
 

 

January 18, 2018 

 

The Hon. Pete Sessions, Chairman 

The Hon. Louise McIntosh Slaughter, Ranking Member 

Committee on Rules 

U.S. House of Representatives 

H-313 Capitol 

Washington, D.C. 20515 

 

RE: If congressional earmarking is to resume, it must be done within a framework of 

 accountability and transparency to avoid favoritism and corruption 

 

Dear Members of the House Rules Committee: 

 

If the House Rules Committee decides to re-establish a system of congressional earmarking of 

select appropriations, we are writing to strongly encourage the committee to place specific rules 

and procedures on any future earmarking process that ensures accountability and transparency 

and avoids the disastrous scandals of the past. 

 

Specifically, we advocate five principles of responsible earmark reform: 

 

 To cut the cord between earmarks and campaign contributions, Congress should 

limit earmarks directed to campaign contributors. 

 To eliminate any connection between legislation and campaign contributions, 

legislative staff should be barred from participating in campaign fundraising 

activities. 

 To increase transparency, Congress should create a new database of congressional 

earmarks posted on-line in a searchable, sortable and downloadable format. 

 To ensure taxpayer money has been spent appropriately, the Government 

Accountability Office should randomly audit earmarks. 

 To promote congressional responsibility without stifling innovation, Members 

should certify earmark recipients are qualified to handle the project. 

 

It is absolutely imperative that any new system of congressional earmarking not return to the 

largely unregulated and scandal-plagued systems prior to the ban on earmarks instituted in 2011. 

Any new responsible system must guarantee that earmarks are not traded for campaign 

contributions or other financial gain, and are subject to careful scrutiny by the public and 

regulators. 

 

Congressional earmarks have the potential to be a constructive part of the appropriations process. 

There is nothing inherently unsavory about a Member working to ensure their home district’s 

needs are served, in fact it is a core duty of office. Earmarking that is not influenced by campaign 

contributions could allow rank and file Members of Congress to get directly involved in 

decisions affecting specific appropriations of federal funds, rather than simply deferring all such 

decisions to Leadership and the Chairs and Ranking Members of the appropriations committees. 

This could empower individual Members to be more attentive to constituent needs, and help 
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allocate federal funds based on those Member’s knowledge of their district or state and their 

immediate concerns.  

 

Second, in today’s debilitating atmosphere of partisan polarization, earmarking could potentially 

help spur congressional negotiations – even across party lines – by providing the president, party 

leaders and Members with a means of “give-and-take” to reach important legislative objectives. 

It could also create a more inclusive and bottom up appropriations process.  Congressional 

coalition-building can be nurtured by a promise of a desired earmark for a Member’s district in 

return for supporting a spending bill, which could help ease congressional gridlock around 

funding the government, which has manifested as an endless stream of continuing resolutions.  

 

Finally, despite good intentions and a goal of removing corruption, today’s formal ban on 

earmarks has not been very effective at stopping earmarks. According to Citizens Against 

Government Waste, even though the ban has reduced the number and value of earmarks from its 

heyday of 2006 – which even then accounted for only about 1 percent of total federal outlays – 

earmarks are creeping back up again even under the ban through less transparent means or 

through later stage attachment to the appropriations bills as policy riders. The group counted 163 

congressional earmarks worth $6.8 billion in fiscal 2017, up from 123 earmarks worth $5.1 

billion in the previous year.
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Without proper safeguards, earmarks can swiftly turn into wasteful “pork-barrel politics” and, 

worst yet, favoritism and corruption in exchange for campaign money and other financial gifts to 

lawmakers.  

 

That is why, if Congress decides to renew a system of congressional earmarks as a means to 

promote accountability in awarding federal projects and to reduce congressional gridlock, we 

strongly urge Congress to implement the five principles of responsible earmark reform listed 

above that would prevent lawmakers from awarding earmarks to campaign contributors and 

subject all earmarks to thorough public and regulatory scrutiny. With these safeguards, a 

responsible system of congressional earmarking can be established. Without these or comparable 

safeguards, we would oppose restoring congressional earmarks. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Campaign for Accountability 

Citizens for Responsibility and Ethics in Washington (CREW) 

Democracy 21 

Government Accountability Project (GAP) 

Thomas E. Mann 

Norman J. Ornstein 

Project on Government Oversight (POGO) 

Public Citizen 

Melanie Sloan 

Prof. James A. Thurber 
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 Citizens Against Government Waste, 2017 Pig Book (2017), available at: https://www.cagw.org/reporting/pig-

book  
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