly more trustworthy legislative process than the one we have now. If the members don’t ask for such improvements, a more professional and union-empowered staff should go ahead and produce them anyway. It wouldn’t be the first time.
Why shouldn’t publicly minded, union-protected professional staff lobby for some real fixes in the legislative process? While the Senate filibuster is certainly too hot and political to handle, what if staff petitioned their respective members and leadership to do their collective job by enacting appropriations by the start of the fiscal year — rather than today’s risible practice of stumbling along with “continuing resolutions” with last year’s (i.e. the wrong) amounts of money for virtually every program in federal agencies. A staff-led move to perform this work on time would be the ultimate expression of doing what the Constitution, appropriations law, the Budget Act and conscience all call for.
Most on Capitol Hill would view these proposals as an outrageous breach of propriety, considering the usually servile relationship congressional staffers have with most elected members.
However, it should not be wrong for scrupulous staff to lobby the members, especially when basic legislative functions are not being done. Congress, especially the Senate, has become a parody of itself: Doing things patently wrong or not at all has become a major part of the job. Why must a conscientious, union-empowered staff be complicit?
None of this is to advocate a certain policy or provision; it is to allow Congress (and the public) to see and understand what it is doing and whether basic functions are being performed.
Staff in a better position to leverage what goes on, and what doesn’t, on Capitol Hill could make it a far better place. Even better would be members of the House and Senate demanding these and other changes. My short list here is only a beginning.
As a Senate staffer I attempted as often as possible to achieve what I saw as the acme of good staff work: not necessarily to give the boss what they wanted, but what they needed, even (rather especially) when they didn’t ask for it. If a union on Capitol Hill will result in diligent staff more able to influence today’s dismal culture, I am all for the union. If a union just means more of the same under more pleasant circumstances, let’s just forget about it.

Without which irregular warfare ensures miscalculation. 
Ebright 22, Counsel at the Brennan Center Liberty and National Security Program, former Fellow at the Public International Law and Policy Group, JD from Columbia Law School (Katherine Yon Ebright, November 3, 2022, “Secret War: How the U.S. Uses Partnerships and Proxy Forces to Wage War Under the Radar,” Brennan Center for Justice, https://netzkolumnist.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/How-the-U.S.-Uses-Partnerships-and-Proxy.pdf)
Notwithstanding the heavy classification of many security cooperation notifications and reports, the public — and staffers without SCI access — should have access to at least some information regarding security cooperation activities. At a minimum, the public should be told where, against whom, and under what authorities U.S. forces are engaged in hostilities through or with partners. The public should also be told how costly these hostilities are, in terms of not only dollars but also lives lost by U.S. soldiers, partner forces, and civilians. Finally, the public needs to know which partner forces the Department of Defense reserves the right to defend, potentially deepening U.S. involvement in foreign conflicts. Without this information, Americans cannot understand the scope or risks of the wars carried out under these authorities, much less make demands of their representatives regarding them.
Lastly, Congress should revive the transparency principles enshrined in the Constitution’s Two-Year Clause by taking decisive action when the Department of Defense unduly delays or withholds required reports. The 2022 NDAA establishes a model for doing just this: § 1048 of that law withheld 25 percent of the Department of Defense’s operation and maintenance budget until the department submitted two overdue reports, one on EXORDs and another on civilian casualties.300 Congress should continue to use this kind of mechanism to obtain overdue reports. Moreover, it can and should consider preemptively withholding funds to incentivize the Department of Defense’s timely submission of reports.
Simply put, the lack of transparency on security cooperation is undemocratic and dangerous. Congressional oversight is sorely needed, particularly as the Department of Defense pivots to great power competition and conducting irregular warfare against nuclear states. The danger of these programs leading to unauthorized hostilities and military escalation will only continue until Congress and the public can secure greater transparency.

Goes nuclear. 
Bergmann and Schmitt 21, *Senior Fellow at the Center for American Progress, **Senior Policy Analyst at the National Security and International Policy Team at the Center for American Progress (*Max Bergmann, **Alexandra Schmitt, March 9, 2021, “A Plan To Reform U.S. Security Assistance,” Center for American Progress, https://www.americanprogress.org/article/plan-reform-u-s-security-assistance/)
Security assistance in a tense era of great power competition is extremely sensitive and can increase tension and lead to miscalculation. The risk in today’s geopolitical environment is that providing sensitive and potentially provocative assistance will not receive the same scrutiny from policymakers and will become the norm for the administering agency, the DOD. In the last era of great power competition, the Cold War, security assistance often stoked tension between the United States and the Soviet Union and led to spiraling commitments. For instance, Soviet provision of nuclear missiles to Cuba led to a nuclear standoff, while U.S. military support for Vietnam led to deepening U.S. engagement.
As competition with China and Russia increases, security assistance could once again prove a major source of tension and cause miscalculation. Providing aid in this environment is not a mere technical military matter, but ultimately a political and diplomatic concern that is highly sensitive. Yet today, it is the DOD that is driving assistance to countries such as Ukraine and regions such as Southeast Asia.13 When Russia invaded Ukraine in 2014, the National Security Council became significantly involved in policymaking and limited types of assistance that could be provided, including lethal aid.14 Such unique scrutiny was warranted because there was a crisis involving a U.S. partner and a nuclear-armed state. But the nature of White House intervention was necessary in large part because the security assistance process—for both decision-making and for providing assistance—was broken.
A military-led response can overprioritize military engagement and could unintentionally steer American engagements into high-risk confrontations. Without careful calibration and understanding of broader political context, there is real concern that the DOD could get ahead of U.S. policy or drive it in a more military-centric direction. For example, China could interpret the DOD’s provision of some security assistance through the agency’s Southeast Asia Maritime Security Initiative as an act of aggression if it is not carefully and effectively calibrated against broader political concerns in the region.15 Given the political sensitivities of great power competition, responsibility and oversight for security assistance decisions should rest with the agency most in tune with broader U.S. foreign policy concerns and diplomatic developments: the State Department.

Congress can be effective. Systemic gridlock is statistically denied. 
Barnes 21, Professor of Political Science at USC Dornsife College of Letters, Arts and Sciences, PhD in Political Science from the University of California, Berkeley, JD from the University of Chicago School of Law, MA in Political Science from the University of California, Berkeley (Jeb Barnes, March 12, 2021, “Debunking the myth of legislative gridlock as laws and policy are made in the nation’s capital,” The Conversation, https://theconversation.com/debunking-the-myth-of-legislative-gridlock-as-laws-and-policy-are-made-in-the-nations-capital-157038)
The fact is that gridlock has always been a myth, resting on half-truths about the legislative process and a basic misunderstanding of how contemporary policymaking works.
Legislative obstacle course
Today’s political environment is undoubtedly difficult for lawmakers who want to pass legislation. Party polarization levels are historically high, and slim House and Senate majorities are increasingly common.
The filibuster, which requires 60 votes to pass bills in the Senate, is now routinely used to block legislation. Under these circumstances, Congress crosses fewer items off its to-do list. Congress’ failure rate on key issues – the percentage of issues that are not addressed on its policy agenda through legislation – has more than doubled from 30% to over 60% since World War II.
Yet there is still significant room to maneuver, and Congress gets more done than you might think.
Consider the 115th Congress, which convened after President Donald Trump’s election in 2016, the last time the same political party controlled the House, Senate and Oval Office.
That Congress enacted 442 laws, the most in a decade. A chunk of these laws were mostly symbolic, enacting such measures as designating national days of recognition. But an estimated 306 – 69% – were substantive, according to the Pew Research Center, including a $1.5 trillion tax cut and bipartisan measures on criminal justice reform, farm policy, the opioid crisis and sanctions on Russia.
This places the 115th Congress on par with earlier sessions, which have passed an average of 311 substantive laws since 1989.
Policy is more than legislation
The gridlock narrative focuses too narrowly on Congress and the bills it does or doesn’t pass.
Policy is the set of principles and goals that guide governmental decision-making. Congress may have the sole power to write new laws, but it does not have a monopoly on making policy.
Most obviously, the executive branch can shift policy through executive orders, which averaged 36 per year under President George W. Bush, 35 under President Obama and 55 under President Trump. President Biden is already up to 37 executive orders and counting. The executive branch also uses less visible means to change policy, such as internal guidance memos, circulars, bulletins and other arcane directives.
These policy initiatives fall outside the normal review processes, which require extensive notice and opportunities for public comment. The Trump administration reportedly issued over 1,000 changes to immigration policy using these methods, helping to slash legal immigration to the United States by half.
There are other avenues of policymaking that bypass the legislative process:
• Sometimes officials engage in “policy conversion,” which means repurposing old laws to new ends. In that way, the law stays the same, but the underlying policy sends it in different and sometimes surprising directions. For example, antitrust laws initially targeted business trusts, forbidding organizational practices “in restraint of trade.” Businesses persuaded federal judges to apply this general ban to unions, directing the law to new targets. Similar shifts of policy from guarding one set of interests to protecting another can be found in consumer protection law , disability policy and social programs.
• Sometimes Washington makes policy by doing nothing at all. President Biden’s original COVID-19 relief package proposed to increase the federal minimum wage, which has remained at $7.25 per hour since 2007. That $7.25 is now worth less than $6 because of inflation. The Senate balked at this provision and it was dropped, although some Democrats have vowed to revisit the issue after the relief package is signed into law. In this example, congressional inaction for over a decade effectively has cut the minimum wage by over 15% and will continue to chip away until a new law is passed. Scholars call this process “policy drift” and argue it has been central to shrinking the functional size of the social safety net since the 1980s.
Policy complexity, not gridlock
The point is that policy can change in many ways, as a house does. Most visibly, you can demolish a house and rebuild it. Often this is impractical, and it’s easier to add a new room. Less visibly, you can remodel, converting a basement or garage without changing the house from the outside. Most subtly, changing circumstances can diminish a house’s usefulness, as when a starter home fails to keep pace with the needs of a growing family.
Given these dynamics, myopically focusing on Congress and its purported gridlock mischaracterizes the real risk of legislative stalemate, which is not policy paralysis. It is shifting power to bureaucrats and judges, who are less publicly accountable and engage in more obscure and technical forms of policymaking.

AND lack of legislative action causes polarization, not the other way around. 
Jacob, Lee, and Gratton 24, *Postdoctoral Scholar in the Department of Political Science at Stanford University, PhD in Political Science from ETH Zurich, **Assistant Professor and Chair of Political Economy and Democracy at ETH Zurich, Affiliate Fellow at the Stigler Center at Chicago Booth, ***Professor of Politics and Economics at the UNSW Business School and an Australian Research Council Future Fellow (*Marc Jacob, **Barton Lee, ***Gabriele Gratton, June 26, 2024, “Is a Gridlocked Congress Causing More Polarization?” Pro Market, https://www.promarket.org/2024/06/26/is-a-gridlocked-congress-causing-more-polarization/)
But if most voters are moderate, then why do they vote for politicians who express extreme policy views? 
In a recent paper, we develop a theoretical model and an experiment to provide new insights into this question. Our theory offers a new way of thinking about the relationship between polarization and gridlock. We argue (and provide evidence) that legislative gridlock itself can cause polarization by making moderate but partisan voters more willing to vote for extreme co-partisans (partisans from the same party). Our argument reverses—but does not substitute—the common view that polarization causes gridlock. Ultimately, our theory suggests that both polarization and gridlock are likely to fuel one another in a spiral that may be hampering American democracy.
Our theory may be best described with an example. Imagine a voter who is generally aligned with the goals of the Democratic Party. Suppose that, over a policy issue such as the federal minimum wage, this voter has liberal but moderate preferences. For example, this voter may prefer a small increase to the minimum wage, say from the current status-quo of $7.25 per hour to $10 per hour. However, this Democratic moderate voter may dislike very large increases and rather prefer to maintain the status-quo than to increase the federal minimum wage to $35 per hour (close to what some Democratic candidates have recently advocated for). 
Now suppose it is election time. The voter faces a choice between a Democratic candidate advocating for extreme increases in the minimum wage to $35 per hour and a moderate Republican candidate who intends to maintain the status-quo minimum wage.
Our moderate voter faces a dilemma. Although the voter is generally aligned with the Democratic Party, the Democratic candidate’s position on the minimum wage is too extreme for the voter—on that issue, the voter prefers the Republican candidate’s position. The fear of a $35 minimum wage being enacted may lead this voter to swing away from the Democratic candidate. If so, then moderate voters like this one work to limit polarization in Congress, by voting out candidates who propose too extreme policies.
Our theory and evidence suggest that this moderating effect may be somewhat muted in the modern Congress where gridlock is prevalent.
High levels of gridlock on the minimum wage means that, even if elected, the Democratic candidate’s $35-per-hour wage proposal is unlikely to be enacted. Indeed, since 2007, every proposal to increase the federal minimum wage has failed. Knowing this, our moderate voter’s tradeoff becomes less of a dilemma. Gridlock reduces the risk of the candidate’s extreme policy being enacted and makes the voter more willing to vote for them. In this way, gridlock causes moderate voters to discount extremism and, in turn, contribute to polarization in Congress, by voting in co-partisan candidates who propose relatively extreme policies.

