
“I think a book on the 
IVays and Means 
Cornmillee would have to 
be a book on Wilbur 
Milk ” (Anonymous 
member of the Committee 
on Ways and Means, 
1970) 

1959 * I975  
The Mills Committee 

The House Committee on Ways and Means maintainea a position 0 1  

power and prestige during the 16 years of Wilbur Mills’ chairmanship 
(1958-1974). The Arkansas Democrat was one of the most influential 
leaders in congressional history. His committee’s bills, most often con- 
sidered under closed rules, had an enviable record of success in the 
House. Mills also had great success in dealing with the Senate in con- 
ference committee. A congressional reform movement in the early 
1970s altered, if not weakened, the committee by 1) enlarging it from 
25 to 37 members, 2) creating permanent subcommittees, and 3) re- 
moving its Democratic members’ function as their party’s Committee 
on Committees. Personal problems led to Mills’ resignation from the 
chairmanship in 1974. 

he congressional committee system developed its greatest struc- T tural stability in the period from the end of World War I1 
through the 1960s. Only one standing committee was added in both 
the House and the Senate. With the exceptions of but two Congresses 
(the Eightieth, 1947-1949, and the Eighty-third, 1953-1955), the 
Democratic Party maintained control of both Houses. Moreover, 
membership was extremely stable, with more than 80 percent of mem- 
bers reelected from one Congress to the next. In the context of this 
overall structural stability, strong committee chairmen reemerged, in- 
cluding over 20 who served for more than a decade. 

The  Committee on Ways and Means from 1958 to 1974 was often 
described, with good reason, as Wilbur Mills’ committee. From the 
time he assumed the chairmanship following the death of Jere 
Cooper, until he  resigned near the end of the Ninety-third Congress, 
the Arkansas Democrat chaired the committee for the longest consec- 
utive period in its history. (Robert L. Doughton served nearly a year 
longer than Mills, but his tenure was interrupted by the chairmanship 
of Harold Knutson in the Eightieth Congress.) During the final Con- 
gress in which he chaired the committee, Mills had been chairman 
longer than any other current member had served on the committee. 

Mills compiled an admirable, almost legendary record of accom- 
plishment. His chairmanship was the subject of intense scrutiny by po- 
litical scientists as well as journalists. Most of what is known about the 
inner dynamics of the Mills committee and its relationship with the 

319 



I 

Senate and the executive is largely based upon the penetrating analy- 
sis and insightful detail provided by political scientist John Manley in 
The Politics of Finance ( 1970). 

The Committee and the House, 1958-1975 

The  standing committee system in both the House and the Senate in- 
creasingly reflected two behavioral norms: specialization and appren- 
ticeship. Members were expected to specialize on the matters that di- 
rectly concerned their committees. In some instances, this specializa- 
tion was even more narrowly defined in terms of subcommittees. 
Moreover, new members were expected to develop expertise by serv- 
ing an apprenticeship period of watchful waiting as they listened and 
learned from more experienced senior members. Both specialization 
and apprenticeship were predicated upon the belief that a system 
based upon experience and deference produced better legislation. 

The  members of the Committee on Ways and Means during the 
Mills era tended to reinforce the dominant characteristics of speciali- 
zation and apprenticeship. Assignment to the committee was highly 
desired. As one member said, “I wanted Ways and Means simply be- 

Longest consecutive sitting 
chairman in the history of 
Ways and Means, Wilbur 
Mills of Arkansas compiled a 
legendary record of accomplish- 
ment between 1958 and 1974. 
He gave the committee struc- 
tural stability by limiting mem- 
bership to 25 cartfully selected 
lawmakers. With this solid base 
of varying viewpoints, which 
reflected the leanings of the 
House, Mills developed l ep la -  
tion with a broad consensus. 
His bills cleared the House 
intact at an enviable rate. 
“Like all leaders, he also fol- 
lows, ” a scholar noted in 
explaining the success of this 
chairman who emerged as one 
of the most influential personal- 
ities in congressional history. 
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cause it is the most important.” Both House parties continued to 
distinguish the panel (along with the Rules and the Appropriations 
committees) as an exclusive committee whose members were generally 
prohibited from serving on any other standing committee. No t  one 
member transferred from the committee between 1949 and 1968-the 
only House standing committee with such an unblemished record- 
and 47 members transferred to the committee. Only one freshman 
member, George Herbert Walker Bush (R-TX), was appointed to the 
committee between 1959 and 1973, as were only six second-term 
members. 

Both Democrats and Republicans tended to assign members to 
the Committee on Ways and Means on the basis of party loyalty and 
demonstrated ability, part of which was the ability to get reelected. 
Barber Conable (R-NY) put it succinctly: “There is a tradition in the 
Republican Party that someone doesn’t get on Ways and Means unless 
he is from a safe district. I wouldn’t have gone on unless I had moved 
my plurality from 53 percent to 68 percent.” Of the 23 members 
who ran for reelection in 1972, for example, seven ran unopposed, 
and the other 16 won by an average margin of over 65 percent. Mem- 
bership on the committee was relatively stable as a result. The  25 
members at the end of the Ninety-second Congress in 1973 had 
served an average of nearly eight terms, slightly over half of those 
terms on the Committee on Ways and Means. Democratic appoint- 
ments were additionally governed by a commitment to balanced geo- 
graphical representation. One-third of the 15 Democratic majority 
seats were reserved for Southern Democrats. The remaining ten seats 
were distributed among the border states zone (one or  two seats), the 
West (two), the Midwest (three or four), and the Northeast (three).5 

Democratic appointees were truly among the chosen few, since 
the Democratic members of the Committee on Ways and Means, as 
their party’s Committee on Committees, made all of the party’s com- 
mittee assignments. Republican assignments were made by their Com- 
mittee on Committees, chaired by the Republican floor leader and 
composed of one representative from each state with Republican con- 
gressmen (who possessed a vote proportionate to the strength of their 
state delegation). Members who sought appointment to the Commit- 
tee on Ways and Means had to win acceptance at several levels. The  
appointment of Republican Barber Conable in 1967 provided a repre- 
sentative case study. Conable had wished to transfer from the Science 
and Astronautics Committee to the Appropriations Committee at the 
start of his second term, but both the senior member of the New York 
Republican delegation and Minority Leader Gerald Ford (R-MI) ad- 
vised him to seek the Committee on Ways and Means. With the sup- 
port of the party leadership secured, the New York delegation backed 
Conable’s candidacy. Even then, he was questioned by committee 
members about his views on key issues such as tax-exempt bonds and 
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the oil depletion allowance before his name was submitted by the Re- 
publican Committee on Committees.s 

The  importance of specialization and apprenticeship not only in- 
fluenced the appointment process, but also stimulated the creation of 
new subcommittees, especially in the context of the reduction in the 
number of standing committees that resulted from the Legislative Re- 
organization Act of 1946. T h e  number of House subcommittees ini- 
tially dropped from 97 to just over 60 for the Eighty-first Congress 
(1949-1951), but then rose to over 100 by 1965. This growth took 
place in spite of the fact that the Committee on  Ways and Means did 
not utilize subcommittees from the Eighty-seventh through the 
Ninety-second Congresses (1 96 1- 1973). When Wilbur Mills had 
become chairman in the Eighty-fifth Congress, the committee had 
three subcommittees-Internal Revenue Taxation, Excise Taxes, and 
Foreign Trade Policy. Three subcommittees were also appointed in 
the following Congress, though with slightly different titles-Adminis- 
tration of the Internal Revenue Laws, Administration of Foreign 
Trade Laws and Policy, and Administration of the Social Security 
Laws-but thereafter, Mills dispensed with the use of subcommittees.’ 
This resulted in control being centralized in the hands of the chair- 
man, or as one member put it, “in his back pockets.” * Although a 
few members believed that subcommittees would have expedited the 
committee’s business-not to mention that they would have diffused 
power among the membership-most other members agreed (at least 
in public) with the chairman’s practice of dealing with all matters at 
the full committee level. 

The  staff of the Committee on  Ways and Means did not keep 
pace with the growth of other standing committee staffs. Congression- 
al committee staffs more than doubled between 1947 and 1964, from 
167 to 539 in the House. By 1974, the combined standing committee 
staffs of the House exceeded 1,000 members. Yet, the staff of the 
Committee on Ways and Means only increased modestly, from 12 in 
1947 to 21 in 1959 and to 32 in 1974. During Mills’ chairmanship, the 
staff normally numbered in the low 20s, below the average of all 
standing committee staffs and well below the staffs of comparable 
committees such as Appropriations and Public Works. However, as 
discussed below, the committee could also call for assistance from the 
staff of the Joint Committee on  Internal Revenue T a ~ a t i o n . ~  

House committee staffs are divided in two categories-statutory 
staff hired without regard to political affiliation to perform required 
duties in conjunction with the committee’s functions, and investigative 
staff hired in accordance with annual “studies and investigations” res- 
olutions. The  Committee on Ways and Means did not employ any in- 
vestigative staff between 1961 and 1972, years that corresponded to 
the absence of subcommittees. Committee staff worked under the con- 
trol of the chairman, and this was the case with Mills’ committee. 
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Freshman Congressman George 
Bush, center, of Texas enjoys a 
warm welcome from Chaiman 
Mills and ranking Republican 
committeeman John Byrnes of 
Wiscomin. Bush joined Ways 
and Meam in January 1967. 
A n  appointment of a first-term 
lawmaker to Ways and Means 
during this period was ex- 
tremely rare. The committee’s 
prestige flourished under Mills, 
and a position on the panel 
was coveted by most House 
members. Any member seeking 
an appointment had to win 
acceptance on several levels. 
For the 14 years preceding 
1973, Bush was the only fresh- 
man legtslator named to Ways 
and Means. With his election 
in 1988 as the 41st President, 
Bush became the eighth Ways 
and Means member in history 
to accede to the nation’s top 
office. 

