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 How Our Government Works (page 6)

The United States government is divided into three main branches: the Executive Branch (The President), the Legislative Branch (Congress), and the Judicial Branch (Federal Courts). The U.S. government is a system of “checks and balances” – each branch can check each other and the powers are balanced so that not one branch holds more absolute power than any other. 

The Executive Branch

Once elected, the president presides over the Executive Branch for the presidential term of 4 years. The president is elected, but technically, the people do not vote for candidates directly. The president can be re-elected only once. As stated in the Constitution, the President holds the roles of chief of state, chief of executive, commander in chief of the armed forces, chief diplomat, and chief legislator. The president also holds important legislative and judicial powers.

The vice-president is given the right to succeed the president in the case the president can no longer perform her or his duties. The vice-president is also made the presiding officer of the Senate without voting power unless there is a tie. And if bot the president and the vice president vacate their offices, the speaker of the House assumes the presidency.

There are 14 executive departments. The heads of the departments, which are appointed by the president and approved by the Senate, form a council of advisors generally known as the Cabinet. Each head of the department is referred to as “Secretary” (e.g. Secretary of State). The head of the department of justice alone is referred to as “Attorney General.” 

	Department
	Title for the Head of the Department
	Name of the Head

	Department of Agriculture
	Secretary of Agriculture
	Dan Glickman

	Department of Commerce
	Secretary of Commerce
	William M. Daley

	Department of Defense
	Secretary of Defense
	William S. Cohen

	Department of Education
	Secretary of Education
	Richard W. Riley

	Department of Energy
	Secretary of Energy
	Bill Richardson

	Department of Health and Human Services
	Secretary of Health and Human Services
	Donna E. Shalala

	Department of Housing and Urban Development
	Secretary of Housing and Development
	Andrew M. Cuomo

	Department of Interior
	Secretary of Interior
	Bruce Babbitt

	Department of Justice
	Attorney General 
	Janet Reno

	Department of Labor
	Secretary of Labor
	Alexis M. Herman

	Department of State
	Secretary of State
	Madeleine Korbel Albright

	Department of Transportation
	Secretary of Transportation
	Rodney E. Slateder

	Department of Treasury
	Secretary of Treasury
	Lawrence H. Summers

	Department of Veteran Affairs 
	Secretary of Veteran Affairs
	Honorable Togo D. West. Jr.


The Legislative Branch

Article 1 of the Constitution grants all legislative powers of the federal government to a Congress divided into two chambers - a Senate and a House of Representatives. The Senate, the smaller of the two, is composed of two members from each state as provided by the Constitution. Membership in the House is based on the population of the states, therefore the size of the House is not specified in the Constitution. 

The reason why the Congress is divided into two chambers, is that the delegates to the Constitutional Convention reasoned that if two separate groups must both approve every proposed law, there would be little danger of the Congress passing laws hurriedly or carelessly. That way, one chamber representing state governments and the other chamber representing the people can always check each other.

Each state is entitled to two senators no matter the population or size of the state they represent. Since there are 50 states, there are 100 senators. The senatorial term is 6 years. 
The members of the House are determined by the population or size of the state they represent. Currently there are 435 members in the House of Representatives and their term is 2 years. State legislators divide their state into congressional districts, which must be equal in population. The Speaker of the House is elected by the members of the House. 

Each chamber of Congress has the power to introduce legislation on any subject except revenue bills, which must originate in the House of Representatives. The Senate also has certain powers especially reserved to that body, including the authority to confirm the presidential nomination of high officials and ambassadors of the federal government as well as the authority to ratify all treaties by a two-thirds vote. Unfavorable action in either instance nullifies executive action. 