Lobbyists are only obstructive because they fill in for lack of adequate staff.  
Soon 20, Researcher at the Niskanen Center, PhD candidate in Philosophy at Duke, citing Alexander Furnas and Timothy LaPira, Researchers at New America (Valerie Soon, September 18, 2020, “How Congressional Brain Drain Undermines Equality of Opportunity,” Niskanen Center, https://www.niskanencenter.org/how-congressional-brain-drain-undermines-equality-of-opportunity/)
Brain drain inhibits effective governance
Brain drain hampers the knowledge-gathering capacity that is necessary for effective, independent governance. Legislative staff exert significant influence on the policy agenda of members, who rely on their knowledge of issue portfolios. But staff are underpaid and overworked, and relatively inexperienced compared to lobbyists and special interest groups. The typical congressional staffer is under 40 years old, works 50 hours a week, and earns less than $40,000 a year. A legislative correspondent makes just over $25,000 and a legislative assistant makes just about $40,000.  Staffers typically are spread across two to six portfolios, while expected to interact with and assess information from well-paid, more experienced lobbyists who focus on single issues — and who often have had experience working as congressional staffers. 43 percent of staffers intend to leave for the private sector, and 46 percent of those intend to work in lobbying. And they do so fast — the average tenure for staffers is only 3.1 years (SD=1.9).
Staffers are often bright and highly motivated. But that is no match for the judgment and historical perspective that can only come from years of experience, especially against a background of increasing social, political, and legal complexity. The result is a worrisome information asymmetry between legislators and special interest groups, in which lobbyists have outsize power to influence legislative agendas. Indeed, there are often few other epistemic options for members and staffers with scarce attentional resources. Lobbyists take full advantage of this dynamic, as Lee Drutman and Steve Teles have long argued.
Brain drain thus leaves Congress bereft of the long-term expertise necessary for good governance. Special interests are subsidized by the taxpayer, who effectively pays for the institutional knowledge and training that makes former staffers good hires on K Street — and then bears the unseen costs of legislative agendas shaped by special interests. As Furnas and LaPira put it, “Working on the Hill is an entry-level position for K Street, rather than a stepping stone for a career in public service.”
Labor and representational asymmetries
What explains congressional brain drain? Budget constraints, especially for House members, play a significant role. House members’ representational allowance (MRA), which can be used for both personnel and any allowable expenses, has remained stagnant over the past decade in spite of inflation. By contrast, personnel spending in the Senate has remained stable over time due to greater flexibility for budgeting in senators’ official personnel and office expense account (SOPOEA). Yet there’s been a decline in the staff sizes of both chambers.
The MRA’s insufficiency is part of a general trend of diminished in-house expertise. Around 1980, Congress’s hiring capacity declined and flatlined. The size of the Government Accountability Office (GAO), which provides investigative services to Congress, declined drastically, as well.
But stagnant budgets and staff downsizing are only part of the story. The revolving door to K Street is just the endpoint of a path paved by highly asymmetric structures. Congress is a buyer’s labor market, which allows members of Congress to leverage their superior bargaining position by paying no wages or very low wages. Over half of congressional staff begin their careers as interns, who are typically unpaid, and the median legislative assistant makes just over $35,000. This is barely the living wage of $35,194 for an adult with no children in Washington, D.C.
In effect, members exploit a buyer’s market to hire relatively privileged individuals who are both willing and, more importantly, able to work long hours for low to no pay. This dynamic is buttressed by a strong norm of loyalty to members and their ideological agendas.
One consequence of this race-to-the-bottom labor market is the underrepresentation of those from lower-income backgrounds and Black, Indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC) among staffers. Combine the low pay with the fact that job opportunities tend to be transmitted within informal social networks, and it’s no surprise that lower-income groups are underrepresented among staffers. BIPOC make up only 27 percent of Democratic staffers and only 6 percent of Republican staffers, whereas the U.S. Census estimates that only 60 percent of the U.S. population is non-Hispanic white. The disparity is visible relative to each party’s base as well. According to a recent Pew Research study, 40 percent of Democratic / Democratic-leaning voters and 17 percent of Republican / Republican-leaning voters are nonwhite.
We can’t straightforwardly infer any policy implications from this representational asymmetry among staffers. Proportional demographic representation does not automatically entail substantive representation in terms of the issues that matter to BIPOC and lower-income populations, though there is some evidence that there is a positive relationship between demographic and substantive representation. But policy consequences aside, the disparity is at least suggestive of unequal opportunity structures that may prevent young people from these groups from having access to prestigious professional positions in Congress, and that, in turn, may influence the items on the policy agenda. This would be highly ironic for an institution of representative government, in which many members purport to strive for the ideal of equality of opportunity — that morally irrelevant characteristics such as socioeconomic status should neither aid nor hinder an individual’s life chances.
A “notable paradox”
Yet members need and value staffers who have experience and knowledge. This is reflected in the finding that age is the only variable that predicts salary; there is no such correlation for other demographic factors. And in a “procedural pop quiz” designed by the authors, the marginal reward for every additional answer a staffer could answer correctly was approximately $6,000 in salary.
The picture that emerges of Congress’ human capital is one of self-defeating practices. By leveraging the buyer’s market to drive down the costs of labor, members inadvertently set themselves on a path toward losing experienced and knowledgeable staffers, and they also hamper their ability to recruit staffers from underrepresented backgrounds. This has adverse consequences for governance.
To reduce the outsize influence that lobbyists have on policy agendas, members will need to slow the inevitable walk towards the revolving door. And to do that, fundamental changes are needed to target the labor market asymmetries that are beneficial for members in the short term but detrimental in the long term. Furnas and LaPira recommend, for example, that members increase staff pay, pay interns, improve labor market transparency, and centralize the labor market process to pull away from informal recruitment networks. These bottom-up reforms will not only go some way toward wresting back control of policy agendas from special interests — they are necessary for realizing the ideal of equal opportunity in the halls of Congress.
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Advantage two is DIVERSITY:

Senate staff are overwhelmingly white, minimizing experience diversity which reinforces Senate bias. 
Brenson 21, PhD in Political Science from the University of Michigan, Senior Fellow for Diversity and Inclusion at the Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies (Lashonda Brenson, July 27, 2021, “The glass ceiling that diverse Senate staff still face,” The Hill, https://thehill.com/blogs/congress-blog/politics/565003-the-glass-ceiling-that-diverse-senate-staff-still-face/)
Yet, even amid progress from Senate Democrats, data on staff diversity in the most senior positions in committee offices reveals how much work is still needed, according to a new Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies report, Racial Diversity Among Senate Committee Top Staff. 
While people of color account for nearly 40 percent of the U.S. population, they are only 13.2 percent of Senate committee top staff (staff directors, deputy staff directors, chief counsel, general counsel, and policy directors). And the numbers are even worse among the highest-ranking staff positions — only 7.9 percent of committee staff directors are people of color.
This lack of racial diversity is a problem because the U.S. Senate’s 20 full committees are responsible for substantive legislation, oversight of government agencies, and confirming presidential nominees. Committee top staff draft and edit legislation, organize hearings and propose witnesses, hire and manage other committee staff, and advise senators who lead committees on which potential nominees to support and which to oppose (which can effectively block the White House from even nominating a candidate for a position).  
Both Democrats and Republicans lack committee top staff diversity. Although people of color make up 37.9 percent of Democratic voters nationally, they account for only 11.1 percent of Democratic Senate staff directors and 20 percent of other Democratic full committee top staff. People of color account for 29.6 percent of Republican voters nationally, but only 5.3 percent of Republican Senate staff directors and 11.6 percent of other Republican full committee top staff. 
The lack of diversity among committee top staff is a problem even among senators who report diverse numbers among their entire staff (which suggests staff of color are often concentrated in lower-level positions). For example, Black Americans accounted for 26 percent of Sen. Debbie Stabenow’s (D-Mich.) voters in her last election, 26 percent of Stabenow’s personal office staff, and 16 percent of her committee staff.  However, Black Americans account for none of the top staff in Stabenow’s DC personal office or her committee office.  
Similarly, while Black Americans accounted for 34 percent of Democratic voter turnout in Delaware and some of Sen. Tom Carper’s (D-Del.) personal office and committee office staff (17 and 10 percent, respectively), they account for none of Carper’s top DC personal office or committee staff.  
To be sure, some senators who lead committees may claim that they have people of color in positions like deputy policy director or deputy communications director, and that they consider these individuals to be part of their “leadership team.” But this argument does not justify the fact that there are so few people of color in the very top positions like staff director, deputy staff director, chief counsel, general counsel, and policy director (which are generally the highest paid). Candidly acknowledging the Senate’s challenges with committee top staff diversity does not demean existing staff of color — but if addressed can open new professional opportunities to them.
To solve this problem, more committee offices should formalize their diversity and inclusion plans, and consistently measure progress and adjust recruiting and retention strategies. Senators should ensure several staff of color are in mid-level positions that feed into top positions. The U.S. Senate should also follow the lead of the U.S. House of Representatives by establishing a bipartisan Office of Diversity and Inclusion to help all Senate offices track progress and improve staff diversity. Absent immediate bipartisan cooperation to create such an office, Senate Republicans should at least match the Democrats by creating their own Diversity Initiative to monitor progress by disclosing demographic data and support Republican offices in recruiting diverse staff.  
We know that representation matters. And we know that most Senate committees are falling short in recruiting and retaining people of color to the top staff positions — and that this facilitates systemic biases that reproduce inequality. Increasing diversity among key staff would enhance the Senate’s deliberation, innovation, legitimacy, legislative outcomes, and overall effectiveness. This problem can be fixed — but only if Senate leaders acknowledge the problem and take steps to address it.

Staffer diversity is necessary for addressing American structural inequality. 
Brenson 23, PhD in Political Science from the University of Michigan, Senior Fellow for Diversity and Inclusion at the Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies (Lashonda Brenson, February 5, 2023, “Members of Congress are failing to hire diverse top staffers — here’s why that’s a problem,” The Hill, https://thehill.com/opinion/congress-blog/3844743-members-of-congress-are-failing-to-hire-diverse-top-staffers-heres-why-thats-a-problem/)
Top congressional staffers are the backbone of Congress, yet very few pay attention to the critical role they play in the institution.
Top staffers provide services to all Americans, including shaping the trillions of dollars that make up the U.S. federal budget, making decisions on how the government spends your tax dollars, working with the media to shape the narratives and news stories regarding the issues you care about, and providing oversight for federal agencies with nearly 4 million civilian and military workers.
Positions such as chiefs of staff, legislative directors and communication directors, are crucial in advising our elected officials as they make decisions that affect all Americans, making it imperative that the make up of top staffers be reflective of the make up of the United States.
This is why it is troubling to see a lack of diversity among the top staffers hired to support the members of the 118th Congress, especially as this Congress proves to be the most diverse in our nation’s history. According to a microsite launched by the Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies after the midterm elections, almost 92.6 percent of top staff positions have already been filled as of Feb.  1. Of the top staff hired by new members so far, 18 percent are people of color, and 5.2 percent are African American.
According to these numbers, the top staff of the freshman members of the 118th Congress are failing to match the top staff diversity numbers achieved by the 117th Congress. 
With people of color accounting for 40 percent of the U.S. population (African Americans are 12.4 percent), these low numbers are incredibly concerning for several reasons.
Simply put, diversity among congressional staff members, particularly those in mid- to upper-level positions, means that our national legislators will better understand and address the concerns of their constituents, especially among those hailing from marginalized communities.
We’re living in a pivotal moment, with many Americans concerned with the current direction and future of our country. A poll conducted just before the midterm elections by theGrio found that Black voters, “are greatly concerned about the economy, inflation and affordability of healthcare and housing.” These findings line up with those from a Joint Center poll released last year, where Black Americans expressed feeling “personal economic pressure and … pessimistic about the direction of the country.”
To best address these matters and push forward meaningful legislation to tackle them, members of Congress need top staffers who understand firsthand the experiences of constituents. The perspectives and talents of racially diverse top staff would allow new and existing members of Congress to not only best serve their communities, but also help dismantle the structural inequality in laws passed by Congress.
As is becoming increasingly clear, congressional staffers continue to face many hurdles and challenges in their positions. In 2021, we noticed a disturbing trend of Black staff members leaving Congress due to a lack of professional growth and promotion opportunities, low pay, and cultural hardships. Moreover, when staffers of color leave, they are not always replaced with others of similar backgrounds, which can further diminish the number of people of color in lawmakers’ offices.
While there has been some improvement, there is more work to be done to bring systemic change to Congress, and it cannot take place without the full assistance and leadership of people of color within those halls of power.
We need our congressional leaders to uphold their solemn vow to work on behalf of us, and that starts with hiring advisors and staff members from our communities and who look like us. We need our congressional representatives to understand that the rights and well-being of these staffers should also be prioritized, and that can be done by adopting a diversity plan that emphasizes inclusion and allocates services and tools for their entire teams.
As we await to hear President Biden’s plan, we’ll also continue to keep an eye out on efforts being taken by members of Congress to diversify their teams. A multiracial democracy is possible for our future, but it will take effort on the part of our lawmakers to make it happen — starting in their offices.