Some members complained that the staff was too small to serve 
all interests, even though the chairman had instructed the majority 
staff to be nonpartisan. Mills and his supporters argued that the as- 
sistance provided by the Legislative Research Service (LRS) of the Li- 
brary of Congress compensated for the disadvantages of a small staff. 
Yet, all committees could call upon the LRS, and that fact alone could 
not explain why the Appropriations Committee in 1969 had a staff of 
75 compared to the 22 for the Committee on Ways and Means. The 
professional staff in 1972 numbered only 11, with eight serving the 
majority and three the minority. The committee staff tended to be 
policy experts who had experience with the programs within the com- 
mittee’s jurisdiction. For example, 8 of the 11 professional staff mem- 
bers had previously been employed in the executive branch, either in 
the Internal Revenue Service, the Department of Health, Education, 
and Welfare, the Social Security Administration, or even on a White 
House task force. O 

With the chairman’s control over a small centralized staff, and in 
the absence of decentralizing subcommittees, Mills’ influence over the 
Committee on Ways and Means was substantial. Indeed, the powers of 
all standing committee chairs were great in this period, though those 
of Mills were even more so. Chairmen determined if bills were to be 
considered, arranged the committee’s agenda, appointed subcommit- 
tees if there were any, called committee meetings, and decided if and 
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A glimpse inside the Ways and 
Means committee room in 
1971 reveals Wilbur Mills 
hard at work as he calls for 
votes to support a bill. Always 
striving for a consensus, Mills 
bargained, compromised, 
coaxed, and cajoled as many 
members as he could to win 
backing for committee decisions. 
His renowned quest to achieve 
the greatest bipartisan unity 
possible came to be known as 
“the norm of restrained par- 
tisanship. ” Hzr mastery of 
managing people fairly and 
remembering details perfectly 
(supposedly he had memorized 
most ofthe tax code) made him 
a powerfulfigure. Early in his 
tenure he shrugged off interest 
in a presidential bid, reportedly 
saying, “YOU don ’t need the title 
to run things in Washington. ’’ 

when to hold hearings. They also directed the staff, presided at  com- 
mittee meetings, reported committee bills to the floor, testified at 
Rules Committee hearings, managed bills on the floor, and headed 
the House delegation to conference committee on their bills.ll Be- 
cause they had served an apprenticeship, and because they had 
worked their way up the seniority ladder, chairmen tended to be the 
most knowledgeable and involved members of their committee. Chair- 
men developed expertise through years of service; Mills had served on 
the Committee on Ways and Means from 1942 to 1958 before he 
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became chairman. Although their power intimidated younger mem- 
bers, most chairmen were not rigid authoritarians, but rather led by 
creating effective coalitions. Personal skill and a pattern of consensus- 
building, for example, were the keys to Wilbur Mills’ success for much 
of his 16-year tenure as chairman. 

T h e  Leadership of Wilbur Mills 

The  leadership of Wilbur Mills was not based on a simple exercise of 
power. While he centralized control over the committee, even to the 
point of abolishing the use of subcommittees shortly after he became 
chairman, he did not dictate policy. Mills strove to build a consensus 
within the committee-a consensus that would survive intact through 
floor debate in the House. Mills was able to lead, as John Manley put 
it, because “like all leaders, he also follows.” l 2  Although he was per- 
sonally an inscrutable figure to his colleagues, Mills nonetheless un- 
derstood his committee and its members, and he accommodated their 
views in the decision-making process. 

In building a consensus within the committee, the chairman bar- 
gained, compromised, coaxed, and cajoled as many members as he 
could to support committee decisions. Mills particularly sought to 
achieve the most bipartisan support possible, what Manley referred to 
as “the norm of restrained partisanship.” His relationship with rank- 
ing minority member John W. Byrnes (R-WI) was so close that many 
members felt that the two jointly led the committee. As one Republi- 
can member observed, “If we had a partisan chairman the Committee 
would become partisan overnight.” Another Republican added: 
“[Mills] never pushes things to votes, we reach a compromise. Noth- 
ing bothers me more than to read as you do in the newspapers, that 
he’s an authoritarian-‘the little authoritarian from Kensett, Arkansas.’ 
That’s not it, he’s no authoritarian.” l 3  

Chairman Mills maintained an open atmosphere by remaining 
flexible. He closely guarded his own opinion on most issues, prefer- 
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1959-1975 

283 I 
295 -140 R 

( 1965- 1967) 

247 

243 

15 D-1 

15 D-1 

R-Republitan ILDemocrat 

ring to allow other members to articulate positions in closed sessions. 
Once a position had attained acceptance, usually as a result of Mills’ 
guided questioning, the chairman would step in to legitimize the deci- 
sion. Manley quoted one firsthand observer of committee discussions: 
“Mills is an eminently successful opportunist. He does not announce 
his position and force it through. He sits and listens to the members 
and knows what will go. I’d say 80 percent of it is consensus, 20 per- 
cent Mills, but certainly not 50 percent Mills.” l4 An added advantage 
to the chairman’s policy of consensus-building was that i t  allowed the 
committee to subject its decisions to a thorough analysis before sub- 
mitting them to the House. 

Mills regarded technically correct bills that could pass the House 
as the best means for maintaining his own personal reputation and 
the prestige of the committee. The  chairman believed that his reputa- 
tion and that of his committee were on the line with every House vote 
on a Committee on Ways and Means bill. To Mills, building a consen- 
sus within the committee was tantamount to House passage: “I think 
if I can get a vast majority of the membership of the Ways and Means 
Committee to agree on something, that I’ve got a vast majority of the 
House agreed upon the same thing. Because our committee is a cross 
section of the membership of the House.” l 5  The  passage of most 
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Chairman Mills confis with 
Senator Russell Long, lgt, 
chairman of the Senate Finance 
Committee, and Dr. Laurence 
Woodworth, staff director of the 

Joint Committee on Taxation 
IJCT), pnor to a conference 
committee meeting involving 
Ways and Means and Finance 
Committee members. The tenure 
of these two chainnen coincided 
for nine years. The chairmen of 
the Ways and Means and 
Senate Finance Committees 
alternate Congresses as the head 
ofJCi? Created in 1926 to 
provide objective, bipartisan, 
and expert information and 
advice on tax issues to the tax- 
writing committees, JCT speea3 
the flow of information between 
the committee and the Senate 
and the executive branch. 

Ways and Means bills also benefited from consideration under a 
closed rule. The technical nature of revenue and Social Security bills, 
as well as the chairman’s reputation for reporting sound legislation, 
contributed to the grant of closed rules for most committee bills 
during this period. 

The presentation of a Ways and Means bill to the Rules Commit- 
tee served as a test run for subsequent House action. Mills used the 
Rules Committee as one last sounding board to judge the acceptabil- 
ity of the committee’s consensus. Most often, Manley found, the Rules 
Committee granted Mills his closed rule, though occasionally a final 
compromise was needed. A closed rule prohibited a bill from being 
amended on the floor without committee approval. Of 96 committee 
bills debated between 1947 and 1966, 72 were considered under 
closed rules. 

The chairman’s thorough mastery of the details of the subjects 
the committee considered-Mills reputedly had memorized most of 
the tax code-was a key component of his influence. Members were 
impressed by the chairman’s knowledge and diligence. As one re- 
marked, Mills was more like a tax scholar: “He knows the tax code 
inside and out,” to which another colleague added, “He’s so single 
minded, never goes out, no social life or cocktail parties. He’s thor- 
oughly absorbed, goes home and thinks about the legislation.” l 7  All 
of the members of the committee shared in the prestige of the com- 
mittee’s success under Mills. Furthermore, because the chairman and 
a few key colleagues performed most of the laborious detail work, 
most members were spared the effort, anxiety, and time spent in mas- 
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tering complex and esoteric issues. In other words, they shared in the 
rewards without bearing much of the costs. Most members, until the 
late 1960s, apparently appreciated Mills’ leadership. 

Mills’ influence was further enhanced by his fairness in distribut- 
ing rewards. One  of the major rewards, as noted, was that Mills 
worked to maintain the committee’s reputation. Other rewards includ- 
ed doing favors for members, including such things as making trips 
and speaking engagements in members’ home districts. The  chairman 
never explicitly asked for anything in return for such favors, but mem- 
bers implicitly understood that reciprocal obligations had been in- 
curred. Mills’ leadership, in sum, relied upon rewards, favors, exper- 
tise, persuasion, negotiation, and bargaining, not upon coercion. 

Mills’ accommodationist, consensus-building leadership style was 
made possible, perhaps even made necessary, by the process by which 
members of the committee were selected. Both Democrats and Re- 
publicans assigned members of the Committee on Ways and Means in 
a fashion that both fostered party conflict and paradoxically restrained 
partisanship. Leaders of both parties took an active interest in assign- 



President.John F. Kennedy ing members to the committee because of its importance. Speaker - 
S i p  the Trade Expansion Act 
of1962’ 
dent acknowledged the 
outstandine 1eadershiD that 

Sam Rayburn (D-TX), for example, reportedly would veto the ap- 
pointment of any member who did not suppport the oil depletion 
allowance. For Democrats, the role of its members on the Committee 

Ihe 

Chairman -Mills had’executed 
in pulling together the trade 
agreement. Considered a key 

uictoty for 
the act provided the Presidat 

on Ways and Means as the party’s Committee on Committees further 
enhanced the significance of the assignment procedure, since these 15 
members would determine the appointment of Democratic members 
to all House standing committees. 

with ajive-year authority to 
negotiate tariff reductions of up 
to 50 percent, especially with 
the European Common Market. 
Kennedy signed the bill on 
October 11,  1962, re jh ing  to 
the act as “the most important 
international piece of legislation 
. . . affecting economics since 
the passage of the Marshall 
plan. ” Standing at Chairman 
Mills’ right shoulder is Ways 
and Means member Hale Boggs 
(D-LA), who, while Majority 
Leader in 1972, was lost in a 
plane crash in Alaska. Directly 
behind the President W John 
Byrnes. Committee member Cecil 
King (D- CA),  Howard Baker 
(R- TN), and Eugene Keogh 
(D-NY)  stand at nghl. 

Leaders of each party tended to select party regulars for the 
Committee on Ways and Means. This meant that Republicans seIected 
conservatives and that Democrats appointed a disproportionate share 
of conservative Southern Democrats. These factors created the possi- 
bility-in effect the reality-of a bipartisan conservative coalition 
within the committee. 

