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The True Record of the House “Opportunities” Committee During the
104th Congress
What Gingrich-Led Republicans Wish the American People Would
Forget

I. Overview

If you have just arrived here from the House Economic and Educational Opportunities Committee’s home page
(controlled by the Republicans), you may have seen a truly remarkable example of Republican revisionist
history. At this web site, Committee Republicans list so-called “accomplishments” in the 104th Congress for
workplace policy, and education and human services. This list of purported “accomplishments” is misleading.
And, because they wasted so much precious legislative time on their radical political agenda, they failed to
accomplish other vital responsibilities, including simple reauthorization of such laws as the Older Americans Act
and the Adult and Vocational Education Acts. Their ambitious endeavor to rewrite history should surprise no
one; after all they continue to deny that they tried to finance a huge tax cut for the rich with a $270 billion cut in
Medicare. We, Democrats, need not try to rewrite the history of this Congress; the actual Republican record and
rhetoric speak volumes.

The Republicans list also doesn’t say much of the “accomplishments” the radical House Republican leadership
so desperately wanted but, in the end, was unable to accomplish because of the combined opposition of
Democrats in Congress, President Clinton, and the American people. These are the achievements the
Republicans want the American people to forget. It should come as no surprise, then, that the Committee
Republicans don’t avow credit for shutting down the government twice or trying (albeit unsuccessfully) to let
companies raid up to $40 billion from their workers’ pension funds.

To set the record straight, Committee Democrats wanted to remind the American people what the Republicans
hope you’ll forget. As the old saying goes, “the elephant doesn’t forget,” and the leaders of the Republican
elephant will soon remember (if they’ve somehow temporarily forgotten) what they could not accomplish the
first time around. And, if the Republicans are given the opportunity to advance the Gingrich agenda again, we
can expect more of the same.

I1. Education and Human Services Policy

Committee Republicans boast about how they are trying to improve education. But in their effort to rewrite
history, they’ve tried to erase their many policy disasters, among them their unconscionable and discredited
efforts to destroy the national school lunch program, to raise college costs for working families, and to
undermine safe and drug free school programs.

There is one overriding contrast between House Democrats and House Republicans. Democrats believe in
providing the opportunity to succeed to all of America’s children. In contrast, House Republicans have
continually sought to eliminate or greatly diminish the federal commitment to education and, in the process, to
restrict and deny opportunities.

In an ironic twist, at the beginning of this Congress House Republicans changed the name of this committee
from the “Committee on Education and Labor” to the rather clumsy “Committee on Economic and Educational



Opportunities.” Given their penchant for gutting education programs, perhaps the Republicans should have
adopted this as their name: the “Committee Against Economic and Educational Opportunities.”

Elimination of the Department of Education

Not surprisingly, the Republicans’ discussion about “evaluating the appropriate federal role in education” fails to
mention the extent to which they attacked the notion that there should be any federal role whatsoever.

It all began with their assault on the Department of Education. Various Republican proposals target the
Department for Education for annihilation. Committee Republicans lent credence to this radical idea by actually
holding hearings to consider such proposals. During hearings on this terrible idea, Committee Democrats
presented compelling evidence that the Radical Right is the driving force behind the campaign to abolish the
department. While no real legislative effort to close the department took hold, the fact that the Republican
presidential platform and Republican presidential candidate Bob Dole, himself; still call for elimination of the
department should cause our nation’s educators, parents, and students grave concern.

Polls consistently show that education is a top priority among voters and 80% of Americans support maintaining
the Department of Education. There is a long, proud tradition of federal involvement in American education.
That role began with federal support for the land grant college system in 1862, and expanded after World War II
through such measures as the GI bill and the National Defense Education Act.

School Lunch and WIC

In their effort to come up with the money to finance a $245 billion tax scheme for the rich, House Republicans
left few stones unturned. Shamefully, they attacked highly successful nutrition programs such as WIC, and
school lunch and school breakfast. In their so-called welfare reform efforts, the Republicans voted to wipe out
the school and breakfast programs entirely, and to take a wild gamble with child nutrition by sending block
grants to the States. These inadequately funded nutrition block grants would have resulted in a $7.2 billion cut in
the school lunch program.

