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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In the Home Rule Act of 1974, Congress established the District of Columbia Council as
an elected legislature with responsibility for passing laws, adopting an annual budget, and
overseeing operations of the executive branch and independent agencies.  This broad mandate
ensures that the D.C. Council significantly affects virtually every aspect of the District
government, from law enforcement to public education to economic development. Until very
recently, however, efforts to make the District government work better have focused almost
exclusively on executive and independent agencies.  Little has been said about how the
operations of the D.C. Council might be improved.

For that reason, the DC Appleseed Center began, in late 1997, to examine the Council’s
operations.  To do so, we assembled a Project Team that included individuals knowledgeable
about the operations of the D.C. Council and legislatures elsewhere.  The Project Team gathered
data on how other city councils operate; interviewed community members as well as advocates
who deal with the Council regularly; and studied the rules governing the Council’s operations.  

We concluded that there are major shortcomings in the operations of the Council.  If the
Council is to maintain its position as an equal branch of government, it must increase the clarity
of its legislation, communicate more productively with the public, perform more meaningful
oversight, and enhance Council members’ access to expertise in virtually every area of the
Council’s operations.  Above all else, the Council must improve the organization of its staff.

This report recommends changes that will enable the Council to work more effectively in
each of those operational areas.  While others—including the Mayor, Congress, and District
residents—affect the way the Council operates, this report is about what the Council can do on
its own, under its existing authority, to fulfill its responsibilities under the Home Rule Act. 
Highlights of DC Appleseed’s recommendations are summarized below, followed by a full
listing of recommendations contained in this report.

A. Centralize Staffing

The fundamental conclusion of DC Appleseed’s study is that inadequacies in the
Council’s current staffing structure lie at the heart of many of the Council’s operational
problems.  The decentralized nature of the staffing structure—in which most staff members are
hired by, report to, and serve at the pleasure of individual members of the Council—favors the
creation of 13 different power centers, each with its own agenda, as opposed to a work program
designed to fulfill the Council’s legislative responsibilities.   As a result, the Council’s work
product is highly variable and too often poor in quality.  Moreover, the staff’s limited expertise
in major subject areas and its lack of necessary technical skills—such as legislative oversight,
policy and fiscal analysis, legislative research and drafting, and public information—constrain
the Council’s ability to exercise its powers effectively. 
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While the D.C. Council has responsibilities of both a state and a city legislature, DC Appleseed

chose to compare the D .C. Council to other city councils (rather than state legislatures) because the Council’s

operations—the  subject of  this report— are mu ch mo re like those  of a city co uncil.  Th ose sim ilarities are deta iled in

Appe ndix I to th e report. 
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The most important difference between the D.C. Council and the 11 other city councils
surveyed for this study is staffing structure.1  For example, not one of these 11 councils follows
the D.C. Council’s practice of giving exclusive authority to an individual member to hire and fire
staff for committees that he or she chairs.  The D.C. Council has 41 committee staff
positions—almost one-third of the entire staff—each of which is under the sole control of the
appointing member. 

DC Appleseed believes that, unless the Council changes its staffing structure to focus on
the institutional needs of the legislative body, its operational problems will persist.   The Council
has the authority to take a major step toward curing its problems by establishing a merit-based,
centralized staffing structure that does not rely on patronage.  DC Appleseed offers three basic
recommendations for such a system:

C Provide each Council member funding for four full-time equivalent (“FTE”) positions for
his or her individual office, and provide four additional positions for the office of the
Council Chair (a total of 56 FTE positions).

C Establish a central staff operation to meet the institutional needs of the Council, to
support the work programs of the Council and its committees, and to help each Council
member carry out his or her responsibilities as an elected representative.  The central
staff—which would be located physically outside of any member’s office—would consist
of 60 FTE positions, about half of all Council staff.  These staff members would work in
four offices: Policy/Fiscal Analysis and Research; Legislative Oversight; General
Counsel; and Council Secretary.  Staff members would constitute a professionally trained
and qualified, non-partisan staff, many of whom would have incentives to remain in
career positions, although perhaps not with the full rights and protections of the merit
system. 

C Abolish the existing committee staff structure and use the expanded central staff to
support the work of the Council committees.

The chart on the next page depicts the difference between the Council’s current staffing and DC
Appleseed’s recommended structure.



2
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have no t perform ed the kin d of case -by-case  review th at wou ld qualify  us to draw  such co nclusion s. 
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Appleseed proposes several ways that the Council can provide better and more timely
information to Council members and the public, including:

C requiring that each bill be reviewed for legal and technical sufficiency by the Office of
General Counsel before a Council committee votes on the bill, so that during committee
deliberations Council members have the information they need to ensure that Council
laws do not violate the legal rights of District residents;

C preparing Fiscal Impact Statements (“FIS”) earlier in the legislative process—prior to
public hearings rather than after committee consideration—and making FISs publicly
available before public hearings, thereby enabling Council members and the public to
consider more thoroughly the effects of legislative proposals at an early stage in the
process; and

C circulating a draft version of a bill to committee members at least two working days
before committee consideration (as opposed to the common practice of circulating a draft
only moments before a committee mark-up session) and routinely making such drafts
available to the public, thereby promoting more informed debate and better constructed
legislation.

C. Reduce the Use of the Emergency Legislative Process

The Home Rule Act allows legislation to be considered on an expedited basis under
“emergency circumstances,” that is, when serious adverse consequences would result from the
delays associated with the standard legislative process.  The D.C. Council has employed its
emergency powers far more frequently than anticipated in the Home Rule Act, enacting almost
half of all legislation in recent years under truncated emergency procedures.  

There are several causes for the Council’s heavy reliance on the emergency legislative
process, not all created by the Council.  In addition to reacting to genuine emergencies, the
Council uses the emergency legislative process to respond to: (1) emergencies caused by a
lengthy Congressional review process, which delays the effectiveness of Council-enacted
legislation for at least six weeks, and often for much longer; (2) poor planning by the District’s
executive branch, which forecloses the Council’s use of the standard legislative process; and 
(3) poor planning by the Council, which uses the emergency legislative process, sometimes
repeatedly, in demonstrably avoidable situations.

Regardless of the cause, the effect is the same.  Each time the emergency legislative
process is employed, public participation is severely limited because, typically, no hearing is
held and the legislation is enacted after a single reading (as opposed to two readings at least 13
days apart).  As a result, the public’s views are neglected and the Council may be left unaware of
important facts and perspectives that could inform its conclusions.

DC Appleseed recommends that the Council reduce its use of the emergency process by
taking more care to account for the Congressional review period when planning the Council’s
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legislative calendar.  Specifically, the Council can decrease the number of emergency
enactments by: (1) considering the likely length of the Congressional review period in its
standard legislative planning process, and accommodating that review as often as possible
without resorting to use of the emergency process; and (2) employing the emergency legislative
process only when the hardship that would be caused by delays inherent in the standard
legislative process substantially outweighs the harm that would be caused by excluding the
public and limiting the time for Council deliberations.  Moreover, when the emergency
legislative process is unavoidable, the Council should seek at least limited public
participation—through public hearings and otherwise.

D. Promote Meaningful Dialogue at Public Hearings

The Council’s conduct of public hearings is in dire need of repair.  Shortcomings include
insufficient and tardy public notice; inadequate public access to relevant materials (sometimes
including the bill itself); failure to begin hearings on time and to explain to waiting witnesses
when delayed hearings will commence; and a lack of discipline in keeping the statements of both
witnesses and Council members succinct and relevant to the matter being considered.  For public
hearings to fulfill their central purposes of allowing the Council to gather information and
encouraging the public to participate in legislative deliberations, DC Appleseed recommends
several changes, including:

C increasing public participation in the legislative process by providing an opportunity for
public hearing before enactment of each piece of standard legislation, and abolishing
“roundtables,” which serve only to reduce the amount of public notice provided before a
hearing occurs;

C ensuring that the public has an opportunity to participate meaningfully in the legislative
process by providing the public (1) adequate notice of a hearing through various means
(e.g., web site, newspapers), and (2) documents containing sufficient and understandable
information about the matters to be considered at the hearing, including the full text of
proposed legislation, a copy of the sections of the law that are to be amended by
proposed legislation, and a “plain language” summary of proposed legislation; and

C conducting public hearings in a more orderly manner to encourage public participation
and to promote useful exchanges of information and viewpoints, in particular by
managing witness testimony through uniform and rigorous enforcement of time limits on
executive branch witnesses, public witnesses, and Council members themselves.

*     *     *     *     *

The recommendations in this report (which are listed as an attachment to this Executive
Summary) provide a coherent plan for improving the D.C. Council’s operations.  While adopting
each recommendation independently will have a beneficial effect, collectively they make even
more sense.  Most importantly, fundamental changes to the Council’s staffing structure are
essential if the Council is to improve significantly legislation, budgets, public hearings, oversight
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of executive and independent agencies, and public information.

Enacting changes is not enough to bring about reform; the Council must commit itself to
implement the changes and assure that back-sliding does not occur.  For example, the Council
will fully realize the benefits of a centralized staff only if top-level managers who are expert in
policy and oversight are hired to direct the new policy and oversight offices.  Similarly,
shortening time limits for witnesses and Council members at public hearings will result in
streamlined hearings only if the limits are enforced.  

DC Appleseed strongly believes that the Council should maintain and, indeed, expand its
role as the central legislative body serving the District of Columbia, and as a co-equal branch of
government along side the executive and the courts.  The recommendations in this report provide
the basis for significant operational reforms that will allow the Council to better fulfill its
responsibilities.
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Summary of Recommendations - Staffing

Recommendation 1:  Provide each Council member funding for four FTEs for his or her individual office, plus four

additional positions for the office of the Council Chair (a total of 56 FTE positions).

Recommendation 2:  Expand the central staff to meet the institutional needs and support the work programs of the

Council and its committees, to help individual Council members carry out their responsibilities as elected

represen tatives, and  to better serv e the pub lic.  

Recommendation 3: Create four central staff departments located outside of Council mem bers’ individual offices,

and allocate 60 full-time equivalent (“FTE”) staff members am ong them as follows:

C The Office of Policy/Fiscal Analysis and Research (18 FTEs) would include specialists in budget

and po licy analys is as well as s ubject m atter expe rts to assist the C ouncil an d its com mittees in

carrying out their legislative and budget responsibilities;

C The Office of Legislative Oversight (six FTEs) w ould undertake program  evaluations,

management reviews, investigations, and general oversight of the executive and independent

agencie s; 

  

C The Office of the General Counsel (10 FTEs) would provide legislative research and drafting

services and provide legal advice; and,

C The O ffice of the C ouncil S ecretary (2 6 FTE s) wou ld provid e admin istrative serv ices supp ort,

public inf ormatio n, and tec hnolog ical and log istical supp ort.

Recommendation 4: Directors of the four departments would be hired by a majority of Council members, with the

intent that the positions would be a long-term career positions. Staff in each department would be hired, retained,

and promoted by each director on a merit-based personnel  system.

Recommendation 5:  Abolish the existing committee staff structure and use the expanded central staff to support the

work of the Coun cil committees.
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Summary of Recommendations - Standard Legislative Process

Recomm endation 6: Requir e that all legislatio n be rev iewed b y the Of fice of G eneral C ounsel b efore the p ublic

hearing notice is  published to ensure that  legislat ion is  in the proper form.

Recomm endation 7: Require a review of the committee print by the Office of General Counsel prior to the

committee mark-up to ensure technical and legal sufficiency.

Recommendation 8: Adopt a germaneness rule for amendments offered at the committee mark-up and at the

legislative session.

Recommendation 9: Require  that, for all no n-cons ent legislation , a record b e made  publicly a vailable tha t reflects

which Council members voted for and which voted against legislation.

Recommendation 10: Codify all titles of the D.C. Code.

Recommendation 11: Require that, for all legislation, a fiscal impact statement be prepared and made available at

the time public hearing notice is provided.

Recomm endation 12: Improve committee reports by assigning central staff to assemble such reports according to a

standard format, and including in such reports an analysis of the impact the legislation may have on non-

governmental entities.

Recommendation 13:  Require that draft committee reports and draft committee prints be circulated to committee

members and available to the public at least two working days before the committee mark-up.

Recomm endation 14: Make comm ittee reports available to the public at a central location within one calendar week

after the co mmitte e mark -up of leg islation.  

Recommendation 15: Prepare and make publicly available for all “breakfast meetings” (meetings that now occur

immediately prior to legislative sessions) minutes that describe, in general terms, any matter on the public agenda

that was d iscussed  by a qu orum  of either a C ouncil co mmitte e or the en tire Coun cil.

Recommendation 16: Hold “breakfast meetings” far enough in advance of legislative sessions (perhaps the night

before) to ensure that legislative sessions begin on time.
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Summary of Recommendations - Emergency Legislative Process

Recomm endation 17: Minimize the use of the emergency legislative process by:

C more rigorously defining the presence of em ergency circumstances;

C considering the likely length of the Congressional review period in the Council’s overall legislative

planning process; and

C using the emergency legislative process only if the hardship that will be caused by delays inherent in the

standard legislative process substantially outweighs the hardship that will be caused by excluding the

public and shortening the time for Coun cil deliberations through use of the emergency process.

Recomm endation 18: When use of the emergency legislative process is unavoidable, utilize as many mechanisms as

possible to allow at least limited public participation—including holding a public hearing.
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Summary of Recommendations - Public Hearings

Recommendation 19: Require that public hearings be held prior to enacting any standard legislation.  Hearings for

which no witnesses sign up to testify by close of business the day before the hearing should be consolidated and

conducted at a pro forma hearing b y a hearin g officer. 

Recommendation 20: Strictly follow Council rules that provide for at least 15 days’ public notice; and require that

any shortening of the notice period be accompanied by at least two days’ advance notice with an explanation of

good cause for shortening the notice period.

Recommendation 21: Abolish  “round tables” be cause the  only ap parent dif ference b etween  a round table and  a public

hearing is that no public notice is required for roundtables.

Recommendation 22: Establish a comprehensive citizen outreach strategy that not only improves methods for

providing notice of hearings, but includes additional ways of increasing public awareness of, and involvement in,

Council activities.

Recomm endation 23: In additio n to curre nt meth ods for p roviding  notice of p ublic hea rings, pro vide no tice in

newspapers, on District cable television at regular intervals, on the Council web site, through an e-mail distribution

list, and on a recorded telephone message.

Recomm endation 24: Develop a pamphlet describing the public hearing process, distribute it to witnesses at

hearings, and make it available at public libraries, at the Council’s information office, and on the Council’s web

site.

Recomm endation 25: Provid e the follow ing ma terials at the tim e of hearin g notice: (1 ) the full text o f each bill,

(2) copies of each section of existing law that will be amended by the bill, (3) a “plain language” summary of the

bill, and (4)  a fiscal imp act statem ent.

Recommendation 26: Require a quorum of two Council members to commence a committee hearing and a quorum

of one for a hearing to continue.

Recommendation 27: Commence hearings on time.

Recommendation 28: Manage witness testimony more effectively by strengthening and enforcing rules on t ime

limits and germaneness.

Recommendation 29: Recess to another day hearings that extend for m ore than four hours.

Recommendation 30: Improve the manner of selecting which hearings are broadcast on District cable television.

Recommendation 31: Expand information provided during District cable television broadcasts of Council hearings

by routinely identifying speakers and the subject and date of the hearing.

Recommendation 32:  Explore methods for better preserving the hearing record, including written transcripts and

video-taped recordings.

Recomm endation 33: Lower the dais in the Council cham bers.
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APPENDIX III:
Focus Group Summary and Participant Descriptions

On November 17, 1998, the DC Appleseed Center held a focus group of nine District
residents who have each testified before the D.C. Council once or a few times, but none of whom
have testified frequently.  As described in the Methodology section of this report (see Appendix
I at I-5), the group represented a cross-section of District residents.  The focus group was
moderated by Peter Szanton, a nationally known mediator, and by Joshua Wyner, DC
Appleseed’s Executive Director.  A summary of the discussion and a more detailed description
of each participant follows.

I. PRE-PUBLIC HEARING

Notice.  Participants are frustrated by the system for giving notice of public hearings. 
There was consensus that the notice process does not seem to be designed to reach the
average citizen.  Citizens must be affiliated with a well-functioning organization or have a
relationship with Council staff members in order to reliably receive notice of meetings. 
The D.C. Register was not deemed an adequate source of notice.  Only one participant
subscribes to the Register, while most participants did not know about the existence of the
Register.

Participants believe that notice is often too brief, with mailings coming only days before
the hearing.  The participants felt that this short notice period favors professional lobbyists,
who are much better situated to prepare testimony and gather supporters on an accelerated
basis.

In order to improve notice, participants agreed that notice should be:
C placed in local daily, weekly, and monthly newspapers; 
C put on the Council’s web site (and that the web site should include the entire D.C.

Register); 
C available by telephoning a central phone number; and,
C distributed through mailings and by e-mail to interested parties.  
The Council should also distribute notice to a wider set of organizations, such as civic
associations, and should more regularly notify Advisory Neighborhood Commissioners.  

Materials.  There was a sense that bills are usually available to the public upon request, but
that more could be done to let the public know what information is available and where it
can be found.  One participant had received bills from the Office of Legislative Services
(“OLS”) and described this office as reliable, but also mentioned that OLS occasionally
runs out of copies, and, rather than making a copy when requested, asks citizens to return
later.  Most participants did not know about the existence of OLS.  Another participant
stated that witnesses who know a committee staff member can call and have a copy of a
bill sent by facsimile. 
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Testimony.  Only one participant was asked by staff before a hearing to explain what he
would testify about.  In all other cases, the participants stated that the Council staff had not
asked for such information.

II. HEARING PROCESSES

There was consensus that, although Council members and staff are individually accessible
in the District, the Council process is not geared towards the public.  As a result, many
focus group participants reported feeling “insulted” at some point during the process.  

Arrival at the chambers.  The participants expressed concern that the hearing process is
designed for those who testify frequently.  Participants reported that, when arriving at the
Council chambers to testify for the first time, they did not know what to do or where to go. 
One participant compared this to testifying at the Prince George’s County Council, which
routinely provides instructions and materials to witnesses.  To facilitate better
understanding of the legislative process, participants recommended that:
C in each public hearing notice, the Council identify a resource for readily available

background information (such as a pamphlet) on how hearings are organized and how
witnesses should prepare; and

C the Committee Chair begin hearings with a description of the stage of the legislative
process that a proposal is presently in, so that witnesses understand their role in the
process.

