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Hbo Sunday working, march 29—and monday
The modern decline of Congress – its  abdication of public responsibility,  and poisonous partisan division in both houses for more than a quarter-century – has all but broken  the American political system, allowed   money and ideology  to  overwhelm the national interest and  constitutional intent,   created a permanent class of elected representatives,   and  undermined the system of  checks and balances the Founders intended the three branches to represent. 
This/the systemic   failure of  the American legislative branch is the  “sleeper” /underlying  political story  of our era—ongoing for a generation, and   for Barack Obama,    the subtext of  a  great struggle  that    will probably  determine  the success of  his presidency  and perhaps even  the long term future of the United States.
For over a generation, the incoherent actions of both the House and Senate—abetted by the congressional leadership of both parties--have cost thousands of lives, trillions of dollars,  hastened economic catastrophe, and  often ignored the concerns of constituents or any overarching notion of national purpose.

 Here is a subject  for important, powerful movie-making:   a tale of high drama and low comedy—and great consequence.
Today, Capitol Hill is dominated   by a cast of characters—some heroic, some looney/hacks,  some miracle-workers, some unindicted criminals -- whose   sensibilities  and priorities have been fashioned largely   by the dysfunction of    the institution itself.       

It is no coincidence that, in  2008,  the three   senators who fought to the wire for the White House –Obama, Clinton, McCain--shared a well-hidden, over-riding characteristic: they had tired of the Congress itself, and its increasing irrelevance  and inability to improve the national condition.   
Obviously, the  faltering  performance (thus far)  of the  current  Congress in regard to the   economic conumdrum is part of the story—as is the courage of   those senators and congressmen, Republicans and Democrats-- who for years  have resisted  the prevailing modus operandi of  tried to buck what has hardened into a system of  evading  responsibility  on the essential issues of our time: war and peace; the environment; infrastructure; immigration; terrorism; medical care; tax policy; and regulation of the financial marketplace.  

  I see telling the tale through two parallel story lines: 
·  First, what is put on decorous display for public consumption in the Capitol – on the floor of the House and Senate, in the hearing rooms, and recorded dutifully on official video for the widest possible dissemination to constituents back home and on the evening news.  

· Second, what really happens when the senators and representatives are out of camera range – not just the “bad guys,” but the supposed “good guys,” too.  This film should not be   about blaming either Republicans or Democrats. Both parties are responsible for their increasing descent into Congressional bickering, cowardice, crookedness and-too often—tragic irrelevance. 

 ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
     Original order
 The modern decline of Congress – its abdication of public responsibility, and poisonous partisan division in both houses for more than a quarter-century – has all but broken  the American political system, allowed   money and ideology  to  overwhelm the national interest and  constitutional intent,   created a permanent class of elected representatives,   and  undermined the system of  checks and balances the Founders intended the three branches to represent. 
This systemic   failure of   the American legislative branch is is the  “sleeper”   underlying]  political story  of our era—ongoing for a generation, and   for Barack Obama,    the subtext of  a  great struggle  that    will probably  determine  the success of  his presidency  and perhaps even the long term future of the United States.
For over a generation, the incoherent actions of both the House and Senate—abetted by the congressional leadership of both parties--have cost thousands of lives, trillions of dollars,  hastened economic catastrophe, and  often ignored the concerns of constituents or any overarching notion of national purpose.

 Here is a subject  for important, powerful movie-making:   a tale of high drama and low comedy—and great consequence.

Obviously, the faltering  performance (thus far)  of the  current  Congress in regard to the   economic  conumdrum  is part of the story—as is the courage of   those senators and congressmen, Republicans and Democrats-- who have tried  to buck what has hardened into a system of  evading  responsibility  on the essential issues of our time: war and peace; the environment; infrastructure; immigration; terrorism; medical care; tax policy; and regulation of the financial marketplace.  

  I see telling the tale through two parallel story lines: 
·  First, what is put on decorous display for public consumption in the Capitol – on the floor of the House and Senate, in the hearing rooms, and recorded dutifully on official video for the widest possible dissemination to constituents back home and on the evening news.  
· Second, what really happens when the senators and representatives are out of camera range – not just the “bad guys,” but the supposed “good guys,” too.  This film should not be   about blaming either Republicans or Democrats. Both parties are responsible for their increasing descent into Congressional bickering, cowardice, crookedness and-too often—tragic irrelevance. 

 Today, Capitol Hill is dominated   by a cast of characters—some heroic, some looney/hacks,  some miracle-workers, some unindicted criminals -- whose   sensibilities  and priorities have been fashioned largely   by the dysfunction of    the institution itself.       

