THE BUREAUCRACY

Bureaucracy--  

American governmental bureaucracy is distinctive in three ways:

1.  

2.  

3.  

The Constitution makes no mention of the bureaucracy other than to give the president power to appoint various sorts of officials.  The Congress in 1789 gave the President the power to remove officials without congressional consent but the question of who controls the bureaucracy has been hotly contested throughout history.  

Throughout most of American history, patronage was the chief means of determining who would hold federal jobs.  Congress was the dominant institution, the president usually accommodated congressional preferences in appointments, so appointments were usually made to reward local supporters of Congress members or to build up local party organizations.  

By the middle of the 19th century there were large numbers of federal jobs.  From 1816 to 1861 the number of federal jobs increased eightfold, with the Post Office accounting for most of the increase.  After the Civil War there were many others added but the strong committment to laissez-faire meant that these agencies did not for the most part regulate, rather they served specialized constituencies such as farmers or veterans.  

THE BUREAUCRACY WE KNOW TODAY IS THE PRODUCT OF THE NEW DEAL PROGRAMS AND OF WORLD WAR II.  DURING THE NEW DEAL ERA, AGENCIES WERE GIVEN BROAD BUT VAGUELY DEFINED POWERS AND DURING THE WWII ERA THE GOVERNMENT MADE USE OF THE VASTLY INCREASED REVENUES THAT INCOME TAX ALLOWED.  

The actual number of civilian federal employees has not been growing since World War II.  The increase has been in the number of indirect federal employees.  These are employees working for state or local governments or private firms funded by federal programs.  

The Supreme Court has interceded to restrict political patronage on constitutional grounds:

1) Elrod v Burns (1976)
2) Branti v Finkel (1980)–
3) Rutan v Republican Party of Illinois (1990) – 
It is for these reasons that patronage has reached the point of nearing political extinction.  

THE POWER OF THE FEDERAL BUREAUCRACY IS NOT A FUNCTION OF ITS SIZE, RATHER IT IS A FUNCTION OF THE DEGREE TO WHICH APPOINTED OFFICIALS HAVE DISCRETIONARY AUTHORITY: THE ABILITY TO CHOOSE COURSES OF ACTION AND TO MAKE POLICIES NOT SPELLED OUT IN ADVANCE BY LAWS.  

What precisely distinguishes a bureaucracy from other forms of political organizations?

Max Weber (1864-1920) defined the ideal or model bureaucracy as an organization that possessed five distinctive characteristics:

1. Specialization – 

2. Hierarchy –
3.  Formality – 
4. Record - keeping – 

5. Professionalization-

Virtually all federal agencies are permanent organizations in which workers are assigned to different levels in the organizational hierarchy on the basis of theauthority they wield.  Almost all federal agenices follow well developed rules and procedures in performing their specialized tasks and they are required by law to keep detailed records of their actions.  Finally most federal employees today are permanent career oriented people who are in principle hired, compensated, and promoted on the basis of merit.  

THE STRUCTURE AND TASKS OF THE FEDERAL BUREAUCRACY

Types of Federal Agencies

There are four main kinds of organizations within the federal bureaucracy:

1.  Executive departments - are the primary form of organization.  

     In 1994 there were fourteen executive departments.  They were the first 

bureaucratic organizations created by Congress, and they continue to carry

out most of the federal government’s responsibilities

     Executive departments are organized as hierarchies and are headed by a single 

individual.   This person is known as the secretary.

     
Secretaries are nominated by the President and confirmed by the Senate.  

     Advise and consent - refers to the provision in Article II of the Constitution that 

      
requires the president to receive the Senate’s  approval of appointees to a variety of 

      
government positions.

     The President also has the power to fire the secretary of an executive department 

      
and the Senate has no say in decisions over whether to remove the secretary of an 

      
executive department from his or her post.  

     The secretaries along with other key governmental officials make up what is known 

     
 as the cabinet.  This group in theory, advises the President on all aspects of public 

policy .   In practice, however, most presidents make little use of the cabinet as a 

source of advice preferring instead to rely on the White House staff.    

Although the cabinet tends to have little impact on presidential decision-making, the fact that an executive department has cabinet-level status is important.  Being a member of the cabinet gives secretaries greater stature and deference in Washington politics.  

      Executive departments are large and consist of dozens and even hundreds of subsidiary 

agencies, bureaus, and offices each of which handles some small part of the department’s responsibilities

2.  Independent Regulatory Commissions

     All indep. regulatory comm. provide the same basic function:

              
they try to promote the public interest by writing and enforcing rules that 

regulate private industry.  

     Indep. Reg. Comm. differ dramatically from executive departments in terms 

of their size, leadership structure, and political independence from the president.  

They are much smaller than most executive departments; ex. Defense Dept. Had more 

than  965,000 employees in 1993, the Nuclear Reg. Comm had only 3000.