The broad powers of Congress are outlined in the 8th section of the 1st article of the Constitution:


To levy and collect taxes


To borrow money for the public treasury

To make rules and regulations governing commerce among the states with foreign countries


To make uniform rules for the naturalization of foreign citizens


To coin money, state its value, and provide for the punishment of counterfeiters


To set the standards for weights and measures


To establish bankruptcy laws for the country as a whole


To establish post offices and post roads


To issue patents and copyrights


To set up a system of federal courts


To punish piracy


To declare war


To raise and support armies


To provide for a navy

To call out the militia to enforce federal laws, suppress lawlessness or repel invasions by foreign powers

To make all laws for the District of Columbia

To make all laws necessary to enforce the Constitution

The Judicial Branch

The third branch of the government is largely responsible for the interpretation of the Constitution. It also consists of a system of courts spread throughout the country that is headed by the Supreme Court. Article III of the Constitution states the basis of the federal court system:

The judicial power of the United States shall be vested in one Supreme Court, and such inferior courts as the Congress may from time to time ordain and establish.
With this article as a guide, the first Congress divided the nation into districts and created federal courts for each district. The present structure has since evolved to consist of: the Supreme Court, 11 courts of appeals, 91 district courts, and 3 courts of special jurisdiction. The Congress today, retains the power to create and abolish federal courts, as well as to determine the number of judges in the federal judiciary system. However, it does not have the ability to abolish the Supreme Court. 

The judicial power extends to cases arising under the Constitution: laws and treaties of the United States, admiralty and maritime cases affecting ambassadors, ministers and consuls of foreign countries in the United States, controversies in which the U.S. government is a party, and controversies between states (or their citizens) and foreign nations (or citizens or subjects). The power of the federal courts also extends both to civil actions for damages and other redress, as well as to criminal cases arising under federal law. 

The Constitution safeguards judicial independence by providing that federal judges shall hold office “during good behavior.” In practice, they can hold their position until they die, retire, or resign, although a judge who commits an offense while in office may be impeached the same way as the president or other officials of the federal government.  U.S. judges are appointed by the president and confirmed by the Senate. Congress determines the pay scale of the judges. 
The Supreme Court

The Supreme Court is the highest court of the United States and its decisions cannot be appealed to any other court. The Congress has the power to fix the number of judges sitting on the Supreme Court and within limits, it can also decide what kinds of cases it may hear, but it cannot change the powers given to the Supreme Court by the Constitution. 

In general, there is one chief justice and 8 associates in the Supreme Court. The chief justice is the executive officer of the Supreme Court, but in deciding cases, has only one vote, similarly to the associate judges. Of the several thousand cases filed annually, the Supreme Court usually hears about 150. Most of the cases involve interpretation of the law or the intent of the Congress in passing a piece of legislation. 

Decisions of the Supreme Court do not have to be unanimous, for the majority prevails, provided at least 6 justices (the legal quorum) participate in the decision. In the case of split decisions, the Supreme Court usually issues a majority and a minority (dissenting) opinion, both of which may form the basis of future decisions by the Supreme Court.

Court of Appeals and District Courts

The second highest level of the federal courts is the court of appeals, created to facilitate the disposition of cases and ease the burden of the Supreme Court. These courts review the decisions of the district courts (trial courts with federal jurisdiction) within their areas.

Below the court of appeals are the district courts. Most cases and controversies heard by these courts involve federal offenses.

How a Bill Becomes Law (page 9)

Bill originating from the House are designated by an "H.R." followed by a number, while bills originating from the Senate are designated by an "S" followed by a number. A bill first appears in the appropriate full committee of either the House or the Senate. The bill is then transferred to a specialized subcommittee for study, hearings, revisions and approval. More hearings and revision may occur as the full committee takes the bill up again. A full committee may approve a bill and recommend its passage. A proposed bill must be passed by both the House and the Senate before it is approved by the President. The debating process for a bill is similar in both the House and the Senate.







After both chambers have passed related bills, members from the House and the Senate form a conference committee to work out any differences. Compromised versions from the conference committee are sent to each chamber for final approval. 

Compromised versions of the bill, once approved by both chambers, are sent to the president, who can sign it into law or veto it and return it to the Congress. The Congress may override a presidential veto by a two-thirds majority vote in both chambers and the bill can then become law without the president’s signature, 10 days after it reaches the president’s desk. The single exception to this rule is when the Congress adjourns after ending a bill to the president, and before the 10 day-period has expired; the President’s refusal to take action then negates the bill during this period. This is called a “pocket veto.” 

BUDGET (page 10)

The Federal Budget is a plan for how the government will spends the American people’s money – to determine which activities are to be funded and how much goes into each of the departments and committees as well as the federal programs. It is also a plan for how the government pays for its activities as well as how the government will borrow. 

