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In his 1966 book, The Power of the Purse, political scientist Richard Fenno, Jr., concluded from his study of the House and Senate appropriations committees between 1947 and 1965 that, on the whole, a description of the committees and the appropriations process “represents a picture of marked stability.” But he added that since the House committee dominates appropriations politics in Congress, it is the place where the greatest tension, conflict and instability exist. If that instability produces future change, Fenno wrote, “the result will almost certainly be a reduction in the influence of the House Committee.

Fenno’s book obviously pre-dated enactment of the 1970 Legislative Reorganization Act, the 1974 Congressional Budget Act, the House Democratic Caucus reform revolution of the 1970s, and the statutory fruits of the deficit politics of the 1980s and 1990s (including the 1985 and 1987 Gramm-Rudman Hollings Balanced Budget and Emergency Deficit Control Act, and the 1990 Budget Enforcement Act). Each of those acts, it can be argued, altered the operations and relative powers and influence of the appropriations committees relative to their parent chambers. Taken together, the changes have produced a more transparent, regulated, and accountable appropriations process. 

At the same time, it could be just as forcefully argued that, notwithstanding these changes, the culture of the appropriations committees in the two houses at the end of the century has not changed all that much from what Fenno observed of the committees at mid-century. The same basic characteristics that Fenno found in the House committee, for instance, are just as prevalent and strong today as they were 30 to 50 years ago. And the same ambivalence of the House towards the committee is as persistent today as it was then.

The Fenno Framework for Analysis

Fenno examined the appropriations committees of the House and Senate as political systems (or subsystems) operating in a larger, external environment consisting of the parent house, the other house, the executive branch, and clientele groups. The survival of the committee depends both on its ability to adapt to the demands or expectations of these other political entities, and its ability to achieve internal integration and stability in the behavior of its members and its collective decision making process. In applying this framework for analysis to the House Appropriations Committee, Fenno finds that House expectations can be divided into two categories: assisting the House in its goals involving appropriations, and observing certain formal and informal rules of the game established by the parent chamber. 

The two principal lawmaking expectations the House has of its Appropriations Committee are program support (including support both for executive branch programs and individual Members’ pet projects), and economy in the expenditure of federal money. Fenno observes that the committees have been able to strike a delicate balance between seemingly conflicting expectations by making cuts in executive agency budget requests while at the same time providing incremental increases in actual spending for most programs each year. 

Among the maintenance expectations the House has of the committee are consensus building in the House in support of the committee’s recommendations, appropriating rather than legislating; collecting and distributing information; and observing integrative House norms. Despite some unfavorable House images of the committee as getting too much into legislation, communicating too little information, being too secretive and autonomous, Fenno concludes on this point that, while House-committee relations are characterized “primarily by agreement and support and secondarily by underlying conflicts,” the “overwhelming House acceptance of committee decisions seems indicative of a dominant satisfaction and support.” 

From the perspective of the House, says Fenno, “the House-committee relationship should be viewed one of “precarious harmony and perpetual tension.” Harmony and stability in this relationship are threatened when House dissatisfaction with the committee is persistent and cumulative. But the duality of expectations between program support and economy tends to dissipate dissatisfaction. As much as members may want more money for their pet projects, they realize that the committee cannot grant all requests if it is to fulfill its other goal of economy. 

However, when dissatisfaction runs high or is persistent, the House can resort to a number of sanctions against the committee, including adopting amendments opposed by the committee, raising points of order against legislative provisions in a committee-reported bill, or even defeating a bill or conference report (which is rarely done). The House can also resort to certain procedural sanctions such as cutting the committee’s funding, reducing its jurisdiction, or adopting rules changes that fundamentally alter the committee’s powers and prerogatives. 

Fenno identifies only three points in history when there were such fundamental alterations in relationships: in 1865, when the appropriations power was moved from the Ways and Means Committee to a separate appropriations committee; between 1877 and 1885, when responsibility for eight of the 14 appropriations bills was spun-off to the relevant authorizing committees; and in 1920 when these powers were reconsolidated in the single committee. Fenno says that although the House is the “one group that could combine both the desire and the authority to alter significantly the activity and influence of the House committee,” the main reasons it had not done so between 1920 and 1965 is that disagreements tend to be occasional and piecemeal, and an ill-advised attack on one committee might put the entire system in jeopardy. He concludes that the House will probably not reduce the influence of the committee so long as it believes that a powerful Appropriations Committee is a necessary condition for a powerful House. 

House leaders can be expected to be protective of their institution’s place in the American political system. And they know that their control over the public purse is the kernel of the House’s power as an institution. If and when House leaders move to curb the committee, they will first have to be convinced that they can do so without hurting the House in the process. And Appropriations Committee members will surely work to convince them otherwise. 

Whether Fenno’s optimism about the future of the Appropriations Committee will withstand the changeover in party control of Congress, the increased strains of divided government, and the new politics of uncertain surpluses remains to be seen.
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