Despite their self-proclaimed support for “improv[ing] the quality and availability of school nutrition programs,”
House Republicans consistently voted to eliminate the guarantee that poor children receive free meals at school.

e During markups on February 22 and 27, 1995, every Republican on this Committee voted to repeal the
national school lunch and school breakfast programs, as well as the WIC program. And they voted to send
nutrition block grants to the States, which would have resulted in a $7.2 billion cut in child nutrition
programs.

e On March 24, 1995, every Republican on this Committee joined their House Republican colleagues in
approving this dangerous raid on child nutrition programs.

¢ In the end, our Committee’s Republican leadership was forced to drop its block grant scheme, but only
after holding up a welfare reform agreement among House and Senate Republicans for weeks.

Elementary and Secondary Education
Title I

Despite their rhetoric about “protect[ing] funding for important education programs ... like ... Title I ...”
Committee Republicans did their level best to deny Title I assistance to more than 1 million disadvantaged
children. Title I funds help school districts hire teachers who teach basic math and science skills to millions of
children.

Last year every Republican on this Committee voted to cut Title I funding by 17% (a $1.2 billion cut)
when they voted for the outrageous, Gingrich inspired FY 1996 Labor-HHS-Education Appropriations



bill. So much for “educational opportunities”!

School districts in such diverse States as Wisconsin, New York, Illinois, Florida, and Ohio would have lost tens
of millions of Title I dollars.

Goals 2000

House Republicans voted to eliminate the Goals 2000 program entirely, rather than simply “to reform” it as they
claim. Forty-nine States use Goals 2000 funding to raise the academic standards of their students. Despite
Republican demagoguery that Goals 2000 epitomizes federal intrusion and bureaucracy, the program actually
carries with it no “strings” and no regulations. More than 15,000 school districts and millions of students will
continue to have crucial tools and resources for school reform and academic excellence because we fought the
Republicans.

Nevertheless, every Committee Republican followed the dictates of their leader, Newt Gingrich, in voting
to deprive 44 million students of the assistance they receive from Goals 2000 funding.

Safe and Drug Free Schools

As astounding as any of their attacks on federal education programs was the Republican assault against funding
for the Safe and Drug Free Schools program. Despite their self-serving assertion that they “have worked to make
schools safer for all students,” the Republican record is hypocritical and downright frightening.

e On March 16, 1995, House Republicans, including every Republican Member of this committee, voted to
rescind 98% of Safe and Drug Free Schools money for FY 1995.

e On August 4, 1995, they voted, again in lockstep, to cut FY 1996 Safe and Drug Free Schools funding by
$266 million (a nearly 60% cut).

e On March 7, 1996, they voted again to cut this vital funding by $266 million.

We cannot understand how our Republican colleagues could possibly justify this shameful assault on a program
that serves 40 million students in 97% of our nation’s school districts. They placed at jeopardy such outstanding
anti-drug, anti-violence local efforts as the DARE program. Lest we forget, actions speak louder than words.

Other Cuts

In short, this Committee’s Republican Majority acquiesced to the sweeping Gingrich attack on vital federal
support for a wide array of elementary and secondary education programs. In addition to the draconian cuts
described above, Committee Republicans also supported the anti-education Gingrich agenda by voting to
eliminate:

e All funding for bilingual education, thereby denying 530,000 limited-English proficiency students an
opportunity to learn English.

e The Eisenhower Professional Development Program, which helps prepare teachers to improve instruction
and raise student achievement in math and science.

e The Magnet Schools Assistance program, which supports the efforts of 55 school districts in meeting
Federal or State desegregation requirements.

e The Education Technology Challenge Grants and the Star Schools program, programs that are critical in
preparing our nation’s schools and students for new technologies and the sophisticated world of
computers, particularly the Internet.

Vouchers — The Republican “Panacea” for Public Education



Ask Committee Republicans what they would do to improve public education in America and they first, and
almost exclusively, point to an idea that is inimical to such improvement—ypublicly financed vouchers for private
school education. In other words, Republicans propose that allowing some lucky parents to pull their children
out of public schools will somehow improve public education for tens of millions of publicly-educated students.
How illogical!! Here are some of our concerns about these vouchers:

e They are built on the promise of “choice”when in fact it is the schools that are “choosing” the students
and not the students who are selecting the school of their “choice.” Unless voucher plans require private
and parochial schools to admit all eligible students, these schools will be free to continue admissions
policies based on selective criteria.

e Few students actually receive them. Even the most extensive voucher programs, such as that proposed
by Presidential candidate Bob Dole would provide funds for 4 million children at most to attend private
and parochial schools. This is a very small fraction of the 54 million American children currently enrolled
in K-12 public classrooms. What happens to those 50 million children who are not selected? Real
education reform should be available to all communities, schools and students.