The participants all felt that the Council does not provide enough information to the public
at the hearings.  The Council puts witness lists and other information on a side table, and
rarely has enough copies for all participants.  This was compared to Prince George’s
County, where plenty of materials are provided at an obvious location.

Participants expressed the opinion that the Council should not ask witnesses for 15 copies
of written testimony.  This request puts a hardship on many citizens who do not have
access to a copier.  The Council should make it as easy as possible for the public to testify,
and thus, should only ask witnesses to bring in one copy of their testimony and the Council
should make enough copies to distribute to the public and Council members. 

Executive.  There was consensus that the hearings are not arranged to facilitate the
testimony of citizens.  Executive-branch officials typically speak first and are given a
virtually unlimited amount of time to speak.  Public witnesses must wait (often for hours)
to testify until the executive representatives finish.  Participants agree that this process
gives citizens the impression that they are not important.  Participants also expressed
concern because agency representatives rarely stay to listen to the public. 
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While there was general consensus that the executive should speak first, one participant
disagreed, stating that, in order to be fair, all witnesses, including the executive, should be placed
in a lottery for position on the witness list.  However, the group agreed with one participant’s
suggestion that the executive should be limited to approximately 30 minutes at the start of the
hearing and should speak again at the end of a hearing to respond to public concerns. 

Waiting time.  No participant had ever waited less than an hour to testify, and most had
waited far longer.  Participants stated that they generally do not know when they will
speak, and they just sit and wait. 

Council members’ attendance.  The participants noted that the Council members do not
stay at hearings for very long, and felt strongly that stringent quorum requirements should
be established.  Participants stated that, after the executive testifies,  Council members
often leave.  A few participants reported occasions when they were speaking only to the
cameras, leaving the impression that the Council members simply do not care about the
public’s testimony.

     
Quality of hearings.  Members of the group expressed the opinion that the Council rarely
appears to be in an information gathering mode during hearings, and instead appears to be
just going through an exercise; the Council members have made up their minds, and are
just providing time for the public to “vent.”  Three participants, however, had attended
extremely useful hearings in which the Council members appeared to listen to the public
and learn from the process.  After citing examples, the group concurred that hearings are
useful and productive when the subject is simple, and the positions are easily defined. 
Examples presented of well-run hearings include those on the possible closing of Eastern
Market, and on the construction of the Barney Circle Freeway.  In each of these, witnesses
were described as well-prepared and organized, and Council members as attentive.  The
group surmised that the Council has more difficulty at hearings on more complex issues,
such as police redistricting and tax legislation.

Time limits.  Participants stated that time limits are not now, but should be, uniformly
enforced.  Currently, Council members will selectively allow witnesses to testify for long
periods of time and will limit others to a short period.  One participant mentioned that she
did not know time limits existed; she attended a hearing once in which a witness spoke for
45 minutes, presenting two separate videotapes.  The group agreed that a system of lights
to demonstrate when witnesses are running out of time would be useful. 

Council member preparation.  The participants stated that Council members too often
appear unprepared for hearings, and rarely ask good questions of the witnesses. 
Understanding that it is difficult to force Council members to prepare, the group agreed
with one participant’s recommendation that witnesses and the public be allowed to suggest
questions to Council members.  They also felt that the public should commend Council
members who prepare for hearings and encourage others to follow the example. One group
member recommended that committee members collectively determine the purpose of a
hearing before it starts so that the hearing can be focused on the most important issues.  
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Post-hearing.  There is little follow-up with witnesses after hearings.  One witness
indicated that a Council member met with her after she testified concerning the subject of
her testimony.  Other participants received form letters as follow-up.  One participant noted
that she had seen Council members ask witnesses for contact information during hearings,
but had no knowledge of whether those Council members followed-up with the witnesses.

III. STAFFING

Participants had varying experiences with staff, agreeing that the quality varies a great deal
between committees.  Participants agreed that having a personal connection with staff
makes it easier to receive materials.  When a personal connection does not exist,
participants agreed, staff members exhibited concern that any information provided to
witnesses concerning a legislative proposal would be used to embarrass the Council
member and, thus, very little information was offered.  

One participant stated that although staff members are often bright, they don’t know much
about the legislative issues to which they are assigned, and don’t seem to make efforts to
learn.  The consensus among participants was that the burden is on the citizens to approach
the staff and educate them the issues.

IV. OTHER

Six of the nine participants subscribe to cable television.  All of them watch Council
activities on District Cable television.
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Focus Group Participants:

Participant one is a D.C. government employee, a D.C. public school parent, and a PTA member
who has testified twice: before the Committee on Education, Libraries and Recreation on school
lunch quality, and before the Committee on Human Services about health insurance.

Participant two is an artist who testified once before the Committee on Government Operations
on the status of Eastern Market.

Participant three is the executive director of a nonprofit organization who, as a representative of
neighborhood and city-wide groups, has testified before the Council committees a total of six
times.  He testified before the Committees on Education, Libraries and Recreation; Consumer
and Regulatory Affairs, and Local, Regional and Federal Affairs on the Rock Creek Park
General Management Plan, the DRP budget, housing code enforcement, shuttle links and
Metrorail, low-income housing needs, and zoning.

Participant four is a retired federal staff member and a member of Capitol Hill nonprofit
organizations who has testified many times before the Council over the past 30 years on issues
such as environment, zoning, historic preservation, and economic development.  In recent years,
she has testified before the Government Operations, Public Works and Environment, and
Finance and Revenue Committees. 

Participant five is the executive director of a nonprofit organization who has testified a total of
15 times before Council committees.  She has testified before the Judiciary, Human Services,
Economic Development, and Finance and Revenue Committees on issues including health
mergers, McMillan Reservoir, and police department redistricting. 

Participant six is a commercial real-estate appraiser who has testified twice before the Council:
before the Economic Development Committee on a banking bill involving the use of licensed
appraisers in D.C., and before the Finance and Revenue Committee on the proper valuation
method for appraising cooperative apartments. 

Participant seven is a landscape architect, a member of a number of environmental
organizations, and a D.C. public school parent who has testified once before the Local, Regional,
and Federal Affairs Committee on the General Management Plan for Rock Creek Park.

Participant eight is a language minority education specialist who has testified before the
Committee on Education, Libraries & Recreation approximately five times on education issues,
including the D.C. School of Law closing, special education, charter schools, and other issues
related to language minority students. 

Participant nine is a twelve year-old student at a D.C. public elementary school who has testified
twice: before the Committee on Education and Libraries on school lunch quality, and before the
Committee on Human Services about health insurance. 
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APPENDIX IV:
The District of Columbia Council’s Standard Legislative Process

To become law under the District’s “standard” legislative process, a legislative proposal
must pass through several stages: introduction, committee review, three separate meetings of the
full Council, signature by the Mayor, Control Board review and Congressional review.  During
this process, the bill will undergo at least five drafts: the introduced bill, the draft committee
print, the committee print, the Engrossed Original, and the Enrolled Original.  Each stage and
draft is described below.

I. INTRODUCTION OF A BILL

A. Drafting

Only Council members may introduce legislation, although the Council must also
introduce legislation that the Mayor and independent agencies submit for introduction.1 
Legislation that the Mayor or independent agencies wish to introduce must be submitted to the
Council’s Secretary for a determination as to whether it is in the proper form.2   If the form is
approved, then the Chair of the Council is required to introduce the legislation.3  Legislation
introduced by Council members is governed by the following separate requirements: it must 
(1) be typewritten; (2) be signed by the member introducing it; (3) include a “long title” that
identifies the bill’s subject matter; and, (4) be in substantial compliance with the “form required
for final adoption.”4 

 Legislation may be drafted by any of the following:    

Committee Staff.   Legislation drafted by committee staff is—like that drafted by
individual office staff—of uneven quality.  Moreover, as discussed in Chapter 1, committee
chairs control the workload of committee staff, including legislative drafting assignments. 
While there is no written prohibition against other committee members using committee staff to
draft legislation, the general practice is that such assignments must be cleared in advance with
the committee chair.  As a result, even a Council member who wishes to draft and introduce a
bill whose subject matter is under the jurisdiction of a committee on which he or she serves, but
does not chair, is likely to have that bill drafted by a member of his or her individual staff who is
unlikely to be proficient in the subject matter.  Compounding the problem, the bill is often not
reviewed prior to introduction by a knowledgeable person on the committee staff. 
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Individual Member’s Staff.  Because committee staff work for the committee chair,
Council members often rely on their individual office staff members to draft legislation that they
wish to introduce.  Although most Council member offices have a staff member with the title
“legislative assistant,” those staff do not necessarily draft all the Council member’s legislation,
nor are they necessarily proficient in legislative drafting.  Very few individual office staff at the
Council arrive at the Council with (or are provided) formal training in legislative drafting.

General Counsel’s Office.  Under the Council’s rules and (DC Appleseed understands)
in reality, all Council members have access to the General Counsel’s office for legislative
drafting purposes.  The General Counsel’s office has recognized expertise in legislative drafting
and Council members rely on the office for some legislative drafting services.  However, the
office is not used as often or as effectively as it could be.  One reason for underuse of the
General Counsel’s office, according to those interviewed by the Project Team, is the limited
amount of staff available for this purpose. 

Lobbyists. As happens in other legislatures, lobbyists for businesses, labor, and other
interest groups often draft legislation, either on their own initiative or at the request of a Council
member.  The degree of scrutiny given lobbyist-drafted legislation—as with all legislation—
varies considerably among Council members.  Indeed, the DC Appleseed Project Team was told
during interviews with those who lobby the Council that some Council members will introduce,
without modification, legislation drafted by lobbyists. 

B. Information Accompanying Introduced Legislation

A Council member introducing legislation is required to provide only a signed original of
the legislation to the Secretary; Council rules do not require bills or resolutions introduced in the
Council to include any information explaining their purpose or impact.5  While such legislation
may nonetheless be accompanied by a statement or press release, these documents tend to
provide little detail or analysis of either the matter to be addressed by the legislation or the
legislation itself.

By contrast, legislation transmitted by the Mayor for introduction by the Chair is
uniformly accompanied by a “letter of transmittal” that explains why the legislation is needed
and what the legislation seeks to accomplish.  While some of those interviewed by the Project
Team described these letters as helpful, others described them as containing little useful detail
and analysis.  Mayoral legislation is sometimes also accompanied by a report from the agency
that generated the legislation or a section-by-section analysis, but is neither required nor
normally provided.  
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II. CONSIDERATION BY A COMMITTEE

A. Information Gathering

Following introduction, a bill is referred by the Council Chair to the Council committee
(or committees) that has (or have concurrent) substantive responsibility for the subject matter of
the legislation.  Typically, a committee will review proposed legislation and receive public
comment through the formal public hearing process, although public hearings are not required. 
In addition, the committee will assess the position and/or concerns of the executive branch, other
public entities, and Council members through informal means.  During this stage, one or more
“discussion” redrafts of the bill may be generated, but officially the bill remains unchanged.  

B. Mark-up

When a committee chair decides to report a bill to the full Council for consideration, the
committee schedules a meeting to mark up the legislation.  In addition to considering proposed
legislation, the committee must consider the adoption of a committee report.  The Council’s
rules require that a draft committee report be circulated to committee members before the
committee considers a piece of legislation, unless the committee votes to waive this requirement
for a particular bill or resolution.6  The rules do not specify the amount of time prior to a mark-
up session that the draft report must be circulated. 

That report, which must accompany any bill reported to the full Council, must contain at
least the following information:

C a statement of the legislation’s purpose and effect;

C a chronology of action, including the date of introduction, public hearings or
roundtables,7 and date and description of any action taken at a committee
meeting;

C a detailed section-by-section analysis;

C a fiscal impact statement;

C an analysis of the legislation’s impact on existing provisions of law;

C dissenting, separate, and individual views of committee members, if a member
requests the opportunity to state his or her views;

C additional information that the committee directs to be included;
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C a record of the results of a voice vote or, if a roll call vote was taken, the votes for
and against adoption of the legislation by the committee; and

C recorded votes on amendments made to the bill in committee.

In most instances, the committee staff prepares a draft committee print of the legislation,
incorporating the committee chair’s changes to the introduced version.  Such changes can range
from simple corrections of minor drafting errors to wholesale alterations that create, in essence, a
new bill that has little in common with the introduced version other than its title and bill number. 
In addition, new provisions can be added to the draft committee print version of the bill that are
not germane to the original subject matter of the bill introduced.

At the mark-up session, any of a committee’s five members can offer amendments to the
draft committee print version of the legislation.  All amendments, the committee print, and the
committee report are then voted on, with approval defined as an affirmative vote by a majority of
a committee quorum (which consists of a minimum of three members).8 

III. CONSIDERATION BY THE FULL COUNCIL

Normally, the full Council holds three separate meetings to consider every piece of
standard legislation: Committee of the Whole (“COW”) review and two readings at two separate
legislative sessions. 

A. The COW Session

After a committee print and committee report are approved by a committee, they are
forwarded to the Secretary’s office and—as long as they are “timely” filed—are scheduled for
consideration at the next session of the Committee of the Whole (“COW”), which is the entire
Council sitting as a committee.  Legislation is neither debated nor amended at COW sessions. 
Rather, COW sessions are intended to provide Council members the opportunity to ask questions
about legislation, to allow the Council to determine whether legislation is legally and technically
sufficient, and to permit a determination as to whether legislative records are complete.9

The General Counsel’s office reviews legislation for technical and legal sufficiency prior
to COW consideration.  While the General Counsel’s review may be coordinated with the
committee responsible for the legislation, more often, this review takes place after committee
action.  The general practice is for the General Counsel to prepare and circulate to all Council
members a list of “technical amendments” needed to make the bill technically and legally
sufficient. 



10
Home R ule Act, Pub. L. 93-198 §41 2(a).

11
Council Rule 411.

12
Id.

IV - 5

B. The First and Second Readings

In order to become law, all standard legislation must be approved by the Council in
substantially the same form at two separate legislative sessions attended by a majority of Council
members with at least 13 days between each reading.10  Council approval is defined as a vote for
approval by a majority of the members present and voting.  A bill approved upon first reading
becomes known as the “Engrossed Original,” and is automatically referred for second reading. 
A the bill approved at a second reading becomes known as the “Enrolled Original,” and is sent to
the Mayor.  

At legislative sessions, bills are grouped into two categories—consent and non-consent. 
Bills are placed on the consent agenda if the Council Chair believes they will be approved
unanimously and without debate.11  Bills placed on the consent agenda are considered twice at
separate legislative sessions.  Council members cast a single vote at each legislative session on
all items listed on the consent agenda.  Even a bill on the consent agenda may be amended by the
chair of the committee that sent it to the Council if the amendment is delivered to the Secretary
of the Council and circulated at the Committee of the Whole meeting.12

Any Council member may remove a piece of legislation from the consent agenda without
consulting with other Council members.  In addition, any Council member may, at the legislative
session, move an item from the non-consent to the consent agenda as long as no other Council
member objects. 

At the first reading of non-consent agenda legislation, any Council member may offer an
amendment to the committee print.  Amendments may propose to alter a particular provision of
the bill, add a provision to the bill, or may present an entirely new bill that simply maintains the
same title and bill number—known as an amendment in the nature of a substitute.  Indeed, there
is no germaneness requirement for amendments offered by Council members.  

When a bill is passed by the Council at the first reading, it becomes the Engrossed
Original.  At the second reading, the Engrossed Original is placed before Council members for a
vote.  As at first reading, amendments may be offered by any Council member.  While there is
no germaneness requirement for amendments offered at second reading, because the Engrossed
Original must be “in substantially the same form” as the Enrolled Original, any substantive
changes between the two will require that the Council hold a third reading, which necessitates
another 13 day wait.

While the Engrossed and Enrolled Originals are prepared by the General Counsel’s
office, staff of the committee that approved the legislation generally reviews and comments on
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the versions of the bill prepared by the General Counsel.  Both the Engrossed and Enrolled
Originals must reflect exactly what was approved by the Council, incorporating all amendments
made and adopted.13

C. Fiscal Impact Statements

In addition to approving the actual bill (or resolution), the Council must concurrently
approve a fiscal impact statement (“FIS”) for the bill (or resolution) to be enacted.  An FIS can
appear either in the text of the legislation itself, in a committee report, or in a separate document
presented to the Council.  An FIS both (1) estimates the costs which will be incurred by the
District government in each of the first four fiscal years that the act is in effect, and (2) includes
the basis for that estimate.  The required contents of an FIS have been greatly expanded in recent
years, in conjunction with the Control Board’s responsibility for reviewing legislation adopted
by the Council.  Under the Council’s current rules, an FIS must include:

C a general statement of the effects the measure will have on the operating and capital
budgets for the current and next four fiscal years;

C a quantitative estimate of the expenditures needed to implement the measure;

C if the measure is to be implemented within the current fiscal year, an identification of the
revenues and funds currently available, or likely to be available, from existing revenue
sources to implement the measure, and a statement of the extent to which current
appropriations are available to finance implementation of the measure; and, 

C an identification of the specific funding source to be recommended by the Council to
implement the measure in any fiscal year in which the cost of implementation is
estimated to exceed $100,000.14

IV. MAYORAL CONSIDERATION  

After receiving the legislation, the Mayor has ten working days to sign the bill (at which
point it becomes an act) or to veto it.  If the Mayor takes no action, the bill automatically
becomes an act.15  If the Mayor vetoes the bill, and sends it back to the Council, the Council then
has 30 calendar days—at a legislative session attended by a majority of Council members—to
override the veto by two-thirds of the members present and voting.16  If the bill becomes an Act,
it is assigned an act number and is transmitted to the Control Board for review.17 



18
District of C olumb ia Financ ial Respo nsibility and  Mana geme nt Assistan ce Act, 1 09 Stat. 10 0; §

203(a)(2) (1995).
19

D.C. C ODE § 392.3(a)(5).
20

Id.
21

D.C. C ODE §§ 1-144(e) - 147(c)(1) (Supp . 1979).
22

See D.C. C ODE § 1-147(c)(1) (Supp. 197 9).

