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THE VIRGINIA GENERAL ASSEMBLY, II:
INFLUENCING POLICY
By ROBERT J. AUSTIN
The author is assistant professor of political
science at Virginia Commonwealth University.
This is the second of two articles on the
legislative process in Virginia. The first article
appeared as the October 1977 issue.

Examination of the legislative
process in Virginia began, in the first
of these two articles, with a discussion of the procedural framework
within which the General Assembly
operates, and of the internal structure provided by parties, leaders, and
committees. This article, in turn,
considers the ways in which the
Assembly works to shape public
policy by examining the major
sources of influence on legislative
policy making. These sources include
the elected and party leadership,
standing committees, and legislative
staff of the Assembly, as well as
various non-legislative influences.

ELECTED AND PARTY LEADERSHIP

The Democratic leadership within
the Assembly, working increasingly
but not exclusively through the
Democratic policy committees, does
establish some policy goals and also
manages and coordinates the process. Yet the leadership is limited in
the extent of its direct intervention
and has not wrested from the standing committees responsibility for
screening and perfecting most legislation. The state of the two-party
system in Virginia makes it unlikely
that party leaders can move much
beyond these general goal-setting
and steering responsibilities. The
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party ratio is so unbalanced that a
need for majority party unity seldom
is perceived on policy matters. One
can argue, in fact, that only minority
(i.e., Republican) control of the governorship in the 1970s has given
Democrats a sense of party sufficient
to allow their leaders to move as far
as they have in policy developme'nt.
Further, the Democratic legislators
are so diiterse in their constituencies
and outlooks that a binding party
position simply cannot be forged on
most substantive policy issues.
The importance of the leadership
should not be overlooked, nor should
one underestimate its ability, working with committee and other legislative influentials, to influence a specific issue to which it directs its
attention. However, concentration
exclusively on these relatively isolated incidents is apt to cause one to
overlook elements more crucial to an
understanding of how the General
Assembly makes policy. The leadership shapes the setting within which
policy is made, but traditional committee and emerging staff systems
are more direct influences.

COMMITTEE INFLUENCE

The stability, stature, and consequently the power of legislative
committees are all enhanced in
Virginia by a low rate of legislative
turnover. 1 Comparatively few positions become available on the top
committees; and, as a practical
matter, a legislator who changes
committees may gain little in career
advancement due to the inevitable
number of senior members on the
new committee who will outrank
him. Therefore, most committee
changes for an incumbent come early
and tend towards the prestige committees. A member is encouraged to
make his legislative contribution and
seek advancement largely through
his assigned committees. Each committee thus draws considerable exlBetween 1963 and 1972 the Virginia Senate ranked 48th
and the House 43rd nationally in turnover, See Alan
Rosenthal, "And So They Leave: Legislative Turnover in the
States,:' State Government (Summer 1974), pp. 148-52. A
further decrease in House turnover may have occurred since
only fourteen new members served in 1976, as compared to
recent non-redistricting year averages of twenty-one. The ten
new senators in 1976 are more consistent with earlier nonredistricting years.
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pertise from members who are
familiar with the work of the committee. Committee continuity is also
promoted by the pool of experienced
legislators available to fill vacancies
on the top rungs of committees.
Finally, because committees are
important to each member, norms of
reciprocity encourage respect for the
recommendations of committees.
The committee influence thus
generated by these factors is reflected in the extremely high approval rate
given committee recommendations
by the full body. Specific data were
not calculated for this study, but a
survey of the bill history book for
1976 suggests that seldom is the
committee version of a bill defeated
on the floor. In far less than 5 percent
of the cases are floor amendments
made. When amendments are made,
often they are with the consent of the
bill patron or committee, or they may
be only minor technical amendments.
Since membership stability is vital
in affecting the distribution of influence in the Assembly, one is led to
wonder about the causes of low
turnover in Virginia. Motivational
factors such as desire for selfpromotion and political advancement
traditionally have been used to
explain why legislators do not view
their service as a career. Information
on the motivations for serving in the
Virginia General Assembly is not
available, but the Assembly may well
enjoy a higher prestige level than
many other state legislatures because of its historical setting, thus
attracting more legislators who have
long range legislative career ambitions. On a more practical level,
political advancement in \/irginia
historically has been slow, perhaps
encouraging a longer investment in
legislative service by those interested
in higher judicial or political posts. At
yet another level, the Virginia system
does offer the opportunity to build
power and influence and hence to
help shape public policy. Legislative
service thus may be more rewarding
to a larger number of people.
Certainly the low level of electoral
competition which prevails in Virginia means that most legislators who
wish to pursue legislative careers
can do SO.2 A comparison of recent