The annual Federal Budget for the year 2000 is about 1,883.0 billion dollars and can be broken down as follows:
	Revenues

(Revenues come mostly from taxes)
	Spending

	Individual income taxes (48%)
Social insurance payroll taxes (34%) 

(Social Security taxes, Medicare taxes, unemployment insurance taxes, and federal employee retirement payments)

Corporate income taxes (10%)
Excise taxes on alcohol, tobacco, transportation fuels, and telephone services (4%) 

Miscellaneous- fines, duties, forfeitures (4%)
	Non-defense discretionary spending (17%)
(education, training, science, technology, housing, transportation, and foreign aid)

National defense discretionary spending (15)%
Social Security (22%)
Medicare (11%)
Interest payments (11%)
Surplus reserved for Social Security (6%)
Medicaid (6%)
Other welfare (6%) (Food stamps, food aid to Puerto Rico, SSI, Child Nutrition, the Earned Income Tax Credit, and veteran’s pensions)
Others (6%)


Major Steps in the Budget Process

(Sample year: February 1998 to November 2000)

	February – December 1998
	Formulation of the President’s budget for the fiscal year.

	December 1998-February 1999
	Budget preparation and transmittal to the Congress.

	March – September 1999
	Congressional action on the budget

Congress reviews the president’s budget, develops its budget and approves spending and revenue bills.

	October 1, 1999
	The fiscal year begins.

	October 1, 1999 – September 30, 2000
	Agency program managers execute the budget provided in law.

	October – November 2000
	Data on actual spending and receipts for the completed fiscal year become available. 


How We Gained the Right to Vote (page 11)

It has been a short 35 years since minorities gained the right to vote in the United States. Civil right activists fought to abolish unfair discrimination through mass mobilization campaigns. As a result of such struggles waged, landmark legislation such as the 14th Amendment and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 were passed.

	Article I, Section 4
	1789
	States were given the right to create their own election regulations as long as they did not violate the Constitution and federal law.

	14th Amendment
	1868
	This landmark amendment granted federal power over the states to ensure that certain states were not restricting the voting rights of ethnic minorities, specifically African Americans. This law also granted citizenship to all males born in the United States, regardless of ethnicity. 

	15th Amendment
	1870
	Voting rights to African American men were protected against any discriminating acts or state laws. This amendment was created in order to protect individual voting rights in the South after the civil war. After the Reconstruction era (1865-1877), however, this amendment was effective in paper only. 

	19th Amendment
	1920
	Women gained the right to vote and the right to participate in politics.

	Voting Rights Act of 1965
	1965
	This comprehensive and historic Act was created to protect the voting rights from any form of discrimination. Any form of Congressional district adjustment that sought to dilute the voting power of minority voters was prohibited. Voter assistance was granted to disabled or illiterate voters, and, when necessary, bilingual voting materials including voter registration forms and ballots were required for limited English proficient voters that represent an ethnicity whose population makes up 5% or 10,000 of a polling district, whichever is greater. 

Any action that sought to test voter eligibility was prohibited in all federal, state, and county elections. All voters were granted the right to vote by absentee ballot. Voting rights for citizens who were 21 years and older was also guaranteed. 

	26th Amendment
	1971
	The minimum voting age was lowered to 18.

	Voting Accessibility for the Elderly and Handicapped Act
	1984
	Polling places are required to provide necessary facilities to assist disabled and elderly voters.


Presidential Election Process (page 12)
Every four years the United States elects the president and vice-president as the nation's leaders who determine federal policies. The presidential electoral process is guided by the Constitution, each party's platform, and political tradition. The president is elected, but technically, the people do not vote for the candidates directly. Instead, they select a committee of electors in each state that is equal to the number of senators and representatives each state has in Congress. The Electoral College casts their vote for the candidate that has the highest number of popular votes in their representative states. The candidate must receive 270 votes in order to win. If no candidate receives the majority of votes, the House then makes the decision, with all the members of the state voting as a singular unit. Each unit or state is allowed only one vote.

Eligibility

In order to run for presidency, the person must be native-born U.S. citizen, at least 35 years of age, and have at least 14 years of residency in the United States. There are similar requirements for the vice-president. 