It is no coincidence that, in  2008,  the three   senators who fought to the wire for the White House –Obama, Clinton, McCain--shared a well-hidden, over-riding characteristic: they had tired of the Congress itself, and its increasing irrelevance  and inability to improve the national condition 




-------------

Laying the Foundation

[flip   with next couple grafs?]Above all else, I see my role in the film as a reporter – conducting the bulk of the interviews, working conceptually with the producer and director in defining its contents and developing the story as it evolves. 
Like any great story, this one will change as we get the facts: some preconceived notions will hold up, others will be disproven; some characters presumed nefarious will have fascinating and sympathetic tales that stand conventional wisdom on its head; there will be wholly new revelations and threads to the narrative that will change our understanding and provide unexpected elements to the film. Towering figures may emerge from surprising places.

The narrative should trace several particularly memorable personal journeys on the legislative, leadership,  and budgetary arc—among them great senators and congressmen,  charlatans, party hacks,  and   some genuine miracle-workers 

A tableau of  lively historical background – and major visual moments – should at the outset establish this bi-partisan template of irresponsibility and congressional decline, beginning with the Democrats’ dominance of the Congress in the 1980s, when (as Congressional scholars Norman Ornstein and Thomas E. Mann have noted) “a contemptuous Democratic majority dominated the House without any fear or expectation that the Republicans would ever regain control.”
When Reopublicans did capture control of the House of Representatives,   in the Gingrich revolution of 1992, the tables turned and the new Republican conservative juggernaut   declared war on the Clinton  presidency, on Democrats and liberalism.   In the season of Bill Clinton’s impeachment,  the House of Reporesentatives took 140 hours of sworn testimony   into whether the White House Christmas list had been used to identify possible Demoratic donors.    By the time    Republicans were in control of   the White House and both Houses of Congress  in the Bush years  (for the first time since   Coolidge presidency)   the House took only   12 hours of testimony on the conditions at Abu Ghraib.  

 The deteriorating  state of congressional affairs led David Broder of The Washington Post to write in 2006: “The disgrace of Congress extends far beyond the scandals that have sullied the record of the dominant House Republicans. They are properly being blamed for most of the misdeeds and blunders that have marked this year on Capitol Hill, from the power grabs by Tom DeLay, to the greed of Duke Cunningham and Bob Ney, to the sexual overtures of Mark Foley. And in between, what was accomplished? Nothing of significance on any of the major problems confronting the nation. That is the real failure and the reason there should be a lot of new faces when the next Congress starts work in January.”

[rewrite whole graf]The Democrats took over as Broder predicted,  yet  they     did  little in the final Bush years  to change the Capitol’s priorities,  and    continued to do so through the election of Barack Obama and—following the election of Barack Obama—demonstrated  in their first great tests an inability to  meet the challenge duting the greatest financial crisis since the Depression, helping themselves and their favored projects  with both hands  while a new President tried to chart a course that  would  challenge  the House and Senate  to initiate a new era of  sensible conduct.
When the Democrats won both houses in 2006, “after years of indignant chafing and incessant complaining about Republican inaction,”   they made no meaningful attempt to use their significant majorities to investigate or alter the policies of the Bush presidency-- in regard to the war in Iraq, corruption of the executive branch, domestic surveillance, torture and other constitutional questions, or regulation of Wall Street; nor did they seek to pass effective legislation addressing institutional corruption of the legislative process in either the House or Senate. 

Congressional Characters, Venues, and Seismic Events

Much of the film takes place under the great dome of the Capitol itself, not just on the floor of the House and Senate, but in resplendent meeting rooms hung with paintings of great moments in Congressional history, beneath coffered  ceilings with classical motifs, members’ lobbies marked still by shiny brass cuspidors, and – 100 feet below ground – the subterranean city of personal perks and services, including private subway cars for House and Senate members and their staffs; private barbershops ($10 a haircut), swimming pools, restaurants, post offices etc.

Life in Congress has become increasingly life in a bubble – and that is part of our story and a big part of the problem 

In many indoor spaces in the Capitol, most noticeably the gilded reception areas where lawmakers crowd together during the long yeas and nays, smoking is permitted – because the Congress has exempted itself from Washington, D. C.’s no-smoking laws. Standing  ashtrays, usually partly filled with cigar and cigarette butts, are strategically placed in the corridors.  In a time when the “smoke-filled room” is more metaphor than fixture, its literal incarnation in Congress can seem almost quaint.   
The film might linger on “the Murtha corner.” For more than a decade, Rep. John P. Murtha of Pennsylvania has operated a political trading post in a back corner of the House of Representatives. 