marginal and safe electoral seats
(defining a marginal seat as one in
which the incumbent candidate or
party wins by less than 60 percent of
the vote) is instructive. Data for 1971
and 1975 Senate elections and for
1973 and 1975 House elections
show that only about a third of the
House and a fourth of the Senate
seats are predictably open to electoral competition. In specific terms, 22
House districts electing 33 members
were safe districts, 15 districts with
36 members were marginal, and 15
districts with 31 'members were
intermediate in that they were marginal in one election and safe in the
other. In turn, the Senate had 19 safe
single-member districts and 10 marginal ones, with 9 districts electing
11 members in the intermediate
category.3
The power to shape legislation,
which Virginia committees clearly
hold, and the effective use of that
power are not necessarily the same.
Unfortunately, no clear standard
exists against which to measure
committee performance. However,
Alan Rosenthal, in his pioneering
work on state legislative committees,
suggests that the extent to which
committees exercise screening and
amending opportunities is crucialwith the general assumption being
that the higher its rate of killing or
amending bills, the more effective is
the committee in its work. 4 As
pointed out in last month's article, in
the 1976 session 49 percent of all
House and 35 percent of all Senate
bills and resolutions were not reported from committees in the house of
origin. Committees are somewhat
more restrained in handling bills
from the other house, although this
could be partly due to the screening
and perfecting work already done in
the first house. Virginia's committees
also are fairly active in amending
bills. In 1976 43 percent of the
Senate and 40 percent of the House
bills which were reported in the
house of origin were in amended
form. In turn, House committees
amended 32 percent of the Senate
bills they reported, while Senate
committees returned the favor in 28
percent of the cases. "Amendments
3These figures deliberately were weighted towards the
marginal district by counting as marginal all seats in a multimember district when a challenger was able to win more than

40 percent of the two-way vote between himself and the
20nly 27 Democratic and 13 Republican nominations for
House seats were contested in the 1977 primaries, for

candidate with the lowest winning vote,
4Alan Rosenthal, Legislative Performance in the States:

instance, and a mere 37 out of 100 seats were contested by a
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full slate of party candidates in the general election.

Press, 1974).
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in the nature of a substitute," a major
rewriting of a bill, occurs about one in
five times in the House and one in
seven in the Senate.
These data may seem to be an
impressive chronicle of committee
activity. Even so, Virginia merits no
more than an intermediate effectiveness rating if Rosenthal's study is an
accurate indication; committees in
several other states are much more
active in dealing with legislation.
What is particularly striking about
Virginia in overall comparison with
other states is the extremely high
rate of floor success coupled with a
moderate rate of committee activity
on the bills over which it exercised
such complete control. There is some
impressionistic support for the view
that Virginia has a very effective
"prescreening" system whereby
administrative agencies, the governor, study commissions, committees,
and legislators themselves are cautious in introducing legislation and
thus lessen the committee burden.
Some bias may also be introduced by
the fact that the Virginia Assembly
deals with individual charter bills,
which usually are passed routinely,
whereas many other state legislatures rely on home rule provisions to
free them of these bills. No sure
answer presents itself, and the
possibility that at least some Virginia
committees fall short of their potential would be worth investigating.
One other point of interest is the
differences among committees with
r~gard to screening or perfecting
bills. The prestige committees identified in the last article (i.e., Appropriations, Finance, Privileges and Elections, Courts of Justice, and Rules
committees) constitute a set generalIy distinct from other major committees. Based on data computed from
the 1976 committee clerks' books,
prestige committees ranked among
the top four committees in both the
House and Senate in not reporting
bills, while (except for the House
"money" committees) occupying the
middle and lower ranks with regard
to the amending process. The prestige committees apparently have the
confidence and internal cohesion
needed to kill unwanted or potentially
divisive legislation, while the other
committees seem constrained by
internal factors to amend and compromise if possible, but utltimately to
report a much higher proportion of
introduced bills.
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LEGISLATIVE STAFF

Virginia has joined a national trend
toward legislative modernization
during the last decade. Computerization, expanded informational services, legislative offices, and personal
legislative aides are some of the
steps which have improved the
Assembly's internal management
and contributed to better informed
and organized legislators.
The most significant development,
however, probably will prove to be
expanded
professional
staffing,
which, by providing the Assembly
with its own sources of information
and evaluation, will free it from
excessive dependence for pol icy
initiation and evaluation on the
governor, administrative agencies,
and interest groups. A professional
staff inevitably will exercise independent influence through its own
expertise and information, particularly within the setting of a part-time
legislature. However, experience has
also demonstrated that the staff is a
potential source of power for those
who control it as wel" and in Virginia's as yet limited experience the
major beneficiaries appear to be the
standing committees.
The standing committees seem on
the way to surpassing, if not replacing, the combination of VALC and
legislative study commissions which
once constituted the sum of legislative pol icy study between sessions.
Committees now can meet in the
interim between sessions; the chairman or the committee is empowered
to study any topic within the subject
jurisdiction of the committee; and
non-legislative members can be
appointed to serve with the committees in interim activities, thus undercutting one function of study commissions.
Linked to this development is the
creation of a sizable research and
staffing agency, the Division of
Legislative Services, from what once
was a small and legally oriented bill
drafting agency, the Division of
Statutory Research and Drafting. As
of mid-1977, Legislative Services
included approximately thirty professional staffers, divided between
lawyers and research professionals,
with additional computer, support,
and clerical staff. The Division in turn
is divided into eight teams paralleling
the standing committee structure.
Some teams are assigned to only one
committee, such as courts of justice,
while others encompass several