Voter Eligibility

Eligible voters must be American citizens, at least 18 years of age and qualified according to the specific voting standards of the state, county or city that the voter resides. For example, most states deny the right to vote to individuals who are guilty of committing certain crimes or are  who have mental disorders/illness.

Presidential Election 4-Step Process

Step 1: Nomination Process

Each party's nomination process is an opportunity for voters to express their support for candidates after reviewing each candidate's political position. The issues brought forth during this process reflect the key issues of importance for voters during the presidential campaign.

There are two types of the nomination process: primary and caucus. Currently both the Republican and Democratic parties use both processes. The primary is the process wherein voters select party candidates by popular vote, and the caucus is the process of selecting candidates from a closed meeting of party members, however, most states use the primary as their nomination process. There are two types of primaries - closed and open. The closed primary limits eligible voters to those with declared party membership and the open primary enables voters to vote for any candidate regardless of their declared political party membership. 

The primary and the caucus take place during the first half of the presidential election year, and  delegates selected from each state will be elected as their party's presidential candidate at their respective party's national convention. 

Step 2: National Conventions

The national convention is held in the summer of the presidential election year in order to select presidential and vice-presidential candidates, draft party platforms and to determine campaign issues and party policy. Since 1952 the national conventions of the two major political parties, the Democrats and the Republicans have been held in July or August.

Step 3: General Elections

Every 4 years the general election is held by registered voters to select the Electoral College which officially elects the president and vice-president from candidates of the Democratic, Republican and other minor parties and independent candidates. 

After the national convention, political parties accelerate their efforts to win voters for the presidential elections. Traditionally the campaign starts on Labor Day (the first Monday in September), although candidates are known to embark on the campaign trail by attending numerous public events during the summer.

The general election day set by the Federal Election Commission is the first Tuesday in November. The presidential and vice-presidential elections are held every 4 years.

Step 4: Electoral Vote

The electoral college is a group of people who are selected by voters in the general election to officially elect the president and vise-president according to the Constitution of the United States. The process of selecting electors is regulated by each state's constitution, however, with the exception of Nebraska and Maine, the candidate who gets the most votes in one state receives all the electoral votes of the state which is in proportion to the population of each state. This is called the 'winner-takes-all.'

For example, both the Democratic and Republican parties assign 33 electors in New York State. If the Democratic party receives the most votes in the general election, 33 electors assigned by the Democratic party are elected as the electoral college and they traditionally vote for their party's candidate in the electoral vote.

The electoral vote takes place on the Monday following the second Tuesday in December, and the results are sent to the president of the Senate and the vice-president of the United States, with the validation from the governor of each state.

Number of the Electors

There are a total of 538 electors according to the U. S. Constitution. This figure is calculated by the number of members of the House and the Senate including 3 representatives in the District of Columbia. Therefore the number of electors in each state is equal to the number of members of the House and the Senate.

Election Victory
A team of candidates who receives the majority (270 votes out of 538 total votes) of votes wins the election and becomes the next the president and the vice-president of the United States. 

Inauguration 

The presidential term of 4 years begins on January 20, following the November election. The president begins her or his duties during the inauguration ceremony when the president also delivers the inaugural address, which outlines the president's policies and plans. 

Presidential Election Campaign Fund
The public has primarily supported the Presidential Election Campaign Fund since 1976. Public funds are spent for presidential election processes such as the nomination process, the national convention, and the general election. This fund is administered by the Presidential Election Campaign Fund of the U. S. Treasury, which receives funds from taxpayers that voluntarily contribute funds through their federal income tax returns. These funds are available to eligible candidates and the major political parties holding national conventions. The presidential election candidates and parties must follow the spending limit required by the law and the federal election rules.

Federal Congressional Elections (page 14)

The Federal Congressional Election for the House and the Senate are held on the first Tuesday in November in even-numbered years. The terms for the members of the House is 2 years. The senatorial term is 6 years and every 2 years, one-third of the Senate stands for election. In this way, two-thirds of the senators are always individuals with some legislative experience at the national level.

Senate

Individuals who are at least 30 years of age, citizens of the United States for at least 9 years, and residents of the state from which they are elected are eligible to run for an office in the Senate. Two senators are elected by each state directly by popular vote. Senators represent the entire state.