IV - 7

V. CONTROL BOARD AND CONGRESSIONAL REVIEW

The Control Board has a minimum of seven calendar days to review (and, if it wishes, to
reject) legislation enacted by the Council in order to determine “whether [the bill] is consistent
with the applicable financial plan and budget . . . and with the estimate of costs accompanying
the Act.”18  The Control Board may request an additional seven days for review, for a total of 14
days.19  If the Control Board fails to reject legislation during the review period, approval is
assumed.20  

Next, Congress has an opportunity to reject the law during a 30 legislative day period,
which must expire before a bill becomes law.21  If the period expires without Congressional
action, the bill automatically becomes law.  Because a legislative day is defined as a day that at
least one house of Congress is in session and thus excludes Saturdays and Sundays,22 the review
period lasts a minimum of six weeks, and, if the review period extends over a Congressional
recess, can last many months. The counting stops for Congressional vacations and other breaks
which can last from a few days to over a month.  Also, the 30-day period must begin and end
during one Congressional session.  This means that, in a federal election year, unless Council
legislation is submitted to Congress more than 30 workdays before the Congress adjourns, the
time period will begin anew during the next Congressional session, and any time accrued during
the election year will be lost.

VI. CODIFIED LAW

Once they become law, most acts of the Council are reflected in the District of Columbia
Code.  While the Code is the most comprehensive source of District of Columbia statutory law,
it is not complete.  Acts that enact or amend D.C. government regulations are not contained in
the Code, but can only be found in the D.C. Municipal Regulations.  Moreover, acts that have
cleared Congressional review but are not yet “codified” are available only from the Council
itself or through on-line computer services, such as WESTLAW.  Accordingly, the text of the
D.C. Code cannot be relied upon as including every provision of D.C. law.



INTRODUCTION

Under the Home Rule Act of 1974, the District of Columbia was established by Congress
as a separation of powers government with a “strong mayor” and an independent Council sharing
power and responsibility for governing the Nation’s Capital.  The office of Mayor is “strong” in
the sense that it has a role separate from the Council’s—for example, the Mayor appoints city
officials, may veto legislation passed by the Council, and plays a major role in fiscal decision-
making.  The District of Columbia Council, the focus of this report, has independent
responsibilities as well—for example, enacting legislation, adopting budgets, and conducting 
legislative oversight to assure that the government operates effectively and efficiently.  This
distribution of powers is similar to that found in our national and state governments, as well as in
many local governments across the country.

Over the past four years, a concerted effort has been made to reform operations of the
District’s executive and independent agencies.  The Financial Responsibility and Management
Assistance Authority (“Control Board”) extensively studied the problems faced by executive and
independent agencies, and hired highly regarded managers to run several key functions,
including the public schools and the Police Department.  And the Control Board has recently
returned much power to the locally-elected Mayor, who has promised further executive branch
reforms.

By contrast, the Council’s internal operations have not been the subject of disciplined
scrutiny.  As a co-equal branch of government, the Council must accept a significant share of the
responsibility for the problems that gave rise to the Control Board’s creation.  Indeed,
widespread criticisms of the Council’s oversight, legislative research and drafting, and budget
analysis predate the Control Board’s creation.  Yet, while the Council has made an effort to
cooperate with the executive branch—for example, by working with the Mayor and the Control
Board to develop a consensus budget—the Council has done little to improve its own operations. 
Ongoing reforms of the executive branch make it, if anything, more important that the Council
operate efficiently and effectively.

This report focuses on the Council’s internal operations.  It does not address broader
issues related to the Council’s structure, such as whether Council members should be elected to
staggered terms, whether Council members should hold outside employment or should serve
full-time, whether the Council Chair should be elected by Council members as opposed to being
elected directly by the public, and whether the current method of electing five at-large members
(including the Chair) and eight ward-based members best serves the public interest.  Nor does
this report address the extent to which the Council’s actions should be subject to Congressional
review.  

These questions deserve examination.  But, while structural reform requires long-term
examination and Congressional action (possibly including Charter amendments), operational
reforms can be undertaken immediately by the Council itself.  Accordingly, a DC Appleseed
Center Project Team has, since December 1997, been examining the Council’s internal
operations related to staffing, the standard and emergency legislative processes, and public
hearings.  
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The DC Appleseed Project Team sought archival information from the D.C. Council in
several areas of our research for this report.  Surprising amounts of data were unavailable
because, it appears, the Council either does not collect the data and/or the data are not kept at a
central location.  In light of our research experience, DC Appleseed notes the lack of
transparency regarding the D.C. Council’s internal operations, and suggests that the Council
examine this issue further.

The recommendations in this report are based on research conducted over a ten-month
period (March-December 1998), including (1) a survey of 12 city councils, including the D.C.
Council, to elicit information about their practices relating to the operational issues we
examined;1 (2) meetings with D.C. Council members and their staffs; (3) interviews of 16
business, labor, nonprofit, and citizen advocates who spend much of their time meeting with and
lobbying the D.C. Council; (4) a “focus group” meeting of nine District residents, each of whom
has testified at one or more D.C. Council committee hearing, but none of whom has testified
frequently; and (5) research of D.C. law, Council Rules, and other available archival sources.

While the D.C. Council has responsibilities of both a state and a city legislature, its
operations and organization are much more like those of a city council.  Like other city councils,
and unlike state legislatures, the D.C. Council has a relatively small number of members, meets
year-round, is unicameral, and represents a population of less than one million people.2  Because
this report examines the operational aspects of the D.C. Council, the DC Appleseed Project
Team chose to compare the D.C. Council to other city councils—rather than to state legislatures. 

The recommendations in this report cover four areas, each discussed in a separate
chapter.  The opening chapter recommends substantial centralization of the Council’s staffing
structure.  Chapter 2 makes several recommendations for improving the Council’s current
legislative process.  Chapter 3 details the problems associated with, and the changes needed to
abate, the Council’s overuse of the emergency legislative process.  Chapter 4 recommends
reforms to the Council’s public hearing process.3 
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CHAPTER 1: STAFFING

I. INTRODUCTION

The District’s Mayor and the 13 members of the Council require significant support to
help them fulfill their respective roles in governing in an efficient and effective manner.  The
mayor is able to call upon the extensive resources of the executive branch of the government for
assistance.  And, while no legislature should (or could) assemble a staff as broad and deep as that
available to the executive, the Council must be organized to ensure that it can carry out its
responsibilities in an effective and efficient manner.

The Council and its members should have available to them independent, timely, and
reliable information, research, and analysis needed to enact beneficial legislation, to make sound
fiscal decisions, and to perform meaningful oversight.  Council members also should have
support that enables them to communicate with the public and to respond in a timely manner to
constituent inquiries and requests.  Similarly, the public is entitled to have access to information
in a timely fashion and in an understandable format regarding those matters being considered by
the Council and its committees.

DC Appleseed has concluded that the D.C. Council’s staff is not now configured to
provide the Council or the public with the expertise needed to fulfill each of these functions. 
This chapter addresses the Council’s current staffing practices, and recommends changes in the
composition and organization of the staff.

II. CURRENT PRACTICES: THE D.C. COUNCIL’S CURRENT
STAFFING STRUCTURE AND ITS DETRIMENTAL EFFECTS

A.  Legislative Staffing Models

A legislature may organize its staff in a variety of ways.  Two important characteristics
of staff are (1) the degree to which the management of the staff is centralized, and (2) the terms
of individual staff members’ employment.

In a totally centralized system—one extreme of the spectrum—there is an institutional
focus and staff are appointed by vote of the full council or by its designated representative (such
as a staff director).  At the other extreme is a decentralized structure that allows individual
council members to appoint and remove staff members at will.  Of course, there are intermediate
options.  Rather than being appointed either by the full council or an individual member, staff
may be appointed by a committee chair, the council chair, a majority of a committee, the
unanimous vote of a committee, or a majority of council members.  A more centralized system is
likely to foster a staff that responds to the institutional needs and responsibilities of the council
as a whole as opposed to a more decentralized system which responds to the concerns and
priorities of individual council members. 
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Regarding the terms of employment, hiring decisions can be based on a system where an
individual “serves at the pleasure of” the appointing person or authority, or, at the other extreme,
can be selected and retained based on a merit system.  In addition to merit and patronage
appointments, staff can be hired as term employees, contract employees, or with limited merit
system protections.  

In general, legislative bodies will utilize some combination of these various staffing
models. 

B. The D.C. Council’s Decentralized Staffing Structure

The District of Columbia Council—which employs 130 full-time equivalent (“FTE”)
positions with salaries totaling $4.9 million—currently emphasizes a decentralized model in
which about 3 out of every 4 FTE staff members are hired by, and are accountable only to,
individual members of the Council.  The 41 FTE staff members that most frequently perform
policy and fiscal analysis, legislative research, and legislative drafting are accountable solely to
individual Council members: i.e., each staff member reports to one of the chairs of the various
Council committees.  Individual Council members also appoint the 54 FTE staff members who
work in their offices.  Only the remaining 35 FTE positions are accountable to the full Council:
24 administrative services staff in the Office of the Secretary; eight positions in the General
Counsel’s Office; and three positions in the budget office.4 

Because committee staff serve at the pleasure of the committee chair, staff loyalty
strongly favors the chair.  Indeed, virtually every interviewee that spoke to DC Appleseed’s
Project Team on the issue stated that the Council’s budgeted allocation between committee staff
and individual members’ office staff is rarely, if ever, followed in practice.  Many committee
chairs reallocate a portion of their committee staff budgets to pay the salaries of additional staff
for their own offices.  Moreover, neither members of a committee who are not the chair nor other
members of the Council are generally free to draw directly on the expertise and support of
committee staff absent permission of the committee chair.  That mentality is reinforced by the
physical location of committee staff offices within the suite of the committee chair, making
access more difficult for other Council members. 
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C. The Toll of Decentralization and Patronage

The pernicious effects of this decentralized structure are myriad.  DC Appleseed’s
Project Team interviews uncovered broad criticism of virtually every institutional function of the
Council.

C Policy expertise was described as at best variable, and at worst sorely lacking.  While
some staff were described as very good, the prevailing view is that the overall level of
policy expertise among Council staff is quite low.  On a 10-point scale, no one
interviewed rated policy expertise higher than five; several gave it a two or three.

C Budget expertise was mentioned by several interviewees as particularly poor.  The
prevailing view is that the existing three-person central budget staff is far too small to do
an adequate job of analyzing the operating budget—which is approximately $5 billion
per year— and providing advice on fiscal matters. Accordingly, the bulk of the budget
work must necessarily be done, if at all, by committee staff members, few of whom have
the necessary expertise.

C Legislative drafting is done primarily by committee staff, as opposed to the General
Counsel’s Office, and was described as being of uneven quality.  The consensus was that,
on average, drafting expertise is low and the quality of bills is inadequate—imprecise,
poorly researched, and poorly written.  In addition, bills were described as frequently
varying from their intent, and often difficult to implement and/or enforce.  Beyond
improved research and drafting, several interviewees noted the lack of plain language
drafting, inadequate legislative summaries, and the absence of section-by-section
analyses of bills.   

C Legislative histories often inadequately reflect the debate that took place.  As a whole,
there is a concern over the wide variation between products, and an impression that no
training or standards exist to guide staff in preparing legislative histories.  

C Legislative oversight of executive and independent agency operations was roundly
criticized by interviewees as poor, frequently ad hoc, and too low a priority in the
Council’s work program.  The overall impression is that, when oversight is undertaken,
Council staff is frequently “out gunned” by lobbyists, interest groups, and the executive. 
Further, the oversight performed was perceived as insufficiently rigorous, and as
sometimes not performed with sufficient distance from outside parties and the executive
to be objective. 

C Planning and scheduling the legislative work program was most frequently described as
non-existent.  The perception is that the Council reacts to issues presented to it, and
rarely plans and executes its own initiatives over the longer term.

C Public notification of hearings was described as inadequate, especially by the members
of the focus group who are not regular “Council watchers.”  The District of Columbia
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Register (“D.C. Register”)5 was deemed inaccessible by many, and unreliable by others. 
Notices were described as lacking quality, timeliness, clarity, and uniformity.  Because
notice is prepared by staff of the committee holding a hearing, the quality of notice
depends on the committee staff. 

C Records management was described as decentralized, fragmented, and in need of
improvement.  Records vary widely in quality and are dependent on the priorities of a
committee chair and/or the responsible staff member.  Files and records were described
as frequently incomplete and sometimes difficult to obtain.  Since some records
maintenance is the responsibility of the committees, official and individual member files
are often commingled.  Gaining access to committee files when there has been a change
in committee chair was noted as being a particular problem.

C Human resources management issues were cited as posing problems for an effective staff
operation.  High turnover, a lack of career path opportunities, a lack of staff development
opportunities, a lack of proper supervision, and low salaries for some staff were cited as
significant concerns.

Overall, the comments of those interviewed by DC Appleseed’s Project Team evidence a
highly variable work product that is too often poor in quality.  There is little doubt that the
Council’s decentralized staffing structure plays a major role in that outcome.  For example, as
currently configured, the Council relies on committee staff, who are hired by individual
members, to perform the Council’s public information function.  That structure virtually
guarantees a fragmented approach with uneven results because Council members place different
relative values on the Council’s public information function.  A more centralized public
information function would allow the Council to develop a coherent public outreach strategy
using a variety of techniques, including more effective use of the Council’s web site and District
cable television.
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III. RECOMMENDATIONS

DC Appleseed proposes that the D.C. Council change the way it makes staffing decisions
by  placing greater focus on the long-term institutional needs of the legislative branch of the
government.  We offer three general recommendations:

C Establish a central staff operation to meet the institutional needs and support the work
programs of the Council and its committees, to help individual Council members carry
out their responsibilities as elected representatives, and to better serve the public.  The
central staff—who would be physically located outside of members’ offices—would
consist of 60 full-time equivalent (“FTE”) positions working in four divisions:
Policy/Fiscal Analysis and Research; Legislative Oversight; General Counsel; and
Council Secretary.  These central staff members would be career appointees, although
perhaps not with the full rights and protections of the merit system. 

C Abolish the existing committee staff structure and use the aforementioned central staff to
support the work of the Council committees.

C Provide each Council member funding for four FTE positions for his or her individual
office, plus four additional positions for the office of the Council Chair (a total of 56 FTE
positions).
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These recommendations can be implemented with no increase in fiscal resources.  In fact,
it is likely that modest budgetary savings may be realized due to a reduction in staff from 130 to
116 under DC Appleseed’s proposal.6  The recommendations are discussed in greater detail
below.

A. The Council’s Staffing Needs

Three broad types of expertise are needed among staff members to assist the Council in
carrying out its on-going activities.

Constituent services staff, who help individual Council members fulfill their community
responsibilities and respond to their constituents.

Research and analysis staff, who provide policy and budget information and analysis,
legal research and legislative drafting, and legislative oversight.  This staff would include
subject matter experts (for example, public education, facilities, Medicaid, public safety,
public works) as well as those who specialize in policy analysis, budget and fiscal
analysis, legislative research and drafting, legislative oversight, program evaluation,
contract review, and public information and outreach.

Administrative services staff, who maintain records, keep minutes, ensure that deadlines
and legal requirements are met, provide technological and logistical support, publish
documents, process correspondence and other materials, perform personnel functions,
and generally support the operation of the Council office. 

While Council staff is currently assigned to fulfill each of these functions, most staff
members perform their responsibilities under the direction of individual Council members.  By
centralizing staff, the Council can markedly improve its ability to exercise its powers and meet
its responsibilities.

B. Individual Member Staffs

Under DC Appleseed’s proposal, the main functions served by individual Council
member’s staff would be to provide constituent services, to respond to citizen inquiries and
requests in a timely manner, to represent the member at meetings and other forums, to undertake
special projects and/or initiatives for the member, and to manage the member’s office.  Under
our proposal, this staff would continue to serve at the pleasure of Council members and would
not be subject to the District’s merit system.



7
Only the DC Council provides 4 FTE positions per member (a total of 54 positions); three cities

provide 3 FTE; four provide 2 FTE; and three provide fewer than 2 FTE.  Indianapolis provides no staff for

individual member offices.
8

The Council further reports that each office is provided $6,885 annually for “non personal

services,”  such as fu rniture an d travel.
9

All cities, including the District of Columbia, have staff that work for the full council, although

there is great variation in the level of support.  For example, in Minneapolis the executive branch provides staffing

for the legislative branch, and only two people work directly for the full council to provide limited administrative

support (reception, etc.).  In contrast, Seattle and Milwaukee  have 43 and 49 F TE to support the legislative work

program  for the full co uncil.  In the  District, as no ted earlier, 35  FTE w ork for th e full Cou ncil.

9

The current level of four FTE positions for each D.C. Council member’s office should be
retained, although it is higher than in any of the other 11 cities surveyed by the DC Appleseed
Project Team.  Ten of the 11 cities surveyed provide staff resources for the individual offices of
council members.  The number of staff provided to each member in those 10 cities ranges from
one to three FTE positions, and the median provided per member is two FTE positions.7

The District government differs from other local governments because it serves both
municipal and state functions.  While it is not possible to quantify precisely the number of
additional staff members in each Council member’s office needed to assist in this regard, DC
Appleseed recognizes that some additional staff is warranted.  Four FTE positions per Council
member (one-third more than the highest number for any other city in our survey) seems
adequate to assist D.C. Council members in handling their unique requirements.  DC Appleseed
further recommends that an aggregate annual budget of $150,000 (adjusted annually for
inflation) be provided to each Council member for annual staff salaries (not including benefits)
in his or her office.  This would represent a modest increase from the current level of $138,000
in staff salaries allocated for each member’s office.8

C. Central Staff Support 

The current practice of having each member designate a defined number of staff to each
D.C. Council committee should be discontinued.  Rather, the Council should create a
professionally trained and qualified, permanent cadre of nonpartisan staff to assist the full
Council, its committees, and individual members in carrying out the legislative agenda. 

This approach would be consistent with the staffing structures of the 11 other city
councils surveyed by the DC Appleseed Project Team.  While each legislature surveyed has a
formalized committee structure and assigns the work of the council to a committee before the
full council takes final action, only the D.C. Council has an organizational structure which, at
least on paper, assigns staff to work solely on the functions of Council committees (41 FTE
positions for its ten standing committees).  None of the other 11 cities surveyed follows this
practice; in each of these jurisdictions, staff work for committees is provided by a central staff
that works for the full council and is under the leadership of a staff director.9
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DC Appleseed recommends that the D.C. Council’s entire central staff (including
professional, clerical, and support staff) be organized into four offices—Policy/Fiscal Analysis
and Research; Legislative Oversight; General Counsel; and Council Secretary.  Each would be
headed by a director appointed by a majority of Council members.  The intent is that the
directors would serve in long-term, professionally qualified career positions, and would serve at
the pleasure of the Council as a whole.  Each director would hire the professionally qualified
staff for his or her office with logistical assistance from the Council’s personnel staff.  Some
central staff would be under the District’s merit system, while others would be hired for certain
and defined terms.  Appropriate career paths and salary ladders should be created to help limit
turnover, and salaries should be competitive both within the government and in the region.