     They are headed by a commission usually consisting of three to eleven people.  

The chair of the commission is the first among equals and he or she lacks the authority

 enjoyed by the secretaries of executive departments.

3.  Government Corporations 

      Are essentially government-owned companies that sell services  or products to the public.   

Ex. Postal service

       They generate their own revenues.   Other examples are the Tennessee Valley Authority, 

FDIC and FSLIC

       If they do not cover their expenses for example when the savings and loans defaulted, the 

Federal government picks up the tab.

4.  Independent Agencies - 

                 Are not part of any executive department and their leaders

 

lack the cabinet-level status of departments.  Some are headed by

individuals while others are headed by a commission.

Ex. NASA headed by individual, Merit System Protection 

Board headed by commission.

     Some provide a service like the Small Business Administration,

and others like the Environmental Protection Agency perform 

a regulatory function

 

With the execption of the CIA independent agencies do not enjoy 

the same sort of political prestige that executive depts have.  

This lack of prestige has important implications for the well-being

of independent agencies.  The more power an agency possesses, 

The better it can fulfill its mission and ensure its own survival.

CONTROL OF THE BUREAUCRACY

Federal bureaucrats exercise a great deal of power, especially when operating under discretionary authority.  Therefore, it is important to understand what influences bureaucratic conduct.

1. recruitment and reward – once hired a federal bureaucrat normally serves a one year trial period before being granted tenure.  A tenured bureaucrat is extremely difficult to fire, with the average termination process (including appeals) lasting about 2 years.  Thus in practice, almost no one is fired and executives develop informal strategies for dealing with incompetent employees.  In spite of a merit system, hiring in federal agencies remains political especially at the middle and upper levels.  An agency can hire an individual on a name request basis, giving rise to the buddy system.  This practice allows the maintenance of issue networks based on shared  policy views; for example consumer protection agencies may hire followers of Ralph Nader’s policies.  The end result is bureaucrats are comfortable (due to job protection) and adopt an agency point of view because of their loyalty to those with their same views.  

2. Personal attributes – bureaucrats at the middle and upper levels are not typical of the American public.  They tend to be highly educated, middle aged white males.  Surveys have found them to be slightly more liberal than the average voter but not as liberal as members of the media.  Even this is not an accurate assessment of the members beliefs.  Attitudes tend to vary depending on the agency for which a bureaucrat works.  Those employed by activist agencies like the FTC or EPA tend to be more liberal than those who work in traditional agencies like Commerce.  Though attitudes differ they do not necessarily influence bureaucratic behavior because much of bureaucratic work is governed by standardized rules and procedures.  

3. The nature of the job – some agencies have a sense of mission, a clear doctrine shared by its members.  Ex. Forest Service, FBI, Public Health Service.  They are eacy to manage and have high morale but are hard to change and are resistant to political direction.  Thus the agency’s mission becomes synonymous with the public interest in the minds of its bureaucrats.  Agencies also have overlapping and even conflicting missions.  

4. External forces – all government bureaus must cope with seven external forces;

a. executive branch superiors

b. the president’s staff

c. congressional committees

d. interest groups

e. the media

f. the courts,

g. and other govt agencies.

All federal agencies are at least in name, subordinate to the president.  In practice, agencies that distribute benefits among significant groups, regions, or localities within the US such as HUD, Agriculture, and Interior tend to be closely overseen by Congress.  Others such as State, Treasury, or Justice are more under the control of the President.  Bureaucrats like everyone like to be left alone.  They may obtain some degree of autonomy through the skillful use of publicity to build public support as did the FBI and NASA.  A less risky strategy is to develop allies in the private sector that provide political support in Congress such as iron triangles.

IRON TRIANGLES AND THE FEDERAL BUREAUCRACY

Observers of the federal bureaucracy have noticed that federal agencies, congressional committees, and interest groups sometimes form a three-way alliance of mutual cooperation.  These alliances are called iron triangles.  

Iron triangles operate most effectively when they form around narrowly defined policy issues.  They typically involve specialized subunits of an agency rather than entire departments, the members of a subcommittee rather thatn the parent committee, and narrowly focused interest groups rather than the interest group community as a whole.  

Literally dozens of iron triangles can operate within the federal government at any one time, with each exercising significant influence over its own narrrow slice of public policy.

Participants in Iron Triangles
a.  Interest group - 

The interest group particpates in an iron triangle to get Congress to pass laws that favor its 

interests and to get the bureaucracy to carry out those laws in a favorable manner.  To 

advance these goals, the interest group can offer valuable services to both members of 

Congress and the agency.  

ex.  The interest group can help members of Congress by contributing to their election 

campaigns, endorsing their bids for reelection, researching policy issues, and formulating draft legislation.  Congressional members find that all of these services help them win reelection and make public policy.  