Extinction. 
Dixson-Decleve 22, Senior Associate at the Cambridge Institute for Sustainability Leadership, MS in Environmental Studies, Co-President of the Club of Rome (Sandrine Dixson-Decleve, 2022, “Earth for All: A Survival Guide for Humanity,” Pro Quest)
Two novelties included in the model are the Social Tension Index and the Average Wellbeing Index. These allowed us to estimate whether policies—for example, related to income redistribution— might cause social tensions in societies to rise or fall. We believe that if social tensions rise too far, societies may enter a vicious cycle where declining trust causes political destabilization, economies stagnate, and wellbeing declines. In that situation, governments will struggle to deal with rolling shocks let alone long-term existential challenges like pandemic risk, climate change, or ecological collapse.
The Earth4All model operates at a global scale, which is useful for exploring big-picture long-term trends. But this can mask important regional differences. For example, global trends showing strong economic growth may hide economic stagnation in some areas. With this in mind, we developed the model further to track ten regions of the world. 1 This allows us a glimpse of how our scenarios play out in low-income countries of sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia compared with high-income countries of Europe and the United States. Of course, with any additional complexity in any model, this creates additional uncertainties so we interpret results cautiously. 
Breakdown or Breakthrough? 
Of all scenarios we could describe in some detail, in this book we have chosen two, which we call Too Little Too Late and Giant Leap. Too Little Too Late asks, What if the economic system driving the world (and now the biosphere) continues operating largely as it has done over the past fifty years? Will current trends in reducing poverty, rapid technological innovation, and energy transformation be enough to avoid societal collapses or Earth system shocks? Giant Leap asks, What if the economic system is transformed through extraordinary efforts to build a more resilient civilization? It explores what it may take to eliminate poverty, create trust, and provide a stable global economic system that delivers higher wellbeing to the majority. Our two scenarios are built from expert assessment and the existing academic literature, and are kept internally consistent by the Earth4All model. When we combine these, we arrive at the following conclusions. 
First, on current political and economic paths, we expect continuing rising inequality by design. We also expect slow economic development in low-income countries, causing enduring poverty. As a result of inequalities within countries, social tensions are likely to rise toward the middle of the twenty-first century.
Second, these factors are likely to contribute to inadequate responses to the climate and ecological emergency. Global average temperature is likely to significantly exceed 2°C, the limit stipulated in the Paris Agreement on Climate, and established by science as a red line it would be deeply unwise to cross.2 Large populations will increasingly face extreme heat waves, megadroughts leading to frequent crop failures, torrential rain, and rising sea levels. The world risks regional societal instabilities as a result of rising social tensions this century with global impacts. Significant parts of the Earth system are more likely than today to cross more irreversible or abrupt tipping points. This is likely to further exacerbate social tensions and conflicts. The impacts of crossing climate and ecological tipping points are likely to last centuries to millennia.
Third, five extraordinary turnarounds are needed to substantially reduce risks: 1. ending poverty 2. addressing gross inequality 3. empowering women 4. making our food system healthy for people and ecosystems 5. transitioning to clean energy.
These extraordinary turnarounds are designed as policy road maps that will work for the majority of people. They are not an attempt to create some impossible-to-reach utopia; instead, they are an essential foundation for a resilient civilization under extraordinary pressure. And, what’s more, there is sufficient knowledge, funds, and technologies in the world to implement them. These five turnarounds are not particularly new. The various actions that drive them have been described separately in many reports. But what we have attempted through Earth4All is to connect them up in one dynamic system, to assess if together they create sufficient economic momentum to push the global economy off the destructive course it is on and onto a resilient path.
We cannot claim this is the precise blueprint for a safe, just future. But we do claim nothing less than focused, large-scale investment in these five areas, starting now, is necessary. Why? Well, “just” addressing the climate emergency requires reconfiguring the global energy system—the foundation of all economies—in a single generation. Many of the engineering solutions such as solar panels, wind turbines, batteries, and electric vehicles are here already and scaling exponentially. But the solutions must be acceptable, fair, and affordable to the global middle classes or risk deep resistance. If the energy transformation already underway perpetuates historic injustices, it will have a destabilizing effect on societies. The Earth for All turnarounds show how, with a systemic approach, success might be achieved.
This brings us to the fourth conclusion. The extra investment needed to build a more resilient civilization is likely to be small: in the order of 2% to 4% of global income per year for sustainable energy security and food security.3 But this investment is highly unlikely to emerge through market forces alone. These extraordinary turnarounds require reshaping of markets and long-term thinking. Only governments, supported by citizens, can provide this. So, the clear conclusion is that governments need to become much more active. The investments will be highest during the first decades after implementation starts, and then decline.
The fifth conclusion: Income redistribution is not negotiable. Longterm economic inequality combined with short-term economic crises (this is the current modus operandi of most large economies) contributes to economic anxiety, distrust, and political dysfunction. These are important risk factors for destructive polarization in democratic societies, which leads to rising social tensions. Because the current dominant economic model will lead to greater income inequality, extraordinary interventions are needed to address that inequality so that we can respond to global existential threats.

Staffers are highly influential on member policy AND moderate extremism. 
Kao and Ji 25, *PhD Candidate in Economics at Harvard University, BS in Computational and Applied Math from the University of Chicago, **PhD Candidate at Harvard University, BS in Applied Mathematics and Economics from Brandeis University (*Andrew Kao, **Sara Ji, July 23, 2025, “Puppetmasters or Pawns? The Power of Congressional Staffers,” https://andrew-kao.github.io/files/Staffers_20250723.pdf) [Figures omitted]
7 Estimating Staffer Ideology
While we have demonstrated that staffers play a crucial role in legislative productivity, an equally important question is whether they influence the ideological content of bills. Staffers are not mere administrative support; they bring their own viewpoints and values, which may shape legislative content. In this section, we estimate the ideology of Representatives and staffers through the content of the bills they write. We conjecture that the ideological content of the bills produced by a Congressional office is the weighted average of all individuals’ ideological ideal points within the office:
[EQUATION OMITTED]
[FIGURE OMITTED]
where ω is a weight and ι is the staffer or office’s ideal point. We compute the outcome, ιjt, from DW-Nominate and calibrate weights ω to estimate individual ideology ιi , ιj . For each bill that receives a roll call vote in Congress, DW-Nominate estimates the cutpoint of the bill that separates its supporters and detractors. From this data, we compute the average ideology for bills co-sponsored by an office in a given quarter to obtain ιjt. For the weights ω, we use our estimates of the staffer and office effects under the baseline Bayesian model, so that ωi = αi , ωj = γj∀i, j—the assumption being that the producer of a bill can control the ideological content of the bill that they produce. We estimate the model in Equation 11 using Hamiltonian Monte Carlo to produce estimates of staffer and Representative ideology ιi and ιj . The distinction between our estimates and DWNominate is that while Nominate measures ideology during roll call voting, our estimates measure ideology when writing bills. We are also able to estimate the ideology of staffers, and not just Representatives.
We present estimates of the staffer share of differences between above and median offices along the first dimension of DW-Nominate in Figure 10.58 The first dimension of DW-Nominate corresponds to the typical liberal/conservative or left/right ideological divide in the US. We find that Representatives explain 70% of the differences between offices along this first dimension, suggesting that they are more responsible for polarization than staffers. This finding grows more stark once we look within parties: approximately all of the within-party differences in ideology along the first DW-Nominate dimension are due to the Representative. Staffers have little influence along typical partisan lines. If anything, the posterior mean for the staffer share being -22% suggests that staffers play a moderating influence on their Representatives; in their absence, the bills produced by Congress would be 22% more extreme. To illustrate, we estimate that Representative Yvette Clark (D-NY) writes some of the most ideologically liberal bills (in the 98th percentile), while her staff is relatively moderate (in the 58th percentile among Democratic staff). Similarly, while Representative Ralph Norman (R-SC) writes some of the most ideologically conservative bills (in the 99th percentile), his staff is also relatively moderate (in the 57th percentile among Republican staff). In Figure A.10, we plot posterior means of Representative ideology and staffer ideology. Staffer and Representative ideologies are not clearly correlated within the party.59 Thus, we suggest that Representatives at ideological extremes of their parties may be reigned in by their staffs.
[FIGURE OMITTED]
What could explain the moderating impact that staffers have on partisan politics? One possibility is that staffers work in teams: while individual staffers might be extreme, the combination of such individuals in a team could balance out, resulting in a neutral overall effect. However, this does not appear to be the case. The standard deviation of staffer ideology is 0.184, whereas the standard deviation of staffer ideologies at the Representative level (using a productivity weighted average) is 0.187. In other words, aggregating staffers into teams does not reduce the overall variance in ideology, implying that other factors are responsible for the moderating influence we observe.
Our favored explanation centers on the distinct institutional roles and incentives of staffers versus Representatives. Unlike Representatives, staffers do not directly face electoral incentives. This insulation from electoral accountability may allow them to prioritize policy expertise over strict ideological adherence. We hypothesize that staffers have a moderating influence on partisanship because of this. In Figure 11, we plot binscatters of the voteshare for Trump (2016) in a Representative’s district against their ideology, for both Democrats and Republicans. In Panel A, we show that the Trump voteshare strongly predicts the ideology of Representatives, with a similar slope across parties. This strong correlation suggests that Representatives write bills that ideologically align closely with the partisan preferences of their constituencies, reflecting responsiveness to voter demand. In Panel B, we find that the Trump voteshare is much less predictive of staffer ideology. Among Republican staffers, the correlation is not statistically significant, while for Democrat staffers, the relationship reverses slightly: staffers in districts that leaned Trump are slightly more liberal. This divergence aligns with a theory of electoral incentives, but is also compatible with a story where Representatives are selected from the population they represent (unlike staffers, who may be recruited from different districts). To separate these stories, in Figure A.11, we regress Representative and staffer ideology against the Representative’s own voteshare, as a proxy for the “safeness” of a Representative’s seat. For both Democrats and Republicans, we find that Representatives in safer seats become more ideologically extreme. However, this pattern is less pronounced and more ambiguous for staffers. Across both parties, we find that the slope on Representatives is steeper than that for staffers, providing further evidence that Representatives are more elastic to these electoral concerns. Thus, while not wholly conclusive, our preferred interpretation of these results is that polarization among Representatives is primarily driven by voter demand, whereas staffers, shielded from electoral incentives, may act as a moderating force in the legislative process.
We next turn to the second dimension of DW-Nominate. The staffer share of differences are plotted in Figure A.14. In contrast to the first dimension, we find that staffers account for the lion’s share of differences in ideology along the second dimension. The posterior mean for this staffer share is 78% across all offices and 84% within the party. Though the second dimension has proven difficult to interpret by scholars, it is orthogonal to the first dimension’s left/right ideology by construction. We find that staffers exert more influence when focusing on these alternate, less partisan issues. This is consistent with Weber’s conception of bureaucracy (Weber, 1968), or Hanson’s notion of pulling policy ropes sideways: an effective bureaucrat that focuses on policy over politics can plausibly make a bigger impact, as they sidestep a frequently gridlocked partisan debate.60 Finally, to verify the results of our estimation process, we regress the posterior means of a Representative’s estimated ideology when writing bills against their DW-Nominate score from roll call votes. Table A.6 shows that these measures tend to be significantly correlated.
[FIGURE OMITTED]
Taken together, these results suggest that staffers are most impactful when they pursue policy goals outside of the typical partisan debate, and that because they are not as beholden to electoral incentives, they may act as a moderating force in partisan politics.
8 Conclusion
In this paper, we have laid out a new framework for estimating the impact of individuals working within teams when individual contributions are unobserved. Through linear decompositions, dynamic estimates, and Bayesian methods, we have quantified the contribution of Congressional staffers in the legislative process. Our findings indicate that staffers account for at least 40% of the variation in productivity between different Congressional offices. We further explore factors that make teams of staffers effective. By estimating the ideology of staffers, we have also shown that they can help moderate ideological extremism. Collectively, our results suggest ways in which staffers new to Congress can quickly make an impact: by taking on legislative roles, working for Representatives with high intrinsic productivity, and focusing on policy issues outside of conventional partisan divides.

1AC---NEW
The United States federal government should allow Senate staffers to collectively bargain without requiring prior chamber approval. 