These partisan appointment considerations had the potential to 
stimulate overt partisanship on the committee. Several factors, on  the 
other hand, hindered the development of partisanship: 1)  the general- 
ly moderate, pragmatic style of members, 2) the apprenticeship period 
in which members had to prove themselves “good” party men with 
the requisite attributes for membership on the committee, 3) the safe- 
ness of most members’ seats that allowed time to develop expertise in 
the committee’s subject areas as well as informal techniques of con- 
flict resolution, and 4) the veto power over appointments held by 
Chairman Mills and ranking minority member Byrnes that ensured ob- 
structionist or difficult members were not appointed to the commit- 
tee. The attractiveness of the committee-its importance, power, and 
prestige-also helped to restrain partisan conflict, because a commit- 
tee that operated with accommodation and consensus enjoyed the re- 
spect of the House and maintained its standing. Political scientist John 
Manley has concluded that the recruitment process created a commit- 
tee of members bound to disagree, but equally bound to manifest that 
disagreement within the confines of a pragmatic, compromising, con- 
sensus-seeking framework. l9 

The hard-won consensus achieved by the committee was under- 
mined, many members believed, when the Senate bowed to pressures 
from interest groups and executive departments to alter House bills. 
Many members thought that the Senate acted irresponsibly in amend- 
ing House bills. One member put it this way: “With all due respect to 
the Senate, they don’t know what the hell they’re doing over there. 
They’re so damn irresponsible you can get unanimous consent to an 
amendment that costs a billion dollars. And the Senate is supposed to 
be a safety check on the House. We really act as the stabling influ- 
ence, the balance.” 2 o  For their part, senators obviously felt no reluc- 
tance to amend Ways and Means bills. Congressman Charles M. 
Teague (R-CA) satirically recounted the legislative history of H.R. 
1839 in 1964, which had left the House as a bill for the free importa- 
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tion of wild birds and animals for exhibition, only to return after 
major Senate surgery as import quotas on meat and meat products: 

The operation was a great success by the standards which 
prevail in the Senate hospital. My little fellow was completely 
gutted. All that remained of him was the identification 
number on his poor little wrist. He no longer even bore my 
name. His little shell, however, had been stuffed with all sorts 
of things entirely foreign to [H.R.] 1839, his heritage and an- 
cestry.21 

Although few committee bills were so “gutted,” once amended by 
the Senate, these bills then went to a conference committee. The con- 
servative coalition controlled the conference committee because its 
members were among the most senior on both the Committee on 
Ways and Means and the Senate Committee on Finance during this 
period. Based on Manley’s analysis of 17 major tax bills between 1947 
and 1966, the Senate most often lowered the tax rates of House bills. 
Senate versions were closer to the final conference committee reports 
than the House bills, which was also the case with appropriations bills. 
The  Senate succeeded, political scientists have suggested, because its 
decisions were more responsive to the wishes of interest groups, lob- 
byists, and constituents, and were therefore easier for the House and 
the Senate to accept. The House, on the other hand, was dominant in 
Social Security legislation. Trade legislation exhibited greater diversi- 
ty, with the Senate being more protectionist-as it had historically 
been-but with no clear pattern of dominance.22 

The Joint Committee on Internal Revenue Taxation 

Both the Committee on Ways and Means and the Senate Committee 
on Finance could call upon the resources of the professional staff of 
the Joint Committee on Internal Revenue Taxation (JCIRT), founded 
in 1926. The committee was authorized to appoint, on the basis of 
merit, a Chief of Staff and a staff of tax experts. The committee was 
composed of five members each from the House and the Senate- 
three majority and two minority members each from, and chosen by, 
the House Committee on Ways and Means and the Senate Committee 
on Finance, usually the chairmen and ranking members. In 1976, the 
committee’s title was changed to the Joint Committee on Taxation. 
Currently, the Ways and Means chairman chairs the committee every 
other Congress. 

Created to provide objective, bipartisan, and neutral expert infor- 
mation and advice, the staff of the JCIRT provided linkage and conti- 
nuity between the House and the Senate. The members of the Com- 

330 



As a pivotal force behind Ken- 
nedy’s effort to reduce taxes 
across the board, Chairman 
Mills makes the cover of Time 
magazine on January 1 I ,  
1963. Kennedy had proposed a 
quick-fur investment tax credit 
to stimulate business and a 
series of reforms &signed to 
close tax loopholes. Chairman 
Mills opened committee &bate 
on the tax issue by saying, 
“The purpose of this tax reduc- 
tion and revision bill is to 
loosen the constraints which the 
present federal taxation imposes 
on the American economy. ” 
With this direction, Ways and 
Means drafied a bill that paid 
more attention to tax cuts than 
it did to the revenue-raising re- 
forms that Kennedy had envi- 
sioned. With Mills’ stamp of 
approval, the committee’s bill 
easily passed the House and 
formed the core of the resulting 
Revenue Act of 1964. rf 

I ME 
N E W S M A C A Z I N E  

F 

CONGRESSMAN 
WILBUR MILLS 

4 
i 

mittee on Ways and Means valued the advice of the staff above that of 
the executive branch. One  member observed, “Between the Joint 
Committee staff and the House Legislative Counsel, Congress has de- 
veloped a more competent staff for drafting tax legislation than has 
the Treasury.” 23 The  Chief of Staff of the JCIRT from 1938 to 1964, 
Colin P. Stam, was considered as important a player in tax legislation 
as the committee chairmen. Liberals thought that Stam biased the 
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staffs input in a conservative direction. His successor, Laurence N. 
Woodworth, responded to these criticisms by making the staff more 
available to all members of the Senate Finance Committee and the 
House Committee on Ways and Means.24 

In addition to providing expert advice, the JCIRT staff served as 
an important link between the committee, the Treasury Department, 
and key interest groups. The  staff met informally with their counter- 
parts from the Treasury Department and the Internal Revenue Service 
in what were called staff subcommittees to discuss Treasury’s tax pro- 
posals. “We get together in our subcommittees and discuss these 
ideas as to feasibility and technical possibility,” one JCIRT staffer re- 
called. “We represent the Ways and Means Committee and let them 
know what the committee may or may not accept.” 25  The JCIRT was 
also a focal point for interest-group lobbying. Stam, the staff director, 
held meetings in which groups of lobbyists could present their views. 
According to an unsubstantiated story, one lobbyist bought a dog to 
walk around Chevy Chase Circle in hopes of meeting Stam on one of 
his nocturnal canine excursions. 

The JCIRT was but one of a set of complex, informal ties linking 
the Committee on Ways and Means with the Senate and with the ex- 
ecutive branch. The committee not only relied upon its own tax ex- 
perts and those of JCIRT for guidance but also upon the officials and 
staff of the Treasury Department, who sat in on executive mark-up 

Congress h a n h  tax reductions 
to Kennedy but yanks back tax 
reforms, which would have 
raised money to help offset the 
7.3 billion tax dollars lost in 
the first year of the Rmenue 
Act of 1964. While the Ken- 
nedy Administration had 
wanted the act to cut individ- 
ual income taxes, it had also 
wanted the act to increase levies 
in other areas. However, of 19 
tax-raising proposals, Ways 
and Means dropped all but 
four. T h w  the intended tax-cut 
and reform bill ended up 
mainly as a memure for tax 
reduction. At right, a string 
tied to the 1964 tax act by 
Ways and Means was bad 
news for Kennedy. The new 
law meant that the White 
House would have to consider a 
curb on spending in order to 
live within the means of lower 
&deral revenues. 
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sessions. The President, through the Treasury Department and the 
Department of Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW), took the initia- 
tive in proposing legislation, but the executive branch had to antici- 
pate the response of the Committee on Ways and Means. Executive 
initiative did not mean automatic acceptance. The Committee on 
Ways and Means yielded to executive direction only in the area of 
trade legislation, where a broad bipartisan coalition existed since 1934 
that viewed trade as a foreign policy matter primarily the business of 
the executive. In the area of taxation the Committee on Ways and 
Means tended to demonstrate its independence and was far less sus- 
ceptible to executive persuasion. Less conflict was evident in Social 
Security, with the notable exception of Medicare. 26 

Mills Committee Trade Legislation 

T w o  significant trade revisions were passed during Mills’ chairman- 
ship. The first, the Trade Expansion Act of 1962, was considered by 
many political observers to have been President John F. Kennedy’s 
most important legislative victory of the Eighty-seventh Congress 
(1961-1963). The act provided the President with a five-year authority 
to negotiate tariff reductions of up to 50 percent, especially with the 
European Common Market. When he signed the bill on October 11, 
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Former President H a n y  
Truman and Vice President 
Hubert Humphrey help Presi- 
dent Lyndon Johnson note the 
hour as he signs the Medicare 
Act on July 30, 1965. The 
signing took place in  Indtpend- 
ace ,  Missouri, the hometown 
of Truman, who was the first 
Chief Executiue to endorse a 
health insurance plan to be ji- 
nanced by raising the Social 
Security tax. Loud objections to 
such a notion in  I949 softened 
over the years as medical costs 
soared. By 1965, the time was 
right and Johnson recommended 
Medicare. Preuiowly opposed, 
Mills honored his committee’s 
views and crafted the bill. It 
marked a major addition to the 
social insurance programs 
begun in  the New Deal. 

1962, President Kennedy referred to it as “the most important inter- 
national piece of legislation . . . affecting economics since the passage 
of the Marshall plan [ 19481.” 2 7  It was appropriate that Kennedy con- 
spicuously included Chairman Wilbur Mills among those responsible 
for passage of the law. The  role of the committee in the consideration 
of the Trade Expansion Act represented a case study in the operation 
of the Committee on Ways and Means under Wilbur Mills. 