There [as the Associated Press once noted in a profile]  “a gang of about two dozen Democrats mill about his seat. A procession of others walk back to request pet spending projects, known as earmarks. And Republicans come by, asking him to enlist some of those Democrats to join them on close votes. ‘Whether they get what they want in the bill or they get the votes they are looking for, nobody ever leaves completely disappointed,’” as has been noted by Rep. Paul E. Kanjorski, a Pennsylvania Democrat often found in the Murtha corner. 

Outside Washington,   Murtha, a Vietnam veteran and  famous Democratic  hawk, may be best known for his break with President Bush over the Iraq war. But inside the Capitol, he is best known for turning earmarks into power. As the top Democrat on the House military spending subcommittee, he often delivers Democratic votes to Republican leaders in a tacit exchange for earmarks for himself and his allies.

Members have watched with envy as   Murtha has used earmarks to remake Johnstown, Pa., an impoverished former steel town that now includes a Murtha highway, a Murtha airport and Murtha health centers. He has steered billions of dollars to his district over the years, including more than $80 million in the last defense spending bill.    Such patronage has transformed Johnstown into a national hub of the defense business, attracting giants like Lockheed Martin and Northrop Grumman.

 There are dozens of such stories in the U. S. Congress…

The challenge is to turn such basic themes into masterful storytelling, partly  by juxtaposing the seismic events, small-bore concerns, and the congressional characters of our era, with those of other periods that have defined the American Epoch.  And great ongressional figures of the past, from Daniel Webster to _______.   I have compiled a book of suggested elements – contemporaneous and historic – from which we can pick the most relevant and dramatic.
The Washington Mint



 
Not coincidentally, fund-raising in today’s legislative environment environment has become the single most important aspect of Congressional existence, even though the seats of more than 350 members of the House are virtually non-competitive, and represent lifetime sinecures – because of gerrymandering by the state legislatures (itself a subtext of the film, illustrating both the endemic corruption of the legislative system and the undermining of basic constitutional principle: a body of citizen-legislators who return to their home districts every two years and have their performances evaluated by their fellow citizens.)

Off Capitol Hill, the other major Washington venues that illuminate the institutional priorities of the 21st century Congress are the glittering hotel ballrooms where Congressional fund-raising galas and cocktails  take place almost every night from one end of town to the other; and the K Street Lobbying Corridor, where “public policy” firms and lawyer-lobbying shops employ 150,000 people whose basic purpose is to devise ways to influence the 535 members of Congress, and the departments of the executive branch. 

Today, almost every member of Congress who retires or (a relative rarity) is defeated for re-election joins a Washington lobbying firm or trade association and eases into a seven-figure annual salary paid to influence his former colleagues and – especially important – his former employees on the congressional committees on which he served.

 Similarly, more than a third of the professional staff members of congressional committees leave their jobs each year and step into the lobbying revolving door. Not to mention the spouses and relatives of members of Congress. 

Thus, Former Rep. Denis Hastert’s son left his music store in Illinois to move to Washington to become a lobbyist for Google, while his father was Speaker of the House. 

Inevitably, it is the lobbyists (whether representing the NRA or the National Wildlife Trust ) who serve as “bundlers” of wads of campaign “contributions” at the $1,000 and $2000-a-head fundraisers that are the meat and potatoes of congressional life in Washington. Consider this: a Senate campaign in a big state, say Texas or New Jersey or California or New York, costs upwards of $100 million dollars today, and every senator (and House member, too) wants a huge war chest to either defeat an opponent or (even better) to serve as a deterrent that will discourage serious, qualified prospective opponents from running in the first place.  An  incumbent  senator facing  a $100 million challenge  must  raise  money  at the rate of  $40,000 a day for each day  of  a six-year term.
From the earliest days of the Republic,  lobbyists  played a necessary and  constructive role     in the legislative process, and some still do.     We should  illustrate the point.
The fund-raising machine that Washington has become – and the legislation and budget items that are trapped in its maw, with little regard to merit or principle – extends far beyond raising money for individual Senate and Congressional races. Each party maintains House and Senate campaign committees whose chairmen are among the most important half dozen members of Congress (see Mitch McConnell, Charles Schumer) because they allocate the hundreds of millions raised each campaign cycle and – even more crucial – tell members of their parties why they shouldn’t vote against the interests of major campaign contributors.
The Three-Day Workweek 

Recently, Sen. Arlen Specter, the ranking Republican on the Senate Judiciary Committee, broke collegial silence about the Senate’s notoriously light work schedule, noting “It’s very hard to convene a Monday morning hearing because we’ve fallen into a routine ... of starting our work week Tuesday at 2:15 after we finish our caucus luncheons, and people start to get edgy and heading for the airports early on Thursday.” He suggested reform, “so we might increase the workweek by 50 percent, say, to three days.” 