To staff the four offices, DC Appleseed suggests a complement of 60 FTE positions to be
allocated as follows: 18 positions (about one-third) for the Office of Policy/Fiscal Analysis and
Research; six positions (one tenth) for the Office of Legislative Oversight; 10 positions (one-
sixth of the central staff) for the Office of General Counsel; and 26 positions (about 40 percent)
for the Office of the Council Secretary.  Staff allocations in each office include professional and
support staff.  Staff in each office would have clearly delineated responsibilities as described
below: 

Office of Policy/Fiscal Analysis and Research staff would include specialists in budget
and policy analysis as well as subject matter experts (similar to staff employed by the
Congressional Budget Office and the Congressional Research Service).  One member of
this staff would assist the Council and its committees, working with the respective chairs,
in managing the flow of the legislative work program and in scheduling the various
agendas.  A major responsibility of this staff would be to assist the Council in carrying
out its responsibilities regarding budget and fiscal matters.  For some staff this would be
a year round undertaking—issues for future research and analysis would be identified
during a given year’s budget review, thereby establishing an agenda for the months
leading up to the subsequent year’s budget review.  Other responsibilities would include
preparing fiscal impact statements to accompany proposed legislation; conducting policy
research and analysis in consultation with the General Counsel’s legislative drafting staff; 
and working with legislative oversight staff in the conduct of their evaluations and
reviews.
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Office of Legislative Oversight staff would undertake program evaluations, management
reviews, investigations, and general oversight of executive and independent agencies for
the Council (similar to staff employed by the General Accounting Office).  When
establishing its work program, this staff should coordinate closely with the other
legislative branch offices, including the Auditor,10 and with appropriate staff in the
executive branch, including the Inspector General.11  The focus of the oversight staff
should not be to micro-manage executive and independent agencies, but rather to
examine broadly whether programs and agencies are efficient and effective.  If it operates
well, this office will be able to offer constructive critiques to executive and independent
agency managers.

Office of General Counsel staff would provide legislative research and drafting services
and provide legal advice.

Office of the Council Secretary staff would provide administrative services
support—provide minutes, publish documents, process correspondence, and provide the
technological and logistical support for the Council office (purchasing, payroll,
personnel, information systems, etc.).  Within this office would be an expert in records
management to centralize the maintenance of all Council and committee records.  There
also would be an addition of three public information and outreach staff to develop a
coherent strategy for communicating with the citizens of the District.  Included in this
effort would be a media relations program which includes the activities currently carried
out by the press secretary.  Additional responsibilities would include organizing and
administering the public hearing process (including provision of public notice,
preparation of advertising, witness lists, etc.), providing legislative information services,
and managing the web site and District cable television.

For a more centralized staffing system to succeed, it will be critical that (1) the Council
perform a broad search for central office directors who are expert in managing the functions for
which they will be responsible, (2) the central office directors and their staffs work as a team to
assist the Council, the committees, and the individual members, (3) the office directors consult
closely among themselves, as well as with the Council and committee chairs and individual
Council members, (4) central staff expertise be shared so that each Council member has access
to central staff resources, and (5) work programs be coordinated so that, for example, the
oversight schedule supports the legislative process and adequate resources are dedicated to fiscal
analysis during budget season.
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In implementing these recommendations, clear and enforceable safeguards to ensure
confidentiality must also be put in place.  When seeking the assistance and advice of central
staff, each Council member must be able to talk freely and in confidence with members of the
central staff, secure in the expectation that the substance of confidential discussions will not be
passed on to other members, the executive, or the public at large.  This principle must be clearly
understood by all concerned, and there must be severe consequences for any staff member who
breaches confidentiality.

In addition, the citizens of the District and all concerned with the operations of the
Council must have a high level of trust in Council members and Council employees.  Safeguards
must be in place to ensure that staff is not subject to any improper influence or the appearance of
improper influence.  Therefore, in addition to current laws and regulations governing the conduct
of Council members,12  appropriate conflict-of-interest and ethics statutes to govern the
professional and political activities of Council staff must be in place and strictly enforced.  Rules
for employees should address such matters as gifts, outside employment, nepotism, participation
in activities in which a staff member may have an economic interest, participation in partisan
political activities, and using the prestige of one’s office for personal gain.

D. Advantages of the Recommended Approach

Centralizing staff operations offers numerous advantages, which, together, can strengthen
the D.C. Council as a separate and equal branch of the government.  As revealed by the DC
Appleseed Project Team’s interviews and observations, the Council is currently lacking adequate
professional expertise not only in fiscal matters, but in evaluation and oversight, policy analysis,
legislative drafting and research, preparation of legislative histories, planning and scheduling,
outreach and public information, records management, and technology management.  By
improving the support available to the Council in these areas, the legislative branch of
government will be strengthened. 

 1. Improve the Quality of Staff Assistance through
Increased Specialization and Merit-Based Hiring

By centralizing staff, the Council can better ensure quality and consistency of staff
assistance.  Under the current system, in which each of the ten committee chairs independently
hires the analytical, research, and legislative drafting staff, the skill levels of those assigned to
work on the Council’s complex and diverse legislative agenda vary greatly based upon the
priorities of different Council members.  Thus, if a committee chair is more interested in hiring
staff based on patronage than merit, the quality of work for the entire Council in the areas
covered by that committee can be adversely affected. 

Alternatively, if staff is managed centrally, the Council as an institution will not have to
rely on individual committee chairs to hire staff.  Instead, because they will be responsible to the
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entire Council, staff directors should have an incentive to meet the needs of the Council and its
committees by hiring the best available experts in various subject matters and disciplines
(including legislative research and drafting, fiscal analysis, policy analysis, program evaluation,
and oversight).  Council members should have an incentive to hire directors with expertise in
managing both a staff and a legislative work program in an efficient and effective manner. 

The benefits of a centralized staff can be gleaned from the experience of Congress, which
employs independent experts at the Congressional Budget Office (“CBO”), the General
Accounting Office (“GAO”), and the Congressional Research Service (“CRS”).  For example,
CBO provides a permanent, nonpartisan, professional staff to supply Congress assistance in
three basic areas: developing a plan for the budget, staying within the budget, and considering
issues of budget and economic policy.13  And, as scholars have observed,

CBO was to provide a bastion of neutral analysis, loyal to the institution of
Congress, rather than to committees or parties.  Its director is appointed jointly …
for a four year term. … [CBO] won a reputation for both competence and
neutrality.  [CBO] reminds us that our institutions can work well. … Its technical
work has been credible, albeit not always popular.14  

The budget reform of 1974 moderately increased the level of centralization and
coordination, but equally important, it provided a professional staff of budgeteers
to help Congress make budget policies.15

The D.C. Council cannot afford, and does not require, the deep and wide-ranging
expertise provided by CBO, GAO, and CRS.  However, by centralizing its staff, the Council will
provide itself greater access to the enhanced level of expertise needed to serve public needs
without relying so heavily on information generated by lobbyists and other interested parties or
by the District’s executive branch.     

2. Provide the Full Council, its Committees, and its Members 
Equal Access to Information, Research, and Analysis

A centralized staff also has the benefit of equalizing access by Council members to
information, research, and analysis on all items on the legislative agenda.  Under the current
system, as a practical matter, committee chairs control the work programs of their committee
staffs.  Moreover, because some committee chairs reallocate a portion of their committee staff
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budgets for additional individual office staff, committees often have even less access to the
expertise necessary to accomplish the committee’s agenda.16 

In contrast, under a central staff model, a Council member would request policy research
and analysis, drafting, oversight, etc. from the central staff directors, who would assign staff to
fulfill those requests.  Because the staff directors would be accountable to the full Council, they
would have an incentive to respond fairly and in a timely fashion. 

3. Improve the Quality of Legislation and Accompanying Reports

According to most of those interviewed by the DC Appleseed Project Team, legislation
introduced by Council members varies dramatically in quality.  This variability exists not only
among bills introduced by different Council members, but also among bills introduced by a
single Council member in a single session.  This uneven quality in legislative drafting can be
attributed to the fact that, within the Council, bills are not consistently drafted by staff in any one
office, but, instead, each bill may be drafted by any of the following: committee staff or the
Council member’s personal staff—few of whom have expertise in legislative research and
drafting—or staff in the General Counsel’s office.17  By having so many people draft legislation,
the Council virtually guarantees an inconsistent work product.

 According to those interviewed by the DC Appleseed Project Team, the quality of
committee reports that accompany legislation vary greatly not only from committee to
committee, but among reports prepared by the same committee.  Most often, the section-by-
section analysis portion of the report is merely a recitation—often verbatim—of the legislative
language.  Rarely does it truly explain the substance or policy goals of the proposed legislation. 
The “impact on existing law” portion of the report is frequently limited to a listing of the laws
that are amended by the legislation and a generalized description of the changes being made. 
The statement of the legislation’s purpose and effect rarely provides an exposition of the history
of an issue, alternatives considered or tried, or a concise rationale of the need for and intent of
the legislation.  Too often, this portion of the report simply asserts—without supporting
evidence—several conclusions favoring enactment of the legislation.
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The Council can improve the quality of legislation and legislative reports by having a
greater amount of legislation drafted in the first instance by staff in the General Counsel’s office. 
DC Appleseed recommends an increase of two FTE positions in the General Counsel’s office to
provide additional drafting assistance.  

4. Increase Efficiency

By centralizing staff, the Council can increase staff specialization, which should improve
the efficiency of the Council’s legislative drafting, fiscal, and oversight functions.  Under the
current system, a Council member who wishes to pursue an initiative that is not favored by the
chair of the relevant committee will generally have two choices: abandon the issue, or have his
or her individual staff conduct the research, regardless of whether the staff has the relevant
expertise.  On the other hand, under a centralized staff model, research on a given issue would be
assigned to the staff member or members with the greatest expertise in that issue area, regardless
of which Council member initiated the request.  The staff will be likely to have the basic
understanding needed to research and analyze the issue and thereby provide a soundly-based
response in a shorter period of time.

Moreover, a centralized staff structure would foster greater efficiency when two Council
members are interested in related issues that arise in different committees’ subject areas.  For
example, if the Council is simultaneously considering oversight of contracts let to repair public
school buildings and contracts let to repair other government-owned buildings, a single central
staff member may be best suited to handle both inquiries.  Indeed, a central policy staff would be
expected to have at least one person well versed in government contract law, and, perhaps,
someone with expertise in building renovation as well (a person with an engineering background
would likely be a member of the policy analysis staff).  Under the current committee-based
staffing system, public school oversight is handled by staff for the Committee on Education,
Libraries, and Recreation, while the oversight of repairs to other District buildings would likely
be handled by staff of either the Committee on Public Works and the Environment or the
Committee on Government Operations.  Because these committee staff work for different
members, and are physically located in different offices, it is unlikely that staff of one committee
would coordinate its work program with the work of the other committee.  A centralized staff
structure would help minimize such inefficiencies.

5. Foster a Comprehensive Approach to Council Responsibilities

The current staffing structure inhibits the Council’s ability to meet certain responsibilities
in a coherent manner.  For example, consideration and analysis of the Mayor’s annual budget
proposal is fragmented among the staffs of all of the committees.  Such a system hinders the
Council’s ability to analyze tradeoffs between programs assigned to different committees, such
as whether the level of funding for human services should be increased or decreased in relation
to the budget for public works.  Instead, the current system encourages tradeoffs within the
programs under the jurisdiction of a single committee, such as whether increased residential
trash collection should be funded through a reduction in road repair.  Because the vast majority
of staff members who analyze the various sections of the budget report to individual committee
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chairs, there is very limited centralized information and advice on which the Council can draw as
it attempts to consider the budget as a coherent whole.18 

Under a centralized staffing system, on the other hand, budget analysis would be
performed by a staff accessible to every Council member on an equal basis.  Council members
would have access to the expertise necessary to understand not only the areas of the budget
within the jurisdiction of the committee they may chair, but also other areas of the budget that
may be of concern or interest to the member.  Centralization of budget information and analysis
will enable the Council to consider the budget holistically.  

Similarly, a centralized staffing structure will provide Council members access to
professional oversight and policy staff who, collectively, would have broad knowledge of
legislative issues.  As a result, each Council member will be able to gain a better understanding
of legislation outside of the purview of his or her own committee.  Such understanding should
serve to improve the Council’s ability to consider government operations in a comprehensive
manner.

6. Provide Sound Management and Planning
of the Legislative Work Program and Agenda

Currently, each committee chair sets the legislative agenda for his or her committee. 
When committee agendas overlap, the chairs may hold joint hearings on a particular subject.19 
But such collaborations occur only on an ad hoc basis, and are not the result of a Council-wide
work plan based explicitly on Council priorities.  A well-configured centralized staffing structure
would include staff dedicated to helping the Council and its committees plan and manage their
work program over a period of time, allowing the Council and its committees to focus energy
over the longer term on areas of concern to the entire Council.  

A prime example of the improved planning that would flow from centralization can be
found in the area of legislative oversight of executive and independent agency operations. 
Presently, the Council performs oversight on an ad hoc basis.  Whether oversight is done well
(or done at all) in a particular subject area depends upon whether the Council member chairing
the relevant committee deems oversight important.  The result is that oversight is generally
performed only after a government function becomes so seriously dysfunctional that the public
and press become aware of and outspoken concerning that dysfunction.  While there is surely a
need to perform oversight under such circumstances, the Council also must increase its capacity
(1) to anticipate problems and perform oversight on issues before they reach crisis proportions,
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and (2) to conduct oversight as a means of gathering information to evaluate planned legislative
proposals.  

By centralizing oversight staff, the Council can ensure that oversight priorities are
established over a longer period of time.   For example, the Council may be interested in
evaluating a program’s effectiveness so that it can decide whether the program should be
expanded, modified, or eliminated.  Without improved planning, it will remain very difficult for
the Council to dedicate adequate resources to fulfill its oversight and other responsibilities.  A
centralized staff charged with ensuring that such long-range work plans are devised and
implemented would greatly improve the Council’s oversight function. 

7. Increase Access to Information for 
Both the Public and Council Members 

Under current practices, the committee staffs play a central role in providing information
to the public and Council members.  Committee staff are responsible for disseminating notices of
public hearings and are a main source of documents relating to legislation under consideration
by the Council or a committee.  For example, the draft committee print of a bill scheduled for
mark-up is generally available to the public, if at all, only through committee staff, and even
Council members often do not receive the draft committee print until they arrive at a mark-up
session. 

The Council should accept as mandatory providing the general public and Council
members full and timely access to understandable information about matters being considered by
the Council and its committees.  A well-staffed public information office within the Office of the
Secretary should have the time and resources to consider such matters.  This should include a
regular analysis of the locations where, and the processes through which, the public is most
likely to gain access to information, as well as the potential for employing new and existing
technologies to disseminate information.  Such analysis is unlikely to occur under the current
system.  

8. Improve the Ability to Attract and Retain Highly Qualified Staff

Centralizing the Council’s operations will also increase the Council’s ability to attract
and retain a highly qualified, stable cadre of professional staff members to assist the Council, its
committees, and its members.  Those interviewed by the DC Appleseed Project Team stressed
that the problems of inadequate expertise and poor institutional knowledge flow, in part, from
the high rate of turnover among Council staff.  The decentralized nature of the Council’s staffing
structure is a major contributor to these problems.  Because so many Council staff are hired by
individual members, staff jobs depend upon the reelection of the Council members that
appointed them and not solely on the quality of staff work.  While some Council members retain
existing committee staff when they are first given a chairmanship, the norm is for Council
members to hire their own committee staff.  
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Moreover, the current staffing structure stifles the Council’s ability to create performance
incentives through staff advancement.  At present, approximately three-fourths of all staff
members report to individual Council members.  Thus, for most staff, the opportunity for
advancement is limited to the possibility of moving from one position to another within the
office of the member for whom they work.  Such opportunities are further limited by the fact that
(1) each Council member, on average, employs only eight staff members,20 and (2) staff
members in each office have vastly disparate responsibilities.  Hence, there is little room for
Council members to create career paths with accompanying opportunities for promotion.

By contrast, under a centralized system, analysts, attorneys, and administrative staff
would be hired at varying levels of experience and training, which would allow for promotion
opportunities.  By including appropriate career paths and salary ladders, a centralized staffing
model provides incentives for able employees to remain in career positions.  Salaries should be
established to be competitive both within the government and in the region.  These incentives
should help reduce staff turnover, which in turn should improve continuity and institutional
memory among Council staff.21 

9. Create and Maintain Complete and Comprehensive 
Records of Council and Committee Proceedings

As described in Chapter 4 of this report, no one person has the responsibility of ensuring
that necessary records of Council and committee proceedings and the history of enacted
legislation are assembled and maintained.  DC Appleseed’s Project Team understands that, while
certain records (such as committee reports) are stored at a central location, those records are
sometimes incomplete, and the missing information resides only in committee offices, if it exists
at all.  Compounding the problem, when a committee chairmanship is transferred to a new chair,
committee files are often not transferred to a central location and are often in such disarray as to
be unusable.  Moreover, files and documents are not always provided to the Office of Legislative
Services in a timely fashion, making it difficult for the public to research legislative histories. 
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A well-run records management office within the Office of the Secretary should be
created to establish a records management program and to implement a system to store and
maintain all files related to Council and committee proceedings, legislation, and internal
operations.  Such an office, properly managed, would enable the public and Council members to
find legislative documents at a single location, not only after legislation is enacted, but during
the legislative process itself.

10. Increase Coordination with the Executive Branch 

A centralized staff structure would increase the Council’s opportunity to develop
appropriate institutional relationships with the Mayor and specific offices within the executive
branch.  Several persons interviewed by DC Appleseed’s Project Team noted that, in years past,
the Council met with the executive branch to discuss legislative proposals before they were
enacted.  Specifically, representatives of the Council members who sponsored legislation would
meet with members of the Mayor’s Office of Intergovernmental Relations and appropriate
executive-department personnel to discuss each branch’s perspective on specific legislative
proposals.  These meetings no longer routinely take place.  By assigning a central staff member
to this function, the Council could ensure that proposals are commented upon by representatives
of the executive offices that will implement the legislation. 