The  first step in the procedure was the formulation of an execu- 
tive proposal on trade. On  December 6, 1961, President Kennedy 
called for greater cooperation with the European Common Market in 
lowering tariffs in order to stimulate trade. The  1934 Reciprocal 
Trade Agreements Act, Kennedy argued, “must not simply be re- 
newed, it must be replaced.” The  administration submitted a draft bill 
to Congress on January 25, 1962, along with a message supporting 
the measure. The  two key elements the administration sought were: 1) 
“a general authority to reduce existing tariffs by 50 percent in recip- 
rocal negotiations,” and 2) a special authority “to reduce or eliminate 
all tariffs on those groups of products where the United States and 
the EEC (European Economic Community, also known as the Common 
Market) together account for 80 percent or  more of world trade in a 
representative period.” Wilbur Mills introduced the bill (H.R. 9900) 
on the same day, and it  was promptly referred to his committee for 
consideration.28 

The  Committee on Ways and Means held four weeks of hearings 
on the bill and a series of closed executive mark-up sessions over a 
six-week period. Over 245 witnesses testified, and the printed record 
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A favorable report from Ways 
and Means on the proposed 
Medicare bill enumerates the 
scope and philosophy of the 
measure, which was written to 
amend the Social Security Act. 
The struggle to draji a Medi- 
care bill involved several fac- 
tions. The Johnson Administra- 
tion insisted on compulsory na- 
tional health care, a plan op- 
posed by the Amm’can Medical 
Association. Also against it 
were Republicans and consm- 
atiue Democrats; they wanted a 
voluntary health care system. 
Ways and Means accommo- 
dated both views with a com- 
promise. Medicare Part A pro- 
uided for insurance coverage of 
hospital expenses for persons 
age 65 and over, but excluded 
the services of physicians. Reue- 
nue for this plan would come 
from an increase in payroll 
taxes. Medicare Part B, a 
supplementary uoluntary plan 
f o r  those ouer 65, allowed for  
additional coverage that in- 
cluded the services of physi- 
cians. Money for  this purpose 
would come from monthly pre- 
miums deducted from partici- 
pants’ benefits, matched by 
government payments from gen- 
eral revenues. An  amendment 
also extended the Medical 
Assistance for the Aged to the 
medically needy under a 
disabilaty program, known as 
Medicaid. The Medicare Act of 
I965 brought some 36 million 
Americans under the protection 
of national health insurance. 

[r. MILLS, from the Committee on w8yB and Means, submitted 
following 

REPORT 
pro aa0omp.n~ H.B. 61l761 

The Committee on Ways and Mesns, to whom wm refexred the bill 
(E.R. 6676 tp provide a hrmpi$ inaarsnCe propam for the 
undm the $4 Seuurity Act mth a sup !ementprJr health bm* 
grogmu and an expanded proepom of m & d  mmstance, to mmase 
d t a  undw the old survivors and disability insurance @an, 
to improve the F$w%tate pub& nstkbanca programs, and for 
0 t h ~  purpo8ea h8vmg conmdd the same report favorably thereon 
3thout ameadmmt and recommend that de bill do plrsa. 

of the hearings filled six volumes, totaling 4,233 pages and weighing 
ten pounds. Nearly every major Kennedy Cabinet member testified on 
behalf of the bill, led by Commerce Secretary Luther H. Hodges and 
Under Secretary of State George W. Ball. Most of the testimony was 
of a general nature, such as Treasury Department Secretary Douglas 
Dillon’s assertion that “trade legislation of this scope is essential if we 
are to achieve and maintain a reliable balance between our foreign 
payments and receipts in the years ahead.” Most representatives of 
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In 1973, Mills pledges support 
for a Ira& measure requested 
by President Richard Nixon. “I 
would e v e  the President what- 
ever it takes . . . to promote 
the exportation of g o o d  from 
this country into other coun- 
tries. . . . That means, more 
or Less, the reduction or elimi- 
nation of nontanfl barriers. ” 
The Trade Act of 1974 became 
a landmark legdative achieve- 
ment unah Mills. The author- 
ity that it gave the President to 
negotiate trade agreemenh in- 
fluenced U.  s. policy for the 
next 15 years. President Gerald 
Ford signed the bill after the 
Watergate scandal forced Nixon 

industry, trade, or labor organizations supported the bill, although 
one witness argued against an “extreme concentration of power in the 
President,” which would leave the control of Congress over tariffs 
“completely atrophied.” 29 The last two days of questioning were de- 
voted to a cross-examination of Hodges and Ball by committee Re- 
publicans. 

The  committee went into closed executive session on the trade 
bill on April 12, 1962. By May 23, the committee had given approval 
to an amended form of the administration’s draft bill. An entirely new 
bill (H.R. 11970) was drafted to incorporate these changes, which 
Mills introduced on June 4. The new bill retained the basic purpose 
of the administration measure virtually intact, but it also considerably 
revised the procedures and safeguards that were either omitted or  
only vaguely stated in the original bill. The  most conspicuous commit- 
tee additions were: 1) the escape clause, a previous feature of trade 
acts that would permit the United States to withdraw from any com- 
mitment to reduce tariffs when required to do  so by domestic consid- 
erations, 2) a provision that Congress could override the President if 
he rejected a Tariff Commission recommendation to invoke the 
escape clause, and 3) a suspension of the most-favored-nation status 
of Poland and Yugoslavia. 

O n  June 4, the committee voted 20-5 to report H.R. 11970 to the 
House. Five Republicans joined all 15 Democrats to support the bill. 
The  House Rules Committee voted 8-7 to grant a closed rule to the 
trade bill. Under closed rules, only amendments approved by the re- 
porting committee could be considered during floor debate. The  only 
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opportunity to change the bill was a motion to recommit to the com- 
mittee with instructions to make certain changes. Recommittal mo- 
tions are the prerogative of the reporting committee’s ranking minori- 
ty member. In this case, Noah M. Mason (R-IL), then ranking Repub- 
lican on the Committee on Ways and Means, moved to recommit 
H.R. 11970 with instructions to prepare a substitute bill extending ex- 
isting trade agreements legislation for one year. Mason’s motion was 
defeated by a vote of 171-253. Subsequently, H.R. 11970 was passed 
by the House on June 27 by a roll call vote of 298-125. 

The  trade bill passed the Senate in September by a wide margin. 
The  conference committee easily compromised differences between 
the House and Senate versions in one meeting. The  House’s suspen- 
sion of most-favored-nation status for Poland and Yugoslavia was re- 
tained, as were some of the Senate’s provisions to authorize the Presi- 
dent to retaliate against foreign import restrictions. The  conference 
report was agreed to by the House and the Senate on October 4. The  
House expressed its gratitude to Mills for his committee’s work on the 
bill when several members suggested that it should be known as the 
Mills Act. 

The  Trade Expansion Act of 1962 provided the legislative au- 
thorization for the Kennedy Round of tariff reduction negotiations 
under the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) of 1947. 
As a result of this round of negotiations, the United States agreed to 
lower import duties an average of 35 percent on nearly 6,000 items 
over a five-year period (1968-1973) in return for reduced tariffs on 
American goods. O 

The second significant item of trade legislation during the Mills 
era was the Trade Act of 1974. On April 10, 1973, President Richard 
M. Nixon requested congressional authority for the upcoming Tokyo 
Round of GATT multilateral trade negotiations. The  administration’s 
request reflected both the increasingly complex nature of modern 
international trade relationships and the importance of trade issues to 
the American economy. The  two key provisions of Nixon’s request 
were authority to address the proliferation of nontariff trade barriers 
to U.S. access to overseas markets, and a special procedure for swift 
congressional consideration of legislation to implement nontariff trade 
agreements. The  administration’s plan also proposed: 1) measures to 
grant temporary relief to domestic industries and workers harmed by 
increased import competition, 2) the normalization of trade relations 
with Communist nations, and 3) a new program of preferential tariff 
treatment for imports from developing nations. 

The  committee held 24 days of public hearings, receiving testimo- 
ny from 369 witnesses and hundreds of written communications, re- 
corded in 14 volumes of 5,169 pages. The  committee conducted 60 
closed executive sessions during 39 days before reporting a revised 
bill on October 10, 1973. Among the major developments adopted by 
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Big business and consumers 
stand under the money tree 
awaiting a rich harvest Jrom a 
cut in  excise taxes during the 
administration of President 
Lyndon Johnson. The Excise 
Tax Reduction Act of 1965 
eliminated the 10 percent 
luxu~y tax on such items as 
jewel?, furs, and cosmetics. I t  
also rolled back manufacturers’ 
taxes on appliances, sporting 
goods, business machines, auto 
parts, and similar products. By 
1969, the repeal of excise taxes 
had sawed businesses and 
consumers 4 . 7  billion dollars. 

”HOTHOUSE HARVEST” 

the committee was an amendment proposed by Congressman Charles 
A. Vanik (D-OH) to condition the extension of nondiscriminatory 
trade relations with the Soviet Union and other Communist countries 
on their emigration policies. 

The  House passed the bill after two days of debate, but it  was 
another year before the Senate acted on the renewed request by Presi- 
dent Gerald R. Ford to pass the legislation. The Committee on Ways 
and Means, under new Chairman A1 Ullman, and the Senate Commit- 
tee on Finance reached agreement on the conference report on De- 
cember 19, 1974. The report passed both Houses the following day, 
the last day of the Ninety-third Congress. The bill was signed into law 
by President Ford on January 3, 1975. The Trade Act of 1974 estab- 
lished a new procedure for the negotiation and implementation of 
trade agreements that provided the statutory basis for U.S. trade 
policy over the next 15 years. 

Social Security Legislation in the 1960s 

Several increases in Social Security benefits were enacted in the 
1960s, especially in the Social Security Amendments of 1960, 1961, 
and 1967. The  major innovation in this field of legislation was the 
passage of the Medicare Act in 1965 to provide medical assistance to 
senior citizens. The principal congressional roadblock to this program 
for nearly a decade had been Mills’ Committee on Ways and Means. 
The  chairman reversed his opposition only after a set of circum- 
stances had transformed the committee into a majority in favor of 
Medicare. 
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An attentive Chairman Wilbur 
Mills listens as President 
Johmon announces that he will 
ask Congress f o r  cuts in federal 
excise !axes. Standing behind the 
President are Senate Finance 
Committee Chairman Russell B. 
Long, Mills, and Treasuq 
Secretaq H e n q  H.  Fowler. 
Passage of the bill continued the 
trend toward lessening reliance 
on excise taxes to fund the cost of 
government. 