1AC---NEW
Contention three is SOLVENCY:

The 1995 CAA gave staffers CBRs conditioned on chamber approval. The 2022 House removed conditions, but Senate staff rights are still conditional. The plan fixes that and solves. 
Collins and Gomez 22, *Policy Analyst at the Center for Law and Social Policy, MA in Public Management from John Hopkins University, **Interim Director of Legislative Affairs at the Center for Law and Social Policy, MA in Legislative Affairs from George Washington University (*Christian Collins, **Juan Gomez, July 5, 2022, “Unionization is Crucial to Improving the Workplace for Congressional Staffers,” The Center for Law and Social Policy, https://www.clasp.org/blog/unionization-is-crucial-to-improving-the-workplace-for-congressional-staffers/) 
[bookmark: _Hlk212302161]Workers have broken new ground in 2022 with unionization efforts nationwide, and their most recent victory in the halls of Capitol Hill is no exception. Earlier this year, the U.S. House of Representatives took a significant step to advance labor rights by approving a resolution granting its 9,000+ staffers the right to organize through regulations provided by the Office of Congressional Workplace Rights. The resolution passed after staff-led efforts like Dear White Staffers (@dear_white_staffers) brought workplace struggles of Congress to light by sharing accounts from junior staff of racial and gender-based harassment and of the difficult financial decisions often associated with working on the Hill.  
Staffers have advocated for collective bargaining rights since passage of the Congressional Accountability Act in 1995 but have faced decades of resistance from the offices where they work. Mirroring the federal minimum wage’s stagnation, salaries for junior Congressional staffers haven’t kept up with inflation or the reality of living and working in the nation’s capital, where the cost of living is 53.9 percent higher than the national average. The dismal compensation rates for junior roles in Congressional offices are themselves a large factor in the push to unionize. Median compensation rates at all seniority levels have fallen since the 110th Congress (2009-2010), but junior roles have experienced the brunt of salary decreases.  
Nearly half of staffers surveyed by Congressional Progressive Staff Association said they struggle to make ends meet, and over 30 percent have either had to find a second job or taken out debt to pay their bills. In 2020, around 1 in 8 D.C.-based Congressional staffers made less than a living wage, with 70 percent of staff assistants failing to meet that benchmark. When factoring the low salaries in with the lack of workplace harassment protections, Congressional staffers are long overdue in being permitted to organize for improved workplace conditions. 
The difficult work environment for staffers of color and low pay have exacerbated the lack of representation for many communities in Congressional offices. Although staff diversity has steadily increased over time, as recently as 2020 only 11 percent of staff in leadership roles in the Senate identified as people of color, despite making up over 40 percent of the U.S. population. Additionally, the high cost of living in Washington D.C., and the low starting salaries are prohibitive to individuals who aren’t wealthy. As a result, people with low incomes and who may have lived experiences of accessing public benefits or working minimum wage jobs don’t have the same level of influence over national policies on those issues. Better working conditions and higher wages will make working in Congress more accessible to those who aren’t wealthy or white and to support staff who not only know the issues their communities face, but actually prioritize them. 
Unionization is a key pathway for Congressional staffers’ pay better reflecting the economic realities of living in the D.C. metro area. Being covered by a union contract brings higher wages to workers than in nonunionized workplaces, and high union density results in higher wages for workers regardless of their unionization status compared to areas with low union density. The power gap caused in part by placing junior staff in economic insecurity also leads to workers becoming more vulnerable to harassment and abuse. Unions have a suite of actions to assist staffers in confronting harmful workplace culture, which include: 
[bookmark: _Hlk79147919]• Educating workers on their rights and avenues to file claims 
• Providing a supportive and confidential environment for staffers to share their experiences without fear of retaliation 
• Providing effective representation that staffers can confidently count on for support in filing claims 
Collective Bargaining Rights are Key for Staffers in Transforming the Capitol Hill Workplace Culture  
Working within the halls of Congress has historically not protected people from experiencing the same exploitation faced by many in the country’s workforce, but the staffers who make up the Congressional Workers Union have taken the first step toward holding Congressional offices accountable to the values that many of them preach. By supporting their staffers through passage of the resolution, the House has also set a standard for statehouse staffers across the country facing their own struggles in recognition of collective bargaining rights from their respective chambers. The efforts of Congressional staff aren’t finished, as Senate and joint committee staffers are still seeking similar approval of collective bargaining rights through the resolution process. However, the end of traditional Hill experiences of overworked and underpaid staff may finally be on the horizon. 

House unions demonstrate Senate solvency. 
Dayen 23, Executive Director of The American Prospect, winner of the Studs and Ida Terkel Prize in Journalism (David Dayen, January 4, 2024, “House GOP Tries to Cancel Congressional Staff Unions,” The American Prospect, https://prospect.org/labor/2023-01-04-congress-house-gop-congressional-staff-unions/)
To recap, the Congressional Accountability Act of 1995 (CAA) applied many of the rules of employment that apply to the private sector to the workplace of Congress. That created a framework for House and Senate staffers to organize their offices. But regulations had never been passed to enable the process.
Last May, the House passed a resolution implementing those regulations, in a 217-202 party-line vote. The Senate has never passed such a resolution. But the House vote granted the right to organize to over 9,000 House staffers.
Since that House action in May, the offices of Reps. Ro Khanna (D-CA), Ilhan Omar (D-MN), Melanie Stansbury (D-NM), and most recently Cori Bush (D-MO, whose staff began voting last week and are expected to unionize) have voted to organize. Former Rep. Andy Levin’s office also unionized—he was the author of the resolution and saw organizing in his own office as a template—but since Levin no longer sits in Congress after having lost his primary, that will go away. Five other offices have filed to hold elections with the Office of Congressional Workplace Rights (OCWR), representing staff for Reps. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (D-NY), Ted Lieu (D-CA), Dina Titus (D-NV), Sean Casten (D-IL), and Chuy García (D-IL). García is currently running for mayor of Chicago, the election for which will be held on February 28.
UPDATE: According to the Congressional Workers Union, the Lieu and García offices have voted to unionize, and four other offices—for Reps. Rashida Tlaib (D-MI), Mark Pocan (D-WI), Linda Sanchez (D-CA), and Mark Takano (D-CA)—have filed a petition for a union election.
Pay rates are traditionally set by Congress—the outgoing Democratic House set a minimum staff pay threshold of $45,000/year—but the OCWR regulation does not prohibit bargaining over pay, and the first negotiated contract, with Levin's office, set an average salary for junior staff of $76,000/year. Plus, a number of other working conditions other than pay could be addressed. That includes benefits like vacation and sick leave, funding levels for offices, and rules for dealing with situations like workplace harassment.

Bargaining creates momentum for across-the-board unionization. 
Doggett, Ferenc, and Laudick 23, *Congressional Staffer, BA in Media from the University of North Carolina, **Host of the America’s Work Force Union Podcast, ***Co-founder of the Congressional Workers Union, MS in Labor Studies from the University of Maryland, BA in Economics from the University of Michigan (*Taylor Marie Doggett, **Ed Ferenc, ***Courtney Rose Laudick, April 10, 2023, “Improved Working Conditions Vital to the CWU’s Organizing Efforts,” America’s Work Force Union Podcast, Season 4, Episode 71, transcribed 23:00 to 37:38, https://awf.labortools.com/listen/improved-working-conditions-vital-to-the-cwus-organizing-efforts)
Doggett: You know Ed we saw from the first day of the 118th Congress with Republicans in power that they were interested in continuing their historic trend of union busting. And the ways in which they tried to do that in the beginning of this Congress was including union-busting language in the rules package that would prevent House staff from unionizing. So they essentially tried to undo Congressman Levin’s resolution that passed in May of 2022. And you know we have analyzed that rules inclusion, which passed, was mostly toothless. It was not surprising at all to see that this party that claims to value American working class would make one of their first moves in office attempts to undermine unionization efforts. The Congressional Workers Union was obviously not a part of it and we welcome all workers. We have heard interest from Republican workers in offices that have an appetite for unionization. So even in the face of this attempt of breaking up our union we are still hopeful we will have more Republican staff come to the union and express interest in improving their working conditions. Something I like to think about is these staffers in offices of members who hate unions who represent right to work states or districts in right to work states often are suffering from the same type of workplace abuse as any other worker even in a more pro-labor office. So we want those workers to also have self-determination and the ability to change often deplorable conditions. 
Ferenc: Taylor Marie Doggett joining us on our line today she is the Vice President of Communications for the Congressional Workers Union. Website is Congressional Workers Union dot ORG. We are supposed to be linked up with another individual: Courtney Laudick who is the organizer, but I guess she is organizing right now. 
Doggett: She is busy organizing right now. The work never stops.
Ferenc: The work never stops. She may call her but we’ll see what happens. We are going to continue our conversation after this. Later in the show we are going to check in with Rosemary Gibson, author of a book China RX, why can’t we make more pharmaceuticals in the United States. That’s the question she is going to talk about later in the show.
[[ADS OMITTED]]
Ferenc: And don’t forget you can check us out on at least six platforms that includes Apple Podcasts, Google Podcasts, iHeart Radio, Spotify, Pandora, and when you get an opportunity here’s what you do: just sign up, receive our shows on a regular basis, and give us a rating, we always appreciate those five star ratings. So keep them coming. By the way, this next segment is brought to you in part by the United Labor Agency. You can find more at UL Agency dot ORG. Learning a lot about the Congressional Workers Union. They did some organizing a couple of years ago and they had a profound effect. Joining us on our line, actually we started our show off with the one individual, that would be Taylor Doggett, and now we have Courtney Rose Laudick, who is the Vice President of Organizing for the Congressional Workers Union. Again, website Congressional Workers Union dot ORG. Courtney, Taylor did a great job in the first segment, we we’re trying to reach you, and I understand you were doing a lot of organizing, you’re busy, busy, busy and that’s what organizing is all about. It’s almost 24/7. So thanks for joining us on Americas Work Force and talk to me a little bit about yourself. I understand you are from Michigan, you worked with Andy Levin, who we had on the show a couple weeks ago and talked about the repeal of right to work in Michigan. So all this is good stuff, so welcome to Americas Work Force. Why don’t you pick it up from there Courtney.
Laudick: Thank you so much for having me. I am happy to be here. Certainly happy to follow up on my former bosses interview. But yeah, I am from Michigan, I grew up there, and I think I grew up where quite a few folks from Michigan grew up. My mom was a union teacher and my grandfather was in the UAW, so I certainly grew up with a lot of influence of unions, but in the more typical way that a lot of people do which is, you know, my parents were, my mom was a union member rank and file but not anyone who had been in a union doing the organizing. So, certainly first-gen in my family doing this sort of work. But, really made a ton of sense to me when I came here to Congress that when I started to see the workforce or what was going on in Congress that—some of my coworkers joked the day I got to Congress I was already mumbling about a union. So, to say that four years later we would be organizing congressional staff to some extent I am not surprised. 
Ferenc: Well, talk to me about the work conditions. Taylor kind of referenced that in the first segment. I want to get into that because obviously the conditions you are working in are overwhelming. There is a lot of demands, it is changing minute by minute and there is a labor of love here but you know there is a breaking point. So, maybe you can reference to our listeners and explain what the working conditions are that led to the formation of the Congressional Workers Union. Can you do that? 
Laudick: Yeah. Definitely. I think you are totally right that a lot of people don’t necessarily know what work life is like on the Hill or even what the work force is like. One of the biggest thing is that a lot of us live in Washington, D.C., or some of us live in district offices where our member works and quite a few of those are in big cities and the wages are not great. When I first came to Congress I was making 36,000 a year which doesn’t seem too bad but when you are living in Washington, D.C., and you are not working an hourly job you are working a salary job and you’re typically working way more than 40 hours a week. That certainly wears you down. On top of that, because of the structure and the way the Hill works, your working conditions can vary a lot from office to office. There are certainly things that have some standards like healthcare and retirement. But anything from telework and the days you get off and whether you get SML use is really varied. And then, you know, over the past couple of years through the pandemic, conditions got worse. We were seeing staff in the office getting exposed, policies around reducing exposure and making sure folks had adequate needs were not keeping up with the pace. And of course we had this violent insurrection on our workplace and a lot of staff were not feeling safe coming into the office anymore. And that made it very clear. That really, honestly during last January, a year after the insurrection, that staff were really, really starting to speak out and speak up about these working conditions. And in any organizing space, that is sort of what it takes. I love to say that it is really about telling our collective story. Because when you are just one individual going into an end of the year performance review or trying to ask your boss about a raise, your story is whatever. It is a one off. That is what they can say to you. But when everyone is coming out and starting to tell their stories about their working conditions and we’re seeing the same pattern, it is harder for them to ignore those collective stories. And that is what really happened here. These conditions had been building up for a while overtime. 
Ferenc: Well, I get it with the pandemic. I’ve said this many, many times. The pandemic has changed everything. Relationships with employers, workforce today. A lot of people are saying this job just isn’t worth it anymore, I’ve got to get better benefits, I’ve got to get some paid time off. And then, in your case, throw in an insurrection, you’ve got be scratching your head, “what the hell am I doing here? This job is not safe. There’s something wrong with this.” So, I get that whole part. When that happened it sounds like that was the main catalyst then for the formation of the Congressional Workers Union, would you pretty much agree to that? 
Laudick: I think it was a lot like the final straw. People already weren’t getting good enough wages, it was a job that people would burn out very quickly, turnover was rapid. As someone who was on the Hill for four years, I am constantly told that is an impressive amount of time to stay on the Hill. That is not a very long time. And I think that it certainly was: “here’s the final straw.” As workers, like, are we kept safe in this institution? Especially because following the insurrection, we did not really see a lot of changes happening by leadership to keep staff safe. I think it sort of became a “we need to take things into our own hands, these changes aren’t going to happen unless we demand them.”
Ferenc: Courtney, you have 15 offices, 14 House, 1 Senate: Senator Markey out of Massachusetts was the last to join. You’ve got to have a certain goal in mind. I mean you got a long way to go here as far as offices. And there’s going to be some you’re just not going to win, you know that by now. But, what is you’re game plan here for the next year, two years? Any thoughts on that?
Laudick: I think we’re going to organize every worker that comes to us. We’re going to make sure every worker has an opportunity to join a union. I think certainly we are going to the bargaining table with some of our units right now, so we are starting to see everyone at different points in the process which is very helpful. I think if we start making wins at the bargaining table, organizing is inevitably going to ramp up. But even at this point we have an extraordinary amount of interest: more staff reaching out to us than we are necessarily having the capacity to organize. Some of these staff are even self-organizing. So I think we’re seeing a really incredible thing here. But I do think it is happening across the country with other workers as well. Our goal has always been: “let’s give these workers the tools to sort of get organized.” And certainly, as you know, from last year, we passed rights for House staff to be able to organize. Senate staff do not have those same rights. So, they currently are not protected in their organizing activity. Similar to the House for last year, for 26 years, Senate could have given their staff these rights but they never did. They also need to pass the resolution in order to enshrine those rights. A huge goal here is we are going to organize as many offices as possible. I am envisioning in the hundreds. We want to make radical changes to the way the Hill works. We do that by organizing offices and setting better standards in all of these offices. And it will raise the floor for everyone, even people who aren’t unionized on the Hill. And then on the Senate side, we want to really put pressure on Senators to give back these rights. They’ve been denied these rights for 26 years and even before that we had even fewer rights. It just seems simple to me that Congress shouldn’t be above the law that they create. They should have to abide by the same workplace laws. And in an institution that is meant to protect democracy, they should be fostering democracy in their workplace. And that is what unionizing is about and that is what having the right to organize is all about. 

