Guide to a PRI-like Win-Win Solution for FIXING CONGRESS
Purpose 
This essay shows how we can use the Win-Win principles behind the PRI solution to find a successful solution for Fixing Congress.
Background
Congress is a broken institution, badly broken.  While a few individuals may be exceptions to the rule, as a whole Congress suffers from three traits:  they are blinded by ego, limited by ignorance, and use a failed business model.

We can fix the first two traits by throwing the rascals out and choosing new Representatives who have the skill set to practice good stewardship and the humility to obey the Constitution.  But that still leaves us the failed business model to deal with.  What is that failed business model?  I call it the “all or nothing” business model, where both parties try to reach 50% plus one, and then govern in a ruthlessly partisan manner.

They divide themselves by the “aisle”, with the forces of Good and Light on our side of the aisle and the forces of Evil and Darkness on their side of the aisle.  I’m not taking sides here, both parties do this.  The majority chairs all the committees, controls all the committees, makes all the appropriations, writes all the laws and provides all the oversight, tries to grind the other guy into the dirt and not allow him to speak or influence events … and then the majority blames someone else when things go wrong.

Meanwhile, the other guy naturally doesn’t like being treated this way and responds by becoming obstructionist.  So they have organized themselves to produce conflict and gridlock … and that’s what we get, no matter which party is in charge!

Since it’s football season now, a football analogy will be instructive.  Imagine a team whose strategy on offense is as follows:  in home games, throw a long pass deep to the left side on every play … never run, never throw short or medium, never throw to the right or over the middle, just the long pass to the left on every play … oh, and the right side of the offensive line doesn’t block at home, just lets the blitz come right on through to sack or hurry the quarterback on every play.  Meanwhile, in road games they run off right tackle on every play while the left side of the offensive line doesn’t block, just lets defenders penetrate and drop or slow the ball carrier in the backfield.  Never throw, never run left or up the middle or around the end, just run off right tackle on every play while the left side of the line lets the defense through.

Would this team ever succeed?  Of course not.  Well, that’s our Congress.  Democrats throw the long pass to the left when they’re in control, while Republicans obstruct.  When Republicans are in control, they run off right tackle while Democrats obstruct.  And the team – that’s us, the American people – keeps losing as our elected officials don’t solve the daunting challenges we face.  That’s where we are, and here are some suggestions.
Opportunity
I see five specific behaviors we need to change in order to convert to a business model that produces teamwork and success:

1. Organize for teamwork, not division

2. Constrain the structural enablers of corruption
3. Genuinely listen to the people’s ideas
4. Read the bills

5. Know what every line-item in the budget is
Organize for teamwork, not division 

Take away the “aisle” so there is no our side or their side.  Seat the Members by State delegation, just as at the national conventions.  All Members from Alabama sit in the front left, then Alaska, then Arizona, Arkansas, California and so on.  You were not chosen by Republicans or Democrats, you were chosen by the people of your State and you are expected to represent them as a whole.  You do not derive your identity from party membership, you are a Member of the United States Congress, chosen by the people of your State.  Act that way.
Constrain the structural enablers of corruption

Eliminate the seniority system for choosing and holding committee chairs.  The key to making “influence” pay for the lobbyist is to be able to predict who will need to be “influenced” and then keep that guy in place for a long time so he can deliver a good return on investment by doing a lot of small favors that can be easily hidden.  To make “influence” unprofitable, we need to drive up its cost, reduce its return, and make it harder to hide.

We drive up its cost by making it harder to predict who will be a committee chair.  They have to influence so many potential chairs that the cost is prohibitive.  Term limits are also a good way to both drive up the cost and reduce the return – you have to pay more often for competitive campaigns, and the winner has less time in which to do favors.  The favors must go up in size and are thus harder to hide.
Genuinely listen to the people’s ideas
The Members rarely respond to constituents with any acknowledgement of the substance of our communication.  They have staff screen the communication for keywords and then send us their form letter telling us all the great things the Member is doing for us in that area.  No mention whatsoever of the actual idea we sent them.  We also are limited to only talking to our Representative – the others either block our attempt with a zip code filter, or respond that they will forward our communication to our guy as a courtesy.  But if our guy isn’t on the relevant committee, then we have no way to make our idea known.  If an average committee has 25-30 Members, then 93-94% of the brainpower in this country is not allowed to contribute to any given topic.  We’re limiting ourselves to just 6-7% of the available brainpower, and that’s the gross amount – net is far less because of the keyword filtering to just send a form letter and make constituents go away.
Read the bills
As a neighbor of mine said at our Townhall meeting, we as citizens are expected to obey every word in that 1,400-page bill, under penalty of jail time and fines.  You Members should at least read it before you impose it on us.  Really, folks, this is pretty basic, isn’t it?  It’s a fundamental requirement, ‘nuff said.
Know what every line-item in the budget is
How many times have we heard these knuckleheads paint their grand vision to “go through every line item in the budget” and so on, blah, blah, blah?  They spend a career up there and still don’t know what’s in the budget?  Again, this is basic stuff, sort of the minimum expectations to keep your job.
I’ve done some noodling over this and come up with a way to organize the Congress so as to change these five behaviors.  Other models are surely possible, this is just to get some dialogue started.  Let’s organize the House into five caucuses of ten States and 88 Members plus delegates each.  Here are the 88 jobs in each caucus.