The  origins of Medicare dated back to the development of the 
Social Security Act in 1935. The  Committee on Economic Security, 
appointed by President Roosevelt, endorsed the principle of compul- 
sory national health insurance in its report, although the President de- 
clined to recommend it to Congress. N o  congressional action was 
taken until 1943 when Senators Robert F. Wagner (D-NY) and James 
E. Murray (D-MT) and Ways and Means member John D. Dingell (D- 
MI) proposed that the Social Security Act of 1935 be amended to in- 
clude a compulsory national health insurance plan financed by a pay- 
roll tax. Although the bill failed, the phrase Wagner-Murray-Dingell 
was synonymous with what has become known as Medicare. President 
Truman endorsed the plan as early as 1945, and in his 1949 State of 
the Union Message, he proposed that prepaid health insurance for 
persons of all ages could be financed by raising the Social Security 
tax. No action was taken on Truman’s proposal by Congress, but the 
controversy surrounding national health insurance focused public at- 
tention on the problem.31 

The  Eisenhower Administration (1953-1961) was opposed to 
compulsory national health insurance, but some Democrats in Con- 
gress continued to press the issue. Aime J. Forand (D-RI), a member 
of the Committee on Ways and Means, introduced a bill in 1957 to 
provide hospitalization, surgical, and other benefits to all retired per- 
sons covered by Social Security. The  benefits were to be financed by 
an increase in payroll taxes. The  Committee on Ways and Means held 
hearings on the Forand bill from July 13 to 17, 1959. HEW Secretary 
Arthur S. Flemming stated that although the administration was op- 
posed to compulsory health insurance, “we are reviewing our position 
on the basic principles embodied in such legislation.” 3 2  
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REPORT 

The committee held executive sessions to consider the Forand 
bill between March 14 and June 13, 1960. Flemming once more stated 
the administration’s firm opposition, noting that they were consider- 
ing a program of federal assistance to the states to promote health 
care for the aged. The American Medical Association also opposed 
what President Eisenhower had called “a very definite step in [the di- 
rection of] socialized medicine.” 33 The bill (H.R. 12580) the commit- 
tee reported to the House on June 13 replaced Forand’s proposals 
with a plan authored by Chairman Mills that was closer to the admin- 
istration’s program. The chairman’s bill authorized federal grants to 
the states for the purpose of medical care to persons over 65 whose 
incomes were deemed inadequate to meet their medical needs. The 
states were allowed to determine eligibility standards as well as levels 
of benefits. The plan was to be financed from Treasury funds rather 
than an increase in payroll taxes. 
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“The Committee on Ways and 
Means.  . . recommend[s] that 
the bill do pass. . . ’’ read the 
panel i report submitted on the 
Excise Tax Reduction Act of 
1965. The proposed cut that 
caused the most controuersy in- 
uolued the federal excise on 
automobiles. Martha Grf j ths  
of Michigan, the first woman 
to s m e  on Ways and Means, 
pressed for  the elimination of 
the tax. Treasury Department 
ofjcials balked, saying that 
such action would slice federal 
revenws by another billion dol- 
lars. Chairman Mills enga- 
neered a compromise that gave 
the automobile industry and 
Treasury part of what each 
wanted. In this report the 
committee jwtzjies its overhaul 
of the present excise taxes be- 
cause they “. . . were initially 
h i e d  as emergency. . . meas- 
ures at the time of the Korean 
war, or World War II, or the 
depression of the 1930’s. As a 
result, they were not deueloped 
on any systematic basis and are 
ofien dismiminatory. . . . ” 

H.R. 12580 passed the House on June 23, 1960, by a vote of 
381-23 under a closed rule. The  Senate version of the bill with a 
slightly modified federal-state assistance plan authored by Senator 
Robert S. Kerr (D-OK) passed on August 23, and the conference com- 
mittee report was adopted three days later in the House and six days 
later in the Senate. Now known as Kerr-Mills, the act was signed by 
President Eisenhower on September 13. Although Forand called it “a 
sham and a mirage . . . a watered-down version of a no-good bill that 
came from the White House,” the size of the vote  indicated that the 
majority agreed with Republican Victor A. Knox of Michigan that the 
act was “a step in the right direction.” 34 

John F. Kennedy had sponsored a version of the Forand bill while 
serving in the Senate in 1960. As President in 1961, he recommended 
a similar program, arguing that it was “not a system of socialized 
medicine.” 35 Congress took no action on health care in the Eighty- 
seventh Congress (1961-1963), but it did pass an increased Social Se- 
curity benefits package in 1961. 

Kennedy asked Congress to increase the minimum monthly bene- 
fit from $33 to $43 to keep up with the rising cost of living. He also 
requested broadening the disability provisions, increasing widows’ 
benefits, and assigning 62 as the age at which workers could retire 
and receive benefits on a reduced basis. T h e  package was to be fi- 
nanced by an increased payroll tax of .25 percent on employers and 
employees. The  Committee on Ways and Means held only five days of 
executive sessions on the bill in March 1961. HEW Secretary Abra- 
ham A. Ribicoff testified on behalf of the administration. There was 
little evident opposition to the bill, which was approved by the com- 
mittee 22-2 on March 29. The  committee did make several alterations 
to the administration’s proposals: 1 ) increasing the monthly minimum 
only to $40, 2) increasing the payroll tax only .125 percent, 3) reject- 
ing the broadened disability protection, and 4) lowering the increase 
for widows’ benefits. The  House passed the bill on April 20 by an 
overwhelming 400-14 margin. The  bill passed the Senate in late June, 
and President Kennedy signed the Social Security Amendments of 
1961 on June 30.36 

By the mid-l960s, the paradox of poverty amid plenty as well as 
the rising costs of medical care had focused public attention upon 
medical assistance for the aged. President Lyndon B. Johnson in- 
structed Democratic congressional leaders to give top priority to pas- 
sage of Medicare in 1965; accordingly, the bill was assigned H.R. 1 in 
the House and S. 1 in the Senate. The  congressional elections in 1964 
had much to do with the success of the bill in the Committee on Ways 
and Means. 

The  committee had rejected a similar health care program in 
1960 by a vote of 17-8, with all ten Republicans and seven Demo- 
crats, including Chairman Mills and all six Southern Democrats, in the 
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opposition. Within five years the Democratic House leadership re- 
placed every Democrat who left the committee, including three who 
were opposed to Medicare, with a Medicare supporter. With the 
Democratic landslide in the 1964 elections, in which two Republican 
members of the committee were defeated, the ratio of the committee 
was changed for the Eighty-ninth Congress from 15 Democrats and 
10 Republicans to 17 Democrats and 8 Republicans. T h e  ratio revert- 
ed to 15-10 in the succeeding Congresses until the committee was en- 
larged in 1974. What had been a 17-8 majority against Medicare was 
transformed by the election and the enlargement of the committee 
into a tenuous 13-12 majority in favor of the ~ r o g r a m . ~ ’  

Confronted with a committee majority favorable to the adminis- 
tration’s bill, Chairman Mills reversed his position on Medicare. N o  
hearings were held on the bill because the majority considered them 
unnecessary. The  Medicare Act passed in 1965 owed much to the 

Heavy spending burden of the 
Vietnam conflict, space pro- 
gram, urban renewal, Medi- 
care, and other federal pro- 
grams bendc the back of the 
Johnson Administration, which 
grasps an empty tax cup in this 
1967 cover of Newsweek. 
The strain of the President 5 
“gum and butter” programs in 
the wake of lost revenues led 
Johnson to reqwst an extension 
of excises due to expire under 
the reduction act of 1965. The 
President also asked for a I0 
percent income tax surcharge. 
Mills tried to bottle up the bill 
in committee, but when forced 
to report it, he attached a big 
condition to the measure. The 
Revenue and Expenditures 
Control Act of I968 granted 
t h  I0 percent surcharge on 
personal and corporate income 
for 1969, but only iffidma1 
spending was cut by six billion 
dollars. 
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consensus-building process within the Mills committee. H.R. 1, the 
administration bill, was replaced by a compromise bill, H.R. 6675, 
whose provisions reflected suggestions made by ranking minority 
member John W. Byrnes. The  Wisconsin Republican proposed an op- 
tional rather than a mandatory program for those over 65 that includ- 
ed an expanded benefits package financed by federal contributions 
taken from general revenues and by small monthly payments from 
beneficiaries. Mills was impressed by his colleague’s recommenda- 
tions, although he was dubious about the wisdom of financing Medi- 
care through general revenues rather than payroll taxes. T h e  chair- 
man designed a bill that incorporated aspects of the administration’s 
proposals, Byrnes’ alternative, and a plan submitted by the American 
Medical Association. Under the terms of the Mills bill, hospital insur- 
ance would be financed through payroll taxes, but added medical care 
benefits would be financed through general revenues and participant 
contributions. 

H.R. 6675 provided two health insurance plans that became Title 
XVIII (Medicare) of the Social Security Act. The  basic health insur- 
ance plan for persons over 65 (Medicare Part A) provided hospitaliza- 
tion coverage, except for the services of physicians. This plan was to 
be financed by an increase in payroll taxes. A supplementary volun- 
tary plan for those over 65 (Medicare Part B) provided additional cov- 
erage that encompassed the services of physicians, including special- 
ists such as radiologists, anesthesiologists, pathologists, and psychia- 
trists. This plan was to be financed through monthly premiums de- 
ducted from participants’ benefits, matched by government payments 
from general revenues. The  bill also amended the Kerr-Mills program 
of federal-state assistance by extending the Medical Assistance for the 
Aged program to the medically needy under the dependent chil- 
dren, blind, and permanently and totally disabled programs. This ex- 
tension of Kerr-Mills became Title XIX (better known as Medicaid) of 
the Social Security Act. 

