
Final Paper 1

Thiago Marques 
John Brademas Center Congressional Internship Program 
September 2008 
“Final Paper” 
  
 In 1914, Congress approved legislation to create a separate section, a “think tank” 

of sorts, within the Library of Congress to provide reports to Members on a variety of 

political topics. President Woodrow Wilson signed into law a bill that established the 

Legislative Reference Service. The Legislative Reorganization Act of 1970, P. L. 91-510, 

restructured the department, enhancing its legislative duties, and establishing it as the 

Congressional Research Service, colloquially known as CRS (Joint Committee on the 

Organization of Congress, 1993). 

 As the nonpartisan, public policy research arm of the Library of Congress, it 

directly serves Congress by developing “creative approaches to policy analysis, 

anticipating legislative needs and responding to specific requests from legislators in a 

timely manner” (Library of Congress, 2008). Furthermore, CRS “provides analysis that is 

authoritative, confidential, objective and nonpartisan” (Library of Congress, 2008). These 

services include confidential memoranda, briefings, and consultations; congressional 

testimonies; and reports on current legislative issues, amongst many other supporting 

tasks. 

 To assure accurate and sufficient information, CRS is structured into five research 

divisions:  American Law; Domestic Social Policy; Foreign Affairs, Defense and Trade; 

Government and Finance; and Resources, Science and Industry. The Knowledge Services 

Group, the section I was assigned to as part of my internship, is a facilitating research 

section of CRS that provides the other interdisciplinary divisions with support services. 
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Each division handles requests according to its topic and content (Congressional 

Research Service, 2008). 

 Highly sought, readily available, and extremely useful, the Congressional 

Research Service still, surprisingly, dabbles in controversial debate: public access. There 

are two opposing forces in this continuum: supporters of a public CRS and supporters of 

a private CRS. Many believe the products prepared by CRS should be made available to 

the public, while the opposing side holds the view that CRS should maintain its private 

status and have minimal contact with the public body. As an intern at CRS this summer, I 

witnessed and engaged in many conversations and discussions with my colleagues and 

supervisors over the status of a more open and public-friendly Service. Before my tenure 

on Capitol Hill, I knew nothing of CRS, or this contentious debate at hand. I firmly 

believe that the Congressional Research Service should be more readily available for the 

public to access. The debate has existed since the birth of CRS and will most likely 

continue throughout the life of this well-loved organization. The considerations of cost, 

peer reviews of products, loss of speech or debate clause protections, and member-

constituent relations are some of the more prevalent issues surrounding the reputable 

organization. 

 Of no surprise is the idea that the cost of operating a more public CRS would 

increase drastically. The Congressional Research Service expresses its concerns over the 

cost of making their reports more pervasive and accessible. Independent Senator Joseph 

Lieberman of Connecticut introduced Sen. Res. 401 to make CRS reports publicly 

available through a centralized electronic system and a similar measure, HR. 2545, was 

introduced in the House by Republican Representative, Christopher Shays, also of 



Final Paper 3

Connecticut, in May 2007 (American Association of Law Libraries, 2008). The 

Honorable Shays, countered the aforementioned argument by starting a preliminary 

project that aimed at socializing some CRS products. What the project essentially did was 

demonstrate how inexpensive providing access to CRS products through the Internet can 

be. The Congressmen was even able to provide access to certain CRS issue briefs and 

reports. With a cost of only 60 to 80 hours of programming, 40 to 50 hours of testing, and 

the application of a supplementary existing server, the project produced fruitful results 

and insight into a prospective open and free CRS. In addition, assimilating as much 

information as possible from the CRS and LIS websites to the public-friendly THOMAS 

system would be cost-effective and more convenient than creating a new website (LLRX, 

2008). 

 Opponents of a more open and accessible CRS argue that these products should 

not be made widely available to the public in fear that it would jeopardize and 

compromise the institutions credibility and integrity by adhering to the special interests of 

various public forces. Supporters of an open CRS view this potential feature as a positive 

and beneficial addition believing that peer and public review of high and integral quality 

will do nothing less than increase the efficiency and accuracy of CRS products. The GAO 

exemplified this when it embraced the idea. GAO now sends its final draft reports to the 

agencies it has investigated and includes the agencies' comments in its final reports. The 

GAO and CBO organizations can be used as possible comparisons to demonstrate how 

public access does not necessarily influence the credibility and integrity of CRS products. 

 According to opponents of a more open CRS, presenting to the public its products 

could quite possibly result in a loss of rights granted to Congress Members while 
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speaking on the Floor. With these Speech or Debate Clause protections, Senators and 

Representatives cannot be prosecuted or sued for their statements made on the House or 

Senate Floors. The Congressional Research Service; the General Accounting Office, also 

known as GAO; and other Congressional agencies are also covered under these 

protections. Counterpoint: The Congressional Budget Office, or CBO, has preserved 

these protections while simultaneously providing to the public these reports. The GAO 

has a function very similar to that of CRS and proposes all of its unclassified reports to 

the public. The GAO freely abides by the Freedom of Information Act, which enables 

public access to government information. Federal agencies are required to disclose 

records (United States Department of Justice, 2008). The CBO is also responsible for 

producing analyses for Congress. Additionally, the CBO allows the public to access these 

reports via their website. Experts affirm that the constitutional immunity of the 

Congressional Research Service would be protected if the public had access to its 

products. 

 Member-constituent relationships are another concern for CRS. Opposition to an 

open CRS strongly believes that such access will impede and harm that Member-

constituent relationship. But how can direct access to our Member’s be terrible? I only 

see improvement and enhancement in our discourse with our Members. Democracy rides 

those amber waves of exchange between the governance and those governed. A well-

informed and aware public can in no way be seen as malignant or counterintuitive. 

Establishing a more systematic, accurate, and centralized database of CRS products will 

facilitate growth in public knowledge and awareness. It is critical that the CRS 

documents be located in one centralized location for ease of access. An apathetic, 



Final Paper 5

unaware, and immobile society dampens the democratic process, reverting the milestones 

of progress. 

 Taxpayers spend nearly $100 millions a year funding CRS but do not have 

complete access to the thousands of reports produced (Open CRS, 2008). The reports are 

not made directly available to the public in a way that is easily obtainable. For an 

individual to acquire a published report, he or she must not only contribute via taxes but 

by paying separate fee to a private vendor. Moreover, these reports can be, at times, older 

pieces that are not regularly updated, leaving consumers with an outdated and possibly 

erroneous report. The issue at hand hovers in circles around a very basic question: Should 

taxpayers, whom fund this significant and valuable research institution, have access to it? 

 While debate regarding this issue continues, one thing is certain, the 

Congressional Research Service is a vessel for which Congress can obtain accurate and 

up to date information. Congress must amend its bill to enable public access to the 

confidential reports of CRS. As an intern working for the Congressional Research 

Service this summer, I learned many things. Throughout the tedious cubicle lifestyle, the 

dead end arguments with cookie-cutter Republicans, and the ridiculously clean Metro 

system, I must maintain my nonpartisanship, although I do support and reinforce the idea 

of an open Congressional Research Service. 
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