The OCWR provides extensive negotiating leverage for staffers. 
Uelmen 22, General Counsel at the Office of Congressional Workplace Rights, JD from the University of Wisconsin-Madison (John D. Uelmen, March 2, 2022, “Written Statement of John D. Uelmen, General Counsel, Office of Congressional Workplace Rights Before the Committee on House Administration,” Oversight of Section 220 of the Congressional Accountability Act: Implementing the Rights of Congressional Staff to Collectively Bargain, https://docs.house.gov/meetings/HA/HA00/20220302/114451/HHRG-117-HA00-Wstate-UelmenJ-20220302.pdf)
Are there topics that cannot be bargained? Yes. There are management rights that are not subject to bargaining. A list of these management SGI}.C. ss 7106(a) and includes such topics as determining the mission, rights is provided in budget, organization, number of employees, and internal security practices of the employing office. However, even if a topic is designated as a management right, this does not preclude bargaining over procedures that the employing office will observe when exercising that right or appropriate arrangements for employees adversely affected by the exercise of that right. This is commonly referred to as "impact and implementation" bargaining. See u. .C. 7106(b).
What happens if an employing office believes that a proposal is not negotiable? Negotiability disputes can be resolved by filing a petition with the OCWR Board of Directors using the procedures set forth in Section 2424 of the WR Substantive Regulations. Alternatively, refusal to bargain over a proposal that IS clearly negotiable may constitute an unfair labor practice and a dispute of this nature can be resolved by filing an unfair labor practice charge with the OCWR General Counsel. See the Substantive Regulations at section labor practice FAQs below. Labor organization must choose between the 2423, and the unfair labor practice procedures or the negotiability petition procedures; both set of procedures cannot be used. The regulations and section 8.06 of the C R Procedural Rules provide for expedited review of negotiability disputes.
What happens if the employing office and the union cannot reach a collective bargaining agreement? Impasse is the point in the negotiation over conditions of employment at which the parties are unable to reach agreement, notwithstanding their efforts to do so by direct negotiations and by the use of mediation or other voluntary arrangements for settlement. The OCWR Board of Directors serves the same function as the FLRA impasse panel and can resolve issues which have caused an impasse. Impasse procedures are initiated by filing an Services Request for Assistance form with the OCWR. The complete impasse procedures are set forth in Section 2471 of the WR Substantive Regulations.

Bargaining is key:
1. ENFORCEABILITY. It unlocks an enforcement safety net for violations of working conditions. 
Baker and Mulshine 23, *JD from George Washington School of Law, BA from Boston College, **former Inspector General of the Architect of the Capitol, JD from Howard University School of Law (*Natasha Tavora Baker, **Kevin Mulshine, March 20, 2023, “Episode 18 - Unionizing on Capitol Hill: Interview with Kevin Mulshine,” edited Apple Podcasts transcription, 28:31 to 41:47, https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/episode-18-unionizing-on-capitol-hill-interview-with/)
Baker: Huh. Okay. So if we fast forward to the present time, my understanding is, and if you could develop or elaborate on this, is that, so this law was passed in the mid-90s, but it wasn't until last year, essentially, right, that you had the first congressional offices actually unionizing under this law, and then with the change in leadership in the House this year, there's talk that even those efforts, what is that, almost 30 years after the law was originally passed, might stall in terms of having additional unionizing efforts moving forward. Can you speak to that?
[bookmark: _Hlk212300367]Mulshine: Yeah. This is a subset of the 11 different statutes—and I think it may be 12 or 13 by this time—that Congress applied to its own operations. That subset of the Labor Management Relations Act had not come into full implementation until July of last year for the House offices, and it still hasn't gone into effect for the Senate offices. I usually refer to them as young people who are coming to Washington with a mission to serve their member, don't have any advocates for themselves when it comes to working conditions on Capitol Hill. This is important specifically with regard to Fair Labor Standards Act, the wage and hour law that everybody has to abide by. There's no one there to advocate to say that when somebody has worked 40 hours in a work week, they then cross over and have to be paid overtime in order to work anything above that 40 hour limit. And members, both Democrats and Republicans, often just sidestep that and say “either the employee is exempt from the law or, well, you're just doing this as a volunteer, you're a dedicated professional, and the additional hours that you work, they might be recognized through some bonus or something, but not through time and a half for overtime pay.” So that kind of provision that's already in effect—which could be enforced through a union representative—just goes by the boards, because there isn't anybody there to shield the employee from the spotlight. If an employee steps up and says: “hey, I'm entitled to overtime pay for this additional work.” And the member says, “who are you to raise legal rights?” There isn't that collective protection that an employee who's represented by a union has. And so that's really an essential part of the law that just does not pinch on the members of Congress, both Democrats and Republicans.
Baker: So what is the role, then, of the Office of Congressional Workplace Rights? Because I know you mentioned that with the passage of the Congressional Accountability Act in the mid-90s, this Office of Congressional Workplace Rights, originally called the Office of Compliance, was created to facilitate the implementation of this law. And you were a part of that, the first staff of that office. What role does that office play in all of this?
Mulshine: Well, it's really the reactive role. And I've advocated for them to be more proactive, but they really react when an employee or an employee group walks through their doors and wants to file either a charge or a petition for an election or in the other sections of law, a complaint of employment discrimination or sexual harassment. They react to that and they have to process those complaints. And they're the ones who appoint hearing officers who would hear those complaints. There's also, you can file a charge or a complaint with the Office of Congressional Workplace Rights. And once you file that complaint, you can then go into federal district court in certain areas of the law. And so they're really the doorway through which employees who want to assert their rights can begin the process of vindicating those rights.
Baker: And is it effective? Are there any examples that you could perhaps share of that vindication?
Mulshine: Each time that I look at the numbers, there are very few cases that are filed. But the cases that are filed are largely from the Capitol Police, from the Architect of the Capitol. Those employees are represented by unions. And certainly in the labor category, most of the labor cases are from the Capitol Police. But the Architect of the Capitol staff, and maybe I can quickly talk about the Architect. 
Baker: Sure.
Mulshine: The Architect is a person, as well as the agency, that keeps up the buildings and runs the Capitol Visitor Center, and employs all the painters, the custodial workers, the laborers, everybody who makes sure that Capitol Hill is a comfortable environment for members of Congress and senators. And those employees for the Architect, for example—I think it's up to about 2,400 employees and probably more if you count contractors—and then Capitol Police have 2,800 or maybe 3,000 employees, not only officers who are sworn to protect the members and to protect the buildings, but also support human resources people, the other personnel, individuals that are necessary in order to keep the Capitol Police running as a vital agency. So those employees really are the ones who take most advantage of the Office of Congressional Workplace Rights. But essentially, the OCWR, as it's known, just reacts when cases are filed.
Baker: Got it. So it sounds like the employees that are able to best use the OCWR, the Office of Congressional Workplace Rights, are those groups of employees who are already unionized, right?
Mulshine: Right. Yeah.
Baker: Okay. We're going to talk more about the Architect of the Capitol because there's some turmoil there related to the January 6th insurrection. Before turning to that, are there any congressional offices that have unionized based on this change, in implementation of the law last year?
Mulshine: Yeah. Now, there's a group called the Congressional Workers Union, and you can find them on social media. They are organizing offices, and so far have succeeded in getting collective bargaining representation status at, I think, maybe 10, maybe more offices. They are all led by members of Congress on the House side who are Democrats. But there's just a vast number of not only other offices, Democrats and Republicans, but also there's those House specific support offices. There's something called the Chief Administrative Officer, who employs just a whole raft of skilled employees for carpeting and for drapes. And I could get into the weeds about how these offices are set up. A lot of them sound like they're duplicative, with offices of the Architect of the Capitol. And in fact, some of them are. But the way that the House and the Senate support staff has grown, has really been a sort of an organic, historical vestige of what used to exist before all these laws became effective, and also before Congress became a much larger operation.
Baker: So can you talk about, my understanding is that, so for listeners in November of last year, November 2022, there were midterm elections. And as a result of that, the majority of the House flipped from Democratic control to Republican control. And so now the Speaker of the House is a Republican member of Congress from California called Kevin McCarthy. And my understanding is, is that he's proposed something that would potentially undermine these recent efforts to unionize congressional offices. Can you speak to that?
Mulshine: Well, in fact, it's not only proposed, but it's also this very vague provision has become part of House rules. And just to inform the listeners, the House and the Senate have constitutional rights to create their own rules. And usually, that is a perfunctory kind of exercise, and the rules roll over from one Congress to another. Each Congress is two years in length. But in this case, there was a new provision that, that was headlined as restoring accountability. And that provision simply said that the regulations that are adopted, that were adopted by the House in the 117th Congress, which was the Congress that existed before January of 2023, would be, would not be effective in the 118th Congress. And I've been writing on this and should have something published pretty soon that talks about how ineffective this attempted withdrawal of the labor rights that were granted back in July of 2022. That, that the, the wording really is not explicit enough to really achieve a withdrawal of those rights.

