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Congress and the Super 

Committee: What Do They 

Do? 

 In previous lessons, we discussed New York State legislators (Remember legislators are law 

makers).  We will now discuss federal legislators.  Here is a refresher on the structure of our 

federal government: 

THE THREE BRANCHES OF GOVERNMENT 

The three branches of our government were established by our Constitution. 

 

   

CONGRESS  

Congress is made up of the Senate and the House of Representatives.  

Their job is to make the laws for our country. 

 

 

THE LEGISLATIVE 

BRANCH 

 

THE CAPITOL 

BUILDING  
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The Senate has 100 Members, two from each state. 

Senators are elected for 6-year terms.  

A senator must live in the state from which he is chosen.  

A senator must be at least 30 years of age. 

A senator must have been a citizen of the United States for at least 9 years 

 

The House of Representatives is made up of 435 members.  

A state that has a big population will have many representatives.  

A state that has a small population will have only a few representatives. 

Every state must have at least one representative. 

Members are elected by the people for 2-year terms. 

A representative must live in the state from which he is chosen. 

A representative must be at least 25 years of age. 

A representative must have been a citizen for at least 7 years  

The Speaker of the United States House of Representatives, traditionally the leader of the 

majority party, is the presiding officer of the chamber, elected by the members of the House. 

The Constitution grants the House several exclusive powers: the power to initiate revenue 

bills, to impeach officials, and to elect the President in case of an Electoral College deadlock.  

The House meets in the south wing of the United States Capitol, with the Senate meeting in the 

north wing of the same building. 

Salaries 

As of January 2010[update], the annual salary of each Representative is $174,000. The Speaker 

of the House and the Majority and Minority Leaders earn more: $223,500 for the Speaker and 

$193,400 for their party leaders (the same as Senate leaders). A cost-of-living-adjustment 

(COLA) increase takes effect annually unless Congress votes to not accept it. Congress sets 

members' salaries; however, the Twenty-seventh Amendment to the United States Constitution 

prohibits a change in salary (but not COLA) from taking effect until after the next general 

election. Representatives (just like all federal employees)[citation needed] are eligible for 

retirement benefits after serving for five years. 
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 Titles 

Representatives use the prefix "The Honorable" before their names. A member of the House is 

referred to as a "Representative," "Congressman," or "Congresswoman." While Senators are 

technically "Congressmen" or "Congresswomen," that term is generally used to refer to 

Members of the House of Representatives exclusively. The Delegates and the Resident 

Commissioner use the same styles and titles as Members of the House. 

Officers 

Member officials 

The party with a majority of seats in the House is known as the majority party. The next-

largest party is the minority party. The Speaker, committee chairs, and some other officials are 

generally from the majority party; they have counterparts (for instance, the "ranking members" 

of committees) in the minority party. 

The Constitution provides that the House may choose its own Speaker. Although not explicitly 

required by the Constitution, every Speaker has been a member of the House. The Constitution 

does not specify the duties and powers of the Speaker, which are instead regulated by the rules 

and customs of the House. Speakers have a role both as a leader of the House and the leader of 

their party (which need not be the majority party; theoretically, a member of the minority party 

could be elected as Speaker with the support of a fraction of members of the majority party). 

Under the Presidential Succession Act (1947), the Speaker is second in the line of presidential 

succession behind the Vice President. 

The Speaker is the presiding officer of the House but does not preside over every debate. 

Instead, he or she delegates the responsibility of presiding to other members in most cases. The 

presiding officer sits in a chair in the front of the House chamber. The powers of the presiding 

officer are extensive; one important power is that of controlling the order in which members of 

the House speak. No member may make a speech or a motion unless he or she has first been 

recognized by the presiding officer. Moreover, the presiding officer may rule on a "point of 

order" (a member's objection that a rule has been breached); the decision is subject to appeal 

to the whole House. 

