
processes. 
Both former legislators agreed: It’s overused. 
“This has led to, of course, a great deal of 

conflict, especially in the Senate, over 
legislation,” Lugar said. 

There’s not room for discussions of other 
issues, because time and space are taken up for 
one topic instead of given to many, he said. 

Hamilton said the filibuster has turned into a 
tactic that limits what and how many issues are 
discussed by Congress. 

“I think they’ve got to curb the filibuster,” he 
said. “It’s been distorted.” 

Congress already has an issue managing its 
time. 

“In part, all of this jamming comes because 
the House and Senate are not operating on a 
normal schedule,” Lugar said. 

He said Congress isn’t working on the 
schedule it set for itself many years ago: 
passing authorizations and then taking up 
budgets and funding for various government 
departments individually. For several years, 
there’s been one hurriedly finished bill that has 
continued the previous year’s funding. 

When budget bills are taken individually, it 
provides better oversight, Hamilton said. 
There’s simply not enough time focused on 
actual legislation to do this, with Congress 
opting to work fewer days and leaving much 
undone. 

“Working several days a week is not enough, 
and they often adjourn days at two or three in 
the afternoon,” Hamilton said. 
 
Amendments 

Suppose a representative writes a bill on a 
topic that he or she thinks is important — for 
example, health care. But maybe the bill doesn’t 
make it to committee. Or maybe it passes 
committee and never makes it to the floor of the 
House. Or maybe it passes the House and 
doesn’t make it to the floor of the Senate. What 
can the representative do? 

Attach the legislation to another bill, 
particularly one that must pass. 

There’s always hope that this year, Congress 
will manage to get something accomplished 
without infighting. 

The congressional calendar is full of issues 
and bills that have the potential for strife. The 
budget has been a subject over which the two 
houses — and two political parties — have 
fought bitterly in recent years, and this year’s 
debate might include an attempt to increase 
spending for defense. 

Over the summer, the debt ceiling will need to 
be raised again and the federal Export-Import 
Bank’s charter will expire. 

Health care remains a big issue, and the 
House is working on a “fix” for the Medicare 
reimbursement formula. The Senate has 
considered a human-trafficking bill. Patent 
legislation, trade deals, tax reforms and 
infrastructure funding will all likely get 
discussion. 

For many of these, there’s hope for 
compromise. There’s hope that budgets will 
pass and keep the government funded. 

But there’s something standing in the way: 
the way Congress does business. 

Former U.S. Rep. Lee Hamilton, a Democrat, 
and former U.S. Sen. Richard Lugar, a 
Republican, who both represented Indiana for 
more than 30 years and now operate the 
Indiana University-affiliated Center on Congress 
and Lugar Center, respectively, recently 
discussed several reasons Congress might run 
into trouble in the coming months, much of it 
self-inflicted. 
 
Time 

If there’s one tactic that’s had a particularly 
detrimental effect on Congress and has been 
particularly misused, it’s the filibuster. 

A filibuster is a long speech that is meant to 
obstruct the legislative process and prevent a 
vote, while not technically violating any rules or 
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“Some bills by themselves need to pass — 
the debt ceiling, for example,” Hamilton said. “If 
you don’t pass it, you can’t pay the bills. The 
linkage problem, the tactic is to tie an unrelated 
bill to a ‘must-pass’ bill.” 

In the Senate, a human-trafficking bill that 
has bipartisan support is being held up because 
the bill included a reference to controversial 
abortion language, even after the authors 
agreed to remove the language. The funding bill 
for the Department of Homeland Security also 
included an attempt to override President 
Barack Obama’s executive order on 
immigration. That portion was removed to 
prevent a shutdown of the agency. 

“In effect, any piece of ‘must-pass’ legislation 
— that often means appropriations or money 
bills, not always, but often — you risk 
shutdown,” Hamilton said. 

Lugar said it was smart of Speaker of the 
House John Boehner to remove the language 
from the Homeland Security bill and prevent 
even a small shutdown from occurring. 
Amendments often derail the debate at hand. 

“I don’t think it’s very constructive,” Lugar 
said, though he understands why it’s become 
popular for legislators. “They think this may be 
their only chance.” 
 
Communication 

One of the bigger problems that Hamilton’s 
noticed in recent years is that some bills, which 
deal with important issues, never make it to the 
floor for a vote. 

The speaker of the House does not put bills 
up for a vote unless the majority of his caucus 
approves, Hamilton said. The problem is that all 
power is concentrated in the leadership, not 
spread among the membership. 

“Bring the bills for a vote, up or down,” he 
said. “Work the will of the House and the 
Senate, not the will of one party in the House. 
Members have to work through these matters.” 

When bills don’t make it to the floor and 
members don’t have the opportunity to present 
or comment, it leads to anger, Hamilton said. 

“If I get a vote on the floor of the House, I 
speak before the members, they vote it down, I 
can’t complain — I’ve had a fair shot,” he said. 
“Underlying a lot of discontent in the Congress 
today is fairness.” 

Part of that comes down to communication 
between the leaders of both chambers, and 
communications between congressional leaders 
and the president. 

It’s what has led to an ongoing block of 
attorney general nominee Loretta Lynch, though 
it’s not unique for a presidential nomination to 
get held up, Lugar said. 

But there’s at least one instance — the 
Keystone XL pipeline — where Congress has 
voted and has agreed, only to find itself 

overruled by the president, Lugar said. 
Even with a supermajority in both chambers, 

leaders struggled to have the votes to override 
the veto, which comes down to communication, 
Lugar said. 

“There really is not the bipartisan reach-out, 
in the Senate in particular,” he said. “There 
really will have to be much more of a bipartisan 
reach.” 

 
 
 


