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Pork-barrel reform should stay on track
In six months David Obey has gone from hero to villain.

Late last year the Wisconsin Democrat who heads the powerful House Appropriations Committee helped to spark an effort to save taxpayers billions of dollars by reining in pork-barrel spending.

But Obey is now dodging the very reforms he helped to generate.

At stake is congressional earmarking, the process that allows lawmakers to slip into legislation pet projects that curry favor, or return favors, back home.

 Earmarks have their place. But in recent years, they have outgrown that place. The number of earmarks has exploded from 4,000 in 1994 to 13,500 in 2005. Those 13,500 earmarks added $19 billion to federal spending.

Furthermore, as the number of earmarks has grown, so has the potential for corruption. Rep. Randy Cunningham, R-Calif., resigned in 2005 after admitting that he took bribes to earmark military contracts for businesses in his district.

In 2006 Obey helped to put a moratorium on earmarks until the House adopted reforms. With reforms passed earlier this year, Congress is poised to control earmarks by exposing them to more scrutiny during the lawmaking process, allowing discovery and discussion to weed out waste.

But Obey is now swerving in a different direction. He announced that because more than 30,000 earmark requests had been made so far this year, it was impossible to determine which had merit.

His solution was to wait until the end of the lawmaking process, where earmarks would be submitted in closed-door sessions of the committee that negotiates the differences between House and Senate versions of bills.

With this maneuver, Obey would enhance his own power but prevent the public and most lawmakers from questioning earmarks until it is too late.

Obey is trying to justify his means by claiming he is aimed at a good end -- keeping pork out of spending bills.

But as earmark reform advocate Rep. Paul Ryan, R-Wis., stated, if the reforms adopted earlier this year were three steps forward, Obey has taken six steps backward.

Obey should drop his plan to deal with earmarks in last-minute negotiations behind closed doors. He should stick to the reforms, and communities should understand that they can no longer expect their senators and representatives to slip dubious local projects into spending bills.

With the campaign for reform building momentum, this is no time for backsliding.