Speakers serve as chairs of their party's steering committee, which is responsible for assigning 

party members to other House committees. The Speaker chooses the chairs of standing 

committees, appoints most of the members of the Rules Committee, appoints all members of 

conference committees, and determines which committees consider bills. 
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 Each party elects a floor leader, who is known as the Majority Leader or Minority Leader. The 

Minority Leader heads his or her party in the House, and the Majority Leader is his or her 

party's second-highest ranking official, behind the Speaker. Party leaders decide what 

legislation members of their party should either support or oppose. 

Each party also elects a whip, who works to ensure that the party's members vote as the party 

leadership desires. The current majority whip in the House of Representatives is Kevin 

McCarthy, who is a member of the Republican Party. The current minority whip is Steny Hoyer, 

who is a member of the Democratic Party. The whip is supported by chief deputy whips. 

In the 112th Congress, the Democratic Party has an additional Assistant Minority Leader, Jim 

Cyburn, who ranks between the whips and the caucus/conference chair. 

After the whips, the next ranking official in the House party's leadership is the Party Conference 

Chair (styled as the Republican Conference Chair and Democratic Caucus Chair). 

After the Conference Chair, there are differences between each party's subsequent leadership 

ranks. After the Democratic Caucus Chair is the Campaign Committee Chair (Democratic 

Congressional Campaign Committee), then the co-chairs of the Steering Committee. For the 

Republicans it is the Chair of the House Republican Policy Committee, followed by the 

Campaign Committee Chairman (styled as the National Republican Congressional Committee). 

The chairs of House committees, particularly influential standing committees such as 

Appropriations, Ways and Means, and Rules, are powerful but not officially part of House 

leadership hierarchy. Until the post of Majority Leader was created, the Chair of Ways and 

Means was the de facto majority leader. 

Leadership and partisanship 

Representatives are generally less independent of party leaders than senators, and usually vote 

as the leadership directs. Incentives to cooperate include the leadership's power to select 

committee chairs, determine committee assignments, and provide re-election support in the 

primary and general elections. As a result, the leadership plays a much greater role in the 

House than in the Senate, an example of why the atmosphere of the House is regarded by 

many as more partisan. 

When the Presidency and Senate are controlled by a different party from the one controlling 

the House, the Speaker can become the de facto "leader of the opposition." Since the Speaker 
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 is a partisan officer with substantial power to control the business of the House, the position is 

often used for partisan advantage. 

In the instance when the Presidency and both Houses of Congress are controlled by one party, 

the Speaker normally takes a low profile and defers to the President. For that situation the 

House Minority Leader can play the role of a de facto "leader of the opposition", often more so 

than the Senate Minority Leader, due to the more partisan nature of the House and the greater 

role of leadership. 

Non-member officials 

The House is also served by several officials who are not members. The House's chief officer is 

the Clerk, who maintains public records, prepares documents, and oversees junior officials, 

including pages. The Clerk also presides over the House at the beginning of each new Congress 

pending the election of a Speaker. Another officer is the Chief Administrative Officer, 

responsible for the day-to-day administrative support to the House of Representatives. This 

includes everything from payroll to foodservice. 

The position of Chief Administrative Officer (CAO) was created by the 104th Congress following 

the 1994 mid-term elections, replacing the positions of Doorkeeper and Director of Non-

Legislative and Financial Services (created by the previous congress to administer the non-

partisan functions of the House). The CAO also assumed some of the responsibilities of the 

House Information Services, which previously had been controlled directly by the Committee 

on House Administration, then headed by Representative Charlie Rose of North Carolina, along 

with the House "Folding Room." 

The Chaplain leads the House in prayer at the opening of the day. There is also a Sergeant at 

Arms, who as the House's chief law enforcement officer maintains order and security on House 

premises. Finally, routine police work is handled by the United States Capitol Police, which is 

supervised by the Capitol Police Board, a body to which the Sergeant at Arms belongs. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

In previous lessons we discussed how bills become law.  Generally, the process is the same 

(please refer to previous lesson for same).   

We currently have a Republican majority in the House of Representatives and a Democratic 

majority in the Senate.  In previous lessons we discussed what having the majority means and 

the pros and cons (please refer to previous lessons for same).  
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 Currently, the number of congressional districts in New York will be reduced due to the census 

record of 2010.  The record reflects that there are less people being represented than 

previously recorded.  This information was notably disturbing and incorrect.  Cross referencing 

other data contradicted the census and there were efforts to correct the information to 

maintain the number of congressional seats in New York. 