¢ Vouchers would siphon off dollars from neighborhood schools. Public school systems across this
country are experiencing a surge of enrollments which, in some cases, are forcing schools to teach children
in hallways, cafeterias and closets. Every school in America has had to make difficult choices between
repairing aging school buildings, to hiring more teachers and integrating new learning technologies into
student instruction. Vouchers will result in even less money available to public schools.

¢ Vouchers are not the answer to the challenges faced by public schools. We need to make a serious and
long-term commitment to improving the educational opportunities of all children. Public schools are the
bonds that help hold complex and diverse communities together. The common experience of public
education has set our nation apart from other nations that have disintegrated into ethnic conflicts and wars.
We believe in private and parochial schools. They are an important part of the rich educational diversity of
this country.

College and Postsecondary Education

Time and time again, Committee Republicans voted to make college education less affordable for millions of
working families. From direct student loans, to PELL Grants, to Federal Perkins loans, to State Student Incentive
Grants, House Republicans voted for drastic cuts in student financial aid. The combined efforts of college
administrators, students and their parents, the Clinton Administration, Congressional Democrats, and other
supporters of college financial assistance thwarted this reactionary Republican strategy. Nevertheless, the
deplorable Republican record bears scrutiny.

Student Loans

Despite the Republicans’ claim that they proposed nothing “that would have reduced the availability of loans to
any student,” here are the hard, cold facts. On no less than 5 separate occasions, Committee Republicans voted
to make student loans less affordable and available:

¢ On September 28, 1995, every Committee Republican (but one) voted for a $10.1 billion cut in student
loans, and procedurally blocked any effort by Committee Democrats to reverse or even soften that cut.

¢ True to their blind commitment to follow the Gingrich assault on education— hook, line, and sinker—on
October 23, 1995, Committee Republicans joined other House Republicans on the House Floor in voting
to slash student loan funding by $10.1 billion over seven years and to eliminate the direct student loan
program entirely (GOP Budget Reconciliation bill (H.R. 2491)).

e On November 17, 1995, 232 House Republicans, including this Committee’s Republicans, voted to cut
student loan funding by $5 billion over seven years and to cap the direct student loan program at 10% of
student loans—thereby rolling back the program from the current 40% of student loans to 10% (GOP
Budget Reconciliation conference report (H.R. 2491)).

e On May 16, 1996, 221 House Republicans, including this Committee’s Republicans, voted to cut student
loan funding by $4.2 billion over six years and to once again eliminate the direct student loan program—in



voting for the GOP FY 1997 Budget Resolution (H.Con.Res. 178). Hence, like the House version of the
1996 GOP reconciliation bill, the House version of the FY 1997 GOP budget resolution would have forced
over 2.8 million students at over 1,300 schools out of the program.

e And, on June 12, 1996, 212 House Republicans, including this Committee’s Republicans, voted to cut
student loan funding by $3.7 billion over six years and to cap the direct student loan program at 20% of
student loans—thereby rolling back the program from the current 40% of student loans to 20%—in voting
for the GOP FY 1997 Budget Resolution conference report (H.Con.Res. 178).

Other Republican Efforts to Cut Higher Education Funding

1)Pell Grants

e On August 4, 1995, 213 House Republicans, including this Committee’s Republicans, voted to cut the
appropriation for the Pell grant program by $482 million below the FY 1995 level—including holding the
maximum Pell grant award for FY 1996 to $2,440—in voting for the GOP FY 1996 Labor-HHS
Appropriations bill. By contrast, the Clinton Administration had requested an increase in the maximum
Pell grant award to $2,620.

e On July 12, 1996, 209 House Republicans, including this Committee’s Republicans, voted to hold the
maximum Pell grant award for FY 1997 at $2,500—in voting for the GOP FY 1997 Labor-HHS
Appropriations bill. By contrast, the Clinton Administration had requested an increase in the maximum
Pell grant award for FY 1997 to $2,700.

