Statement of Committee on Rules Democrats on Renewal of Staff Deposition Authority

The Rules Committee majority proposes to extend for another year the unrestricted authority for four
House committees to conduct staff depositions at any time, on any subject, for any reason. Under section
3(b) of House Resolution 5, the Committees on Energy and Commerce, Financial Services, Science and
Technology, and Ways and Means received this authority for the first session of the 114th Congress. Giving
such unrestrained, blanket powers to such a large number of committees is unprecedented in the history of
the House. That authority expired with the end of 2015. The Ranking Democratic Members of each of the
four committees have requested that it not be renewed and we join them in that request.

There are certainly times when Congress must use the awesome power to compel American citizens to
provide testimony under oath — subpoena power is an important tool in the oversight responsibilities of the
House of Representatives. There are even rare occasions when such compulsory questioning should be
conducted by staff instead of by Members of the House. But those instances should be rare; they should
be clearly and specifically authorized; and they should be tightly focused on a particular investigation.

Today’s resolution continues a process begun last year by the Majority of turning what should be a targeted
and exceptional power into a routine, blanket authority without reference to a specific investigation.
Absent a clearly identified investigation that merits use of this power, we should follow the usual practice
of taking witness testimony in open, public proceedings, where questions are asked by elected Members of
Congress.

As far as we are aware, no committee other than the Oversight Committee — whose sole purpose is to
conduct investigations — has been given this extraordinary and unprecedented sort of blanket deposition
authority prior to this Congress. We have done without it for hundreds of years and we can do so again.

As our Ranking Members have written in their letters to our Committee and to Speaker Ryan, some
committees have barely used their staff deposition authority over the past year, raising the question of why
it ought to be extended.

And when committees have used this authority over the last year, it has often been abused, with the threat
of subpoena held over people’s heads.

We ask our colleagues to reconsider giving this extraordinary power for another year. There are few things
the Federal government can do that are more invasive than compelling ordinary citizens to appear and be

interrogated behind closed doors by a government official, and it must be done with great care.

The authority in this resolution is unprecedented, unnecessary, and unwise. And we should not renew it.