In Washington, Congress works an abbreviated work week in a very short legislative year: usually two and one-half to three days a week, at most – from January to June, then resuming from October to Thanksgiving. (In 2006, the House met on 103 days, the fewest since the notorious “Do Nothing Congress” of 1948.) 

Ostensibly, this disinclination to be present is because the other place where senators and members of the House of Representatives are expected to do their legislative work is back home, in their states and Congressional districts. Historically, going home was a means of testing the needs and desires of constituents. Today (with some notable exceptions, which the film should also show) it is largely an extension of the fund-raising juggernaut and the constant process of running for re-election. Home-district offices of members of Congress are staffed by polling experts, media specialists, direct-mail and e-mail consultants, and – usually the smallest part of a home-state Congressional operation – a voter liaison aide or two to deal with the direct concerns of individual constituents and deciding who gets to meet with the boss. 

In truth,   the four-day congressional weekend is often spent not back home , but duck-hunting with lobbyists, taking “fact-finding” trips to warm climates, or dropping into war zones (as John McCain famously did in Iraq) to get onto the evening news.





------- 

It is little wonder that, under such circumstances and with such priorities, Congress has ignored and abandoned its intended role in the American system. The Founding Fathers were determined that the American Republic would be guided by the wisdom of a citizen-legislature: they deliberately used the first article of the Constitution to describe in great detail the Congress, its prerogatives, and vast authority; in the second article, they finally got around to the President and his circumscribed role as commander-in-chief and head of the administrative branch of government. Congress was explicitly granted the power to raise and spend money, and to declare war. The Founders wanted no kingly authority to accrue to the president.

Today, however, the President exercises most of the powers reserved in the Constitution for the Congress. In reality, he declares war; he submits and dominates the federal budget and tax policies that set the spending priorities of the nation. The real fiscal role of the Congress has become setting aside funds for projects that will help individual members get re-elected, further their own business interests and those of their friends and contributors, and favor their home states, usually at the expense of the national weal.   Yet  every member of Congress understands that the resultant duplication of function  and out-of-control cost of doing public business in America   is  the inevitable result.  




----------------[-cut lines?]

Is this an extreme picture? The interviews conducted for the film will provide the answers. House and Senate members, current and former (including some in jail, and some  of the giants of  the modern era), lobbyists, journalists, staff aides, ex-presidents and vice presidents, governors, historians, and constituents should all have their say on camera. 

Above all else, I see my role in the film as a reporter – conducting the bulk of the interviews, working conceptually with the producer and director in defining its contents and developing the story as it evolves. Like any great story, this one will change as we get the facts: some preconceived notions will hold up, others will be disproven; some characters presumed nefarious will have fascinating and sympathetic tales that stand conventional wisdom on its head; there will be wholly new revelations and threads to the narrative that will change our understanding and provide unexpected elements to the film. Towering figures may emerge from surprising places.

In the process,    I am betting  that   the  critical  story of the Obama  presidency  will   emerge if we  wisely   dig  into –and monitor  --      the interaction of  the   White House and Capitol Hill, particularly the Democratic  leadership.   The history of disfunction in the Clinton and Bush years  now  hovers over Pelosi and Reid  and their  apparat.   While most of the press is focused   obsessively      on   the President alone,    it is missing   the real drama.   By  assembling  data  from the past,   we  can  put the  present story  into context  and focus.    

Since  election I have been talking at length with  principals at both ends of Pennsylvania Avenue—and already  the systemic breakdown I’ve described     earlier  has   become  the nightmare scenario of   the White House,   especially the possibility of a fight within the Democratic Party that  might spin out of control over  the economy   and budget.    Obama, his program,  and goals,   are far more threatened by  a   divided   Democratic majority  beyond his  reach  than  a  negativist, shrill  Republican minority.     As I was told last week,  “Not only is Obama being tested to his eyeballs,  but the Democrats are being tested to their eyeballs.  This is a test of the Democratic leadership  in Congress:  Can they reverse several decades of being part of a broken political system?  If they can’t, the consequences for the country  could be incalculable.”  