2)Perkins Loans

e On August 4, 1995, 213 House Republicans voted to eliminate the federal capital contribution to the fund
for Perkins Loans—in voting for the GOP FY 1996 Labor-HHS Appropriations bill. This step would have
denied campus-based low-interest loans to 150,000 deserving post-secondary students in the coming
school year.

e Finally, on July 12, 1996, 209 House Republicans once again voted to eliminate the federal capital
contribution to the fund for Perkins Loans—in voting for the GOP FY 1997 Labor-HHS Appropriations
bill.

3)State Student Incentive Grants

e These grants provide need-based grant and work-study assistance.
e On August 4, 1995, House Republicans voted to deny these grants to more than 212,000 needy students.

II1. Workplace Policy

The Republicans boast about their so-called accomplishments in workplace policy. But many of their most
radical, anti-worker proposals were stopped by Democratic opposition and Presidential veto. Here are some of
the things Republicans would like American voters to forget.

Minimum Wage — Republicans Support the Least Minimum Wage Possible

e Some Republicans have tried to trick voters by claiming credit for the minimum wage increases. Don’t be
fooled! The Republican leadership did everything possible to block minimum wage legislation. The delay
in moving this very fair bill cost millions of low wage workers a much needed and much deserved raise.
As Harry Truman used to say: “Republicans favor a minimum wage, the minimum possible wage.” In fact,
the Republican Majority Leader bragged he would oppose an increase in the minimum wage “with every
fiber of my being.” He lost!



e This Committee’s Republican leadership refused repeated requests from Committee Democrats for a
hearing on the minimum wage. No Republican Member was willing to show courage or fairness when
called upon to join our request that the Committee at least hold a hearing on the issue. Even Republicans
who said they supported a minimum wage increase for more than a year backed the Gingrich-Armey effort
to ignore the public cry for an increase.

Flexibility for Employers, but not for Workers

e Republicans say they recognize that the workplace of 1996 is vastly different from the workplace of the
1930’s, when many labor protection statutes were enacted. True enough. Regrettably though, the
Republican response is to promote policies that are a throwback to the era before the 1930°s, when
workers had virtually no rights or protections. A bridge to the past, one might say.

e Republicans try to spin their proposed changes to the overtime and other provisions of the Fair Labor
Standards Act (FLSA) as an effort to provide flexibility to both employers and employees. Sadly, but not
surprisingly, the result of Republican FLSA proposals extend convenience and cost savings to employers,
while denying workers real workplace flexibility.

e Republicans have also supported FLSA amendments that would have the direct effect of lowering wages
for houseparents (child-care workers), workers who drive company-owned vehicles, firefighters, and
community college employees. So much for a fair day’s pay for a fair day’s work!

The TEAM Act
the Republican Effort to Bust Unions and Resurrect Discredited Company Unions

e The Republican sponsored “Team Act” has nothing to do with labor- management cooperation and
everything to do with power for employers to establish sham unions in order to repel legitimate organizing
by working men and women.

We certainly support true cooperation, and current law does not prohibit cooperation between workers and
management. Even the Republicans admit that employee involvement programs are flourishing under current
law.

The “Team Act” is nothing less than an attempt by an extremist, anti-labor, Gingrich-led Congress to bring back
the long discredited practice of employers creating company unions and denying workers’ rights in the process.

The “Team Act” destroys workers’ fundamental democratic rights. Under the Team Act, workers would not even
have the right to choose their own representatives. So-called “worker representatives” would be chosen by
management. That’s letting the fox guard the chicken coop. The true evidence of the Republican motives was
typified by their rejection of an amendment that would have merely afforded workers the right to elect their own
representatives.

Occupational Safety and Health
the Republicans’ Multiple, Failed Attempts to Gut Workplace Health and Safety

Committee Republicans boast about their OSHA “reform” legislation. But they provide no details about their
failed legislative efforts, nor do they explain why the Clinton Administration rightly refused to support the
extreme and dangerous proposals advanced by the Republicans.

They would like you to forget that their first bill, H.R. 1834, would have so radically gutted workplace health
and safety that its Republican sponsors were finally forced to back off. You can see for yourself what the
Secretary of Labor Reich had to say about this legislation.

