To:
Media

From:
Tim Potts, Co-Founder

Democracy Rising PA

Re:
Over by October
We hope you won’t mind if we refresh your memory about where Pennsylvania stands with respect to lame-duck legislative sessions:

· Pennsylvania is one of only 11 states that even permit lame-duck session. 39 states prohibit it.

· Pennsylvania in 2004 enacted more legislation in the few weeks between Election Day and Thanksgiving than in the previous 10+ months.

Several years ago, Common Cause/PA launched a campaign that sought to have the legislature end its two-year session before Election Day, specifically before October 1. The idea generated considerable editorial support around the state but was ignored by the General Assembly.

Reasons

In today’s political environment, we hope you will consider pushing for this matter of public integrity once again. Here are five reasons why this makes sense:

1. Voters should be able to know an incumbent’s complete record before having to decide whether the incumbent deserves re-election.

2. This is true both for lawmakers and for the governor. An October 1 deadline to end the legislative session means that the governor will have to sign or veto any legislation before the election. This puts the governor’s complete record (with respect to legislation) in the voters’ hands before Election Day.

3. Lawmakers, who take two-and-a-half-month breaks at Christmas and during the summer, have plenty of time to finish their work before Election Day if they will manage their (our) time better.

4. Fewer session days mean fewer per diems for lawmakers, a savings for taxpayers.

5. This easily accomplished improvement in the General Assembly’s operation can begin to restore public confidence in the institution and its members.

Now is the time to push for “Over by October” while lawmakers and their leaders can still plan to finish their work by October 1.

Mechanics

Preventing lame-duck session is easy. All it takes is a joint resolution by the House and Senate to adjourn sine die. An amendment to the Constitution is worth pursuing, but it’s not necessary.

What’s needed are lawmakers who are willing to stand up for this very simple form of integrity. That means having a “people’s whip,” such as the local media, to collect commitments from lawmakers who will vote for adjournment on or before October 1. The “people’s whips” then can hold lawmakers to those commitments in September. 

Why local media? Because lawmakers have little to fear from groups that advocate greater integrity in government. They have much more to fear from the local media that their constituents see every day or week of the year.

Questions for Lawmakers

· What issues have legislative leaders told you they want to hold for lame-duck session? (One lawmaker, Rep. Tim Solobay, D-Washington, has predicted a tax on newspapers in retaliation for their coverage of the pay raise scandal.)

· Why shouldn’t those issues be debated and decided well before the election – such as during the General Assembly’s two-and-a-half-month summer recess?

· Which issues are so urgent that they can’t wait until January 2007 if they’re not resolved by October 1?

· Why haven’t you resolved those issues in the past 15 months? Why can’t you resolve them in the next five months? Why would another two months matter?

· Will you support a final adjournment by October 1?

· Will you lead the effort to adjourn sine die by October 1? How will we know?

Thank you for your consideration.