House
Members of the House must be at least 25 years of age, citizens for 7 years, and residents of the states, which send them to Congress. There are 435 members in the House. The results of the decennial Census determines the adjustment of Congressional districts. Similar to the Senate, the House members are elected directly by popular vote.

Federal Congressional Primaries
Candidates are nominated through a direct election, or by popular vote during the federal Congressional Primaries. The process of the Federal Congressional Primaries is regulated by State law and each party's platform.

Election and Caucus Schedule (page 15)

2000 Federal General Election

Tuesday, November 7th 2000/1/10
Year 2000 State Preparatory Election

	
	Preparatory Joint Election 
	Preparatory Presidential Election
	Preparatory Congressional Election

	Alaska
	
	(Caucus: R 5/19 D 5/20)
	August 22nd

	Arizona
	
	(Caucus: R 2/22 D 3/11)
	September 12th

	California
	March 7th
	
	

	Colorado
	March 10th
	
	

	Florida
	March 14th
	
	

	Georgia
	March 7th
	
	

	Hawaii
	
	(Caucus: R 3/7 D 5/19)
	September 23rd

	Illinois 
	March 21st
	
	

	Maryland
	March 7th
	
	

	Nevada
	
	(Caucus: R 5/19-21 D 5/25)
	September 5th

	New Jersey
	June 6th
	
	

	New York
	
	March 7th
	September 12th

	Oregon
	May 16th
	
	

	Pennsylvania
	April 25th
	
	

	Texas
	March 14th
	
	

	Virginia
	
	
	June 13th

	Washington
	March 21st
	
	


(R: Republicans, D: Democrats)
Convention (2000)

	Party
	Region
	Location
	Date

	Democratic National Party
	California, LA
	STAPLES Center
	August 14th (Monday) – 17th (Thursday)

	Republican National Party
	Pennsylvania, Philadelphia
	Pennsylvania Convention Center
	July 29th (Saturday) – August 4th (Friday)


Campaign Contributions (page 16)

The federal campaign law limits the maximum amount of contributions to federal candidates and committees. The contributor and the committee to which the contribution is given are both legally responsible for ensuring that they abide by all the necessary legal guidelines and follow the contribution process set by law.

Contribution limits: Individual Contributions

· $1,000 per election to a federal candidate or the candidate’s campaign committee. Note that this limit applies separately to each election. For example, general elections, primaries and runoffs are considered separate elections.

· $5,000 per calendar year to a State party committee or PAC (political action committee)

· $20,000 per calendar year to a national party committee

· $25,000 total per calendar year. – total contributions by an individual cannot exceed this annual limit of $25,000 total.

· $100 in currency (cash) to any political committee. $50 maximum for anonymous cash contributions. Contributions exceeding $100 must be made by check, money order or other written instruments. 

Contribution limits: Joint Contributions

In case where two or more individuals wish to donate using one check drawn on a joint account, all the contributors must sign the check or an attached statement. The check or signed statement may show how much should be attributed to each donor; if not, the contribution is equally divided among the contributors. When a husband and wife make a joint contribution, each have separate contribution limits even if only one spouse earns an income. For instance, a couple can contribute a $2,000 check ($1,000 attributed to each individual) to a candidate’s primary campaign. 

Prohibited Contributions

Foreign nationals (does not include foreign citizens with legal permanent residency status) and federal government contractors are prohibited from making campaign contributions. As well, there are prohibitions on contributions by the following:
Corporations, unions, including any incorporated organization, profit or non-profit;

Contributions in the name of another; and
Contributions exceeding the law’s limit. 

Other forms of Contribution

Most people regard contributions as donations of checks and currency. However, anything of value given to influence a federal election is considered a contribution and is counted against the annual $25,000 limit and the separate committee limits. Some examples include the following:

Donated items as services (office machines, furniture, and other goods, including discounts)

Tickets or items bought in a fundraiser

Loans or loan endorsements

Support given to “test the waters” 
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Compromised versions of both HR 123 and S 234 sent to House for approval.








Conference Action





Compromised versions of both HR 123 and S 234 sent to Senate for approval.
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