Congressional data may soon be easier to use online
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Online, searching for a bill in Congress feeldtieliike time travel: Go looking for
legislation, and you wind up in the Internet of %99

At Congress’s90s-vintage archive sitéhere’s no way to compare bills side by side. No
tool to measure the success rate of a bill's sporsal there’s certainly no way to leave
a comment. Congress makes it hard for outside itde any of this, either, by refusing
to give out bulk data on its bills in a user-frigntbrm.

On Friday, that might start to change.

Prodded by an unlikely lobbyist — a 30-year-oldCiolumbia Heights who has jury-
riggedhis own databasef congressional stats — the GOP-led House collel dastep
toward releasing a trove of data about itself.

This could be the raw material for Amgie’s Listor aYelp for Congress, a way for
modern users to evaluate lawmakers with the santedéicrowdsourced help that they
use to evaluate lunch.

Which means it could be something that Congresstaa#ly will regret.

“The world [of Congress] is more futile than yowtight. It's actually sadder than you
thought,” said Josh Tauberer, the guy in Columtegghts. The new data will make his
job easier, but it could also make him less relevaince some users will be able to go
directly to Congress to find the information hepd®s on his site, govtrack.us.

As early as Friday, the House is expected to vota measure intended to jump-start the
process of releasing bulk data in the user-friexxdi. format. It has the backing of
Speaker John A. Boehner (R-Ohio), Majority Leadec Eantor (R-Va.) and other GOP
leaders.

If that XML data is eventually released, a broaskdrof users could make their own
applications to carve up congressional data. Sorgbhtmate congressmen like
restaurants. Others might follow the Angie’s Listael and treat congressmen like
contractors: Which representative gets the molst pessed? Who talks a lot, but gets the
least done?



Or an app might treat them like potential blindesatJust type in how you would have
voted on a set of bills, and it could search tta vetes to find your best match in
Congress.

The libertarian Cato Institute is already workingiigitally “tag” spending amounts in
legislation so that a user can search for evetyhat would spend more than $10 million.

The release in XML would make all of it easier.

“What could you do if you had an overview of evepmmittee appearance by a
particular witness over the last five years?” Sdidmas Brucea professor at Cornell
Law School. He thought more: What if those withessauld be checked for their
political leanings or their campaign contributioMg®at would that say about the
reliability of the advice Congress is getting?

Bruce said the House was smatrt to realize thatitdn't hold on to this information
forever, since Tauberer and others were inventiagswo compile it themselves. “This
really is a teen-sex problem,” he said. “Your lgceither going to find out from you or
from the other kids.”

This is not the first time that Congress — led biddite-age legislators whose best skills
are verbal — has come late to a shift in electrepimmunications. The Capitol had a
telegraph officefor instance, until 2007. The Senate still satglmessages kigenager,
with its 183-year-old page program.

On the Internet, the Hill's most noticeable fossight beThomas a Library of Congress
site named for Thomas Jefferson. Users can seardiilfs by name, sponsor and subject.
But they can only look at one bill at a time — dieed from the patterns, history and
context that make all the difference on Capitol Hil

In Thomas, for instance, a no-chance measure like #) — which would establish a
commission to study paying reparations for slaverynight look like any other bill. It
has a veteran spons&ep. John Conyers Jr. (D-Michgnd it has been assigned to a
House subcommittee.

“If you're outside the Beltway, you can’t understafhomas,” Tauberer said.

He began working to organize congressional da2dii, while a freshman at Princeton
University. “What | saw was an opportunity for sdaimeg much better.”

The job wasn’t easy. Over 11 years, Tauberer héissdocomputer program that
“scrapes” the balky Thomas site — searching twidayafor new bills, new votes and
new co-sponsors. It takes that data and packagesa inore Web-friendly form on his
site.



There, it's possible for an untrained user to Bathe of the context that a Hill staffer
carries in her head. If you look up H.R. 40 on gaek, for instance, Tauberer’s site notes
that it's a repeat bill that has failegainandagainin Congress. Conyers’s party is out of
power in the House. And, to begin with, only abéytercent of House bills ever pass.

“This bill has a 0% chance of being enactedg site says.

A Conyers spokesman was only slightly more sang@agng: “Rep. Conyers hopes a
greater understanding of the substance of H.R.il@marease the likelihood of its
passage, but he understands it takes time to edoeanbers and the public.”

In all, Tauberer has spent nearly a dozen yeatkitrg the vast amounts of wasted time
and dead-end bills that the new data should reweethle world. “I don’t fault them for
trying anymore,” he said of America’s legislatdiisactually think it's kind of sweet.”

Tauberer isn’'t the only one doing thSQ Roll Call for instance, has its own way of
assembling the same data, which it provides tongpgiients. But Tauberer is one of the
few people who offers the data for free. It's beediwdder for sites likdlaplight.org
which combines the bill data with fundraising infaation to show how much money has
been donated by a bill's supporters and opponént®©penCongresaisers can find

news stories about a bill and offer their commemishe text, line by line.

Tauberer says he wants Congress to release thés#dtabecause he worries about
flaws in his homemade system. It lags behind ttestanews, for one thing, and it can
produce errors when the computer misreads something

The nonprofit groups that depend on Tauberer’s dat@ a more morbid worry.
“What happens if he walks in front of a bus?” damhiel Schumarf the nonprofit

Sunlight Foundation. Where would the data come ftloem? “This is a question about
basic information that the federal government sthdn@ giving to the American people.”

The House bill is intended as a step in the rigtgtation. But the issue will be handed
over to an institution far slower and older thaa thternet: a congressional task force. It
will decide how the bulk data will be released &gl to protect it from being falsified
or corrupted.

“I think everybody in Congress is happy to say, kaow, ‘Here’s what we’re doing,”
saidRep. Ander Crensha(iR-Fla.), who helped craft the bill that is to beted on Friday.
He said he recognized that the current system waapugh: “I'm not a tech guy, but
there’s a better way to do that.”