This process is called Redistricting.  Redistricting is the process of drawing United States 

electoral district boundaries, often in response to population changes determined by the 

results of the decennial census. In 36 states, the state legislature has primary responsibility for 

creating a redistricting plan, in many cases subject to approval by the state governor. To reduce 

the role that legislative politics might play, seven states (Arizona, California, Hawaii, Idaho, 

Minnesota, New Jersey and Washington), carry out congressional redistricting by an 

independent or bipartisan commission. Three states, Florida, Iowa and Maine, give 

independent bodies authority to propose redistricting plans, but preserve the role of 

legislatures to approve them. Seven states have only a single representative for the entire state 

because of their low populations; these are Alaska, Delaware, Montana, North Dakota, South 

Dakota, Vermont and Wyoming. 

State constitutions and laws also mandate which body has responsibility over drawing the state 

legislature boundaries. In addition, those municipal governments that are elected on a district 

basis (as opposed to at-large) also redistrict. 

Each state has its own standards for creating Congressional and legislative districts. In addition 

to equalizing the population of districts and complying with Federal requirements, criteria may 

include attempting to create compact, contiguous districts, trying to keep political units and 

communities within a single district, and avoiding the drawing of boundaries for purposes of 

partisan advantage or incumbent protection. In the states where the legislature (or another 

body where a partisan majority is possible such as IL or OH) is in charge of redistricting, the 

possibility of gerrymandering (the deliberate manipulation of political boundaries for electoral 

advantage, usually of incumbents or a specific political party) often makes the process very 

politically contentious, especially when the two houses of the legislature, or the legislature and 

the governor, are from different parties.* The state and federal court systems are often 

involved in resolving disputes over Congressional and legislative redistricting when gridlock 

prevents redistricting in a timely manner. In addition, the losers to an adopted redistricting plan 

often challenge it in state and federal courts. Justice Department approval (which is known as 

preclearence) is required under Section 5 of the Voting Rights Act of 1965 in certain states that 

have had a history of racial barriers to voting. 
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 Partisan domination of state legislatures and improved technology to design contiguous 

districts that pack opponents into as few districts as possible have led to district maps which are 

skewed towards one party. Consequently many states including Florida, Georgia, Maryland, 

Michigan, Pennsylvania and Texas have succeeded in reducing or effectively eliminating 

competition for most House seats in those states. Other states including California, New Jersey 

and New York have opted to protect incumbents of both parties, again reducing the number of 

competitive districts. The Supreme Court's ruling on the Pennsylvania gerrymander effectively 

cemented the right of elected officials to select their constituents by eliminating most of the 

grounds for disenfranchised constituents to challenge gerrymandered lines.  

*Governor Cuomo has stated that he would not accept any redistricting that is not performed 

by an independent source. 

What is the Super Congress/Committee? 

The term Super Congress refers to a select group of 12 members of both the U.S. House of 

Representatives and U.S. Senate chosen to identify ways to reduce the national debt by $1.2 

trillion over 10 years. 

The Super Congress, or super committee, was created under the Budget Control Act of 2011. 

The law was passed by the U.S. Congress in the first two days of August 2011 to increase the 

nation's $14.294 trillion debt ceiling in order to avoid a potential default. It was the fourth 

increase of the mandatory borrowing cap in President Barack Obama's first term. 

The Super Congress consists of six members of the House and Senate, evenly divided between 

Republicans and Democrats. The House members were chosen by Speaker John Boehner and 

Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi. The Senate members were chosen by Majority Leader Harry Reid 

and Minority Leader Mitch McConnell. 

The official name for the Super Congress is the Joint Select Committee on Deficit Reduction. 

Super Congress Members 

The members of the Super Congress, and those who selected them, are: 

U.S. Sen. Max Baucus, a Democrat from Montana who chairs the Senate Finance Committee. 

He was chosen for the Super Congress by Reid. 

