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Bill, from the popular 1970s Schoolhouse Rock song, was born from an idea of real Americans, and he became a law. He wasn’t bought, sold or traded between Washington insiders – he embodied the accountable and open process created by our Constitution.

Although my elementary school days were 20 years before Bill sat on Capitol Hill, I remember learning in government class that law-making was a process where the people were in control. 

As we were taught then, the job of our government officials is to uphold an oath to follow the rule of law and protect and defend our Constitution. Through them, citizens have the opportunity to make our country an even better place to live. 
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Unfortunately, the recent actions of a corrupted few interrupted the entire body of Congress from doing the people’s business. 

Recent news of scandal and corruption stemmed from a few who broke existing ethics rules on bribery and now stand accused of federal crimes. The rules prohibiting this kind of behavior already exist, though they clearly weren’t enforced. Immediately Congress passed new rules on lobbying that made newspaper headlines but would not have prevented those crimes. In fact, simply requiring more restrictions and red tape would hamper local groups like our Chambers of Commerce, who stay in contact with our representatives about issues that affect our communities.
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Recently, I called on House leadership to make changes in the ethics rules that will return power back to the people and shine more light onto the law-making process. I believe the only way we can have a government truly responsive to the people is to arm people with information.

For starters, we should know about our elected officials’ travel and campaign contributions. Any member of the public should have access to that information immediately, and it should be easy to search and access using the internet. It would be incredibly insincere of our lawmakers to support true ethics reform without sunshine on travel and campaign contributions. 
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Second, it is inexcusable that the people cannot always read a potential law before it is voted on. I propose reforming this process so anyone can search and read a bill before it is voted on, giving them time to contact their Member of Congress and voice their opinion. 

When I first came to Congress, before I was to vote on a major spending bill, I asked to see the text of it, and staffers were actually surprised. Since then, they have gotten used to my regular request, but it is still disturbing to me, in this world of instantaneous information exchange, that the public cannot read a bill that their representatives will vote on. As we learned in school, making laws is a public process that requires input from the people it will impact. However, as things now stand, this has been reduced to a closed-door and middle-of-the-night process. The process must be re-opened. 
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If we don’t have access to the law-making process, how do we know where our money is being spent? As children, when we learned about taxation, we did not learn that our hard earned dollars would be spent on uncontrollable pork projects. 
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Did you know you are a contributor to the Cowgirl Hall of Fame and you have paid for some very nice fairgrounds for the Peanut Festival in Alabama? Uncontrollable pork projects continue to be a major problem, which is no surprise.  In last year’s spending bills, there were almost 14,000 earmarks. Just six years ago, there were around 2,000. Earmarks have their place for necessary projects, but they are abused by those who have the most power.  The powerful use their position to bully other Members of Congress into supporting their own pet projects or if congressmen don’t go along with the big spenders, face the punishment of being denied funding for important projects like roads. 

I am introducing legislation and calling on Congressional leadership to shine accountability on these pork projects and give every Member of Congress the opportunity to remove wasteful and unnecessary earmarks with a majority vote of the full Congress. Often these pet projects are hidden in the text of large and important bills, and the officials who get them in there can remain anonymous. If every Member could strip the pork out of bills, we could get some accountability in the spending process, and arm the public with the information needed to track how Congress is spending our tax dollars. 
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Our Founding Fathers intended that law-making take place in front of the people, not secretly between the Washington elite and behind closed doors. That’s why I have outlined real ethics reform to make it easy for every Iowan and American to know what is happening in Washington. We should know where our money is being spent and what our government is up to. 
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