To help the agency, the interest group often lobbies Congress on behalf of the agency’s budget requests and legislative proposals.

b. The Congressional committees participate in the iron triangle to advance their chances for 

reelection and to gain potential allies for their legislative proposals.  They offer the legislative 

votes needed to enact into law the proposals favored by the interest groups and agencies.  

Members with seats on appropriate congressional committees can work to protect agencies from criticism as well as push the agency’s duties and budgets.

c. Federal agencies have a stake in maintaining the iron triangle because they must solicit support 

for their budgetary and legislative requests.  The support of the appropriate congressional 

committee goes a long way toward convincing the full House and Senate to approve an agency’s requests.  In exchange for the assistance that interest groups and congressional committees offer the agency can implement the law in a way that aids the interest group.  

Limitations of the Iron Triangle
Iron triangles are a common feature of government because they meet the needs of their participants so effectively.  They are not however rigid and inpenetrable structures and their power is not beyond a challenge.

They are most likely to form when a federal agency and the congressional committees that oversee it face a cohesive and powerful set of interest groups.  Where the interest groups are either poorly organized or bitterly divided, however, an iron triangle is unlikely to develop. 

Ex. No iron triangle is likely to form on a divisive issue such as abortion.

Where they do exist, they are likely to be hindered when their issue becomes the center of public attention.  When that happens the President or Congress  may be able to muster support from national majorities for policies that the iron triangle opposes.  

Classic ex.  Tabacco - when public, congressional, and presidential concerns over

      
the health effects of smoking became increasingly prominent during the

          1960's , the iron triangle found itself under attack.  It initally succeeded

           in fending off attempts to regulate both cigarette smoking and

          advertising but the opponents eventually won out. 

OF COURSE, WHEN THE SPOTLIGHT OF PUBLIC ATTENTION SHIFTS TO OTHER ISSUES, THE PARTICIPANTS IN THE IRON TRIANGLE CAN REASSERT THEIR CONTROL OVER POLICY.....

Political Implications of Iron Triangles
It matters a great deal that iron triangles exist.  They make it difficult for the federal government to formulate comprehensive policies and they subordinate the interests of the nation as a whole to the interests of small subgroups in American society.  (Shades of Federalist 10 here)

They are becoming less common and less important in the making of public policy.  

OBSTRUCTION OF COMPREHENSIVE POLICY FORMATION

Iron triangles obstruct the ability of the president and Congress to formulate comprehensive policy because their very nature inclines them to look at issues from a very narrow view instead of a national focus.  

Ex. Ronald Reagan tried to eliminate the Small Business Administration.  

      Despite repeated efforts to close down the SBA, as part of his larger

      effort to reduce government spending, Reagan failed.

      Widespread support for the agency from small business interest groups,

      Congressional committees that oversee SBA, and a “discreet campaign 

       to keep the agency alive” by Reagan’s own SBA director meant that, in the

       end, SBA remained alive and well.

SHAPING PUBLIC POLICY TO BENEFIT THE MEMBERS AT THE EXPENSE OF THE NATION AS A WHOLE

 Iron triangles shape public policy rules in ways that benefit their members at the expense of the nation as a whole.  The reason this occurs is due to the way the ways in which the members of the iron triangle evaluate the costs and benefits of a legislative proposal.   They are very sensitive to how much they will benefit from legislation and they will identify every possible benefit and use the information to justify the program.  They have on the other hand, every reason to ignore the costs of the program because the cost will likely be borne by the American taxpayer.  

ex.  Farmers, members of the agriculture committees in Congress, and the Department of Agriculture pay close attention to what they stand to gain from the government’s policy of crop subsidies.  They worry less about how much those subsidies will add to the federal budget because the cost is spread across the entire American public in the form of higher prices.

The ability of iron triangles to obstruct national legislation appears to be highly undemocratic.  They have also been criticized for promoting inappropriate and even irresponsible policies.  

Two points are worth remembering about the role of iron triangles in American politics:

1. The existence of iron triangles stems directly from the decision the founders made at the 

Constitutional Convention to decentralize political authority

      The founders believed that the best way to protect the rights of the minority from a 

       tyranny of the majority was to structure the rules of politics so that small groups would 

       have opportunities to block or promote legislation on which they had strong preferences.

2. Iron triangles are becoming less and less of a force in American politics.  Beginning in the 

1970's, the political forces that promoted the rise of iron triangles began to give way.  The 

tremendous rise in the number of organized interest groups caused excessive competition

among the groups for the attention of committees and agencies.  Since iron triangles operate most effectively when a federal agency and the congressional committees that oversee it face a cohesive interest group community, the appearance of new interest groups with competing policy agendas led to the collapse of many iron triangles.  

The end result has been to make policy making and the federal agencies themselves more responsive to a broader segment of the public.