The  House considered H.R. 6675 under a closed rule on April 8, 
1965, when it passed the bill by a 313-115 vote. “After all these 
years,” Chairman Mills observed, the committee and the administra- 
tion had been able to develop a bill “that I could wholeheartedly and 
conscientiously . . . support. . . . I believe we have finally worked out 
a satisfactory and reasonable solution of an entire problem, not just a 
partial solution.” 38 President Lyndon Johnson signed Medicare into 
law on July 30, 1965, at Independence, Missouri, in the presence of 
the first President to propose a national health insurance program, 
Harry Truman. The  law provided health care coverage to some 36 
million persons. The  estimated cost of the program for the first full 
year’s operation was 6.5 billion dollars. Both in scope and philosophy, 
Medicare marked a major addition to the social welfare legislation 
begun in the New Deal. 
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“BETWEEN THE DEVIL 
AND THE DEEP RED SEA“ 

‘Feeling a little sluggish, eh? What 
you need is a good shot in the arm.’ 

In 1967, the President requested the Ninetieth Congress to enact 
a 15 percent across-the-board increase in monthly Social Security ben- 
efits, as well as the expansion of Medicare to cover 1.5 million dis- 
abled Americans under the age of 65. The Committee on Ways and 
Means under Mills’ leadership refused to extend Medicare, arguing 
that the additional cost would have threatened the financial soundness 
of the program. The committee did agree to a 12 percent increase in 
Social Security benefits, which was later raised to 13 percent in the 
final conference committee report. 

The most controversial committee action concerning the Social 
Security Amendments of 1967 was the provision relating to Aid to 
Families with Dependent Children (AFDC). The committee recom- 
mended mandatory work-training programs for all able-bodied AFDC 
recipients. Mothers with preschool children would have to place them 
in federally supported day-care centers while receiving job training in 
order to remain eligible for AFDC payments. This was the only provi- 
sion to elicit debate during the four hours in which the House consid- 
ered the committee bill under a closed rule on August 17. Chairman 
Mills argued that the provision was designed to make “taxpayers out 
of taxeaters.” He strongly defended the work-training program: 
“What in the world is wrong with requiring these people to submit 
themselves, if they are to draw public funds, to a test of their ability to 
learn a job? Is i t  not the way we should go? Is that not the thing we 
should do?” Ranking minority member Byrnes likewise thought that 
the AFDC provision was the “right road.” But several Democrats, re- 
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Caught between the devil of 
higher taxes and the deep red 
sea of the biggest feohal dejicit 
since World War II,  a befud- 
dled Congress in I 9 6 7  wonders 
how to &a1 with these unpopu- 
lar issues. A companion cartoon 
from that year suggests the pain 
ofgiving the economy a shot in 
the a m  with a big tax boost. 
The Tax Reform Act of 1 9 6 9  
tackled the dilemma. Ways and 
Means proposed the most exten- 
sive changes in the tax code’s 
history up to that time. Impor- 
tant provisions included an in- 
crease in captial gains tares, an 
about-face repeal of the 7 per- 
cent investment tax credit, and a 
surprising reduction in the pre- 
viously untouchable oil depletion 
allowance. 

flecting the administration’s position, criticized the bill’s welfare provi- 
sion. According to Charles Vanik of Ohio for example, “we can en- 
deavor to hold down the cost, we can endeavor to train adults capable 
of work and rehabilitate families, but we must not deny help to those 
who remain needy after our best thought-out plans.” 39 When Presi- 
dent Johnson signed the bill on January 2, 1968, he also appointed a 
commission to make recommendations for changes in the “out- 
moded” welfare system. In 1972, amendments to the Social Security 
Act introduced the concept of indexing, that is, linking benefit in- 
creases to rises in the cost of living. 

Although each of the four major Social Security bills in the 1960s 
originated from administration proposals, the Mills committee revised 
them all in a conservative direction. The committee refused to act on 
a compulsory national health insurance proposal in 1960, substituting 
the Kerr-Mills plan for federal-state assistance. President Kennedy’s 
request for increased benefits in 196 1 were also substantially reduced 
by the committee. Even when political changes created a committee 
favorable to Medicare, Mills was able to tack on a supplementary vol- 
untary insurance plan favored by the AMA. The committee had dis- 
played its independence in Social Security legislation; in the area of 
revenue, the Mills committee played an even more important role. 

Mills Committee Tax Legislation 

Because administrations usually presented tax proposals in the form 
of general messages, and because the committee placed so great a re- 
liance upon the technical tax-writing expertise of the JCIRT staff and 
the House Legislative Counsel, the Committee on Ways and Means 
played a creative role in drafting tax legislation. There were four 
major tax reforms during Mills’ tenure: two during the Kennedy-John- 
son years-the Revenue Act of 1964 and the Excise Tax Reduction 
Act of 1965-and two during Richard Nixon’s Presidency-the Tax 
Reform Act of 1969 and the Tax Reduction Act of 1971. During the 
Eisenhower years, the tax code had been stabilized, and it had gone 
virtually unchanged since 1954. The tax reform acts of 1964 and 
1969, however, consisted of dozens of major alterations, and as tax 
experts have pointed out, hundreds if not thousands of minor techni- 
cal changes. The tax bills of the 1960s, and those of the 1970s as well, 
with one exception, all called for tax cuts, and all were touted as tax 
reforms; and yet, with each bill the tax code became increasingly more 
complex and difficult to administer.*O 

The Revenue Act of 1964 resulted from discussions held early in 
the Kennedy Administration involving Treasury Secretary Douglas 
Dillon. Because of the nation’s faltering economy, the administration 
devised a two-stage approach: a quick-fix investment tax credit to 
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The cover of Dun’s magazine 
directs the attention of the busi- 
ness community to tax-cut &lib- 
erations underway in Ways and 
Means in 1971. Runaway 
inflation had spurred President 
Nkon to come up with a plan 
for economic recovey. Supply- 
side economics, he reasoned, 
would had to bwiness expan- 
sion which in turn would 
revitalize the economy. Thus he 
transmitted to Ways and 
Means tax-reform requests that 
included reductions weighted in 
favor of business. Leaders of 
industty, as well as the nation’s 
business press, watched closely 
as the committee pondered the 
last major tax revision of the 
Mills era. 

I 
stimulate business, and a thorough reform effort to close tax loop- 
holes. The investment tax credit recommended by Kennedy on April 
21, 1961, ran into opposition in the Committee on Ways and Means. 
In the committee’s hearings, business was divided over the way the 
credit was formulated, and organized labor was adamantly opposed. 
Chairman Mills utilized all of his consensus-building skill in order to 
fashion legislation in 1962 that increased the investment tax credit, in 
effect broadening tax reduction in order to increase support for the 

Believing that “tax reductions set off a process that can bring 
gains for everyone,” and that “tax deterrents to private initiatives 
have too long held economic activity in check,” President Kennedy 
recommended across-the-board tax reductions in January 1963. The 
administration’s proposals called for cutting individual tax rates from 
the then current range of 20-91 percent to 14-65 percent and for 
lowering corporate rates from 52 to 49 percent. Tax reductions were 
also proposed in provisions on child care, moving expenses, charita- 
ble contributions, income averaging, and research and development. 
To somewhat offset losses in revenue, several revenue-raising changes 
were suggested concerning capital gains. 

Secretary Dillon emphasized the coordinated nature of the tax 
reform package in his testimony before the Committee on Ways and 
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Means. Generally, the committee took the view that tax reduction was 
tied to economic growth. The committee chose to increase the provi- 
sions reducing taxes and to reduce the provisions increasing taxes. 
The committee’s bill was considered under a closed rule, with Mills 
commencing debate by arguing that, “The purpose of this tax reduc- 
tion and revision bill is to loosen the constraints which the present 
federal taxation imposes on the American economy.” The  bill passed 
the House and formed the basis for the version favored by the confer- 
ence committee. The  resulting Revenue Act of 1964 enacted across- 
the-board reductions of from 20 to 30 percent, slightly more favorable 
for lower income groups and more proportional for middle income 
groups. As estimated by the JCIRT, the total revenue impact of the 
act was a revenue loss of 7.3 billion dollars for 1964 and 11.3 billion 
dollars for 1965. What began as tax reform had ended as tax reduc- 
tion. 

The  political appeal of tax cuts proved irresistible. In 1965 the 
administration and Congress agreed to a large cut in excise taxes. 
These taxes had produced nearly one-eighth of federal revenue in the 
postwar period, as much as ten billion dollars a year. Excises on 
liquor and tobacco accounted for two-fifths of the total, with automo- 
biles and fuels accounting for one-third. The Excise Tax Reduction 
Act of 1965 reduced excises by 4.7 billion dollars between June 22, 
1965 and January 1, 1969. The  10 percent luxury tax on items such as 

jewelry and furs was eliminated, but the most controversial reduction, 
and the one that the Committee on Ways and Means most altered, 
was the phasing out of the federal excise on automobiles. The  admin- 
istration recommended reducing the 10 percent tax by stages to 5 
percent in 1967. Representative Martha Griffiths (D-MI), the first 
woman to serve on the committee, urged that the entire tax should be 
eliminated, arguing that the savings would be passed on to consumers 
in lower car prices that would stimulate the economy. The Treasury 
projected that outright elimination of the tax would cost another one 
billion dollars in lost revenues. Ranking minority member John 
Byrnes suggested phasing out the tax over a three-year period to 
lessen the impact on federal revenues. Chairman Mills supported the 
principle of a phase-out, changing only the first year’s rate from 
Byrnes’ proposed 8 percent to 7 percent. Like most compromises, it 
did not satisfy everyone, but it succeeded in giving both the Treasury 
and the automobile industry part of what they wanted.43 

The next major tax revisions did not come until the late 1960s. 
Although the conflict in Vietnam placed added strains on the budget, 
President Johnson had little evident interest in tax policy. In 1968, the 
size of the deficit led the President to request an extension of excises 
due to expire and a temporary 10 percent income tax surcharge. Mills 
kept the bill in committee until he was forced to release it when the 
Senate attached a tax increase to another House bill. The  Committee 
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on Ways and Means bill tied the tax increase to a six billion dollar 
spending cut. The resulting Revenue and Expenditures Control Act of 
1968 imposed a 10 percent surcharge on personal and corporate 
income for 1969, provided spending was cut six billion dollars below 
projected levels.44 