11. Increase Input from Local Institutions

As the national capital, Washington and the surrounding region is home to an
extraordinary wealth of expertise on issues that the Council deals with in governing the District. 
Council staff should be encouraged to work with local universities and nonprofit agencies (such
as the National League of Cities and the International City/County Management Association) to
establish internships at the Council, as well as to take advantage of the expertise of professors
and staff of these institutions.  By centralizing the policy and research functions and thereby
developing and retaining a higher degree of staff expertise, the Council will likely foster a
greater number of long-term relationships with institutions that have particular contributions to
offer the Council in carrying out its responsibilities.
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CHAPTER 2: THE STANDARD LEGISLATIVE PROCESS

I. INTRODUCTION

The Council’s existing legislative process has numerous shortcomings, many of which
relate to the inadequacy of information available to Council members and the public during the
legislative process.  Analyses critical to evaluating legislative proposals contained in documents
such as fiscal impact statements and evaluations of a bill’s legal, policy, and technical adequacy
are not produced early enough in the legislative process (if at all) to allow Council members and
the public to consider effectively, and improve upon, legislative proposals.  Drafts of bills are
sometimes not distributed to Council members until moments before they must vote, and are
often never given to the public.  Other Council practices (e.g., the lack of a germaneness
requirement) severely curtail the public’s opportunity to participate in the consideration of
certain legislative provisions, and the Council’s failure to record many legislative votes prevents
the public from evaluating the voting record of each Council member.  The net result of these
processes is that the Council enacts bills before they are adequately reviewed and considered,
leading to laws that are often difficult to interpret and, at times, impossible to enforce
effectively. 

II. CURRENT PRACTICES: THE STANDARD LEGISLATIVE PROCESS

Under the Home Rule Act, there are two primary processes that the Council can use to
enact legislation: “standard” and emergency.  Many of the Council’s internal operating
practices—such as who drafts a bill and when it is reviewed for legal and technical
sufficiency—are similar for both processes.  However, because the opportunities for Council
consideration and public participation are substantially lessened when the Council engages in the
emergency—as opposed to the “standard”—legislative processes, emergency legislation is
addressed separately, in Chapter 3 of this report.22  The remainder of this chapter discusses the
various stages of the standard legislative process—introduction, consideration by a Council
committee, consideration by the full Council, and actions after Council enactment.

A. Introduction of a Bill

The Home Rule Act and the Council’s Rules of Procedures establish the process by
which the Council considers standard legislation.23  The Council’s Rules require that the Council
place a notice in the D.C. Register at least 15 days before enacting a bill or resolution, or
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conducting a legislative or investigative hearing.24  Thus, there is no requirement that a public
hearing be conducted on every piece of legislation, but the public must be notified before the
Council takes formal action on a legislative proposal.

B. Consideration by a Committee

Following introduction, a bill is referred by the Council Chair to the Council committee
(or committees) that has (or have concurrent) responsibility for the subject matter of the
legislation.  Typically, a committee will review proposed legislation and receive public comment
through the formal public hearing process, although a public hearing is not required.  In addition,
the committee chair will typically assess the position and/or concerns of the executive branch,
other public entities, and Council members through informal means.  A bill and committee
report are then considered by the committee at a mark-up session, and, if approved, the bill and
report, as amended, are forwarded to the full Council.

C. Consideration by the Full Council 

After a bill has been approved by a committee, the full Council will begin its
consideration at a session of the Committee of the Whole (“COW”).25  This stage is intended to
provide Council members the opportunity to ask committee chairs and sponsors questions about
each bill, and to allow the Council to ascertain whether each bill is legally and technically
sufficient, to review fiscal impact statements, and to determine whether legislative records are
complete.  If a bill clears COW review, it is automatically scheduled for consideration by the full
Council at a legislative session. 

Under the Home Rule Act, standard legislation must be “read [by the Council] twice in
substantially the same form, with at least 13 days intervening between each reading.”26  At the
“first reading,” if a quorum is present, a majority of Council members present and voting can 
(1) approve the legislation with or without amendment, in which case the bill is scheduled for a
second reading, (2) reject the legislation entirely, (3) “table” the legislation for possible
consideration at a subsequent legislative session,27 or (4) decide to send the legislation back to a
Council committee for reconsideration or amendment.   At the second reading, standard
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legislation may be enacted by the Council if a quorum is present and a simple majority of those
who are present and voting approve the bill.28

At legislative sessions, the agenda will list bills in two groups—consent and non-consent. 
The consent agenda includes those bills the Council Chair believes will be approved
unanimously without debate.29  Council members cast a single vote for all items listed on the
consent agenda.  All other bills are considered individually on the non-consent portion of the
agenda.

For every bill, resolution, or amendment to a bill that the Council approves, the Council
must concurrently approve a fiscal impact statement (“FIS”).30  The FIS can appear either in the
text of the legislation itself, in a committee report, or in a separate document.  The FIS 
(1) estimates the costs which will be incurred by the District government in each of the first four
fiscal years that the act is in effect, and (2) includes the basis for that estimate.  The required
contents of an FIS have been greatly expanded in recent years, in conjunction with the Control
Board’s responsibility for reviewing legislation adopted by the Council.31  

D. Actions After Council Enactment

After the Council passes a piece of standard legislation, the Home Rule Act requires that
three steps be taken before the bill becomes law—approval by the Mayor, Control Board, and
Congress.  First, the Mayor must sign the Act, or take no action within 10 working days of
receiving the Act from the Council.32  Second, following the Mayor’s signature but before
Congressional review, the Control Board has a minimum of seven calendar days to review (and,
if it wishes, to reject) legislation enacted by the Council in order to determine “whether [the bill]
is consistent with the applicable financial plan and budget . . . and with the estimate of costs
accompanying the Act.”33  If the Control Board fails to reject legislation during the review
period, approval is assumed.34  Third, Congress has an opportunity to reject the law during a
period of 30 legislative days, but to do so Congress must pass a joint resolution, which must be
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signed by the President or passed by a two-thirds vote of both the House of Representatives and
the Senate over a Presidential veto.35  Because a legislative day is defined as a day that at least
one house of Congress is in session and thus usually excludes Saturdays and Sundays,36 the
review period lasts a minimum of six weeks, and, if the review period extends over a
Congressional recess, can last many months. The counting stops for Congressional vacations and
other breaks which can last from a few days to over a month.  Also, the 30-day period must
begin and end during a single Congressional session.  This means that, in a federal election year,
unless Council legislation is submitted to Congress more than 30 workdays before Congress
adjourns, the time period will begin to run anew during the next Congressional session, and any
time accrued during the election year will be lost.  The chart below depicts the Council’s
standard legislative process, and Appendix IV provides a more detailed description of this
process.

III. RECOMMENDATIONS
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DC Appleseed offers below a series of recommendations, which we believe will
accomplish the following:

C assure technical accuracy and legality of legislation enacted by the Council;

C increase the public’s ability to participate in the legislative process, to understand the
law, and to evaluate Council members’ voting records; and

C increase the availability to the public and Council members of documents that describe
and evaluate legislative proposals.

The recommendation to create a central staff structure responsible for legal and policy research
and legislative drafting also will assist in achieving these objectives (refer to Chapter 1 for a
discussion of staffing).  Further recommendations related to the legislative process are presented
in Chapter 4: Public Hearings. 

A. Assure Technical Accuracy and Legality Before a Bill is Considered

1. Require that All Legislation be Reviewed by the Office 
of General Counsel to Ensure that it is in the Proper 
Form Before the Public Hearing Notice is Published

To facilitate informed and reasoned debate regarding proposed legislation, it is
imperative that bills introduced in the Council be well written.  Members of the public interested
in a particular piece of legislation, and legislators responsible for establishing policy, are less
likely to understand a poorly drafted bill, making it more difficult—if not, at times,
impossible—for them to participate effectively in deliberations. 

Moreover, a poorly drafted bill merely postpones the work to later stages of the
legislative process, a more time-consuming and less efficient way of doing business.  Too often,
other factors such as inattentiveness or lack of time may prevent such changes from ever being
made.  Thus, when a bill is poorly drafted to begin with, it is more likely that the enacted version
will continue to suffer from the effects of poor draftsmanship.  These problems will be
minimized if the vast majority of legislative research and drafting is performed by the central
staff of experts recommended in Chapter 1.

To alleviate these problems further, the Council should require that—prior to publishing
the notice of its public hearing—proposed legislation be reviewed by the General Counsel’s
office to ensure that it complies with the Council’s legislative drafting manual and, in fact,
would do what is intended.  Any problems with technical and legal sufficiency should be
documented, forwarded to the sponsor and the committee chair, and made publicly available
prior to a hearing.  This review is not intended to assess the wisdom of enacting legislation for
any particular purpose. 
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2. Require a Review of the Committee Print for 
Technical and Legal Sufficiency by the Office of 
General Counsel Prior to the Committee Mark-up

At present, the General Counsel’s office typically reviews legislation for technical and
legal sufficiency after a committee completes its work but prior to Committee of the Whole
(“COW”) consideration.37   DC Appleseed believes that this review process occurs too late in the
legislative cycle to allow adequate time for the Council to give appropriate consideration to final
legislative proposals.  Council and committee members are entitled to be assured that a bill does
not violate federal law or the Constitution before the committee takes its first formal action on
the legislation at mark-up.  Requiring that committee members vote before receiving that
analysis is to deny them the information they need to ensure that they are not enacting laws that
violate the legal rights afforded District residents.

Similarly, review of a bill’s “technical sufficiency” should not be left until the last
minute.  Technical corrections to a bill may change a bill’s substantive meaning.  Thus, when
such changes are circulated just prior to the vote of the entire Council, there is an increased risk
that substantive changes will inadvertently be made through the technical corrections process
and will escape Council members’ attention.

Accelerating the General Counsel’s review of a bill so that a determination of legal and
technical sufficiency has been made prior to committee mark-up, and adopting any necessary
technical amendments at that time, would significantly improve the process.  It would enhance
the committee’s control over the version of the legislation presented to the full Council and
allow each Council member to review (1) legal adequacy to ensure that the proposed legislation
is permissible, and (2) technical amendments to ensure that they are truly “technical” in nature. 
The General Counsel could still make the certifications to the full Council at the COW session,
but the bill presented to Council members at that time would already have been corrected to
ensure legal and technical sufficiency.  In addition, this earlier review would reduce confusion
on the dais, thereby enhancing the perception that the Council is a deliberative, professional
body.
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B. Increase the Public’s Ability to Participate in the Legislative Process, to
Understand the Law, and to Evaluate Council Members’ Voting Records

1. Adopt a Germaneness Rule for Amendments Offered 
at Committee Mark-up and Legislative Sessions

At present, Council members may offer amendments to a bill during a committee mark-
up session or at a Council legislative session whether or not the amendment is germane to the
legislation introduced.  Thus, amendments on issues that have not been subject to public hearing
or debate or to prior consideration by Council members may be presented for a vote without
warning.  Indeed, amendments in the nature of a substitute can alter any aspect of a legislative
proposal, including its basic subject matter.  DC Appleseed recommends adopting a
germaneness rule for amendments at committee mark-up and legislative sessions to ensure that
the public and Council members receive an opportunity—through the hearing process—to
consider carefully all proposed legislative provisions.

Because germaneness requirements may result in a loss of some flexibility to the
Council, DC Appleseed further recommends that a rule be established allowing the Council to
override the germaneness requirement by affirmative vote of two-thirds of a quorum of the body
(whether a committee or the full Council) present and voting.  If the Council is not able to waive
the germaneness rule but nonetheless feels strongly that a provision contained in the non-
germane amendment is necessary, a new bill can be introduced and the Council can proceed
through the legislative process anew.

2. Require a Recorded Vote on all Non-consent Legislation

At a legislative session, bills and amendments to bills on the non-consent agenda are
voted by voice vote unless a member demands a roll call vote.38  Any member may request a roll
call vote either before or immediately after the voice vote.  On a voice vote, any member may
ask that his or her individual vote be recorded.  

If a roll call vote is taken, each Council member’s vote is recorded in the legislative
record.  Conversely, the vote of each individual Council member is not recorded when a voice
vote is taken; the record merely states that a voice vote was taken and that a bill was approved or
disapproved.  Thus, unless a voice vote is unanimous or a Council member requests that his or
her vote be recorded, the public does not know who voted for and against a particular piece of
legislation when a voice vote is taken.  

DC Appleseed recommends that the system be changed so that votes are individually
recorded for all non-consent agenda legislation.  Simply put, the public has a right to know its
legislators’ voting records when assessing their performance at election time.  Providing such
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information does not require that a roll call vote be taken on every bill; electronic voting, for
example, would allow votes to be cast silently.  Nonetheless, a record of all legislative votes
must exist to ensure accountability.

3. Reform “Breakfast Meetings”

In recent years, the Council has held—immediately prior to virtually every legislative
session—private “breakfast meetings,” during which Council members discuss the matters on
the agenda at that day’s legislative session.  These meetings—which are not a part of the
Council’s formal legislative process—exclude all persons except the Council members and their
staffs.  These meetings were raised as an issue of concern by some of those interviewed for this
report by the DC Appleseed Project Team.  Several interviewees pointed out that other
legislative bodies operate under the requirements of open meetings laws and seem to function
effectively without closed-door meetings, thus avoiding the appearance that deals are made and
votes are exchanged, away from public scrutiny.  

Others disagreed, suggesting that such meetings serve a valuable purpose, providing a
setting in which Council members can candidly air their concerns.  With a clearer understanding
of the issues under consideration, Council members will be better able to participate
constructively in public meetings.  Accordingly, in legislative bodies such as the Council, many
believe that such discussions are an appropriate, if not a necessary, component to political
decision-making. 

DC Appleseed believes that both viewpoints have merit.  Since the public does not
attend, we do not know how breakfast meetings are conducted or whether the meetings are used
by the Council to decide matters on its public agenda prior to its legislative session.  Some
former Council staff members interviewed by the DC Appleseed Project Team have attended
breakfast meetings and told us that they are far from being “dress rehearsals” for the legislative
sessions but instead are merely ad hoc discussions among small groups of Council members. 
They point to the number of times that Council members appear to change their minds during
open meetings as indications that little (if anything) is actually decided in breakfast meetings.  

If the Council is not, in fact, meeting in private to decide—as a body—matters on which
it will hold public meetings, breakfast sessions are not a problem.  However, while informal
sharing of ideas should be encouraged, decisions ought to be made by the Council in a public
forum.  Votes should not be taken in private session.  Moreover, some members of the public
believe that decisions are being made, regardless of what the Council actually does in these
private sessions.  Particularly because the breakfast meetings occur immediately prior to (and
often cause delay in the start of) legislative sessions, they are seen by many as a substitute for
open legislative deliberations.  Thus, the meetings create the impression that the Council wishes
to evade public scrutiny of its debates and decision-making.  

Ultimately, DC Appleseed does not oppose the general idea of informal meetings among
Council members.  We nonetheless believe that certain changes should be made (1) to reduce the
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likelihood (and the perception) that public issues will be decided privately, and (2) to prevent
breakfast meetings from delaying legislative sessions.  

The Council should prepare minutes to increase public understanding of what takes place
at breakfast meetings and to assure the public that votes are not being taken in these private
sessions.  The minutes should describe, in general terms, any matter on the public agenda that
was discussed by a quorum of a committee or the Council, but need not reflect casual
conversations between Council members.39  The minutes should not attribute particular
comments to individuals, for doing so might deter frank and open exchanges.  However, the
minutes should include a list of attendees and the matters discussed. 

There is a simple solution to the problem of breakfast meetings delaying the
commencement of legislative sessions: change the schedule.  The breakfast meetings should be
held far enough in advance of legislative sessions (perhaps the night before) to ensure that
legislative sessions begin on time.  This change alone would increase the perception that the
Council respects the public’s time, and would decrease the public’s sense that the Council is
conducting public business in private. 

4. Codify All Titles of the D.C. Code So that the 
Council Need Not Continue to Amend Organic Acts

A serious impediment to making Council legislation accessible to citizens and lawmakers
alike is the fact that the D.C. Code—which is the source of District law relied upon by most
citizens, lawyers, and the courts—rarely contains the text of the actual law.  With few
exceptions, the original act that created a law and the enacted amendments to the original law are
the only source of the actual law.  As a result, researching D.C. law is quite difficult, as is
amending the law, since the Council must refer to the original act and trace each amendment to
the original act.40  

If all titles of the D.C. Code were codified, legislation would be much easier to draft and
understand.  In addition, drafting errors could be expected to occur less frequently and be easier
to spot and correct.  For example, assume the Council wants to amend “An Act to establish a
code of law for the District of Columbia, approved March 3, 1901 (31 Stat. 1426; D.C. Code § 1-
901 et seq.).”  Council staff must track all amendments and additions to this Act to be sure that
all subsections of the law amended between its creation in 1901 and the date of the new
amendment are changed in a way that carries out the Council’s intent.  That process is inherently
fraught with the possibility for error and cannot be the most productive use of the Council staff’s
time.  It would be eminently simpler and clearer for the Council to amend D.C. Code § 1-901.
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Because simplifying the legislative process by codifying the Code would provide such a great
benefit to the Council and the public, the Council should take appropriate steps to begin the
codification process.41  

C. Increase the Availability of Documents to the Public and 
Council Members that Describe and Evaluate Legislative Proposals

A Council member introducing legislation is required to provide only a signed original of
the legislation to the Secretary; Council Rules do not require bills or resolutions introduced in
the Council to include any information explaining their purposes or impacts.42  The information
provided to Council members and to the public at the time legislation is introduced is clearly
inadequate.  Rarely if ever is a bill accompanied by a detailed policy justification or fiscal
analysis, and it is often difficult to discern what the legislation is intended to do or how it
changes current law.  Legislative reports that describe the policy justifications for, and fiscal
impact of, legislation are never provided until a bill is presented to the committee for
consideration.  This is simply too late in the legislative process to circulate information that is
critical to well-informed public comment and Council deliberation.