This by no means an easy  story   to  report and get—rather it is a real journalistic, and film-making,   challenge.     We should be up for it.
let’s look at what they doing and how they doing itl;
Everyone focused om test of new president; other ssleeper issue is test of  new congress…..////  ////  --- ////
,  but there isanother sotry that has a history to it of dysfunction in clinton and bush years prarticpalrly, and all of a skudden harry reid and Pelosi are the leaers,, and their leadership too being tested, and it is a reporting thread to get thru a story of an instiution, and it has an immediacy to it….
More nuanced, give a snese of immediciy,  u want the headline this guy has a great idea—another test in washington….use that as a way to   report  how this institution functions…cb  that is  part 2…..
 thisi is the test of the democratic leadership in the congress; can they reverse seerla decades of being part of broke political system….i’d frane it more as a test; p
Bw notes follow

  story is democratic leadership; hary reid;
Method of talkig to anybody, gettiig story 
Only wayu can do….like u saying after nxion resigned,  collapse of Nixon wh a hell of a story;   …the monitorig of develoopg  and of that over this year, sis a very impt critical story;
As I would look at it, I’ not convinced yet; what u have t say to these people is  this…anything like this involves little bi of risk, by focuimg  o it, by being—using Watergate method,  I will get this story….i wouldl
    do the leadershipstory which ais as trick as aiy undertaking in journalism, uk can do it….[[and obama has challenged them to do it…]
Agent…..////  reduce it to one page….a series  of questions, go to 30,000 feet; thisi is the test of the democratic leadership in the congress; can they reverse seerla decades of being part of broke political system….i’d frane it more as a test; people  want something backward….want looks at the present, and concept,  predicting the present…so o top of gwhat’s going on, by assemblig data from  the pastu dcan tell  
What u want to do is something  that is so good it would  predict t he present….
….. 

That’s  the  wayi you sell….///systemic    breakdown  a nd what would show it is condition of dems today…you have  to sell as immediate feel….what’s gong on right now right now, is not onliy is obama being tested to his eyeballs. But democrats being tested to eyeballs….that gives the old  investigation assumption; let’s look at what they doing and how they doing itl;
Everyone focused om test of new president; other ssleeper issue is test of  new congress…..////  ////  --- ////
//////////  ////////   

This is the second test is important as the one obama’ is going thru….everyone focusomed o obama,  but there isanother sotry that has a history to it of dysfunction in clinton and bush years prarticpalrly, and all of a skudden harry reid and Pelosi are the leaers,, and their leadership too being tested, and it is a reporting thread to get thru a story of an instiution, and it has an immediacy to it….
More nuanced, give a snese of immediciy,  u want the headline this guy has a great idea—another test in washington….use that as a way to   report  how this institution functions…cb  that is  part 2…..
     [yet   obama’s real struggle is jot with the Rep[ublicans…it’s with the dems  and how it plays out will….see bw///




Outtakes
Over more than two centuries of American history, until now, the pendulum has always swung back toward the Capitol after periods of unusually strong White House influence. It is doubtful that is going to happen in the current era.  





--------
[move] This, too, is part of the story (and one of the principal reasons Hillary Clinton decided she wanted to be Secretary of State. She did not want to be one of 100 members of the world’s oldest deliberative – and least effective – legislative bodies. ) .
As will be  Obama’s challenge  to the Congress   to reform itself.

And mccain’s  ….

[Here then is a tale…][insert b?][Here is ]The result   is a tale of high drama and low comedy. a subject for important, powerful movie-making.   Here is a subject  for important, powerful movie-making:   a tale of high drama and low comedy [ Yes, the Congress is held in disregard by an overwhelming number of citizens – as, incidentally, it has been through much of its history. But ask individual citizens why they view Congress so contemptuously, and they are hard-pressed to answer, beyond generalizations. And most will single out their own representatives and senators for exception. 

The specifics, however—not generalizing-- are what make this Part of the story is the courage of those senators and congressmen who try to buck what has hardened into systemic evasion of pubic  responsibility.
The election of Barack Obama is not going to change these essential facts: indeed the three senators –Obama, Clinton, McCain--who fought to the wire for the White House shared a well-hidden, over-riding characteristic: they had tired of the Congress itself, and its increasing irrelevance and inability to improve the national condition. This, too, is part of the story (and one of the principal reasons Hillary Clinton decided she wanted to be Secretary of State. She did not want to be one of 100 members of the world’s oldest deliberative – and least effective – legislative bodies. ) .
[move]Thus, on the floor, in committees, and in their campaigns,    members of the House and Senate   have increasingly preoccupied themselves  with the fund-raising wheel-of-fortune;   the crossfire of take-no-prisoners, ideological warfare;  and, not surprisingly in  this  atmosphere, such congruent   questions as flag-burning,   gay marriage, the  mortality of Terry Schiavo, and   the health and wealth of trial lawyers. 