BUREAUCRATIC PATHOLOGIES

There are five major problems with bureaucracies:  

1. red tape – 
2. Conflict – 

3. Duplication – 

4. Imperialism –
5. Waste –   

Bureaucratic problems are hard to correct.  Government exists partly to achieve the kind of vague goals that resist clear cut cost benefit analysis.  Although Americans dislike the bureaucracy in general, they like the appointed officials with whom they deal in most cases.  

REINVENTING THE FEDERAL BUREAUCRACY

Although the decreased prominence of iron triangles has made the bureaucracy more responsive to the demands of the American people, the change has not altered the public’s opinion of the bureaucracy.  A poll taken in 1992 found that 70% of American adults said that they never trusted the federal government to do what was right or trusted it only some of the time, and a poll taken a year later found that 95% believed that the federal government wasted “a great deal” or “quite a lot “ of money.  Politicians respond by campaigning on reducing bureaucracy or “reinventing” bureaucracy.  

September, 1993, Clinton attempted to make good on his pledge to reinvent government by releasing a report prepared by the National Performance Review, a task force headed by VP Gore.  The report contained more than eight hundred recommendations for streamlining “outdated government”.

The recommendations affected almost every agency.  They proposed such things as merging the DEA and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms into the FBI, reducing the number of field offices maintained by the Army Corps of engineers, the Department of Agriculture, and the Dept of Housing and Urban Affairs; and allowing Americans to pay their federal income taxes by credit card.  The committee claimed that enacting all of the recommendations would save the federal government $108 Billion over five years and eliminate more than a quarter of a million federal jobs by 1998.  

The report drew bipartisan applause but many expressed skepticism that reforms would actually be possible.  The reason for the skepticism is that administrations as far back as T. Roosevelt have attempted to reform the bureaucracy and we have little to show for their efforts.  

The Reagan administration attempted to do so with the Grace Commission.

It also received applause but relatively few of the recommendations were enacted into law.  

What it really boils down to is that the political cost is greater than the political gain for politicians.  Although President Clinton has the authority to enact as many as 70% of the recommendations of the National Performance Review with the stroke of a pen, the proposals with the biggest savings require Congressional approval.  Defenders of the agencies and programs targeted for major changes can be expected to lobby their allies in Congress to block the proposed changes.  As a result, most presidents abandon their reform efforts because they decide that fighting Congress and the bureaucracy over agencies most Americans have never heard of will bring them little political benefit.

It is tempting to conclude that agency officials oppose reform proposals simply to ensure their agency’s survival, opposition to reform may also be based on the merits of maintaining the status quo instead of the proposed changes.

Sometimes attempts to reform can solve one problem but create others.

Ex.  The move by Congress and the Reagan administration in the early 1980's to relax government regulation of the savings and loan industry illustrates this clearly.  Proponents argued that reducing government intervention would enable individual savings and loans to become more profitable which in turn would make them more able to lend money to people who wanted to buy homes.

It did not however work that way.  Freed from the most intrusive government regulations, many savings and loans spent lavishly and invested in risky real estate ventures.  By the end of the 1980's many had gone bankrupt.  We have spent more than $100 billion to bail them out as a result.  This decision will continue to haunt us for years to come.

WE NEED TO ADJUST OUR EXPECTATIONS OF BUREAUCRACY AS WELL AS ATTEMPT REFORMS.

WE EXPECT:

1. BUREAUCRACY TO TREAT EVERYONE THE SAME REGARDLESS OF 

    THEIR WEALTH AND STATUS, ALSO EXPECT IT TO BE FLEXIBLE 

                 ENOUGH TO RESPOND TO THE NEEDS OF PEOPLE WHOSE 

     PROBLEMS DO NOT FIT NEATLY INTO STANDARD CATEGORIES.

2.  WE EXPECT IT TO ACT QUICKLY IN RESPONSE TO PROBLEMS, 

     BUT ALSO TO AVOID ACTING HASTILY AND WASTING

                  TAXPAYER DOLLARS

3.  WE EXPECT THE BUREAUCRACY TO GIVE AMERICAN COMPANIES

                  THE ROOM THEY NEED TO GROW AND CREATE JOBS, YET WE

                  ALSO EXPECT IT TO PREVENT COMPANIES FROM SELLING

                  UNSAFE PRODUCTS, POLLUTING THE ENVIRONMENT, AND

                  DEFRAUDING INVESTORS.

4.  WE EXPECT THE BUREAUCRACY TO END POVERTY, HUNGER, AND

                  ILLITERACY, BUT ALSO EXPECT IT TO SPEND LESS OF OUR TAX

                  MONEY.

GIVEN THESE EXPECTATIONS YOU WOULD EXPECT US TO BE OFTEN DISAPPOINTED......