1. Require that, for All Legislation, a Fiscal 
Impact Statement Be Prepared and Made
Available Prior to the Notice of the Public Hearing

The Home Rule Act requires that a fiscal impact statement (“FIS”) be adopted for all
legislation passed by the Council.43   Despite comprehensive requirements for what must be
included, FISs are often not useful.44  The quality of FISs varies among committees, as do FISs
prepared for different bills reported out of the same committee.  Those interviewed by DC
Appleseed’s Project Team suggested that many of the staff members who draft FISs have little
or no expertise in developing the information required.  As a result, the vast majority of FISs are
based primarily on information, provided by the executive branch, which is incorporated into a
committee report’s FIS without substantive review by the Council.  Even when a Council
committee member questions or challenges the information provided by the executive, the
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Council has little or no in-house expertise to evaluate information or to develop alternative
analyses.45 

Further, many FISs are prepared too late in the process to assist Council members and the
public in the decision-making process.  Some legislation goes through the standard process and
is presented to the full Council at the COW session without an FIS, in which cases the FIS is
offered at the first reading by the Council.  In some cases, the FIS first appears before the
Council as an amendment offered at a bill’s final reading.  This means that, before many Council
members know what effect the legislation will have on the District’s operating and capital
budgets, the bill has been voted out of committee, cleared the COW, and may even have been
approved by the full Council at one legislative session.

Such a practice undermines the credibility of the Council and severely hampers informed
debate on legislation and consideration of alternatives by both Council members and the public. 
By presenting and adopting an FIS at the last possible opportunity—after preliminary votes have
been cast—the Council sends a clear signal to all observers that it has not carefully reviewed the
full fiscal impact of legislation.  In addition to sending the wrong signal to the taxpaying public,
the Council gives both Congress and the Control Board the perception that the Council is not
carefully considering important fiscal aspects of its policy role.  The Council should not ignore
the real possibility that such a perception increases the likelihood that the Council’s powers will
be usurped by non-democratically elected bodies.  

By the time public hearing notice is provided, the public and Council members should
have ready access to an analysis of the bill’s effects, through an FIS.  Simply put, it is not
possible to have a meaningful discussion on the merits of any bill that requires expenditures by
the government without considering its fiscal impact.46 

We recommend that each FIS be prepared by central staff, with assistance from the
executive branch agencies affected by the applicable bill, as well as input from the staff of the
bill’s sponsors.  Under DC Appleseed’s staffing recommendations (see Chapter 1), the central 
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staff will be configured to provide the Council with fiscal expertise needed to produce the
estimates.47  

2. Require that Draft Committee Reports and Draft Committee 
Prints be Circulated to Committee Members and Available to the
Public at Least Two Working Days before the Committee Mark-up

In order for committee members to make informed decisions on proposed legislation, it is
imperative that they have reasonable time in which to review legislation before they vote.  While
draft committee prints and draft committee reports to be considered at mark-up sessions are, by
rule, to be circulated to the committee members prior to the session, this requirement is
sometimes met by circulating the documents literally minutes before the meeting begins.  Often,
sufficient copies are not available for the public, and sometimes no copies are available publicly. 
Committee meetings are open to the public, but without copies of the legislation being
debated—especially because legislation considered by a committee often contains substantial
changes from the introduced version—the public often cannot understand what is taking place.

We recommend that the Council require that both the draft committee print and draft
committee report be circulated to committee members and made publicly available at least two
working days before the committee mark-up.  These changes would provide the opportunity for
committee members to consider in a less frenetic way the matters they will be deciding and
would allow the public to understand more completely issues and legislation.

3. Improve Legislative Reports

Legislative reports that accompany committee prints referred to the full Council for
consideration are of uneven quality and contain inadequate information.  As a result, Council
and executive-branch staff, members of the public, and judiciary personnel who are interested in
researching legislative histories are sometimes unable to decipher the reasons a bill was enacted. 
Given the technical inadequacy of some legislation, the need for sound legislative histories is
even greater.  

The Council can improve its legislative reports by assigning central staff to assemble
such reports according to a standard format.  While we understand that standards for legislative
reports now exists, the comments of people interviewed by the DC Appleseed Project Team
suggest that committee staff (who are the staff that generally prepare reports) sometimes ignore
those standards.  Moreover, the Council should enact rules which ensure that such reports are
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easily accessible to the public at a central location within a calendar week following the
committee mark-up.  

Finally, each legislative report should be required to include an analysis of the impact
legislation is expected to have on non-governmental entities.  Just as an FIS requires that the
Council analyze the impact of legislation on the government, so too should the Council
investigate the probable effects of legislation on the private sector—including citizens,
neighborhoods, businesses, and other private entities.  Because this analysis will be less exact,
the level of detail should not be expected to rise to the level contained in an FIS, and need not be
performed as early in the legislative process.  Nonetheless, requiring that the Council analyze,
prior to enacting legislation, the impacts laws will have on non-governmental entities will
impose a needed discipline on the Council to pay attention to a wider range of effects resulting
from its enactments.   
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CHAPTER 3: THE EMERGENCY LEGISLATIVE PROCESS

I. INTRODUCTION

The Home Rule Act allows legislation to be considered on an expedited basis under
“emergency circumstances,” which are defined as those for which serious consequences would
result from the delays associated with the standard legislative process.48  As documented in this
chapter, the D.C. Council has employed its emergency powers far more frequently than
anticipated in the Home Rule Act, enacting as much as 50% of all legislation in recent years
under emergency procedures.  There are numerous causes for this heavy reliance on the
emergency legislative process, not all created by the Council.  Regardless of the causes,
however, the effect is the same.  Each time the emergency legislative process is employed, the
public is excluded from participating in the Council’s deliberations.  As a result—on numerous
legislative issues—the public’s views are not heard, and the Council may be unaware of
important perspectives and facts that could inform the Council’s conclusions.

Congress, the Mayor, and the Council have the power to prevent the over-use of the
emergency legislative process.  While all three should act, the Council—as the District’s local
legislative body—has a distinct obligation to provide the public the opportunity to participate in
legislative deliberations, regardless of whether Congress or the Mayor takes remedial action.  As
detailed below, the most important step that the Council can take to minimize use of the
emergency legislative process is to plan its legislative work program more carefully.

II. CURRENT PRACTICES: THE COUNCIL’S EMERGENCY PROCESS

A. Legislation Enacted Outside of the Standard Legislative Process

The Council enacts two types of laws that are directly related to its expedited legislative
process: emergency legislation and temporary legislation.  Both are described below.  However,
because temporary legislation arises only as a result of the emergency legislative process and
does not raise independent concerns, the recommendations in this chapter address only the
emergency process.

1. Emergency Legislation

The Council is statutorily empowered to pass legislation on an expedited basis if two-
thirds of the entire Council (9 members) votes for a declaration that “emergency circumstances”
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so require.49  Pursuant to the implementing rules, the Council may find that an emergency exists
in any 

situation that adversely affects the health, safety, welfare, or economic well-being of a
person for which legislative relief is deemed appropriate and necessary by the Council,
and for which adherence to the ordinary legislative process would result in delay that
would adversely affect the person whom the legislation is intended to protect.50 

Emergency legislation is effective for up to 90 days.51

The expedited legislative process used in the case of an “emergency” severely limits the
opportunity for the public to receive notice regarding—and to comment upon—proposed
legislation.  Unlike the 15 days’ notice required in the standard legislative process, the expedited
process merely requires that, prior to enacting an emergency bill or resolution, the Council
provide 24 hours’ notice “in any . . . manner directed by the Council.”52  Moreover, because
emergency legislation may be enacted after a single reading, the mandatory 13-day period
between first and second readings of standard legislation is eliminated.

2. Temporary Legislation

An additional method used by the Council to enact legislation—the temporary legislative
process—is a procedural mechanism used by the Council to extend to up to 225 days the
effective period of measures contained in emergency legislation.53  Temporary legislation is
introduced at the same time as emergency legislation, and must be substantially similar to an
emergency bill.54  Temporary legislation, like emergency legislation but unlike standard
legislation, is rarely, if ever, the subject of a public hearing, and is not assigned to committee.55 
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However, temporary legislation is similar to standard legislation in that it must comply with the
Home Rule Act requirements that it (1) be passed on two readings, separated by 13 days, by a
majority of Council members present and voting and (2) pass both Control Board and
Congressional review.56 

B. The Council’s Reliance on the Emergency Process

1. Almost Half of all Legislation is Enacted on an Emergency Basis

From 1985 to 1996, the Council used the emergency legislative process at an increasing
rate.  According to published statistics, 24% of bills were enacted on an emergency basis in
Council Period VI (1985-86), 32% in Council Period VII (1987-88), 38% in Council Period VIII
(1989-90), 50% in Council Period IX (1991-92), and 45% in  Council Period X (1993-94).57 
Because the District has not reported this information since 1994, DC Appleseed’s Project Team
independently calculated the percentage of legislation enacted on an emergency basis in 1996,
and found that this high rate has continued.  Of the 260 acts (emergency, temporary, and
standard) passed by the Council and signed by the Mayor in 1996, 121 (or 47%) were emergency
acts. 
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2. The Overuse of Emergency Legislation 
Diminishes Public Participation

It is unlikely that the Home Rule Act’s specific definition of emergency was intended to
foster the use of an expedited process for nearly half of all enacted legislation.  Each time that
the emergency legislative process is utilized, public participation is lessened because (1) the
Council can enact emergency bills after providing the public 24 hours’ notice in any manner that
the Council deems appropriate, as opposed to the 15-day notice required for standard
legislation;58 (2) only one reading is required (as opposed to two readings 13 days apart), thereby
collapsing into a single day the time period in which the public may participate; and (3) the
Council rarely, if ever, assigns emergency legislation to a committee or considers it at a public
hearing, whereas both practices almost always occur in the standard legislative process.

District law recognizes that such limitations are warranted when an emergency exists. 
However, when emergency circumstances are not present, such limitations should be avoided. 
Formal procedures for public participation enable the Council to consider the views of
constituents, experts, and advocates who might not otherwise have the time or access to make
their views known to the Council.  Each of the formal procedures diminished or eliminated in the
emergency legislative process—public notice, public hearings, and the second reading—was
created by Congress to increase public participation.59 

Defenders of the Council’s heavy reliance on emergency legislation argue that public
participation is not, in fact, substantially diminished when the Council uses the expedited
process.  Because emergency bills are effective for no more than 90 days, the Council typically
considers standard legislation on the same matter, at which time the Council generally allows
public participation through open hearings.  This argument fails to account for several real-world
effects of emergency legislation.

Several nonprofit service providers interviewed by the DC Appleseed Project Team
noted that—even though emergency legislation affecting their clients is effective for a limited
period of time—emergency measures may still have significant (and occasionally irreversible)
consequences for people affected by the legislation.  Even if such legislation is not extended
through the enactment of standard legislation, its impact during its 90-day effective period
should not be ignored.  Moreover, anecdotal evidence indicates that legislation is less likely to be
disapproved or substantially amended by the Council if it has been preceded by enactment of
emergency legislation.  Several people interviewed by the DC Appleseed Project Team noted
that the enactment of emergency legislation creates a sense of expectation and inertia, which
often makes it difficult to make changes in any proposed standard legislation that follows. 
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In addition, there is evidence that the Council considers public comment during the
standard legislative process to be less important when that process has been preceded by
enactment of emergency legislation addressing the same issue.  For example, in 1996, when
considering standard legislation to reform Medicare insurance (Bill 11-627) that mirrored
already enacted emergency legislation (discussed in greater detail in Case Study Three below),
the Council chose not to hold a public hearing.  The legislative report of the Committee of
Consumer and Regulatory Affairs provides the reason: the committee “found no reasons to hold
a public hearing on Bill 11-627 since it . . . puts in permanent place the changes already enacted
in emergency and temporary legislation.”60

Another reason the Council should decrease its use of emergency legislation is because
the law says it must.  As noted above, Congress included several procedures in the Home Rule
Act (such as the second reading requirement) for the express purpose of facilitating public
participation in the District’s legislative process.  While recognizing that the Home Rule Act
contemplates the enactment of emergency legislation in some circumstances, several court
decisions interpreting the Act expressly limit the use of emergency process, holding that the
process should not be used to defeat the clear intent of Congress.  For example, in District of
Columbia v. Washington Home Ownership Council (“Washington Home”), the D.C. Court of
Appeals struck down the use of successive emergency acts to respond to an ongoing emergency,
reflecting “the common-sense notion that an ‘emergency’ prerogative and procedure is
extraordinary and should not be substituted freely for the regular procedure.”61  

The DC Appleseed Project Team’s research reveals that, despite the Washington Home
decision, the Council frequently used successive emergency measures in 1996 to respond to the
same “emergency” situation.  Specifically, of the 121 emergency acts passed by the Council and
signed by the Mayor in 1996, 30 (or approximately 25%) were second or successive
emergencies.  A good example of this is described in Case Study Two below. 

III. REASONS THE COUNCIL USES EMERGENCY LEGISLATION

There are times when genuine emergency conditions require that the Council use its
expedited legislative authority to prevent harm that would result if the Council pursued the
standard legislative process.   Case Study One provides an example.
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Case Study One 

An Appropriate Response to “True” Emergency

In late 1996, the Council enacted emergency legislation that allowed the Mayor to reemploy and
contract with former Department of Public Works (“DPW”) snow removal employees who had
accepted early retirement incen tive packages tha t made them ine ligible for reemploymen t.62  The
measure was made necessary by a major snow storm, and the fact that DPW did not have enough
available employees—or qualified applicants—to enable it to remove winter snow.  Rapid action
was important for public safety, which could not have been achieved had the Council utilized
the standard legislative pro cess, with its time-consuming requirem ents for public notice, two
readings, Control Board review, and Congressional review.  Accordingly, the Council’s use of
the emergency process was an appropriate response to a genuine problem.

However, true emergencies do not explain many of the instances in which the Council
enacts emergency legislation.  Each of the 11 other cities surveyed by the DC Appleseed Project
Team has expedited legislative procedures available, and the majority of those cities do not
require public notice or hearings in such circumstances.  Yet, as indicated in the Chart below,
seven of the nine city councils that provided information regarding the extent to which they used
the expedited process reported that they enact 10% or less of all legislation under such
procedures.  Only the Columbus (Ohio) City Council reported using emergency legislative
procedures more than the D.C. Council does. 

Apart from circumstances under which legitimate emergencies clearly exist, the DC
Appleseed Project Team’s research indicates that three factors lead the D.C. Council to over-use
the emergency process: the lengthy Congressional review period, poor planning by the Council,
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and poor planning by the Mayor.63  While the DC Appleseed Project Team was unable to
quantify the amount of emergency legislation caused by each factor, our research suggests that
each plays a role in the Council’s use of the emergency legislative process.

It follows from DC Appleseed’s analysis that Congress, the Council, and the Mayor can
(and should) act to reduce the number of times District residents are excluded from the
legislative process.  And, while Congress and the Mayor should not ignore their respective
responsibilities in this regard, the D.C. Council has an independent obligation to correct those
aspects of the problem under its control. 

A. The Congressional Review Period

In their meetings with the DC Appleseed Project Team, several D.C. Council members
cited the 30-day Congressional review period as the main reason for the Council’s use of the
emergency legislative process.  According to these Council members, the lengthy time during
which Congress (and the Control Board) may review enacted legislation so delays the Council’s
ability to respond to important issues, that the Council frequently must use the emergency
legislative process to respond in a timely fashion. 

DC Appleseed recognizes that such exigencies can occur.  The existence of a lengthy
Congressional review period may, by itself, justify the use of expedited legislative procedures in
some cases.  One such case is described in Case Study Two–Part One below.  Without the
enactment of emergency legislation, the Council would not have been able to approve any
contract over $1 million, and the D.C. government would have had difficulty operating.

Case Study Two–Part One

Emergency Legislation Caused by the Congressional Review Period

The federal law that created the Control Board, approved on April 17, 1995, also provided that
“no contract involving expenditures in excess of $1 million during a 12-month period may be
made unless the Mayor submits the contract to the Council for its approval an d the Council
approves the contract (in accordance with criteria established by act of the Coun cil).”64  Because
the law took effect imm ediately upon federal enactment, the D .C. Council recognized that it
would have to enact criteria im mediately so that it could review such contracts until standard
legislation could be enacted .  Accordingly, the C ouncil enacted emergency legislation setting
forth such criteria on July 28, 1995.65   

(continued on next page)
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(Case Study Two–Part One, continued)

In this case, the Council’s use of the emergency legislative process was necessary.  Congress
mandated that the Council im mediately promulgate stand ards to approve contracts in excess of
$1 million.  Thus, had the Council not taken emergency action, the District governm ent would
have been unable to conduct business for months while standard legislation wound its way
through a public hearing, committee consideration, two readings, Control Board review, and a
lengthy Congressional review process.  Thus, the federal manda te for the immediate
promulgation o f rules by the Council forced the enactm ent of the emergen cy bill.

B. Inadequate Planning by the Council

Many of those interviewed by the DC Appleseed Project Team cite poor planning as a
major reason for the Council’s use of the emergency legislative process.  In certain cases, the
Council has failed to meet either its own deadlines or those imposed by Congress to enact
standard legislation.  Case Study Two–Part Two below reveals that missed deadlines often lead
the Council to use—sometimes repeatedly—the emergency legislative process.  Better planning
could (and should) have avoided these occurrences.

Case Study Two–Part Two

Improper Enactment of Successive Pieces of Emergency Legislation

In 1996, after the first emergency legislation establishing review criteria for contracts exceeding
$1 million expired (described in Case Study Two–Part O ne above), the Council enacted seven
successive emergency bills to  address the same issu e—establishing  criteria for the Council’s
contract review.  Unlike the first emergency, however, the Council’s enactment of subsequent
emergencies cannot be blamed on pressures created by the Congressional review period.  Indeed,
the Council itself could have avoided most (if not all) of the enactments of additional emergency
bills in this case.

One month before  enacting the first emergency bill, the Council introduced standard legislation
for reviewing contracts on June 15, 1995. Over the next three years, the Council enacted seven
additional pieces of emergency legislation and th ree pieces of temporary legislation in order to
“avoid a gap in the effectiveness of the Council’s contract review criteria”66  Meanwhile, C ouncil
enactment of standard legislation to create contract criteria was repeatedly delayed.  Legislation
introduced in Council Period XI was not enacted by the end of the two year term—December
31, 1996.  Thus, standard legislation se tting forth contract review criteria was reintrodu ced in
Council Period XII, referred to the Committee on Government Operations,67 and reported to the

(continued on next page)
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(Case Study Two–Part Two, continued)

Commit tee of the Whole.68  On March 17 , 1998—a full year after the legislation was
reintroduced—the Committee of the Whole considered the legislation.69  The Council adopted
the legislation on June 2 , 1998, and it was signed by the Mayor on June 23, 1998— almost three
years after standard legislation was first introduced to the Council.70  In late 1998, the Control
Board rejected the legislation and returned it to the Council, which must again consider the issue.