U.S. Rep. Xavier Becerra, a Democrat from California who is a senior member of the House 

Ways and Means Committee. He was selected by Pelosi. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Florida
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Georgia_(U.S._state)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maryland
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Michigan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pennsylvania
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Texas
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/California
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Jersey
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York
http://usgovinfo.about.com/od/uscongress/a/abouthouse.htm
http://usgovinfo.about.com/od/uscongress/a/abouthouse.htm
http://usgovinfo.about.com/od/uscongress/a/aboutsenate.htm
http://usgovinfo.about.com/od/federalbudgetprocess/a/debt-vs-deficit.htm
http://usgovinfo.about.com/od/federalbudgetprocess/a/What-The-Debt-Ceiling-Bill-Does.htm
http://usgovinfo.about.com/od/uscongress/US_Congress_Actions_and_Information.htm
http://usgovinfo.about.com/od/federalbudgetprocess/a/What-Is-the-US-Debt-Ceiling.htm
http://usgovinfo.about.com/od/moneymatters/a/Has-US-Ever-Defaulted-On-Its-Debt.htm
http://usgovinfo.about.com/od/moneymatters/tp/5-Presidents-Who-Raised-The-Debt-Limit.htm
http://usgovinfo.about.com/od/moneymatters/tp/5-Presidents-Who-Raised-The-Debt-Limit.htm
http://usgovinfo.about.com/od/moneymatters/tp/5-Presidents-Who-Raised-The-Debt-Limit.htm
http://americanhistory.about.com/od/biographiesmr/p/barack_obama.htm
http://usgovinfo.about.com/od/uscongress/ss/Why-is-John-Boehner-Crying.htm
http://usliberals.about.com/od/liberalpersonalprofiles/p/RepPelosi.htm
http://usliberals.about.com/od/liberalpersonalprofiles/p/SenHReid.htm
http://uspolitics.about.com/od/usgovernment/tp/Senate-Profiles.htm


   
 

8 
 

Congress and the Super 

Committee: What Do They 

Do? 

 U.S. Rep. Dave Camp, a Republican from Michigan who chairs the House Ways and Means 

Committee. He was selected for the Super Congress post by Boehner. 

U.S. Rep. James Clyburn, a Democrat from South Carolina and the third-ranking Democrat in 

the House. He was chosen for the post by Pelosi.  

U.S. Rep. Jeb Hensarling, a Republican from Texas who chairs the House Republican Caucus. He 

serves as a co-chairman of the Super Congress. He was selected for the post by Boehner. 

U.S. Sen. John Kerry, a Democrat from Massachusetts who ran unsuccessfully for president in 

2004. He was chosen for the Super Congress by Reid. 

U.S. Sen. Jon Kyl, a Republican from Arizona who is the second highest-ranking Republican in 

the Senate Republican Caucus behind McConnell. He was appointed to the Super Congress by 

McConnell. 

U.S. Sen. Patty Murray, a Democrat from Washington who serves as chairwoman of the 

Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee. Chosen by Reid, she will serve as co-chairman of 

the Super Congress. 

U.S. Sen. Rob Portman, a Republican from Ohio who served as the White House budget 

director under President George W. Bush. He was appointed to the Super Congress by 

McConnell. 

U.S. Sen. Pay Toomey, a Republican from Pennsylvania who once chaired the anti-tax group 

Club For Growth. He was appointed to the Super Congress by McConnell. 

U.S. Rep. Fred Upton, a Republican from who chairs the House Energy and Commerce 

Committee. He was selected for the Super Congress post by Boehner. 

U.S. Rep. Chris Van Hollen, a Democrat from Maryland. He was appointed to the Super 

Congress by Pelosi.  

Super Congress Responsibilities 

The Budget Control Act of 2011 immediately raised the nation's debt ceiling by $400 billion, to 

$14.694 trillion, so the federal government could meet spending obligations previously 

approved by Congress.  

But it required the Super Congress to find ways to reduce the national debt by $1.2 trillion 

before the end of 2011. If the panel's plan is approved by Congress, the debt ceiling can be 
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 increased by the same amount. If the committee fails in its mission, automatic spending cut 

measures will be triggered. 