The Johnson Administration held its proposals for major tax 
reform until after the election of Richard Nixon in 1968. Before 
Nixon’s inauguration in January 1969, the Treasury released its pro- 
posals. The Committee on Ways and Means held extensive hearings 
on these proposals beginning in February. The bill drafted by the 
committee provided the most extensive changes in the tax code’s his- 
tory up to that time. The bill called for a six-month extension of the 
10 percent tax surcharge to partially offset general reductions in the 
rate schedules. Personal tax exemptions were also increased. New tax 
benefits were written for pollution control equipment, railroad im- 
provements, and renovations on rental properties. But in the most 
striking departure from current tax policy, the committee greatly in- 
creased revenue-raising provisions by increasing taxes on capital gains 
and by repealing the 7 percent investment tax credit, a complete 
about-face from the committee’s position in 1964. For the first time, 
the committee lowered the sacrosanct oil depletion allowance previ- 
ously protected zealously by Chairman Mills and Speaker Rayburn. 
The committee also eliminated the tax-exempt status of interest on 
state and municipal bonds, but this reform was not included in the 
Senate and conference committee versions.45 

The committee bill was hurriedly drawn in order that i t  might 
pass before the August recess. During the House Rules Committee’s 
consideration of a rule for the bill, the Democratic Study Group 
(DSG) found that one lower income group benefited less from the re- 
forms. Mills called his committee together and wrote additional tax 
breaks of 2.5 billion dollars during a lunch break in the Rules Com- 
mittee’s proceedings. After the bill was granted a closed rule, the 
House passed it by an overwhelming 395-30 vote. The Senate made 
major changes to the bill in the direction of even greater tax reduc- 
tions. President Nixon threatened to veto the bill, but the conference 
committee compromised the House and Senate versions to create an 
act that the JCIRT estimated would result in overall revenue gains of 
5.7 billion dollars in fiscal year 1970. The added expenses of the mili- 
tary conflict in Vietnam provided part of the reason for tax reform 
rather than tax reduction, but tax scholars have argued that a more 
likely reason was the liberal ideology of Johnson’s Great Society. The 
Tax Reform Act of 1969 instituted highly progressive tax changes, 
lowering the comparable tax liabilities more for lower income groups 
than for higher income groups, and in fact increasing by 7.2 percent 
the liabilities on incomes above $ 100,000.46 

The committee engaged in the last major tax revision of the Mills 
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Reuenue issues under consider- 
ation by Ways and Means in 
I971 t u r n  a picture of the 
committee into front-page news 
for Business Week magazine 
In addition to paring business 
taxes as a counter-inflation 
move, President Niton had 
asked Ways and Means for re- 
instatement of the investment 
tax credit and added deprecia- 
tion benefits. The final bill re- 
ported by the committee fol- 
lowed the spirit of the Presi- 
dent’s request but altered most 
of the details. In general, Ways 
and Means more than doubled 
tax reductions for individuals, 
while providing one of the larg- 
est business tax cuts in history. 
The committee’s work cleared 
the Senate virtually unchanged. 
The Tax Reduction Act of 
1971 reduced revenues some 
26 billion dollars over a three- 
year pm‘od. 
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Tackling three hot issues: 
taxes, trade, welfare Page 72 

era in 1971. With inflation seemingly out of control, President Nixon 
asked Congress for wage and price controls, a 10 percent import sur- 
charge, and a 10 percent cut in foreign aid. Following supply-side 
economic reasoning, the President also requested a tax cut weighted 
in favor of business in order to stimulate economic recovery. The ad- 
ministration specifically requested the reinstatement of an investment 
tax credit, added depreciation benefits (known as Asset Depreciation 
Range, or ADR), and the creation of a new kind of tax-exempt over- 
seas sales organization (known as a Domestic International Sales Cor- 
poration, or DISC). Chairman Mills opposed this “trickle down” eco- 
nomics and suggested raising the low-income allowance from $300 to 
$1,300. The Committee on Ways and Means bill, drafted in only three 
days of executive sessions, scaled down the administration’s requested 
10 percent investment tax credit to 7 percent, approved the ADR, but 
revised the DISC proposal. The committee’s bill more than doubled 
reductions for individuals, while also providing one of the largest 
business tax cuts in history. The Senate once again made major 
changes, only to abandon them in conference. The final bill, almost 
identical to the Committee on Ways and Means bill, reduced revenue 
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an estimated 25.9 billion dollars over a three-year period. After the 
1969 aberration, congressional tax policy had returned to the normal 
political expediency of tax r e d ~ c t i o n . ~ ’  

T w o  changes in the Internal Revenue Code recommended by the 
Mills committee sought to provide tax incentives for the establishment 
of private pension plans. From the late 1950s until its passage in 
1962, committee member Eugene J. Keogh (D-NY) introduced in each 
Congress a plan to allow self-employed individuals to take a deduc- 
tion from gross income for contributions to a retirement account. 
Such plans became commonly known as Keogh accounts. Further de- 
velopment of pension legislation peaked with the passage of the Em- 
ployee Retirement Income Security Act of 1974 (ERISA). In addition 
to protecting the pension rights of employees, the act allowed workers 
not covered by an employer-provided plan to establish tax deductible 
individual retirement accounts to supplement their future retirement 
income. Unlike other social insurance legislation, ERISA depended 
almost exclusively on the private sector. In addition, the protections it  
afforded were established and enforced through the tax code rather 
than through direct federal spending. The  code was clearly a more 
comfortable arena for the efforts of the Mills committee. 

Congressional Reform, 1970- 1975 

By 1970, Wilbur Mills had chaired the committee for over a decade. 
His committee had drafted all of the major as well as routine trade, 
revenue, and Social Security legislation of the 1960s. Almost all com- 
mittee bills had been considered by the House under closed rules that 
prevented amendments from the floor. The  Mills committee in effect 
had dominated House policy within its jurisdiction. Some members of 
the House resented the committee’s power, such as Morris Udall (D- 
AZ) who said, “I represent a half-million people, and I’m forbidden to 
have any say in the tax code.” 4 8  

A study of the House Committee on Ways and Means in the early 
1970s sponsored by a consumer rights group concluded that the com- 
mittee was “secluded and secretive . . . indifferent to the public and 
uncooperative with the rest of Congress. This negligent privacy does 
not make for good government nor good laws,” the authors insisted, 
“but it does make for powerful men.” 4 9  The  presumption, shared by 
some members of Congress as well, was that closed committee meet- 
ings and closed rules constituted a perversion of the democratic proc- 
ess. Open up congressional procedure to public scrutiny and input, 
the critics suggested, and the result would be legislation better at- 
tuned to the needs of the people. By implication, an important step in 
opening up the process was to remove perceived obstructions such as 
Chairman Mills. 
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Social insecurity: The elderly in 
the 1960s j n d  themselves in a 
precarious seat as spiraling 
inflation undercuts their slow- 
rising federal benefits. Ways 
and Means under Mills gen- 
erally maintained a leading role 
in Social Security legidation. 
Mills abhorred unbndled wel- 

fare. In 1967, he a r - d  in 
vain for a mandatoly work- 
training program that would 
make “taxpayers out of 
taxeaters. ” He did respond, 
however, lo the plight of the 
elderly by overseeing a bill that 
became the Social Security 
Amendments Act of 1972. Its 
most notable contribution was 
the indexing of government 
benefits to the rise in the cost of 
living. 

“SOCIAL INSECURITY” 

Such criticism was not solely reserved for the Committee on Ways 
and Means; Congress as a whole received extremely low performance 
ratings in public opinion polls in the early 1970s. Several factors con- 
tributed to the negative public image of Congress and the Mills com- 
mittee. The quagmire of the undeclared war in Vietnam and the assas- 
sinations of John F. Kennedy, Robert F. Kennedy, and Martin Luther 
King turned sour much of the idealism of the Kennedy-Johnson years. 
The “Imperial Presidency” seemingly indicated the powerlessness and 
ineptitude of Congress. A series of political scandals culminating with 
Watergate seemed to confirm the public’s distrust of politicians. Final- 
ly, in spite of all the technical modifications to Social Security and the 
tax code, the plight of the elderly and the taxpayer seemed no better, 
only more complicated by layers of bureaucracy and red tape. 

Younger and more liberal Democratic members of Congress in 
the early 1970s began to respond to both internal and external criti- 
cisms by launching a movement for major congressional reform, much 
of which was aimed at the Committee on Ways and Means under 
Wilbur Mills. Reformers chafed under what they perceived to be a re- 
pressive seniority system that thwarted liberal legislation. Conserva- 
tive-minded Southern Democratic chairs, such as Mills, W. R. Poage 
(D-TX) of Agriculture, Wright Patman (D-TX) of Banking, and F. 
Edward Hkbert (D-LA) of Armed Services, were considered autocrats 
who exercised a disproportionate share of power. Reformers sought 
to make the legislative process more responsive-at least more re- 
sponsive to the changing majority within the Democratic Caucus. The 
decade’s first effort at reform, the Legislative Reorganization Act of 
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1970, reflected this desire to open committee actions to public 
scrutiny. 

The  result of several years of study by two joint committees, the 
Legislative Reorganization Act did not contain any of the provisions 
the committees had recommended concerning seniority or lobbying. 
The  act did require committees to make public all recorded commit- 
tee votes. It also allowed a majority to call meetings, rather than just 
the chairman. Although the act encouraged but did not require com- 
mittees to hold open meetings and hearings, it did represent a first 
step toward congressional committee reform.50 

The  major reform group in the House in the early 1970s was the 
Democratic Study Group, an informal organization of liberal reform- 
minded Democrats. The  DSG in 1970 persuaded the party caucus to 
appoint an 1 1-member Committee on Organization, Study, and 
Review to examine the seniority system. Chaired by Julia Butler 
Hansen (D-WA), the committee reported two sets of recommenda- 
tions, one in 1971, and another in 1973. The  first set, adopted by the 
caucus on January 21, 1971, was designed to limit the power of com- 
mittee chairs. Democratic chairmen were restricted to one legislative 
subcommittee chair. Subcommittee chairs were allowed to select one 
professional staff member for their subcommittee. Also, the caucus 
procedure for electing committee chairs and members was amended 
to allow the consideration of one committee at a time rather than the 
entire slate of committees. 

