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The close of the first session of the 110th Congress brings a pause in what has 
been an active and often contentious period on Capitol Hill. The recess also brings 
me a much-needed opportunity to catch my breath and reflect on my first few 
months working in the office of Senator Bill Nelson (D-Fla.) as the newest GSA-USGS 
Congressional Science Fellow. 

As I anticipated, being a native Washingtonian (yes, there really is such a thing) 
and a former government contractor somewhat eased my transition into the culture 
and frenetic pace of Capitol Hill. While I was familiar with having to produce the 
best work possible under ambitious deadlines, nothing truly prepares you for the 
first time you hear something you’ve written broadcast on live television. Most sur-
prising, however, has been the extent to which this adventure has challenged many 
of my lifelong perceptions of my hometown and taught me how our government 
finds a way to function, often in spite of itself. 

It seems only yesterday that I was beginning the fellowship orientation sponsored 
by the American Association for the Advancement of Science. The two-week ses-
sion oscillated between two vastly different outlooks on Washington and the future 
of science, technology, and research and development in the United States. It was 
exciting to be immersed in the inner workings of our representative democracy and 
hear how scientists are contributing meaningfully to policy. At the same time, much 
of what we heard from speakers and former fellows described a federal government 
overshadowed by geopolitical and economic challenges and strong partisanship. 
Though certainly not intended to dampen our enthusiasm for the fellowship, the 
orientation provided a valuable reality check. 

One of the key concepts discussed during orientation was that the federal govern-
ment (especially the legislative branch) was not so much designed to create laws, but 
rather to prevent “bad” laws from being enacted. Of course, what constitutes a “bad” 
law is a matter of opinion. That said, when one considers the multitude of procedural 
steps and potential stumbling blocks that a bill must clear in both chambers of Con-
gress, with the president, and (once enacted) in the courts, it seems the founders of 
this country wanted the lawmaking process to be difficult. In the ideal case, laws that 
are enacted should be well thought out and have broad support—geographically, 
politically, and otherwise. 

After considering this take on the founders’ intent, the term “gridlock in Wash-
ington” took on a completely new meaning for me. Out of the thousands of bills 
introduced in each Congress, only a few hundred actually become law. The vast 
majority of these have noncontroversial purposes; as the press like to point out, Con-
gress is very effective at naming post offices and congratulating sports teams. When 
it comes to the meaty, complicated, and contentious issues of the day, the pace of 
progress slows considerably. Rather than seeing the lack of new laws or programs as 
the failure of government to do its job, one could argue that the system appears to 

be working as designed, preventing the 
imposition of ill-conceived or very nar-
rowly supported proposals. 

That’s not to say that the system is 
working particularly well in addressing 
the nation’s needs. In my few months on 
the Hill, far more time seems to be spent 
on procedural maneuvers to delay or 
stop controversial bills for political rea-
sons rather than to engage in substantive 
debate. As we saw with record-breaking 
frequency in 2007, controversial mat-
ters rarely moved forward in the Senate 
unless a 60-person, bipartisan majority 
voted to avoid a filibuster. These days, 
the mere threat of a filibuster or presi-
dential veto is often enough to stop a bill 
dead in its tracks. I’m not a constitutional 
scholar by any means, but I don’t think 
this is what the founders had in mind. 

So what does this all mean? Is Wash-
ington really gridlocked? Is it unreason-
able to expect our elected leaders to 
make rapid progress on the problems 
we sent them to Washington to solve? If 
scoring political points has become the 
paramount concern, is there any real 
way to make headway on tough issues 
and ensure that sound science factors 
into the process? Could I, in good faith, 
encourage other scientists and engineers 
to devote more of their time to public 
policy matters given the challenges that 
now exist? 

I certainly don’t have answers to all of 
these questions today, nor may I ever. 
Nonetheless, as I reflect on these first 
few months of the fellowship, I have 
found many reasons to remain opti-
mistic that our government can tackle 
difficult issues and that the need for 
scientific input on policy has seldom 
been greater. 

As we’ve seen with the recent con-
gressional action on greenhouse gas 
emissions and climate change, progress 
can be made in this system if you have 
the right combination of patience, persis-
tence, and creativity. Every day, lawmak-
ers are developing new ideas to address 
the causes or impacts of climate change. 
A multitude of bills are working their 
way through congressional committees, 
and science is key in the evaluation of 

2007–2008 Congressional Science Fellow Report

Is it Really “Gridlock” 
if It’s by Design? 

Maria Honeycutt



GSA TODAY, APRIL/MAY 2008 65

the potential effectiveness of each proposal for reducing cli-
mate change and/or its impacts. 

A prime example is the Lieberman-Warner America’s Cli-
mate Security Act, which was approved by the Senate Com-
mittee on Environment and Public Works in December. This 
complex legislation, which would establish a cap-and-trade 
system for greenhouse emissions, is on track to be the first 
comprehensive climate change bill to be considered by the full 
Senate. You can bet there will be many attempts to amend this 
bill, and some changes will likely be incorporated in hopes of 
securing broad support sufficient to avoid a filibuster of the 
final measure. 

Even if the Lieberman-Warner bill does not ultimately pass 
the Senate, I believe its progress illustrates that the Founders’ 
system is, for the most part, working. Though the lawmaking 
process is imperfect and vulnerable to political maneuvering, it 
is only through intense scrutiny and improvement by compro-
mise that we give ourselves the best chance of enacting good 
laws. From what I’ve seen thus far, there’s hope for us yet.
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DON’T FORGET TO VOTE!

You should have a postcard with 
instructions for accessing our secure 
Web site and your electronic ballot. 
Please make your wishes known by 
voting for the nominees listed here. 

Ballots Due: 
      13 April 2008

JULY 2008 OFFICER AND COUNCILOR NOMINEES

PRESIDENT
(July 2008–June 2009)

Judith Totman Parrish
University of Idaho
Moscow, Idaho, USA

VICE PRESIDENT
(July 2008–June 2009)

Jean M. Bahr
University of 

Wisconsin–Madison
Madison, Wisconsin, USA

TREASURER
(July 2008–June 2009)

Robbie R. Gries
Priority Oil & Gas LLC
Denver, Colorado, USA

COUNCILOR Position 1
(July 2008–June 2012)

Brian R. Pratt
University of Saskatchewan
Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, 

Canada

Víctor A. Ramos
Universidad de Buenos Aires

Buenos Aires, Argentina

COUNCILOR Position 2
(July 2008–June 2012)
Antonio Arribas Jr.

Newmont Mining Company
Castle Rock, Colorado, USA

Murray W. Hitzman
Colorado School of Mines
Golden, Colorado, USA

COUNCILOR Position 3
(July 2008–June 2012)

Janet S. Herman
University of Virginia

Charlottesville, Virginia, USA

Claudia I. Mora
University of 

Tennessee–Knoxville
Knoxville, Tennessee, USA


