Legislatures across the
country are finding
ways to deal with the
adverse effects of term
limits.

BY MICHAEL E. CONWAY
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placed in a precarious position. How
do these legislatures continue to
operate without the strengths of expe-
rience and institutional knowledge?
Simply put, legislatures and new legis-
lators must be trained, educated and
redesigned.

Government 101

States already are making important
changes to accommodate the educa-
tional needs of their new legislators.
The most significant of these changes
has been the reorganization and
strengthening of new-member orien-
tation programs. In Arkansas, where
term limits took effect for the state
House in 1998, House leaders ex-
panded the orientation period for new
members to include “field trips” to
state-funded facilities
to help legislators bet-
ter understand how
and what their work
affects. Places like the
state hospital and
prisons have become
real life training
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In Colorado, term limits went into
effect for the entire Legislature in 1998.

Colorado Senate President Ray Pow-
erswill end 20 years in the Senate this
year as his term ends. He says, “Term
limits are going to change the way leg-
islatures operate.” The changes include
a loss of continuity in leadership and
institutional memory that went along
with legislators who had been there a
longer period of time.

In response, House leaders offered
an expanded new-legislator orienta-
tion, designed to get new members up
to speed quickly. The orientation
breaks down training into separate el-
ements of learning. One element fo-

“, .. the very fact that

pondering two speaker
generations into the
future is symptomatic of
just how brief those
generations have be-
come under term limits.
It's also indicative of the
Assembly’s instability
and insecurity’”

cuses on the basics of working for the
state and the general aspects of being
a new employee. Another handles the
business of the Legislature, from mock
committees and sessions to informa-
tion about staff operations. The final
part of the process teaches new mem-
bers about the budget and policy issues
facing the state. The orientation pro-
cess also includes a technology element
that includes computer training.

In Michigan, where term limits took

effect in the House in 1998, new-
legislator orientation has moved to a
university setting. On the campuses of
Michigan State University and Ferris
State University, new lawmakers get a
true “higher education.” The curricu-
lum focuses on the current sociopoliti-
cal scene of the state, as well as the rele-
vant policy issues that new legislators
will face.

And although
term limits won’t
affect the Michigan
Senate until 2002,
the issue is signifi-
cant to its leadership.

“Everybody and

their brother are Michigan Sen.
throwing orientation ~ Majority
programs,” Senate Leader Dan
Majority Leader Dan ~ DeGrow
DeGrow says.

DeGrow says it appears that in an
environment of term limits, people re-
alize education is the only way to get
new legislators ready to do their jobs.

An enlightened and expanded
educational process for freshmen leg-

States with legislative term limits
As of February 2000
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Legislators' responses
In your opinion, how will/has the loss of institutional memory
affect(ed) your state legislature?
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of committees, mem-
bers who once were
chosen by seniority.
These changes allow
new legislators to move
quickly into leadership
through active partici-
pation, and give them

islators will not change the fact that
new members simply don’t have all the
background they’ll need to be successful.

“Some of it must just be on-the-job
training,” DeGrow says.

On the fast track

With this in mind, legislatures must
be permissive to the inexperienced leg-
islators.

“With only six years, you don’t have
time to learn in the historical perspec-
tive,” freshman Michigan Rep. Mickey
Mortimer says. “New legislators ask
not just how, but why is it the way it
is.”

In a1997 national survey conducted
by The Council of State Governments,
legislators across the country over-
whelmingly indicated that term limits
have provided greater access to leader-
ship roles for first-time legislators. But
at the same time, the survey showed, a
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large number of legislators and legisla-
tive staff alike believe term limits could
make legislative leaders less effective.
Michigan Gov. John Engler told The
Detroit News last December that “it is
a bit disconcerting to see members
who’ve never served a day in the Leg-
islature already plotting their campaign
to become speaker.”

And in California, where term lim-
its took effect in 1996 for the Assembly
and 1998 for the Senate, 78 percent of
respondents to CSG’s survey say term
limits have contributed to legislators
being less effective. George Skelton of
the Los Angeles Times, in October 1999
wrote, “ . . the very fact that legislators
already are pondering two speaker
generations into the future is symp-
tomatic of just how brief those genera-
tions have become under term limits.”
Skelton continued, “It’s also indicative
of the Assembly’s instability and
insecurity.”

a chance to make the
most of their term in office.