The Republicans want American workers to forget that H.R. 1834 would have required workers to be killed or
seriously injured (or placed in imminent danger) before OSHA could take enforcement action. Otherwise, OSHA



would have had to issue a warning first.

Republicans want American workers to forget that in their so-called OSHA reform they tried to gag workers by
requiring them to inform their employers first before filing job safety complaints with OSHA.

Republicans want American workers to forget that they tried to effectively repeal an employer’s general duty to
maintain a safe workplace.

Here’s what else Republican-OSHA reform would have meant:

Many unsafe workplaces would be exempt from routine inspections.

Abolition of the separate Mine Safety and Health Administration as part of an effort to weaken safety protections
for miners.

Abolition of the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health, the agency which conducts job safety
research.

They also don’t tell you about their second attempt at OSHA reform, H.R. 3234. Committee Republicans forget
to tell you about the most controversial part of that bill—a provision that would weaken protection for workers’
health by literally putting a price on every worker’s life and health. You can see for yourself what Congressman
Major Owens, the Ranking Democrat on the Workforce Protections Subcommittee, had to say about this second
Republican OSHA bill.

The Republicans have claimed that this second bill is based upon the President’s own proposals. In fact, H.R.
3234 so deviates from the President’s proposals that the Secretary of Labor called the bill “a retreat on worker
protections” which “would ultimately mean more needless tragedies for America’s working families.”

Davis-Bacon — the Republicans’ Attempt to Repeal the Davis-Bacon Act in an Effort to
Force Down Workers’ Wages

The Davis-Bacon Act has lifted the standard of living for millions of Americans by ensuring that federal
construction projects do not undermine prevailing wages in a local community.

The Republicans charge fraud and abuse in Davis-Bacon. Democrats abhor fraud and abuse. Indeed, it was the
Clinton Administration’s Department of Labor which initiated the current investigation by the Department of
Justice in response to possible fraud charges by the Oklahoma Department of Labor. If that investigation results
in a conviction based on fraud in Davis-Bacon, it would be only the second case since the inception of Davis-
Bacon.

The Republican critique of Davis-Bacon is perhaps more notable for what it omits, rather than for its expressed
hysteria:

-The Republicans do not explain that wages established for each government construction project under Davis-
Bacon are most frequently the average of all rates, NOT the union rate.

-The Republicans don’t explain that more than 71% of Department of Labor wage determinations issued in
1994 were based on the far lower non-union wage scale of labor.

- The Republicans don’t explain that without Davis-Bacon, responsible contractors providing their employees
with health care, training, and retirement benefits would be greatly disadvantaged or unable to bid for federal
work.

- Major studies show that where a state’s “little” Davis-Bacon law has been repealed, wages have been driven
down, to the detriment of workers, fair competition and quality construction.



- Finally, the Republicans don’t tell you that the U.S. Senate voted 99-0 this past May to reform Davis-Bacon,
not repeal it, a position supported by 22,000 union and non-union contractors nationwide.

Pensions — Republicans Declare Open Season on Workers’ Pensions, but Democrats Stood
in the Way

The Republicans boast (although it must be tongue and cheek) about “protecting the retirement security of
American workers.” Here’s what they don’t tell you:

They don’t tell you one of the reasons the President vetoed the Republican budget bill last year was because of
the Republican provision to allow employers to raid $15-$20 billion from worker pension funds.

Of course, they don’t want to remind the American people about that Republican pension raid provision either,
or that House Republicans were even more “generous” with workers’ hard-earned pension funds — they
originally wanted to let employers raid up to $40 billion from pension funds.

Finally, the Republicans don’t mention that many pension simplification and small business pension provisions
had bipartisan support, were proposed by President Clinton and Democratic legislators, and were eventually
enacted into law as part of the bill raising the minimum wage (H.R. 3448).

IV. Conclusion

So there you have it, our honesty check on the Republican effort to rehabilitate their anti-labor, anti-education
record. By following the marching orders of Newt Gingrich, rather than the common sense needs of working
families, Committee Republicans have walked down a public policy plank that the American people reject. Their
recent conversion will do little to restore public trust in their ability to govern fairly and compassionately when it
comes to education, labor and other critical issues.

Democrats are committed to reasonable and moderate reform as part of the Families First Agenda.
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