caucus leader selected by the caucus



  1

caucus deputy selected by the caucus



  1

committee chairs selected by the caucus



  5

committee members selected by the caucus, 3 per committee
72

members of liaison w/ Legislative branch (Senate) committee
  2

members of liaison w/ Executive & Judicial branches committee
  2

members of liaison w/ States and citizens committee

  5







Total

88
The five caucus leaders are the leadership of the House, acting together.  The Speaker is not the sole face of the House, these five caucus leaders as a team are the leadership.  Assignments as committee chairs and members last one year, rotating among caucuses.  For example, Caucus A might appoint the chair of the Appropriations Committee one year, then Caucus B would appoint that chair the next year, and so on.  

Some caucuses will tend to be conservative, some liberal based on the makeup of their States, so it will be rare that all five caucus leaders are of the same party.  We could even have a situation, because of rotation of responsibilities, that three caucus leaders could be of one party while the majority of all Members is from the other party!  So what?  If there are 260 like-minded Members, they will make their influence felt when final votes are taken … who cares if a few committee chairs are from the other party?

This promotes balance and teamwork.  Just as that football team needs to mix up the run and the pass, and go to the left, right and middle, short, medium and deep, we need our Congress to genuinely consider all viewpoints and strike a balance.  This structure also promotes fair play.  California, for example, will numerically dominate any caucus they are in.  But if the CA delegation mistreats the smaller States in their House caucus, there will be payback in the Senate … and CA Senators will thus have a large incentive to help their House colleagues play fair!
The liaison effort is the 25th committee, and it has a key role in improving several of the behaviors we are aiming at.  The liaison to the Senate is the Conference committee, and the liaison to the Executive and Judicial branches is the Oversight committee.  That’s what they do, full-time.  We don’t need 24 different three-ring circuses to conduct Conferences and Oversight, just make it the job of the folks assigned to these liaisons.  The biggest gains in performance will come from the liaison to States and citizens.
Those are five teams of five Members – one from each caucus – who every week go into the States and hold meetings to listen to citizens.  Not fund-raising dinners, not speeches, but actually listen to the citizens.  We tell the voters, “This is the new way to communicate with Congress.  Stop writing to your guy – they never paid attention to your ideas anyway, just looked for keywords so they could send you a form letter reply.  If you need help with a federal agency, go ahead and use your guy for that, but to submit an idea, go to one of these meetings.  Every week a team representing the entire Congress will be somewhere near you, and they will stay as long as it takes to hear you out.  They will make sure you get fully understood, and your message will be reported to the entire Congress when they each brief their fellow caucus members each week.  You get the full attention of the entire Congress for your idea – a vast improvement!”

Meanwhile, your guy has a load taken off his plate, no longer needing to process your ideas, and concentrates on the job assigned to him.  For those assigned to a committee, that’s their one job … so they can damn well read every bill that comes through their committee and know every line item in the budgets their committee votes on.  They brief their fellow caucus members every week, so we will know that at least three Members in every caucus have read the bill and know every line item in the budget before anything gets voted on.  That ain’t perfect, but it’s a helluva lot better than current performance!

This was intended to start a dialogue so we can address the reality that Congress is a badly broken institution, organized under rules that produce conflict and gridlock, causing us to lose by not solving our challenges.  It won’t be enough to just change the people, we’ve got to change the way Congress is organized, too.  We’ve got to aim them at teamwork and achievement, limit the opportunity for corruption, provide better process for actually listening to the people’s ideas, read the bills and know every line item in the budget.  I’ve suggested one path to that goal, and others will surely be possible; we need to try different methods until we find one that delivers the desired results!
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