In Michigan’s 110-seat House,
which gained 64 new legislators in
1998 due to term limits, leadership re-
duced the size and number of com-
mittees to encourage participation.
Former Michigan Speaker Paul Hille-
gonds made these
changes prior to term
limits taking effect to
help prepare the
House. Today, active
participation by new
legislators is the rule,

Michigan Rep.  Nnot the exception.
Mickey “The volume of
Mortimer measures enacted

into law already this
year surprised many observers who
feared a House with so many newcom-
erswould be slow to act as rookies took
their time getting up to speed,” B.G.
Gregg of the Detroit News wrote in



June 1999. “One thing is certain:
They've (the 1999 class of freshmen)
earned their stripes. This class has
served through one of the busiest and
most controversial periods in recent
legislative history,” Gregg wrote.

Relying on staff

As states improve orientation pro-
grams, they also can help new legisla-
tors in other ways. Doug Brown, di-
rector of the Colorado Office of Legis-
lative Legal Services, suggests that new
legislators need to recognize the value
of legislative staff. Staff must be able
to help new members get up to speed
quickly, within the ethical parameters
of their positions, he says.

“New members need to know who
staff are, what (staff)
do and must believe
that (staff) services
are of value,” Brown
wrote in CSG-
WEST’s Inside West-
ern Legislatures. “A
strong customer ser-
vice orientation is
critical (for staff).”

The growing reli-
ance upon staff —
and, ultimately, their growing influ-
ence — is a major point of contention
in the term limits debate. More than
90 percent of staffers surveyed by CSG
from states without limits said staff
would gain a great influence within the
legislative process in a world of term
limits. In states with term limits, 63
percent of staff said their influence
would increase.

“It is not unusual in this day and
age for lobbyists to take staff out,”
Louisiana Rep. Melvin “Kip” Holden
says of the growing importance of staff
under term limits.

Regardless of how it is presented, a
well-trained experienced staff can help
a newly elected candidate become an
effective new legislator.

“If staff are viewed as competent,
savvy, ethical and responsive, term lim-
its could drive staff and members closer

Louisiana Rep.
Melvin “Kip”
Holden

together,” Colorado’s Brown says.

This shift would, in effect, give staff
amuch more influential role in the leg-
islative process than they’ve ever had
before, he says, giving them a key role
in educating new legislators and a
chance to help make legislators be the
best they can be.

The increasing influence of staff
likely was not an intended conse-
guence of the term limits movement.
Nor were a loss of institutional wis-
dom and how-to knowledge. Regard-
less, states now are getting a handle
on these and other consequences.

How can CSG help?

Opening the 2000 session, Michigan
Speaker Chuck Perricone acknowl-
edged the challenges presented by hav-
ing 64 new members in a 110-member
House. In response, he named every
majority caucus freshman chair or vice
chair of a committee.

Perricone says, “While critics of
term limits may protray a scenario of
experienced, knowledgeable people
being pushed out of office, only to be
replaced by inexperienced newcomers,
I believe those naysayers fail to appre-
ciate the benefits resulting from a new
infusion of capable leaders.”

“In aworld of term limits, it is important for organizations like CSG to be
involved in the educational process of new legislators,” Michigan Sen. Dale
Shugars says. “A nonpartisan organization, designed as an institution for
the transfer of knowledge, is an important tool for the newly elected.”

Since 1933, CSG has championed excellence in state government by ad-
vocating multistate shared problem solving, states’ rights and through
groundbreaking leadership training and support.

As a state government official, either elected or appointed, you are a member
of The Council of State Governments. Your membership in The Council of
State Governments is provided to you through the budget process in your
state with which annual appropriations are allocated to CSG.

As the only association serving elected and appointed state officials in all
three branches of government in all 50 states, U.S. territories and interna-
tionally, CSG understands the issues facing new state leaders today. To this

end:

* CSG is your catalyst for state action on multistate, regional and national

issues.

* CSG monitors major trends and critical changes affecting state government.

» CSG staffs regional and national conferences, committees and task forces
so you can learn from officials in other states and devise multistate solutions.

* CSG offers you leadership training programs and seminars, teleconfer-
ences and special conferences on critical state issues.

* CSG provides opportunities to network with other state officials at re-
gional and national conferences, committees and task forces.

* CSG keeps you informed about critical state issues, emerging trends and
best practices through reports, reference works, periodicals and directories.

e CSG operates the only Web site updated daily and dedicated wholly to
the issues and news of interest to the states.

e CSG can assist you as an extension of your staff in providing informa-
tion and research support services through our nationally renowned States’
Information Center, which gives you access to the most comprehensive state
government database available and a regionally dedicated staff to guide you

step by step.

To learn more about the States’ Information Center and what it can do for
you, call toll-free at (888) 247-4742 or visit us on the Internet at www.csg.org.
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