Staffer jobs are less attractive and less productive without the legal actions that accompany bargaining. 
Swift et al. 22, *Senior Advisor at Demand Progress, MA in Applied Politics from Akron University, former Teaching Assistant at The Bliss Institute of Applied Politics, **Representative for the 9th District of Michigan, JD from Harvard University School of Law and MA from the University of Michigan, ***Congressional Reporter at Politico, BA in Political Science from Tufts University, †General Counsel for the National Federation of Federal Employees, JD from the George Washington University Law School, BA in History from Vanderbilt, †*General Counsel at the National Federation of Federal Employees (*Taylor J. Swift, **Andy Levin, ***Katherine Tully-McManus, †Jeff Friday, †*Yvette Piacsek, July 13, 2022, “The Power of Unions in Congress: Know Your Rights,” Demand Progress, transcribed 00:00:00 to 00:41:41, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_LS8VaNgQWQ)
Swift: Alright, well let’s get this part started. Hello and welcome to a virtual event hosted by Demand Progress Education Fund titled “The Power of Unions in Congress: Know Your Rights.” I am your host Taylor J. Swift; I am a policy advisor with Demand Progress. Before joining our team I worked in Congress for several years, so, this topic in today’s virtual event is really important to me and is important to our team at Demand Progress. We have been publishing research and advocating for better working conditions for Congressional staff for years now as part of our effort to strengthen Congress itself. Congress’ ability to function well depends on attracting and retaining a well-trained, expert staff devoted to making our democracy work for everyone. Congressional staff work in Washington, D.C., and throughout the country in every state and thousands of offices. They help Americans in countless ways, working with constituents in their districts, in their states, working with businesses, drafting legislation, helping conduct oversight, the works. In short, they help keep Congress running. But contrary to popular belief, Congressional staff salaries, especially for entry and mid-level positions are actually really low. Recent evidence demonstrates that one in eight staffers are not making a living wage and that number jumps to roughly 70% for entry-level positions. There is not just one reason that Congressional staffers are pushing to unionize, but a combination of factors that create an untenable work environment. Combine this with the ongoing trauma, the pay disparities, the never-ending work, unchecked harassment, ongoing COVID, and the January 6 attack last year, make it really, really difficult for anyone to have any leverage and weak workplace safety protections. But next Monday, July 18, the Office of Congressional Workplace Rights will implement the resolution that grants House staff the right to organize. This is a huge deal that was months, years, actually a quarter century in the making. To help educate the general public and empower Congressional staff with the knowledge they need to successfully implement unions in the House of Representatives, our team at Demand Progress Education Fund has brought together several government labor experts to discuss various rights and protections offered to staff. So, how does this unionization work in Congress? What is the history behind Congressional unionization? What rights will be granted to the Congressional employees? What additional work remains to cover more staff in the House or in the Senate or in join-staff? Over the next hour or so, our distinguished panel of experts will discuss this and other topics and, of course, be able to take audience questions as well to clear up any outstanding questions. With that, it is my privilege to introduce Representative Andy Levin, who unfortunately could not be in attendance today, but sent some brief remarks. So let me just share my screen really quickly. 
Levin: Hi everybody. I want to thank Demand Progress for putting together this fantastic panel. I am always excited to talk about one of my favorite things in the world: unions. Increasing workers voice and power in their workplace, in their industry, in our society at large is at the very center of my politics. I’ve spent the better part of my career fighting for workers rights as a union organizer at SEIU, at the AFL-CIO, and now as a member of Congress. I’m pretty much the union organizer in Congress and creating a multi-racial, working-class movement to transform society is probably the single-biggest organizing passion of my life. As both a frontline union organizer and a government official, I have seen both sides of the coin. The struggle that workers face every day and the power that comes with their ability to form a union and bargain collectively. Ove the past year we’ve witnessed workers exercising that power in new and exciting ways. Workers are on the march in workplaces that have fought unionization for years. Think: Starbucks, Amazon, Apple, Trader Joe’s, you name it. Despite Starbucks spending millions of dollars on union busting lawyers and consultants, there are now over 180 unionized Starbucks stores across the country and more than 120 others have elections pending. Wow, that is incredible. Meanwhile, Amazon held up to 20 captive audience meetings a day leading up to the election in their Staten Island warehouse, yet the Amazon labor union persevered and won a big victory there. Last October, the world watched as over 100,000 workers joined together to go on strike in different places all across this country. Folks even gave the month a new name: Striketober. That momentum has continued well into this year. There were already 153 strikes from January to May of 2022 compared to 78 strikes during the same period in 2021. That’s almost twice as many. It’s incredible. Workers are fed up with low wages, poor benefits, and disrespect. And they’re flexing their collective muscles by creating their own organizations and acting collectively. Look y’all: there is real power in a union. I’m so inspired by the workers leading in this moment and creating the great next chapter of our American labor movement. And guess what? That includes workers fighting to a have a union right here in the halls of Congress, our own staffers. House staffers help Congress operate in every way and they serve the American people. Unfortunately, until two months ago, they were not promised legal protection for acting or bargaining collectively. Following the passage of the Congressional Accountability Act way back in 1995, the Office of Compliance, which is now known as the Office of Congressional Workplace Rights, adopted regulations that would extend legal protections to Congressional staff who choose to organize and bargain collectively. These regulations required Congressional approval for enactment. At the time, Congress applied them to all the workers on Capitol Hill like the Capitol Police and the Library of Congress, except the folks who work for us directly in our district offices, D.C. offices and committees. So for 26 long years, our own direct staff have been denied this fundamental human right to have a say at work. Earlier this year, I was approached by the Congressional Workers Union and asked to introduce a resolution finally approving these regulations for them. I was so honored to be asked. The resolution garnered tremendous support, earing 165 original co-sponsors. It was undeniable that this was the right thing to do but it wouldn’t have happened without the workers taking that first step. At long last, on May 10, the House passed my resolution completing the final step to give most Congressional workers in the House legal protection to organize and bargain collectively. On July 18, these regulations will take full effect, extending legal protection to House staff who choose to unionize. See: power in a union, right in the temple of our democracy. It has been an incredible honor to work with the Congressional Workers Union as they fought tirelessly for their rights at work. They shared bravely their workplace experienced, good and bad, clearly illustrated their need for the protected right to organize, and demonstrated the sheer power of worker solidarity. It is a privilege to be able to support their efforts through legislation. All workers deserve a union, from coffee shops, to warehouses, to the halls of Congress, I am here to keep on fighting right alongside them. Thanks so much in solidarity. 
Swift: Great, so thank you so much to Representative Andy Levin for those remarks. Now, we are going to turn to our panel. I have the privilege to introduce our moderator today, Katherine Tully-McManus who is a Congressional reporter for POLITICO and the author of their Huddle Newsletter focused on Capitol Hill. Katherine has covered Congress for close to a decade including more than eight years at CQ Rollcall where she got hooked on finding often overlooked stories about Congress as an institution, operation, and life in the Capitol complex. Katherine brought her obsessions with Congress with how it funds itself, the Congressional workplace, Capitol security, and the oddities of the legislative branch to her Huddle Newsletter. So with that I am going to hand the baton off to Katherine to introduce the rest of our panelists. 
McManus: Good morning. Thank you everyone for being here. On our great panel today are Kevin Mulshine, who is a former Counsel of the Office of Congressional Workplace Rights, although when he was there it was the Office of Compliance, and I know Kevin has been deeply involved in these issues for a long time. When I was first getting on the Capitol Hill beat, I gave Kevin a call after he told me I did not have a fact right about how Congressional workplace operated. And I have learned so much since. So, grateful to have you on the panel. Also here today are Jeff Friday, the General Counsel of the National Federation of Federal Employees, represent a huge number of federal employees, and Yvette Piacsek, Deputy General Counsel of the National Federation of Federal Employees. And this pair will hopefully give kind of a window into how unionization happens and operates at this point, off the Hill and on the Hill as they represent a wide-range of employees across federal government. Thank you all for being here and I would like to start with a little bit of background and a little bit of how we got here. Kevin, can you address quickly kind of part one of this unionization effort on Capitol Hill that happened shortly after the Congressional Accountability Act passed just so we can get as quickly up to the modern era.
Mulshine: Sure, thanks Katherine it is good to see you again and I am really pleased with Demand Progress for inviting me to be a part of this panel. What I’d like to do, if I could, is just share my screen to show you some of the headlines that were going on in the spring and summer of 1996 in advance of this implementation, generally, of the Congressional Accountability Act. You’ll see from some of these headlines the idea that Congress in passing the Congressional Accountability Act was doing so that it could experience how to comply with the laws that they were passing for the private sector and in this case the federal sector. And this one is from my former boss Dennis Duffy on the Wall Street Journal that made the front pages of the New York Times, this is one about the Capitol Police and the Architect employees starting up a campaign. This one—I guess I can’t see the whole thing—but this is a editorial from The Hill Newspaper and the caption there is “the dignity issue”—and it mentions Steven Schlossberg who at that time was a former official in the Reagan administration, head of the Office of the International Labor Organization taking about how employees even if they considered themselves to be professionals, deserve to have a bargaining agent. This one was particularly pointing out how important it was for staffers to be able to select their agent. This one is from the Washington Times: Congressman were uncomfortable with the idea of having to have campaigns, organization campaigns in their offices, but that is something that private business and federal sector experience daily. This is one showing that in July of 96, the House Oversight Committee, which was the name given to House Administration, was trying to move to ban unionizing because they were so concerned about it being incongruent with their constitutional responsibilities. This one, again front page of the New York Times, GOP having second thought. A stratagem came up: they decided that because they had required the Office of Compliance, the Board to rule separately on Congressional staff. This one is their solution: they did not vote. So they were able to create a logjam that has persisted through Republican lead in the Congress to start out with, through Democratic lead in the Congress, and finally, the Miami Herald editorializing about going back to the plantation, which was the way that the Congress was regarded before the passage of the Congressional Accountability Act. In essence, right now, Congressional staffers are part of the plantation. They don’t have the rights and protection offered to other legislative branch employees, like the Architect employees, like the Capitol Police, like the recording studio employees on the House side. And fortunately, thanks to Representative Levin, that is going to end on the 18. In the Senate, they’re happy to have that logjam continue. And hopefully there will be some enlightened members of the Senate who will really press this through. There is nothing to fear from having a collective bargaining agent for your employees. So I will stop that. The other thing I would say if I can—Congress has effectively captured the Office of Congressional Workplace rights. As a former Inspector General, I always heard about this idea of the Inspector General being captured by the agency the Inspector General oversees. The Office of Congressional Workplace Rights really has become a lapdog for the Congress and I’d like Congress to exercise some meaningful oversight. Go ahead Katherine, sorry.
McManus: Oh, I was just going to say that those are all articles that I had not seen even as I was trying to look back. Some of those I am not sure have been digitized and might not be online. 
Mulshine: Yeah I could not find them.
McManus: I think. Something that might be helpful for folks is to differentiate, this is for all three of you, to differentiate a little bit: on the Hill there are non-political employees—Architect of the Capitol, Library of Congress, police, etc.—who have already had the right to organize, and then there is largely political staff—of course also some non-partisan staff—who will gain that right on Monday. And I am hoping to talk quickly about what makes the Hill different than organization at an agency or other across the federal government and there is a focus on workers are workers but also this is a very strange workplace that has provided me with no end of weird work to look into. So I think any of you can start on those differences at this point.
Mulshine: So I’ll just jump in and then hand it off to Jeff and Yvette—my mission when I started as Employment Counsel for the Architect of the Capitol was really to show the Architect that you could live with the Congressional Accountability Act laws having been applied. There are so many to talk about it could fill up this whole space. In particular here, union representatives are not somehow contrary to the constitutional responsibilities that Congress exercises. So I’ll hand it off to Jeff and Yvette.
Friday: Yes. I am Jeff Friday, I am NFFE General Counsel. I think I can answer Katherine’s question really just by going into the remarks that I was going to make. Basically I would just say that every workplace, the employees feel as unique, and there are unique obstacles in any union campaign. I would say that basically organizing the employees of Congress is going to be the same as organizing employees anywhere. In the private sector you have a process to go through with the NLRB, in the federal sector you do a similar process through the FLRA and now what has been set up is that the Office of Compliance is going to administer a similar process—which you are going to look to the FLRA for you know how to do it. So it is going to be basically the same I think. And so, when I am talking to folks about when they consider whether or not they want to have a union, there is usually two things they are concerned about. First, what can the union do for me? And, Taylor’s opening remarks talked about some things of working conditions for employees, you have January 6, everybody had COVID in the last few years, health and safety concerns have never been more paramount, Congressional employees are paid poorly compared to their counterparts in federal agencies and certainly poorly when compared to lobbyists they deal with on the other side of the table. And so, I would think Congressional employees would like to have some input into how much they got paid, they’d like to have some input into whether or not they were an annual employee or would they rather have some sort of due process before they are going to be disciplined and removed. These are the kind of issues that a union addresses and hours of work, leave, promotions, telework, discipline, superintendents and workers always have concerns about that. Through a union you are able to put rights around that in a contract which is enforceable before a third party. An arbitrator basically. So, that is what a union does for you. About the process, Katherine was mentioning constitutional concerns, I think the NLRA says that collective bargaining is in the American interest, the Civil Service Reform Act says that collective bargaining is in the public interest for federal employees and that is on for the Office of Compliance. So, beginning on January 18 when employees have these rights, House employees will be able to through an organization like the Congressional Workers Union or whatever union is formally organizing the folks, they would be able to begin to collect forms for interest in an election. It would be either interest cards or membership forms the employees would sign saying “hey, I would like to have a union election.” They sign and date it. That is your basic interest card. And the Office of Compliance is going to follow the federal rules which are the same as the NLRB rules which is if 30% of the employees in a bargaining unit, so it seems like it may well be the initial setup might be organizing office by office and shop by shop and if 30% of the employees that are not supervisors in that office fill out that interest form, then they can file for an election and the office of compliance will conduct a secret ballot election and they can elect a union as a representative. Now, an important principle there—and it is the same in the NLRB I the private sector, federal sector—is that secrecy of the forms is a hallmark, so management does not find out who signed the card or the form asking for an election. Those forms are collected by whoever is collecting them, the union, then they are submitted to the Office of Compliance which will have a labor component of that, which is going to administer the election, they in turn would ask for the particular office for a list of the employees and they would verify the 30%. It is usually important employees are interested in knowing that their manager is not going to know they are on of the ones that are calling for that election. Then it will be a secret ballot election. Oftentimes nowadays they are done electronically, I am not sure how it would be done—setting up a voting booth on a particular day people would come and vote.
McManus: I believe e-elections are part of what the Office of Congressional Workplace Rights has set out for this process at this point.
Friday: So, it is going to be a secret ballot election in some form. Employees should know that when they are collecting the forms from their coworkers there is going to be some discussion that goes on amongst employees in this process that generally they want to do that stuff on a lunch time breaktime before and after work, in the Zoom world we live in I am not sure how much that is going to crop up but that is the technical thing. You know employees are protected from any retaliation—people are generally concerned about retaliation. Retaliation is illegal and I would not expect it. Congressman Levin is talking about strikes and captive meetings—I would not expect in the public sector world that you would see that sort of thing. The employer is supposed to be neutral and I would expect by and large they will be neutral. Many of them will not like having a union, some of them do, Congresswoman Pelosi and Hoyer and many of the folks are openly supportive. Generally speaking, bosses would rather not have to deal with employees being in power but in the public sector, they rarely resort to the kind of retaliation you see in the private sector. So to throw it to Yvette then.
Piacsek: Even if there are wayward comments that are anti-union, those are fully enforceable and we want to make sure you all are empowered so that if you do have any sort of interference in the exercise of your rights that you know you can do something about it and we want to stop that in its place because it can have a real chilling effect. The most important thing I would say that Jeff just gave a great overview of the whole process, but the first step will start July 18 for you all. We’ve got to start collecting your signatures on those forms to develop the showing of interest, that’s the very first step. And it is really going to be incumbent on all of you to get that message out to your coworkers to talk to them that even though Congressman Levin and Kevin in all of his years of work have really laid the groundwork for the union to come into the halls of Congress, it is on the employees to make it happen. You cannot be supportive of the union but not do anything. You have to actually sign the form, get the election going, and then you have to vote. That would be my primary focus right now is just having that conversation with your coworkers, telling them about the benefits of the union, find out what they are worried about, and for NFFE, the National Federation of Federal Employees, we represent over 100,000 employees at all these different agencies and right now they are really trying to become the model employer, and there are a lot of things the Executive branch is doing that is baffling that your branch is not doing. I think that we could just use the same model that we have been using for the Executive branch and get you all a path to promotion that is predictable so you can plan your lives. Like Jeff was saying. Just having that job protection is huge but employees need to step up and sign and join the union if they really want to get all of those benefits. 
McManus: I think that is really helpful info as we head into the week that it is going to happen. One thing that I would love to address is you touched on it now, the signing of the cards, kind of like what conversations would look like in an organizing office now before there are protections versus what might be newly possible starting on Monday and in terms of you represent a huge number of federal employes and what we know is that the power of a union is with the collective nature of it, how many people, and I know this is tied into one of the questions we have from the audience is going office to office in the House, the number of eligible employees in an office across the Hill is many but in an individual office might be very few and how I do not know if you have examples of what organizing looks like or what unionizing looks like with a very, very small eligibility in a workplace.
Friday: there are all different types of bargaining units and sometimes they are very small. Look at a Starbucks, they do not have very many employees. But there is also a process of consolidating unions that ultimately you can combine them. It might be possible to do a campaign to try to create a bargaining unit of all the Democratic or in the House of Representatives all the staff of all the congresspeople in one bargaining unit. There are advantages to doing it that way in that you have more power, it is simpler than dealing with place by place by place and then combining. But that kind of depends on the logistics of making that happen. But either way ultimately you end up making process, you end up going from a situation where working conditions are “this is what you get” to where they are determined and put into an enforceable collective bargaining agreement. 
Piacsek: I would just add on that organizing can be very organic. Maybe employees come in and they already know from past jobs or just from the news about their rights so they seek it out themselves but in our experience, you have to have a plan in place in order to do it well and to do it right and make sure that everyone that might be interested is at least talked to. And there is a conversation, a one-on-one. I would encourage you, and I know you do have some leadership, but I would encourage you to get those plans in place already, see what you can do to find the names of the employees that are in a certain hall that you think are likely going to be in a union if one was formed and divide up the work and share with each other, who talked to this person, who talked to that person, what were they concerned about. The good thing about organizing in the federal sector is that we have a lot that we can bargain. And certainly in Capitol Hill there is a lot that can be put on the table and the union should always be focused on bargaining for what the collective wants. So there is very little I think that is limiting as far as what is possible with union rights and certainly we would be more than happy to help out massage the message and say “we are not going to write a check we can’t cash but look what federal unions in the Executive branch have been able to achieve, this would fit what your issue is as well.” So again I would encourage, have a plan, try to get as many conversations with people that are similarly situated and just leave this power, this tool before them and let them choose whether they want to be on board or not. It is an easy sell once you start having those conversations but you won’t have any success if you do not have a plan and do not have one-on-one conversations. 
McManus: I know that I heard from a lot of surprised upset staffers upon the realization that salary on the Hill, like negotiating specific salaries, might not be within the scope of what is bargainable, or on the table for bargaining, and I am—with you describing how much is possible—I think a salary becomes a focus on the Hill because there is not data about office to office what other benefits are offered because every office is like its own small business, I prefer fiefdom but, what you can look up is people’s salaries, but you cannot look up their maternity leave policy, their bereavement leave policy, or vacation time or anything like that, or is it an unwritten rule you can only take time off at certain times and stuff like that. All of that you find out from talking to your peers office to office but you cannot search it like you can search salaries. Can you talk about the other things besides salary that are on the table and that would be going through a process with the Office of Congressional Workplace Rights to determine that as eligible to be bargained versus not.
Friday: Well, so, first of all, whatever concerns, workplace concerns and issues people have the union can address, and maybe some of them are addressed through collective bargaining and depending on how things turn out with the negotiability in the federal sector, maybe some things are addressed not in the collective bargaining agreement, but they are addressed because workers have all banded together and brought their concerns to management and pushed for change. One way or another process occurs, not always super quickly, it sometimes takes a while, but again, in the private sector you have more wide-open issues with negotiability, in the federal sectors there are all kinds of stuff talked about with negotiability, but important concerns are always addressed one way or another. 
Piacsek: And one thing I would encourage all of you to quickly get in place would be as soon as you have the election you have an exclusive representative and with that comes power and I would quickly try to establish what we have in the Executive branch is labor-management forums where we try and get information from the agencies before decisions are made so that we can have input and a seat at the table in the decisions that impact us before the decision is made and then we still have the opportunity to bargain the impact and the implementation if the decision is made. So that is one example of collective bargaining and how we can try and build in custom structures like labor management forums to give us that formalized opportunity to provide input or even to raise issues. And yes there are some legal limitations on what is negotiable. I am not super clear on the pay component. But in the federal sector, Executive branch cannot negotiate pay because that is set by Congress or anything under appropriations we cannot negotiate. But we do negotiate career ladder promotions, so someone has a predictable path to promotions, we negotiate awards for performance, we can even negotiate where we establish separate awards funds where it might be a join-union management panel where we have the opportunity to nominate people for awards, and then we can negotiate all around other things that might end up being pocketbook type issues like remote work—how much gas are you going to save if you remote work a lot more—or telework, even things like parking benefits, that is the type of thing that is absolutely on the table and one thing that Katherine you mentioned is maternity leave policy and each little fiefdom having their own rule. If you have a union, you negotiate one rule for everybody and it is written down and it is enforceable and if anybody chooses to roll out their own rule then we enforce the contract rule and, for example, a leave policy—if a supervisor and your boss wants to have their own rule on a leave policy they can’t, they are bound to follow what is in the union contract. So when things are written down and they are agreed to by the parties, it just clears up so much ambiguity, protects people from unfair treatment, favoritism, and just makes things clear and you have good expectations. I can’t tell—we’ve been doing this a long time, Jeff and I, I’ve been doing this for about fifteen years and Jeff probably won’t want me to say how long he’s been at it. But it makes such a difference to have a union contract in place and we’re going to need all the help, all of you are going to need to come up what you’re going to put in that contact, it is a member-driven contract and it takes a lot of work to bargain it. First things first, let’s get the union in and then after that you can focus on the contract. 
Mulshine: Can I jump in just with the question of Jeff and Yvette. If employees on Capitol Hill have always been told they are ‘at-will’ employees, talk about the impact of having a contract and a grievance-arbitration provision. 
[bookmark: _Hlk212240245]Friday: Yeah, so people sleep better at night knowing that there is a process put in place before they lose their job. Generally, sometimes people accuse unions of ‘helping bad employees’—we do not have the right, if someone is a truly bad employee and deserves to be let go, then they will be let go. But what we can assure is due process that people are given a reason and an opportunity to respond to that and they get a chance to go before an arbitrator who is like Judge Judy who decides whether or not they should have been fired. Many times management was not fair. They actually let other people do the exact same thing and did not fire them for that. The reasons arbitrators overturn decisions like that. Many people do not get let go because of the whole process, rather than having a knee-jerk reaction to something and firing somebody, it has to be a more considered process. That results in people feeling a lot less stress on a daily basis and having that knowledge that they have some security in their employment.