Use of the emergency process after adoption of the first emergency could have been avoided, and
probably violated the standard adopted by the D.C. Court of Appeals’ in Washington Home,
which prohibits the enactment of successive pieces of substantially identical emergency acts.
For example, when the Council enacted the second emergency bill, no standard legislation on
the same matter was pending before Congress and no temporary bill had been introduced in the
Council.  By failing to advan ce standard legislation, the Council created the need to enact a third
emergency act.  The Council’s adoption of these emergency acts effectively bypassed the Home
Rule Act’s requirements for a second reading and Congressional review.

Even if the Council’s use o f emergency legis lation was valid under Washington Home, it was
unreasonable  for the Council to de lay the enactmen t of standard legislation until almost three
years after standard legislation was first introduced.  The Council’s failure to move bills through
the ordinary legislative process in an efficient manner clearly led to the enactment of seven
successive pieces of emergency legislation on the same issue.  In this case, better planning by
the Council cou ld have avoided  successive emergency acts. 

 C. Inadequate Planning By the Executive Branch

Several of those interviewed by DC Appleseed’s Project Team cited the Mayor’s failure
to account for the Congressional review period when proposing legislation as a reason for the
Council’s use of the emergency legislative process.  Case Study Three illustrates a case in which
executive branch inaction compelled the Council to use the emergency legislative process.
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Case Study Three 

Inattention to Deadlines by the Executive Branch Results in Need for Emergency Legislation

On October 31, 1994, Congress enacted the Social Security Act Amendments of 1994, which required the
District to amend its Medicare Supplemental Insurance Minimum Standards Act to comply with new federal
standards for health insurance policies sold to supp lement Medicare health coverage.71  Congress directed
the District to bring its Medicare law into compliance with the new federal standards by April 28, 1996,
about 18 months after enactment of the federal law.72  If the District failed to comp ly by that date, sellers
of Medicare supplemental insurance policies would not be able to sell such policies in the District unless
the Secretary of Health and Human Services certified that the policies met the new federal standards.73

On March 27, 1996—only one month before the April 28, 1996 federal deadline and almost 17 months after
Congressional enactment of the standards—the Mayor sent a letter advising the Council Chair of the need
to amend District law to comply with the new federal standards.  Along with the letter, the Mayor
transmitted proposed emergency, tempora ry, and standard legislation to amend District law.  The next day,
the Council Chair  introduced standard legislation, which was referred to the Committee on Consumer and
Regulatory Affairs.  On May 30, 1996, the Committee on Consumer and Regulatory Affairs—which never
held a hearing on the m atter—recomm ended approval of the standard legislation, and, on July 17, 1996,
the Council adopted the bill on second reading.74  The Mayor signed the bill, the Control Board approved
the legislation, and the legislation finally became effective on April 9, 1997—almost one year after the
Congressionally  imposed dead line.  

Before standard legislation became effective, the Council enacted five pieces of emergency legislation.  The
Council enacted the first emergency act to protect “the health, safety, welfare or economic well-being of
District residents.”75  The remaining pieces of emergency legislation were made necessary because the
standard legislation was undergoing Congressional review and the Council needed to ensure that the
Congressionally required amendments to the District’s Medicare Supplemental Insurance Minimum
Standards Act rem ained in force until standard legislation cou ld take effect.

In this case, the Counc il was forced to use the  emergency leg islative process repetitively for one central
reason—the Mayor failed to transmit standard legislation to the Council early enough in the 18-month
period that Congress provided.  As noted above, emergencies are authorized under the D.C. Code only when
severe consequences would result from the Council’s use of the ordinary legislative process.  In this case,
the Council could have used the ordinary legislative process had the executive branch planned ahead of time
and submitted leg islation to the Coun cil’s consideration earlie r.
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IV. RECOMMENDATIONS

While DC Appleseed recognizes that situations beyond the Council’s control sometimes
force the emergency legislative process to be employed, we also believe that the Council itself
can (and should) decrease the use of emergency legislation.  Indeed, the unique Congressional
review process for District legislation requires that the D.C. Council plan better than other
legislative bodies.  But unless Congress eliminates its review, the Council must account for the
review period in the standard legislative process.  The alternative—continuing to exclude the
public from participating in nearly half of all legislative deliberations—is unacceptable.  

The Council should be more rigorous in defining the presence of emergency
circumstances.  Merely citing the presence of the Congressional review period does not
automatically warrant the use of emergency legislation.  Instead, the Council should consider the
likely length of the Congressional review period in its overall legislative planning process.
Important legislative initiatives that can be foreseen should be scheduled to allow for
Congressional review and public participation through the standard legislative process.  The
staffing recommendations in Chapter 1 address this point directly by recommending a
centralized policy staff that would include personnel to support the planning of the Council’s
legislative work program.

If, despite this planning, exigencies still suggest the possibility of using the emergency
process, the Council must—as elected representatives of the public—weigh the hardship that
will be caused by delays inherent in the standard legislative process against the hardship that will
be caused by excluding the public through use of the emergency process.  The Council should
use the emergency legislative process only if the immediate need to enact legislation
substantially outweighs the benefits of public participation and extended legislative
deliberations.  And, even then, the Council should attempt to utilize as many mechanisms that
provide for public participation—including holding a public hearing—as time will allow.76 

In addition, the Council should improve communications with the District’s executive
branch in order to reduce the number of times the executive refers legislation to the Council too
late to allow the Council to use the standard legislative process.  For example, the Council
should re-establish a close relationship with the Mayor’s Office of Intergovernmental Relations
to ensure that the executive’s planned legislative initiatives are communicated to the Council as
early as possible.
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CHAPTER 4: PUBLIC HEARINGS

I. INTRODUCTION

Public hearings are an important element of the legislative process.  When properly
structured, public hearings can significantly enhance the quality of legislation and help the
citizenry play a constructive role in their own governance.  “In the hands of motivated
individuals and mobilized groups, these [hearings] have been effectively used.  They have
transformed the local level into a much more open and accessible context than are state and
federal government processes for the typical citizen.”77

Ideally, a well-run public hearing process can provide numerous benefits, including:

C improving Council members’ understanding of the problems addressed by, and the
effects of, specific proposals;

C increasing the Council’s access to expert advice and technical data;
C educating the public about issues and the reasons for policy decisions;
C enhancing citizen participation in government; and
C increasing public respect for government.

If not carefully designed, however, public hearings may have little value or even prove, on
balance, to be counterproductive; poorly run hearings erode the public’s confidence in, and
lower its expectations of, a legislative body.78

DC Appleseed’s research suggests that the D.C. Council’s hearings have some value and
enormous potential, but need significant improvement.  The long time that witnesses must wait
to testify, the apparent disorganization of the public hearing process, the lack of information
describing and explaining the issues being addressed, and the lack of preparation by both
Council members and executive-branch witnesses gives the public the impression that the
Council does not respect the public or the legislative process.   Moreover, there is the perception
that private meetings between Council members and lobbyists have a greater impact than does
public hearing testimony, and that hearings often do not have a substantive effect on legislation. 
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In light of the wealth of expertise and ideas possessed by the citizens of the District who are
eager to testify, this is a sad result.  After a brief section that describes the procedural rules
governing public hearings, DC Appleseed offers recommendations for improving the legislative
public hearing process.79

II. CURRENT PRACTICES: THE COUNCIL’S PUBLIC HEARING PROCESS80

A. Public Hearings and Roundtables

The Council Rules do not require that a hearing be held for all legislation, but rather that
the Council (either as a body or through a committee) “shall hold a hearing when required by
law and may hold a hearing on any matter relating to the affairs of the District.”81  Either the
Chair of the Council, the Council itself, or a committee chair may call a hearing.82  Because most
hearings are conducted by committees, this chapter generally discusses committee hearings.  In
cases where full Council hearings are substantially different, the differences are noted. 

According to Council Rules, unless a hearing is required by law or regulation,
committees may hold either a hearing or a “roundtable” on any matter within their jurisdiction.83 
The Council’s Rules establish only a single difference between roundtables and hearings: for
roundtables, the Council need not provide notice to the public.84  Although the precise number of
hearings conducted by the Council and its committees is not known, some public session to
receive public comment—either a hearing or a roundtable—is held on most pieces of standard
legislation.  Committees frequently hold roundtables in place of public hearings.  
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B. The Quorum Requirement 

The Rules provide that one member of the Council (or a committee) must be present for
hearings held by the Council or a committee.85  This minimal requirement is usually observed, at
least at the start of a hearing, when the chair of the committee is generally in attendance. 
However, a majority of committee members is rarely present for an entire hearing, although
Council members will sometimes assign staff to monitor hearings.  Anecdotal evidence suggests
that, occasionally, witnesses will testify without any Council member present.  

C. Timing and Means of Notice

Council Rules require that 15 days’ notice be provided to the public before the Council or
one of its committees conducts a legislative hearing.86  Notice of the time, date, and subject of
the hearing must be published in the D.C. Register, which is published weekly.  Less than 15
days’ notice of a hearing is permissible if the Council has “good cause,” as explained in a
statement published with the notice.87  Finally, the Rules require the Secretary to provide notice
of all public hearings to each member of the Council.88

In addition to the D.C. Register, notice that a public hearing will be held generally
appears in a weekly Council Calendar.89  Some committees also mail notice to certain interested
parties, and District cable television provides notice of hearings sporadically.  The Council’s
web site does not provide notice of public hearings. 

Notwithstanding the requirement for 15 days’ notice, those interviewed by DC
Appleseed’s Project Team indicated that the Council sometimes provides substantially less
notice.  While the D.C. Register is generally viewed as a good resource, the Council Calendar is
not, because it often arrives in the mail only a few days before a hearing takes place.  Individual
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mailings are not a reliable source for many members of the public because each committee
maintains its own mailing list, and the breadth of distribution varies substantially among
committees.

D. Documents Available Before the Hearing

The Council rarely provides enough information prior to a public hearing to enable the
public to understand the subject matter of a bill, let alone its impact.  The title of bill provided in
the notice does not always reflect the intent of the bill.  Descriptions and analyses are rarely
provided at the time of notice, and, if provided, are generally inadequate. 

Copies of the bill to be considered at a hearing may be obtained in advance from the
Office of Legislative Services (“OLS”) in the Council Secretary’s office.  Although, in our
interviews, OLS was often complimented as courteous and helpful, it was noted that OLS
sometimes does not have a copy of the bill—either because the bill has not been provided to
OLS by the staff of Council members or because OLS has run out of copies.  OLS does not have
the capacity to make additional copies of legislation at the time requested by members of the
public.

Even if one can obtain a copy of the bill to be discussed at a hearing, the bill may be
difficult to interpret.  Amendments to existing law simply show the additions and deletions to
(but do not include a copy of) the original act proposed to be amended.  Absent a copy of the
referenced act, or an explanation of the proposed changes, such a bill is inscrutable.

It is especially difficult to obtain copies of the budget before a budget hearing.  We
understand that even some Council members have had difficulty obtaining copies in the past.

E. The Conduct of Public Hearings

The Council and committees typically commence hearings and roundtables during
normal business hours at the Council’s offices, presently located at Judiciary Square. Hearings
held in the main Council chamber are televised on District cable television, while hearings in
other rooms are not televised.  

The Council’s rules provide that any member of the public who contacts the relevant
committee before the deadline set in the public notice shall be given the opportunity to testify at
the committee’s hearing.90  Under the rules, witnesses at hearings have the right to submit an
opening statement for the record; the presiding member may permit the witness to read his or her
opening statement at the hearing.91  Although witnesses must confine their testimony to the
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question under discussion,92 there is no germaneness requirement for questions or statements by
Council members.

The Rules provide that each Council member receives up to ten minutes to question each
witness until each member present has had an opportunity to ask questions, after which as many
subsequent rounds of questioning as necessary can occur.93  In practice, the time for questioning
by Council members generally is not limited.  The tendency for Council members to make long
statements or engage in lengthy dialogues with witnesses during questioning appears to be
greater for hearings that are televised on District cable television, according to those interviewed
by DC Appleseed’s Project Team.  Since there is no germaneness constraint, Council members
sometimes stray from the subject matter of a hearing.  For example, during a legislative hearing,
members may ask agency witnesses questions that are proper for an oversight hearing, but do not
relate to the legislation at issue.

At some hearings, no time limits are imposed on witnesses.  More commonly, Council
members announce time limits only at the beginning of a hearing.  A constant theme among the
interviewees and focus group participants, however, is that the time limits are not uniformly
enforced.

There is no mechanical system of lights or bells to keep time and to notify witnesses and
Council members when time has expired.  When time limits are kept, the limits are monitored
and enforced by the presiding officer of the meeting, generally the committee chair.

Executive-branch witnesses typically testify at the beginning of a hearing and, in some
cases, their testimony lasts for hours.  Some interviewees surmise that this is caused by the
failure of government witnesses to prepare adequately.  Similarly, proponents of a bill favored
by the chair are often permitted to speak for a long time.  Later in the hearing, when members of
the general public are speaking, time limits are more routinely enforced. 

F. Preservation of a Hearing Record

The Council’s summaries of public hearings found in legislative reports are of uneven
quality.  Accordingly, members of the public must often rely on audio recordings to research a
public hearing record.  Those recordings often fail to capture certain voices and frequently do
not reflect the identity of the parties speaking.  The Council does not prepare transcripts or
detailed minutes of the hearings, although committee reports generally contain an abbreviated
description of what was said at legislative hearings.94  Moreover, because the Council does not
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aggregate information concerning its hearings, DC Appleseed has been unable to determine the
number of hearings held during any recent Council Period. 

III. RECOMMENDATIONS

DC Appleseed offers below a series of recommendations that, together, provide a
coherent plan for improving public hearings held by the Council and its committees.  While each
recommendation stands on its own and will independently have a beneficial effect, the
recommendations have synergistic effects, as well.  The adoption of one recommendation may
make it easier to adopt another, and may enhance the favorable impact of the other as well.  For
example, the various reforms to streamline and shorten hearings will make increasing the
quorum requirement less onerous.  Each change is important and stands on its own merits, but
collectively they make even more sense.  These recommendations cover six main issues: 
(1) hearing requirements; (2) notice of hearings; (3) materials available at the time of notice; 
(4) dialogue between Council members and witnesses; (5) the length and organization of
hearings; and (6) the ability of those not present at a hearing to understand the proceedings.

A. Hearings—Not “Roundtables”— Should Be
Held Before Enactment of Standard Legislation

1. Hold a Hearing Prior to Enacting Standard Legislation

As noted earlier, hearings are not required for most legislation enacted under the standard
legislative process.  While Council members face time pressures and cannot attend an unlimited
number of hearings, the public should have an opportunity to be heard before a bill is enacted
into law.  Accordingly, we recommend that the Council adopt a rule that standard legislation will
not be enacted unless the public has had an opportunity to address proposed legislation at a
public hearing.95  It is, of course, important that the D.C. Council provide an opportunity for a
hearing on standard legislation if a bill was first enacted on an emergency basis, because the bill
likely did not receive sufficient consideration when enacted under the pressure of emergency
circumstances. 

DC Appleseed’s recommendation may increase modestly the number of hearings held by
the Council and its committees.   To reduce the time burden on Council members, groups of
hearings for which no witnesses sign up to testify by close of business the day before the hearing
should be consolidated and conducted at a pro forma hearing by a hearing officer.  Thus, for
each enacted bill, the Council need not hold a formal hearing but need only provide the
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opportunity for a hearing.96  This will require planning in advance of setting and publishing a
notice of hearing.

Because there will nonetheless likely be a greater number of hearings, it is even more
important for the Council to adopt the measures recommended later in this section to streamline
the hearing process and to ensure that the time utilized is as productive as possible.  If these
measures are adopted, the total amount of time dedicated to the public hearing process may
actually decrease.

2. Abolish Roundtables

As noted above, the only apparent difference between a roundtable and a public hearing
is that no public notice is required for roundtables.  DC Appleseed recommends abolishing the
use of roundtables.97  The commentary regarding roundtables in the DC Appleseed Project
Team’s interviews and focus group was negative.  Virtually every interviewee expressed the
opinion that roundtables are generally used by the Council when it has run behind schedule and,
thus, has no time to provide the notice required for a public hearing.  Many interviewees stated
that the option of holding roundtables encourages the Council to be less disciplined in providing
notice to the public and less organized in its preparation for public hearings.  Because of
shortened notice, roundtables preclude much of the public from participating meaningfully, if at
all.

The Council need not rely on roundtables to expedite legislation.  If there is a legitimate
need for unusual speed, the Council should hold a hearing with as little as two working days’
notice, using the procedures proposed on the next page of this report.  If there is such exigency
that two working days’ notice is not possible, the Council could pass the bill on an emergency
basis, in which case DC Appleseed’s proposed requirement for a hearing would not apply. 
Moreover, while roundtables tend to be less formal than public hearings, nothing prevents
hearings from being structured in a similar way.   Indeed, in the proper circumstances, a less
formal public hearing may be beneficial. 
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B. Notice to the Public Should Be Timely 
and Provided Through Additional Means

1. Strengthen and Comply with Notice Requirements

The requirement of 15 days’ notice found in the Council’s Rules should be strictly
observed.  By occasionally providing less notice than is required by the Rules and by using
roundtables to avoid providing any notice at all, the Council sends a message to the public that it
does not value public participation.  Further, short notice prevents the Council from receiving the
depth and quality of information that it otherwise would receive at public hearings, as witnesses
may be unable to prepare comprehensive testimony during an abbreviated notice period. 

The other 11 jurisdictions surveyed by DC Appleseed’s Project Team tend to require
shorter periods of notice than does the D.C. Council: four require one to three days’ notice while
five others require 10 to 14 days.  The DC Appleseed Project Team seriously considered whether
the D.C. Council’s current 15 calendar day requirement could safely be reduced in line with the
practices of these jurisdictions, but concluded that 15 days is not excessive.  Indeed, the current
notice period has the advantage of allowing time for notice to percolate through a community; no
matter how accessible notice is to the public, some citizens will miss it and find out about the
hearing only from neighbors or community groups.  In addition, adequate time must be available
between the receipt of notice and the hearing date for the individuals and organizations to study
the matter being considered, develop a position, and prepare testimony—a tall order even for 15
days.