Proposals from the Super Congress would be placed on a fast track through the House and 

Senate, with no allowance for the legislation to be amended by lawmakers. 

Let us go back a bit and review a few things.  What is the Debt Ceiling again? 

The debt ceiling is a statutory limit on the amount of U.S federal debt held by the public and the 

government's own accounts. The debt ceiling became law with the Second Liberty Bond Act of 

1917, which helped finance the United States' entry into World War I. Since then Congress has 

raised the statutory limit on the amount of U.S national debt dozens of times. 

Congress – how does it apply to our local community? 

All congressional officials try to serve two distinct purposes which sometimes overlap––

representing their constituents (local concerns) and making laws for the nation (national 

concerns). There has been debate throughout American history about how to straddle these 

dual obligations of representing the wishes of citizens while at the same time trying to keep 

mindful of the needs of the entire nation. Often, compromise is required. 

A major aspect of the role for a Senator and a representative consists of services to his or her 
constituency. Members receive thousands of letters, phone calls, and e-mails, with some 
expressing opinion on an issue, or displeasure with a member's position or vote. Constituents 
request assistance with particular problems or ask questions. Members of Congress want to 
leave a positive impression on the constituent, rather than leave them disgruntled. Thus, their 
offices will be often responsive, and go out of their way to help steer the citizen through the 
intricacies of the bureaucracy. In this role, members and their staffers act as an ombudsman at 
the Federal level. This unofficial job has become increasingly time-consuming, and has 
significantly reduced the time that members have for the preparation or inspection of bills.  

Side bar: An ombudsman is a person who acts as a trusted intermediary between either the state (or 
elements of it) or an organization, and some internal or external constituency, while representing not 
only but mostly the broad scope of constituent interests. 

An incumbent member of Congress has considerably more clout than most official ombudsmen 
at the state level, and in other countries, given the appointive and relatively diminutive 
character of such offices. Accordingly, to improve on today's 435 de facto ombudsmen—
constituent services by overworked Congressmen—congressional reforms have been proposed 
that would approximate the legislative leverage now exercised by Congressmen, but in an office 
where the intra-bureaucratic troubleshooting duties are full time. Along these lines, some 
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 Congressmen themselves have suggested that each congressional district should elect a second 
U.S. Representative to handle constituent services.  

Side bar:  a bureaucrat is an official who is rigidly devoted to the details of administrative 
procedure. Bureaucracy is a body of nonelective government officials.  

One academic described the complex, intertwined relation between lawmakers and 
constituents as home style. Political scientist Lawrence Dodd suggested voters often choose a 
"powerful local incumbent who can assist with a desired local defense contract" rather than a 
reform-minded challenger who, if elected, wouldn't have much clout or power since he or she 
would lack seniority.  

One way to categorize lawmakers is by their general motivation, according to political scientist 
Richard Fenno: (1) reelection—these are lawmakers who "never met a voter they didn't like" 
and provide excellent constituent services (2) good public policy –– legislators who "burnish a 
reputation for policy expertise and leadership" and (3) power in the chamber –– those who 
spend serious time along the "rail of the House floor or in the Senate cloakroom ministering to 
the needs of their colleagues." Famous legislator Henry Clay in the mid-19th century was 
described as an "issue entrepreneur" who looked for issues to serve his ambitions.  

SEQCYD’s Thoughts: 

It is our hope that this and the previous lessons/sessions have educated and empowered you.  

With the state that we are in as a community, borough, state and country, we must exercise 

our right to the political processes for the greater good of all.   

Thank you all for being supporters of SEQCYD during our first year.  We look forward to 

providing greater services for our community in the up coming year.  We would like for you to 

share with us your views and let us know what issues and information that you would like for us 

to address and inform you on moving forward. 

SEQCYD is looking forward to working hard for the Democratic Party! We are an official hub for 

OBAMA 2012! Should you want to help us re-elect our President, please contact and join us in 

making that happen!  

Merry Christmas, happy holidays and we wish you a prosperous New Year! 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_scientist
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Fenno
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Clay