In 1973, the Democratic Caucus ratified changes recommended 
by the Hansen committee that were designed to increase the power of 
the caucus, including the creation of a 23-member party Steering and 
Policy Committee, and the requirement of automatic votes on commit- 
tee chairs to make them more responsive to the rank-and-file. Most 
importantly for the Committee on  Ways and Means, the 1973 reforms 
expanded the Democratic Committee on Committees, previously com- 
posed solely of Ways and Means Democrats, to include the caucus 
chair, the majority leader, and the Speaker, who would now chair the 
committee. The  purpose of this reform was to diminish the control of 
Ways and Means Democrats over committee assignments. The  caucus 
also approved a procedure allowing the caucus to demand more open 
rules for floor consideration, especially of Ways and Means bills.51 

T o  resolve a decade of debate and dispute among the various 
congressional panels and executive departments involved in the prep- 
aration of the annual budget, Congress created the Joint Study Com- 
mittee on Budget Control in 1972. The  committee’s 32 members were 
drawn principally from the Committee on Ways and Means, the 
Senate Finance Committee, and the House and Senate Appropriations 
Committees. The  Congressional Budget and Impoundment Control 
Act of 1974 that resulted from the study created separate House and 
Senate Budget Committees, the Congressional Budget Ofice for inde- 
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Major tax anglers, Mills and 
Uncle Sam examine the catch 
in 1969. Throughout his 16 
years as chairman of Ways and 
Means, Mills could outJsh 
almost any legslator in the 
legal waters of taxation, wel- 
fare, trade, and Social Security. 
Envious critics called his 
powerful skill ‘3urisdictional 
impm‘alism. ” By 1970, Mills 
was out of step with reform lib- 
erals. The chairman’s pub- 
licized personal problems 
handed h k  detractors the final 
victory. Acknowledgzng his 
flaws, the workaholic Mills 
admitted himself to a hospital 
and in 1975 resigned the 
chairmanship. 

” ‘YEAH-BUT W H A T  ABOUT 
THE O N E S  THAT GET AWAY?”’ 

pendent analysis, and a timetable for the preparation of the budget. 
The  party caucus elected the Democratic members of the House 
Budget Committee, who were specified by rule to include three mem- 
bers of the Appropriations Committee, three members of the Com- 
mittee on Ways and Means, and at least one member from the Rules 
Committee. The  first chairman of the committee was A1 Ullman of 
Oregon, the second-ranking Democrat on the Committee on Ways 
and Means. The  Budget Committees were responsible for the prepa- 
ration of two annual budget resolutions-one in May to provide 
guidelines, and a second binding resolution in September-with a rec- 
onciliation process to enforce these binding decisions.52 

The  congressional reform effort intensified with the creation of 
the House Select Committee on Committees in early 1973. Chaired by 
Richard Bolling (D-MO), an eloquent and erudite reform advocate, 
the committee held extensive hearings and recommended sweeping 
changes not only in procedure, but also in committee jurisdiction. 
The  Mills committee was Bolling’s principal target. T h e  Missouri 
Democrat believed that the jurisdiction of the Committee on Ways 
and Means was “so vast that i t  can’t possibly be handled by a commit- 
tee that doesn’t even have subcommittees.” The  Bolling committee 
therefore recommended shifting the responsibility for trade and most 
nontaxation aspects of health and welfare legislation to other standing 
commit tees: 
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MILES 

1960 Social S 
1961 Social Security Amendments of 196 

1962 Trade Expansion Act 
Revenue Act of 1962 

1964 Revenue Act of 
1965 Medicare Act 

1967 Social Security 
1969 Tax Reform Ac 

197 1 Tax Reduction Act 
1972 Social Security Amendments 
1974 Democratic Caucus 

Trade Act of 1974 

Excise Tax Reduction 

The present jurisdiction of the Ways and Means Committee 
is entirely too broad to permit ongoing and thorough legisla- 
tive and oversight review. The select committee therefore 
recommends that the Ways and Means Committee retain its 
historic jurisdiction over taxes, tariffs and Social Security and 
relinquish direct control of other jurisdiction not directly re- 
lated to those matters.53 

Specifically, the recommendations included transferring: I )  nontax as- 
pects of health care to a proposed Committee on Commerce and 
Health, 2) nontax aspects of unemployment compensation to the 
Committee on Labor, 3) renegotiation of government contracts to the 
proposed Committee on Banking, Currency, and Housing, 4) general 
revenue sharing to the Committee on Government Operations, 5) 
work incentive (WIN) programs to the Committee on Labor, and 6) 
trade to the Committee on Foreign Affairs. In terms of the Committee 
on Ways and Means’ historic jurisdiction, the last item-the transfer 
of trade to Foreign Affairs-marked the most significant recommend- 
ed reduction. 

The  Bolling plan enountered strong opposition in the House 
when it was reported on March 19, 1974. The Democratic Caucus re- 
ferred the plan to the Hansen committee, which drafted a substitute 
proposal. Under the terms of the resulting House Resolution 988 (the 
Committee Reform Amendments of 1974), the House Rules were 
amended to mandate that committees with more than 15 members, 
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specifically the Committee on Ways and Means, establish at least four 
subcommittees. Committee staff members were also increased, and at 
least one-third of the staff was guaranteed to the minority. House 
Resolution 988 (more commonly known as the Bolling/Hansen re- 
forms) lessened the impact of the jurisdictional changes proposed by 
the Select Committee on Committees. The Committee on Ways and 
Means retained its jurisdiction over trade, but ceded authority over 
export controls and international commodity agreements to the Com- 
mittee on Foreign Affairs. Jurisdiction was also transferred on: 1) gen- 
eral revenue sharing to Government Operations, 2) health care and 
health facilities not supported by payroll taxes to Commerce, 3) re- 
negotiation of government contracts to Banking, and 4) work incen- 
tive programs to Education and Labor. 

The rules changes also authorized the procedure known as multi- 
ple referrals. The Speaker of the House was authorized to refer the 
same piece of legislation to more than one committee, in instances in 
which jurisdiction was shared by more than one committee. In subse- 
quent years, this practice has had its greatest impact upon the Com- 
mittee on Ways and Means in the area of health care policy, which is 
shared with the Committee on Energy and Commerce. 

The Democratic Caucus subsequently instituted even more thor- 
ough reforms. In the fall elections of 1974, House Democrats gained 
52 seats and added 75 new members. Most of this newer generation 
of members were anxious to exert influence in Congress. Most were 
also responsive to the movement for liberal congressional reform. At 
the party caucus’ organizational meeting in December 1974, Ways and 
Means Democrats were shorn of their role as the party’s Committee 
on Committees, and that function was transferred to the party’s Steer- 
ing and Policy Committee. Furthermore, the Committee on Ways and 
Means was expanded from 25 to 37 members, and the ratio of majori- 
ty to minority was altered from 15-10 to 25-12, allowing for the ap- 
pointment of more junior and liberal members.54 These reforms, it  
was hoped, would liberalize the committee’s actions. In a further as- 
sault upon seniority, three senior chairmen, Poage, Patman, and 
HCbert were deposed in January 1975. However, it was not necessary 
for the caucus to remove Mills. He had already done that himself. 

The  origin of Mills’ ouster may well have begun in 1972, when he 
launched an unsuccessful bid for the Democratic presidential nomina- 
tion, during which he unexpectedly and uncharacteristically pledged 
to support a huge increase in Social Security benefits. The chairman’s 
actions raised doubts about his judgment and fears that he had aban- 
doned a bipartisan consensus-seeking approach. As one member 
stated in 1974, “Since his run for the Presidency, Mills has acted more 
and more like a politician.” 5 5  

Mills had been ill for over a year prior to the caucus meeting in 
early December of 1974. Drinking and medication for a chronic back 
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problem weakened his previous workaholic constitution. With the 
chairman often absent from meetings due to back surgery, ranking 
majority member Al Ullman had conducted much of the committee’s 
business. Mills’ illness-which he later admitted included alcoholism- 
manifested itself in erratic behavior. Two well-publicized incidents 
were not only personally embarrassing, they also provided reformers 
with added ammunition. To his credit, Mills recognized his problems. 
He  hospitalized himself, resigned from the committee chairmanship, 
and left Congress to overcome his illness and to establish a successful 
Washington legal practice.56 

Conclusion 

There was more than an element of irony-as well as more than a 
hint of tragedy-in Wilbur Mills’ fall from power. Far more was in- 
volved than a bout with alcoholism and personal indiscretions-ac- 
tions that violated the chairman’s own stoic character. Other men in 
even higher positions have survived worse scandals. It was ironic-and 
inaccurate-for many observers to attribute his ouster to this single 
misstep. 

I t  was also ironic that reformers would target Mills for removal as 
an authoritarian, obstructionist chairman. Throughout his chairman- 
ship, Mills had led by accommodating differences and by building a 
consensus within the committee. He may have acquired the trappings 
of what some critics referred to as “jurisdictional imperialism,” but 
Mills was no dictator. He wanted what all committee chairmen and 
most committee members wanted-success for his committee’s bills 
and prestige for his committee. 

Mills did not change, but the times, Congress, and his committee 
did. In the final analysis, the chairman found himself in a position that 
forced his resignation less because of his personal problems, but 
much more because he was out of step with the reform consensus 
emerging within his party. His methods were neither heavy-handed 
nor unrealistic, but the consensus he sought to build was both repres- 
sive and outmoded to the newer generation of Democratic congress- 
men anxious for access to power and confident in their ability to 
reform tax policy and welfare programs. 

The  reforms of the early 1970s did not fundamentally diminish 
the jurisdiction of the Committee on Ways and Means, but they did 
change its ground rules. Enlarging the size of the committee, chang- 
ing the committee assignment procedure, and mandating the use of 
subcommittees collectively have made it  more difficult to develop a 
Mills-like consensus. For a time, after 1975, the committee would have 
to confront the nation’s revenue, trade, Social Security, and Medicare 
problems with lowered prestige and more fragmented resources. 
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