2. COMMUNITY. Unions with bargaining power create a safe and accepting workplace culture. Solves staffer diversity. 
Laudick, Doggett and Alvarez 23, *Co-founder of the Congressional Workers Union, MS in Labor Studies from the University of Maryland, BA in Economics from the University of Michigan, **Congressional Staffer, BA in Media from the University of North Carolina, ***Editor in Chief at the Real News Network, PhD candidate in History at the University of Michigan (*Courtney Rose Laudick, **Taylor Marie Doggett, ***Maximillian Alvarez, May 11, 2023, “Congressional staffers are demanding the Senate let them unionize,” The Real News Network, https://therealnews.com/congressional-staffers-are-demanding-the-senate-let-them-unionize)
Courtney Rose Laudick: Yeah, I think as far as the unspoken abuse, I think the challenging part is these are members of Congress who are elected to represent people. And so there’s a question here of who is Congress held accountable to in a workplace. And for a long time, Congress was not even applying workplace laws that applied to federal agencies to their own staff until the 1990s, and for 26 years did not apply our legal right to organize and bargain until we demanded it last year. So I think part of it is this sort of culture of you’re supposed to see your job as something greater than just a job. And so you are there and you are getting to work with a member of Congress and it’s an honor. “And so it’s such a privilege in the role that you’re in. You should accept the working conditions and possibly the abuse that happens from senior staff.”
And because there’s not a lot of accountability and for a long time congressional staff were really deterred from speaking out because of blackmail or because it could destroy their career. You kind of just stomached the abuse until you got so burnt out that you left the Hill. And a lot of those staff were going to work for K Street to make hundreds and thousands of dollars. And now there’s an incredible brain drain in Congress where the experts who are there, who understand how to make policy, understand how to do the case work are now leaving. And so I think there’s just a broader system of that culture being bred into this workplace and creating a sort of top-down abusive structure where the incentive is to move up to get into the chief of staff role. So you can either get paid better or to leave, but the people who are doing that essential work are the staff assistants, the legislative correspondence, the case workers, so the workers, let’s say, of the center of Congress.
[bookmark: _Hlk212240300]Taylor Marie Doggett: And we’ve mentioned just now staff pay, COVID-19 protections, telework issues are something that a lot of staff are interested in organizing around, access and distribution to some of the benefits that are granted and statute to employees but maybe not distributed the same way in each office are other things that folks are interested in bargaining about. And I think one of the unique challenges of this workplace is each office or shop as we like to think of them, is its own little company or its own little fiefdom. And so these roles and responsibilities assigned to workers vary drastically within offices from office to office, shop to shop. And so it’s also about creating some sort of standardization for people to have expectations about their work, their employer, their compensation in a way that currently doesn’t exist.
Maximillian Alvarez: And y’all already mentioned this sort of willful blindness to the barrier to entry for people who don’t already have connections to people on the Hill, to people whose families can’t financially support them while they’re making $30,000 a year in Washington, DC. This is a problem that we see in higher education at nonprofits, anywhere where interns are relied upon for providing cheap or free labor. Unless you come from a rich family, those aren’t going to be available to you. So you kind of have a built-in class discrimination, which also translates to built-in racial discrimination, yada, yada, yada. And I feel like the public is kind of generally aware of this because of pop culture. And so I just wanted to ask a quick, not to make light of this, but what I’ve heard from other folks is that a lot of people maybe think that our working lives are the West Wing. Everyone means well, everyone’s kind of professional, everyone’s there for the right reasons, but in reality it’s a little more like Veep. So I wanted to ask just quickly if that checks out for you guys.
Taylor Marie Doggett: I have not watched West Wing yet, but I did start Veep a couple of months ago and it felt all too familiar. It is a workplace marked by chaos, and a lot of people enjoy and thrive on that adrenaline rush, but chaotic it is. And I want to speak to something else that you just mentioned about built-in class and racial discrimination. I think something that we like to argue is that the systematic entrenchment of those who can afford to work on Capitol Hill leads to policy discrimination in terms of who’s at the table helping make the decisions and helping inform and educate the members. So when we’re thinking about, “Is our workplace representative of the nation?” And if it’s not, then we’re not really adequately responding to the issues of the people.
Maximillian Alvarez: So this is a really great and interesting point that I want, I want us to circle back to in the final round. But I guess before we get there, I wanted to talk a bit about the organizing drive itself. And y’all mentioned that as typically happens in a country that is very hostile to workers organizing right now, we all know the story. The country is sitting at barely above 10% union density, the lowest point that we’ve been at in basically a century. So a lot of that organizing does have to start underground, but then y’all came above ground and have been building the campaign ever since. So I was wondering if you could just lift the hood for us a bit and talk to folks, our viewers and listeners a bit about what that organizing looked like, what sorts of conversations you were getting in with other staffers and how it’s developed over the past year.
Courtney Rose Laudick: Yeah. I think the really interesting thing about our case is we actually had to, part of the organizing drive was how do we get our bosses, who happen to be members of Congress, to pass a law which allows us to do what we’re trying to do and be protected. That being said, before that law passed, it wasn’t illegal for us to organize, but we didn’t have protections. We could totally be fired for what we were doing. And so that was part of the reason for why the effort was so underground. And I think it started, there’s always been whisperings of unionizing and we’ve heard of previous staff who attempted or started those discussions. So I think it certainly was a certain level of bubbling up. And then I think there was sort of a group of staffers who came together.
We talked to a lot of other unions about this as well. But of course because we didn’t have rights, because we are such unique workers, a lot of established unions were not super interested in taking us on officially. But we had a lot of allies within the labor movement who are helping us along the sidelines on a volunteer basis to help us really launch something. As most folks probably know, you can’t just Google how to start your own union on the internet. A lot of times it’s go call your teamsters. And I think the funny thing is we started this with this whole strategy of how we would get this resolution introduced and maybe we would push forward with voluntary recognition before we have rights in certain offices that wouldn’t fire staff. And I think with any or Organizing drive, you learn that the ground in the landscape changes underneath you.
And congressional staff through the Dear White Staffers account were starting to speak out just on this account through the month of January last year. And that really ignited the press to start looking more into these issues. And at that point we sort of understood we had to seize that moment. And of course then speaker, Nancy Pelosi spoke out in support of unionization and we knew it was our time to just launch publicly and seize the moment of here’s a really prominent leader saying that she’s going to support congressional staff, and if that’s the case, then let’s hold her to it.
And so now at this point, we are 17 offices. We’ve filed four union elections. We have eight certified units. We have yet to lose an election that we’ve filed for. And that also includes one senate office, which is different because Senate staff don’t have the same right. They have to have a resolution pass similar to in the House. So we’re doing a similar strategy of trying to push for that right while also establishing that a lot of Senate staff out here want to organize. And so it’s been taking a step back and actually thinking about what we did is crazy because I think in that moment it was just go, go, go.
We’re just going to push forward with strategy and see where things go. And now that we’ve sort of settled into a routine, I think we have a better understanding of what exactly we do.
Maximillian Alvarez: Hell, yeah. And I guess, just to pull on that thread a little bit more, as I mentioned in the intro, we all know what happened in the midterms, so the expectation is that things are going to be slowing down in the House. But I just wanted to ask if you could say a little bit more, either of you, about where things currently stand in the Senate for folks who maybe are still trying to pass the nuances of how to make that work.
Courtney Rose Laudick: Yeah. Last year we passed a resolution that allowed us to have rights as house staff. But because the chambers sometimes function separately when it comes to budgets and how their offices function, Senate staff were not included in that because the Senate needs to pass the resolution to apply to their own staff. It only needs to pass through the Senate chamber and then those staff will have protected rights. Of course, I’m sure many people have heard of the filibuster Senate needs 60 votes, and that’s a challenging thing to get over. Unfortunately, our rights are partisan. Of course, we believe that they shouldn’t be. Both Republican and Democratic staff have supported unions in the past and support working people. And this is literally just applying those same rights to the staff that work for them. And in fact, when this was sort of all set off in 1996, Congress passed the Congressional Accountability Act, which was about applying the same rights that apply to other federal workers to their own staff and making Congress accountable to the same laws they create.
Of course, the only law that they didn’t want to make themselves accountable to was the right to organize and bargain collectively, even though we know that’s an essential right to have in a democracy, it’s about having democracy in your workplace. So it’s certainly funny to see the institution meant to uphold democracy refusing to give their own staff that right. And so that’s something we’re really, really pushing on in the Senate now as we fight to help them, with Senate staff, get the protected right to organize. And I know we are not the only workers across this country who don’t have that protected right, that aren’t covered under labor law. So I think we just see this broader connection of this should be essential right for all workers regardless of where you work.
Maximillian Alvarez: Hell, yeah. And like I said, we’re going to round out on that point. Given the delicate nature of this organizing, given that workers in these offices, because of these particular rules and lack of rights, are especially vulnerable, I don’t want to ask y’all to kind of give more specifics that may endanger people in their job, but I just wanted to ask in a general sense, are you hearing or seeing interest from folks working in Republican offices as well as Democratic offices? I guess is there more of a bipartisan rank and file desire for a union? Could you comment on that at all?
Taylor Marie Doggett: We have had interest expressed to us from Republican staff, and we’ve seen interest in the staff and offices across the ideological spectrum in the Democratic Party. So I’d say there’s absolutely widespread interest across parties that we’ve seen. And as Courtney just mentioned, we are a completely nonpartisan organization. We want every worker to have a union, and oftentimes the staffers in Republican offices right to work members that are proponents of crushing union organizing are suffering under some of the same work conditions that staffer in Democratic offices are. So we’re always welcoming more interest from Republican staffers, from staffers from across ideological spectrums. We know that sometimes staffers work in offices where they don’t even necessarily agree with all of their bosses’ policies too, and they may be extremely more union positive than maybe the member that they’re working for. And a big project, a big part of our organizing effort has really been about education and just educating workers what a union is, what being in a union is, what a union can do for them, more broadly, where does CWU fit into the labor movement, the history of labor organizing.
And I think when folks are able to get that kind of education, that isn’t something easy to access, we’re not taught that we have the ability to bargain collectively. It’s really empowering and brings those that may be at first skeptical closer to the table, which is a really exciting opportunity. And we’re just really grateful to be capitalizing on all this energy and momentum at the same time as so many workers across the nation and across the world are in a variety of sectors. And just a huge, huge project of ours to make sure that Congressional Worker Union members see themselves as workers in complete solidarity with a slew of workers across the world.
Maximillian Alvarez: Well, I feel like in that vein, this struggle is a really important test case for all of us. And I think it speaks to our commitment to the principle that every worker deserves a union. Every worker innately has and should have the right to organize with their fellow workers, advocate for their collective needs, bargain collectively with their employers, so on and so forth. And y’all are in a very tight spot because, I mean, the elephant in the room is that the vast majority of people in this country kind of hate politics and hate politicians. I mean, I say this as someone in the media whose job it is to cover politics. And I hate it half the time. And when I’m interviewing other working people, the general vibe that I get is just like, “We’re with workers, but fuck the people in DC.” Pardon my French.
So that’s kind of the atmosphere that we’re also talking about here. And I worry that folks out there may kind of take that sort of resentment, that very justified resentment that they have towards our political establishment and DC politics at large, and sort of use that as an excuse to not stand in solidarity with y’all and other congressional staff workers. But as we talked about, you still got to pay rent. You’re still working for a wage. You still have to deal with workplace abuse and all the other things that we’ve been talking about here.
So I feel like in one sense, we have here a really important test case for how committed we all actually are to that principle that all workers deserve a union regardless of where they work. But on the other side, Taylor, you mentioned something that I thought was really important, actually both of you did at one point, is that we actually have a democratic investment in the outcome of congressional staffers unionizing, that there is an argument to be made here about building systems of democratic accountability within the offices of our elected representatives to ensure that they are running their operations in a way that is consistent with their stated principles.
But also perhaps, as I was gleaning from what y’all were saying, that even that sort of structure of a worker union within these offices is an important thing to have in order to hold those elected representatives accountable to their constituents and to the promises that they make to those constituents. So I wanted to ask if y’all could just talk about that for a second, and if you could speak directly to folks watching and listening to this who may have those reservations. What would you say to them about the importance of this union drive and what can folks watching and listening out there do to support y’all?
Courtney Rose Laudick: Yeah. So I’d say there are a lot of people out there who call their congressional office, and I would tell you that it’s a worker on the phone that’s talking to you. If you called your congressional office before and tried to do case work, whether it’s helping get a student loan paid or you aren’t getting your taxes back from the IRS, it is a worker who’s hired to contact the Department of Education or the IRS and help you walk through that. And so we’re the same, we are constituents. We are Americans, we aren’t treated differently or specially. We work in a similar workforce. I think the interesting part is that it’s just been so hidden from the world, and obviously that’s been on purpose because members of Congress don’t necessarily want to reveal what their workplaces are like. And so this effort really is about understanding that this workforce is a part of the broader labor movement and that we’re in solidarity with working people.
And that’s really important because these are congressional staff who help write policy for working people, who help handle casework for the different departments, who understand the inner workings of Congress and different agencies and also see how things aren’t working for working people. And so it’s really important that we see ourselves within that workforce. We see ourselves as the same, not separate or different. And so I think that’s part of what this effort is about. And on the democracy front, and I will say this forever, forever, forever, democracy is not just showing up and voting every two years in your local, federal, or state elections. Democracy is having democracy everywhere, including in your workplace. There’s no reason that our workplaces should be authoritarian. There’s no reason that the bosses should be making all decisions. It makes sense to me that if a worker is working in a role, they know best what they need in their workplace, what they should be paid in order to do their job, and that decision should be something that they’re allowed to be a part of.
[bookmark: _Hlk212300644]And that is exactly what organizing is about, and that is what unions are about. And so when we think about this in an institution that is about democracy, it becomes even more critical because if we are electing these officials to come to Congress and represent us in a democratic way, we hope that the way that they run their offices is the same. And it also sort of holds Congress to that standard of not creating a place that is a hierarchy. And as workers who work in this institution, I think we sort of understand the insides of Congress and I think it’s important that we bring that knowledge to the broader public and also be bringing in that sort of working class perspective when we come to work at this institution.