The Council should also strengthen its rules for holding hearings with less than the
required 15 days’ notice.  Specifically, in addition to the provision in Council Rule 424 which
provides that hearings held with less than 15 days’ notice must be accompanied by a statement
of good cause for shortening the notice, the Council should establish a requirement that no less
than two working days’ notice be provided before any pubic hearing.  The requirement that good
cause be articulated with the notice is a good one: it should provide a discipline to committee
chairs, discouraging them from shortening the notice period.

Given the time needed for the public to prepare, hearings should not be held less than two
working days after notice is provided.98  We recognize that if only two working days are
available, some forms of notice, described above—such as inclusion in the Council Calendar—
may not be practicable.  In these cases, at a minimum, the notice should be provided on the web
site, at a standard place at the Council Chambers, via e-mail, and via fax to Advisory
Neighborhood Commissioners.  All required materials should be placed at the Council’s
information office for the full period of the notice.
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2. Improve Methods for Providing Notice

The Council currently relies on the D.C. Register, ordinary mailings, and the Council
Calender as the primary source of notice of hearings.  The Register is not readily accessible, and
many citizens, including most members of the focus group, are unaware of its existence. 
Moreover, while the Council Calendar and mailings have some value, they are not useful to
many citizens.  As indicated in the chart below, other cities surveyed by the DC Appleseed
Project Team use several additional methods to provide public notice.

The Council should establish a comprehensive citizen outreach strategy that not only
improves methods for providing notice of hearings, but considers additional ways of increasing
public awareness of, and involvement in, Council activities.  By establishing a larger central
public information staff as recommended in Chapter 1, the Council will have the resources to
develop such a strategy.  As part of its strategy, the Council’s public information office should
establish the following four additional methods of providing public notice of scheduled hearings.

a) Newspapers and District Cable Television

  The Council should provide notice of public hearings in newspapers of general
circulation to permit all citizens to receive notice and have the opportunity to participate in the
hearing process.  The two major newspapers in the District already provide notice of
Congressional activities.  In fact, nine of the 11 other jurisdictions surveyed for this report
provide notice of public hearings in local newspapers.99 
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Similar consideration suggests that notice of every hearing should be provided regularly
on District cable television.  Although many District residents do not subscribe to cable, among
those who do and are interested in District affairs, many watch District cable television.  All six
focus group members who subscribe watch Council activities on District cable television.

b) Web Site

All hearing notices should be placed on the Council’s web site.  Web site notice is
perhaps the ideal method of notice for those who have access because the web (1) is virtually
instantaneous (unlike the D.C. Register and Council Calendar that must travel through the mail),
(2) permits the low cost dissemination of extra information—such as the full text of the
bill—that previously could be obtained (if at all) only from OLS or Council staff, and (3)
reduces Council costs and time because citizens who want a copy of a bill or other information
may simply print it from their computers. Such notice received a ringing endorsement from the
focus group and a number of the other interviewees.  Notice of public hearings is provided on the
web by four of the 11 other councils surveyed by the DC Appleseed Project Team.

 The web site should also contain the full text of all proposed legislation, including
relevant sections that are to be amended or otherwise referenced therein.  The full text of the
D.C. Code should also be placed on the web and links should be provided from the text of
proposed legislation to the relevant sections of the code.  Because not all District residents have
access to a computer, web-based notice should be used as a supplement to, not a substitute for,
other forms of notice.  

c) E-mail

Arguments similar to those made above for web site notice regarding efficiency and
increased public access also support the idea that the Council should provide notice via e-mail.100 
Because many committees already keep lists of people to whom they send notice by regular
mail, keeping a list of e-mail addresses should not add a substantial burden.

d) Recorded Telephone Message

The Council should establish a user-friendly telephone information line that the public
can call to access a schedule of upcoming hearings and meetings.  The existence of this
information line should be widely publicized.
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C. Materials Available at the Time of Notice Should Include 
Better Information to Allow the Public to Participate Meaningfully

A constant theme that emerged in interviews and discussions with the focus group is that,
even if the notice of a hearing complies with the Council Rules, information available at the time
of notice often is inadequate.  At the outset, witnesses are not provided information orally or in
written form concerning how to prepare for a hearing, what to expect when they arrive at the
hearing, or how to get more information about the subject matter to be addressed.  Indeed, many
members of the focus group—all of whom have testified before the Council—were unaware that
OLS exists.  Moreover, the topic of the hearing and the nature of the legislation to be discussed
are not sufficiently clear and detailed in the notice itself to permit witnesses to prepare well-
considered statements.  As a result, testimony is often limited to broad themes, rather than to the
substance of the bill under examination. 

Information about the hearing process should be made generally available.  For example,
usual procedures could be described in a pamphlet, which would be distributed to witnesses at
each hearing and would be available at public libraries, at the Council’s public information
office, and on the Council’s web site.  This pamphlet would not have to be modified for
individual hearings.

The Council could also take several steps toward fostering greater public understanding
of proposed legislation and, thereby, reduce confusion during debate at public hearings and
legislative sessions.  First, the content of the notice should be improved by requiring that the title
of the hearing clearly state the topic of the legislation to be discussed.  Additionally, the full text
of each bill should uniformly be available and accessible at the time notice of a hearing is first
given.  In some cases, however, even the full text is not enough for the public to discern the
impact of the legislation.  Because few pieces of legislation create an entirely new law, bills
frequently cite a section or subsection of existing law and state that it is either repealed or
“amended to read as follows.”  The result is that legislative amendments, on their own, are
difficult to follow.  To resolve this problem, the Council should include with the bill copies of
each section of existing law that will be amended by the bill.101  With this information, Council
members and the public alike would be better able to assess the impact of proposed amendments
because they could immediately compare the current law with the proposed revision.

Moreover, to provide members of the general public adequate information to participate
meaningfully, we recommend that, when notice is first provided, a “plain language” summary of
the bill be made publicly available indicating the problem that gave rise to the bill and how the
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bill aims to resolve that problem.102  When proposed legislation is particularly complex,
providing only the text of existing sections of law affected by a proposal will not adequately
describe a bill.  In those circumstances, a plain language summary is critical.  Additionally, by
adopting DC Appleseed’s recommendation in Chapter 3 that the Council prepare and make
publicly available before a hearing a fiscal impact statement for all legislative proposals, the
public will receive additional information central to understanding each proposal.    

D. The Opportunity for Constructive Dialogue Between
Council Members and the Public Should Be Increased

1. Require a Quorum of Two Council Members to Commence 
a Hearing and a Quorum of One for a Hearing to Continue

Many of those interviewed by the DC Appleseed Project Team and members of the focus
group stated that the lack of attendance by Council members is one of the most important
problems with public hearings, noting that it is disheartening to testify to a single Council
member or, even worse, to video cameras with not even one Council member present.  The lack
of attendance at hearings reinforces the current public perception that public testimony does not
matter and that committee hearings are simply an empty exercise.  The interviewees noted that it
is especially disturbing to see Council members walk out at the conclusion of executive-branch
testimony, demonstrating a lack of interest in public testimony.  Focus group members
mentioned that the Council members rarely appear to be in an information-gathering mode at
hearings, having made up their minds before the start of the hearing.  Indeed, the information-
sharing function of public hearings can hardly succeed if the Council is not present and
interested in receiving the information.

Uneven attendance at hearings may also result in members being less informed. 
Although the practice of leaving staff at the hearings may allow some information to be
conveyed to members, that practice cannot replace the lost dialogue between Council members
and the public.  If Council members are simply receiving reports of the hearing and not
questioning witnesses, then written testimony would suffice, and the public’s time should not be
wasted with an often inconvenient and time-consuming public meeting.

The attendance problem at the Council has a simple solution suggested by the practices
of other jurisdictions: a more rigorous quorum requirement.  In the ideal world, the full
committee would be present throughout every hearing.  DC Appleseed recognizes that the
pressures on Council members’ time do not permit attendance at all hearings, nor can Council
members remain for the duration of every hearing they attend.  Indeed, if the Council adopts DC
Appleseed’s recommendation that an opportunity for hearing be required for all standard
legislation, the number of hearings will likely increase.  As a result, we recommend only a
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modest increase in the quorum requirement from one to two of five committee members to begin
a hearing.  Considering that four jurisdictions surveyed by DC Appleseed require that a majority
of the body be present, we believe that the two-person requirement is modest and appropriate.103

We also recommend that the quorum requirement apply only to hearings for which
witnesses have signed up in advance.  Other hearings may be conducted by a hearing officer,
who can be a member of the Council’s staff.  This should reduce the burden associated with an
increased quorum requirement.

The attendance problems discussed above will not be solved if two Council members
attend initially and then leave before most citizens testify.  To ensure that citizens never feel they
are testifying solely “to cameras,” we recommend that the Council explicitly clarify that at least
one Council member be present throughout the hearing.

2. Lower The Dais to Promote Dialogue

Citizens sometimes feel intimidated by the high dais in the Council chambers.  The
physical removal of members from the public sends the wrong message about the relative
importance of the Council and its constituents.  DC Appleseed recommends that the dais be
lowered to the same level as (or a lower level than) the public.  This recommendation is
consistent with suggestions made by scholars who have examined the configuration of council
chambers nationally.  Specifically, scholars concur that formal meeting chambers should be
configured so that there is “a balancing between eye levels of the public and council members”
to give the impression that the Council works with (and for) the public rather than having power
over the public.104  By lowering the dais, the Council would promote freer dialogue between
members and witnesses.

E. Hearings Should Be Streamlined So that They Move More Rapidly, Are
Less Confusing to the Public, and Are More Effective Tools for Discussion

1. Commence Hearings on Time

As described above, interviewees and focus group participants stated that committee
hearings and the Council’s legislative sessions often begin late, and no indication is given to
those in attendance of why the meeting has been delayed or when it is expected to begin.  As a
result, members of the public may leave a hearing room before they have a chance to testify, and
may choose not to testify at subsequent hearings.  In order to encourage participation by
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members of the public—many of whom have taken off from work or otherwise disrupted their
day to testify—the presiding officer of a hearing must make every attempt to begin on time, and,
if there is a delay or interruption, to keep everyone informed of the reason and provide an
estimate of when the hearing will begin or resume.

2. Manage Witness Testimony More Effectively

The lack of discipline sometimes exhibited at Council hearings results in lengthy delays,
unfocused proceedings, and a poor public image of the Council as an organization.105  By
instituting practices that foster better witness management and shorter hearing sessions, the
Council can better fulfill the highest goals of a public hearing: meaningful public participation
and enhanced understanding of issues by the Council.106 

a) Time Limits

Time limits provide an ideal means of streamlining hearings.  They also force witnesses
and Council members to focus on the issues at hand and to avoid grandstanding and diverging
from the topic.  When employed properly, time limits prevent a few speakers from dominating
the hearing and, thereby, foster meaningful participation by a greater number of witnesses.  Time
limits also permit Council staff and members of the public to estimate reliably how long a
hearing will run and when a witness might speak.  Not surprisingly, eight of the 11 other
jurisdictions we surveyed use time limits of some sort, and four report that the limits are always
strictly enforced.

As previously noted, we have been told that many Council committee chairs use time
limits, but that limits are rarely applied uniformly.  A number of interviewees expressed concern
that time limits are currently used only to limit the speaking time of opponents of a measure, but
that speakers who favor the measure are granted unlimited time to speak.  This is seen to
denigrate the public and the value of its contribution.  Thus, the Council must ensure that time
limits are uniformly applied to all witnesses, regardless of their position on an issue or place on
the witness list.107

Limiting the time taken by executive witnesses offers a separate challenge.  A number of
interviewees and members of the focus group noted that, while executive testimony is valuable,
it is invariably too lengthy and may consist of no more than a self-serving political statement
rather than an informative response to the issue being addressed at the hearing.  We propose that
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the time for executive testimony be limited and that executive testimony be provided to all
committee members in written form at least one work day prior to public hearings.  There is
simply no reason the public should wait many hours to testify; requiring written statements
should allow committee members to prepare well enough to impose greater discipline on
themselves when questioning executive branch witnesses.

To ensure the uniform enforcement of time limits, a mechanical system of enforcement
should be developed.  For example, an audible but low level chime and light signal could
indicate to a witness when one minute is remaining and when time is up.108  To ensure that time
limits are uniformly applied, timekeeping should be done by a central staff member not under
the direct control of the chair. 

The Council should also strengthen and strictly enforce its rule that limits the time period
in which each Council member can question a witness before another Council member is given
an opportunity to do so.  Thus, for example, a Council member could be given only five minutes
to ask questions and receive answers from a single witness before another Council member
would be provided the same opportunity.  While such limits currently exist on paper, they are
not uniformly enforced.  Enforcing this rule would encourage Council members to manage
witnesses and ask focused questions.  

DC Appleseed understands from its conversation with Denver’s Council President in
March 1998, that time limits are strictly enforced by Denver Council members who preside over
public hearings.  While members resisted the time limits when first enforced, they now generally
comply, and, according to the Council President, appreciate the fact that hearings have been
significantly streamlined.

b) Germaneness Requirements

To shorten hearings and to keep them focused on their purpose, Council members should
limit their questions to issues that are germane to the subject matter of the hearing.  Some
interviewees pointed to the fact that, all too often, Council members questioning an executive-
branch witness in a legislative hearing will take the opportunity to ask questions about general
agency performance.  These questions are appropriate for an oversight hearing, but, unless
directly related to the legislation being considered, are not appropriate for a legislative hearing. 
Indeed, raising non-germane topics can distract attention from a hearing’s purpose, and may lead
the public to be misinformed because witnesses will be questioned about topics on which they
are unprepared or unqualified to speak.  It is unfair to force participants assembled to discuss a
particular bill to endure and participate in an unrelated and unscheduled oversight function.

3. Avoid Excessively Long Hearings; Hearings 
that Extend for Longer than Four Hours 
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Should Generally be Continued on Another Day

It is no secret that Council hearings sometimes become marathons lasting long into the
night.  Such hearings are invariably grueling experiences for all participants and cannot be
conducive to a lucid and thoughtful exchange of views.  Such long hearings are anomalous in
other jurisdictions.  Only about 10% of the hearings conducted in the other 11 cities we studied
lasted even over three hours, and only 3% over six hours.  The Council should work to ensure
that the District has no more than a correspondingly small percentage of long hearings.    

The Council should try to limit each public hearing session to no more than four hours. 
Carefully managing witnesses, strictly observing time limits, and imposing germaneness
requirements will allow the Council to streamline the hearing process.  If it nonetheless appears
that a hearing is likely to take substantially longer than four hours, the Council should plan to
hold it over to another day.  If a hearing unexpectedly is taking much more than four hours, it
can be continued to another day.109

The Council should not limit the number of witnesses who may testify at a hearing.  The
goal of shortening hearings is important, but the DC Appleseed Project Team’s research
indicates that members of the public who want to participate in government and may be able to
contribute important information are rarely excluded.  Not a single jurisdiction surveyed limits
the number of witnesses that may testify at a hearing.  And those interviewed by the Project
Team and members of the focus group overwhelmingly agreed that limiting the number of
witnesses would be inappropriate.  However, when it has a large number of witnesses and, thus,
plans a multi-day hearing, the Council may wish to limit the number of witnesses that testify on
a given day.
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F. The Council Should Improve the Ability of Members of the
Public Not Present at a Hearing to Understand the Proceedings

1. Improve the Selection and Presentation of 
Hearings Broadcast on District Cable Television

At present, only the main Council chamber at Judiciary Square is equipped to allow
events to be taped and televised on District cable television.  As the Council renovates the
Wilson Building, it should consider expanding the number of rooms with videotaping
capabilities.  Thus, simultaneous hearings could be broadcast at different times. 

Until that capacity is created, when two or more hearings are scheduled at the same time,
the Council should have a reasoned way to determine which hearing should be held in the main
chambers and, therefore, televised.  Currently, rooms are scheduled on a first-come-first served
basis, and several interviewees stated that, particularly during the election season, Council
members reserve the main chamber with an eye towards increasing their exposure through
television.  For example, a Council member who is especially eager to have a hearing televised,
but does not know when it will be held, may reserve the Council chamber for many days in a
row to ensure access.  This practice deprives the public of seeing other hearings that otherwise
would have been held in the empty Council chambers.

Moreover, the Council should improve the presentation of, and information provided
during, the broadcast of hearings on District cable television.  Interviewees and members of the
focus group noted the poor sound quality of broadcasts and the lack of information that would
allow the public to identify the date and subject matter of hearings and the identity of witnesses. 
The Council should correct these shortcomings promptly.

2. Better Preserve the Hearing Record 

Audio recordings are currently the primary method used to preserve records of hearings. 
Unfortunately, the devices now used to record testimony (particularly for hearings and
roundtables not in the main Council chamber) do not capture much of what is said.  It is
imperative that the Council improve the quality of audio recordings by adding or repositioning
microphones in hearing rooms to improve the quality of recordings.  Even with such
improvements, audio recordings will remain inadequate because a member of the public must
still track and recognize voices in order to understand who is speaking.  Accordingly, the
Council should consider other methods of augmenting and preserving the hearing record.

Ideally, the Council would preserve a full written transcript of all hearings and make
those transcripts available to the public.  The availability of transcripts would avoid the need for
minutes and audiovisual recordings, possibly saving substantial amounts of money.  Whether
transcripts are prepared should turn upon whether the cost of hiring a court reporter and storing
the transcripts is prohibitive in light of these savings.
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 In addition, the Council should video-tape hearings if doing so is cost-effective.  Video-
tapes of hearings would be much more useful than the current audio tapes, because they would
permit speakers to be identified more easily.  The Council should especially consider this option
if creating and maintaining written transcripts proves too costly.

Of course, creating and storing a video library may also be costly.  However, given the
advent of digital technology, the Council now has a number of options for video-recording that
would substantially reduce storage costs from previously available analog taping options.  The
Council should explore the possibilities, and consider implementing any available cost-effective
method of creating and preserving better hearing records.
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CONCLUSION

With its new members and Chair, the District of Columbia Council has an opportunity to
enhance the effectiveness, not only of the District government generally, but of its own work. 
By improving its internal operations, the Council can better fulfill its legislative role.  Without
improvement, the Council will not only have trouble doing its job, but will lack the credibility to
reform operations elsewhere in the government. 