It is impossible to anticipate all potential workplace improvements staffers might need. Bargaining creates a direct line of communication for staffers. 
Schuman 22, Policy Director at Demand Progress, BA from Emory University, JD from Emory University (Daniel Schuman, March 2022, “Testimony of Daniel Schuman, Policy Director, Demand Progress, Before the House Appropriations Subcommittee on the Legislative Branch for Fiscal Year 2022,” https://shorturl.at/dzl02)
[bookmark: _Hlk212300904]Congressional staff work hard under demanding circumstances. This has always been true, but the last year has been particularly traumatic. Staff survived the insurrection, are slogging through the COVID pandemic, and are shouldering dramatically increasing workloads and heartbreaking requests for assistance. These recent and ongoing experiences continue to take a mental and physical toll on staff. Many have reached — and some have passed — the breaking point.
Business Insider reports “Current staff and outside experts fear that the exhaustion and trauma are pushing qualified people out the door, exacerbating the long-running problem of brain drain on Capitol Hill while denying lawmakers talented staff as they try to tackle some of the most pressing issues to face the country in generations.”1 Making matters worse, in the midst of the pandemic, some staff were ridiculed by their superiors for wanting to wear masks at the office or to work from a remote location,2 shattering any illusions that their personal safety would be placed above politics.
This is an acceleration of already troubling trends. House Majority Leader Steny Hoyer recently said “Each year we lose talented and experienced staff with deep institutional knowledge to the private sector because we do not offer competitive compensation and benefits. At the same time, we are failing to recruit and retain the more diverse workforce that we have said we want to attract.”3 House Administration Committee Ranking Member Rodney Davis sounded a similar note: “You can’t always say ‘let’s put the Congress first,’ because you’re gonna have to put your families first. That’s a decision I don’t want to see staffers have to continue to make.”4
Congress has begun to acknowledge the difficult circumstances for staff. The House Select Committee on the Modernization of Congress made numerous recommendations on improving the quality of life for Congressional staff.5 They include delinking staff pay from member pay, addressing unequal treatment for student loan repayment and health care benefits, creating a voluntary pay band system, increasing the MRA to allow for increased salaries, improving human resources, and regularly surveying staff on ways to improve pay, benefits, and quality of life. These recommendations, and measures undertaken by the House Rules, Administration, and Appropriations Committees to implement them and other reforms, are undoubtedly welcome. But the need for these reforms also indicates the current state of affairs. The feedback mechanism for reform is too slow and the signal received by Congress about staff distress is too weak.
One traditional way that employees work with employers to address their needs is through unions. As President Biden recently declared: “We must always protect the right of workers to unite and bargain for their own mutual aid or protection.”6 This is an avenue open to Congress, even if the history of the prior effort to allow for unionization has largely been forgotten.
In 1995, Congress enacted the Congressional Accountability Act, which was a key plank in the Contract with America. The CAA applied eleven federal laws addressing federal and private sector employers to Congress, including the right to unionize. It was the culmination of a 5-year bipartisan effort to “make Congress subject to the laws it passes,” in the words of Sen. Grassley, a prime mover in the effort.7
“The need for the legislation was clear. For example, in 1992, Congressman John Boehner (R-Ohio) asked the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (“OSHA”) to inspect his office for violations.... OSHA found violations that could have resulted in fines to any other employer of $1,500.... In 1993, a Washington Post survey of Congressional staff revealed that one-third of the women questioned said they had been sexually harassed.... Further, the Congressional Management Foundation reported that women working as chiefs of staff on Capitol Hill made less money than similarly qualified men.”8
Many arguments were made against applying these laws to Congress. But Sen. Grassley’s arguments won the day. He was joined by Senators Lieberman (D-CT) and Nickels (R-OK), as well as Reps. Shays (R-CT), Goodling (R-PA), and Thomas (R-CA). The Congressional Accountability Act allows staff to “form, join, or assist a labor organization for the purpose of collective bargaining without fear of penalty or reprisal.”9 But the CAA created a two-track system for unionization.
The first track allowed certain Legislative branch agencies and support staff to unionize, such as employees of the Capitol Police, the Library of Congress, the Government Publishing Office, and others. The second track would allow for personal and committee staff to unionize, as well as some support office staff, but only after the Office of Compliance engages in a notice-and-comment rulemaking and the proposed regulations are adopted by the chamber to which they would pertain.
The Office of Compliance Board issued regulations that would apply to second-track staff in the House and in the Senate in 1996.10 But, though it would only require the passage of a simple resolution, neither the House nor the Senate put the regulations into effect.