lesser committees. These teams
provide staff support for the committees as well as staff related legislative study commissions. While the
teams are employed and assigned by
the director of Legislative Services,
the chairmen of the committees
served provide the practical direction.
The result is, on a de facto basis, a
form of professional committee staffing.
Another example of the importance of legislative staff can be found
in the budget process. In the past,
perhaps nothing better dramatized
the Assembly's dependence upon the
executive branch than did the budget
process, wherein the governor's
chief budget officer customarily sat
with the House Appropriations Committee as it reviewed the executive
budget. Today the Assembly has a
permanent budget staff of professional analysts under a director hired
by the chairman of the House Appropriations Committee. While beneficial to the performance of the entire
legislature in program analysis and
administrative oversight, the budget
staff clearly strengthens further the
already powerful position of the
Appropriations Committee.
The Joint Legislative Audit and
Review
Commission (JLARC),
chaired and co-chaired by the chairmen of House Appropriations and
Senate Finance committees, respectively, reflects yet another major
effort by the Assembly to exercise
oversight of programs which it has
authorized. The Commission is
served by a large staff of professionals with various areas of expertise
who carry out program evaluations at
the direction either of JLARC or of the
entire Assembly. The staff thus has a
dual mandate. However, its early
history indicates that effective control probably will rest with the
Commission itself, and hence with
the chairmen of the two powerful
finance committees.
NON-LEGISLATIVE INFLUENCES

Despite the growing independence
of the Assembly, the truism that the
chief executive to a significant extent
sets the legislature's agenda remains
apt today in Virginia. The legislators,
in fact, demand this role of the
governor. 5 The governor's budget
5S ee L. Tucker Gibson, "The Governor of Virginia As
Legislative Leader," The University of Virginia News Letter,

clearly provides the basic framework
for legislative consideration of state
spending priorities. Also, while the
governor does not always find his
ideas accepted by the Assembly,
especially in recent years, there is a
clear correlation between the policies proposed in his annual State of
the Commonwealth message and the
issues which dominate the ensuing
session. Finally, the governor's place
in the media spotlight allows him to
shape public perceptions regarding
the pressing needs of the state.
A more directly related question is
how the governor influences legislative handling of these and other
issues in which he may take an
interest. The capstone has been the
persona I intervention of the governor
himself with a call to the "third floor,"
usually with the leadership but at
times with other members as well.
Gibson emphasized the governor's
personal attributes and power of
persuasion and ranked them as much
more important to the governor than
his formal veto, appointment, and
patronage powers. The informal
aspects of influence still remain
crucial; but, during the current administration at least, the potential of
the governor formally to block legislation has been reemphasized. The first
of these articles noted the practical
control over legislation the governor
can have with his post-session
"pocket" veto. There is no doubt that
the leverage gained from this threat
is used to shape Assembly handling
of legislation. The Assembly FTlust
anticipate the governor's actions,
even if it does eventually decide to
challenge him to resort to his formal
authority on some bills.
While Virginia governors do designate one or more staff members for
legislative relations, it would be
inaccurate to describe Virginia as a
state with an elaborate formal executive lobbying structure. Traditionally,
given the proximity of all principals
within the capitol building, other
staffers regarded as close gubernatorial political and policy advisors
have been more important. If the
legislators themselves are to be
believed, the most effective executive
branch lobbyists are not the governor's staff but the agency heads. 6

article) in this case suggests that the expectation of executive
leadership still prevails even with a minority governor.

January 15, 1969. More recently, approximately 40 percent of
the Assembly meIT,lbers completed questionnaires for the

6H. Owen Porter, "Informational Processes in the Virginia

author after the 1977 session. The questionnaire information

House of Delegates," The University of Virginia News Letter,

(which overall shaped some of the perceptions reflected in this

January 1975, p.19.
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Newcomers with some experience
elsewhere almost uniformly are
surprised both by the extent and
independence of agency lobbying.
This facet of Virginia's legislative
process would seem to derive historically from the Assembly's dependence on agencies for information, a
decentralized administrative structure lacking extensive control agencies through which the governor
could work, and a faith that the
governor and agency heads share a
common interest.
The extent of agency head lobbying
has not been documented, but indications of its presence abound. The
various reports of the Comm iss ion on
State Governmental Management,
many of whose ideas have been
adopted, are replete with examples of
proposals to develop a policy clearing
process through the network of
cabinet secretaries, culminating in
an expanded Office of the Secretary
of Administration; such suggestions
clearly infer prior independence of
agency heads in formulating and
promoting pol icy for their agencies. A
significant commentary on the importance which agency heads have
placed on their contacts with legislators can be found in the Assembly's
requirement that each agency designate an official as its legislative
liaison. Most agency heads have
named themselves as the liaison
officer, suggesting that more than
routine
transfers of information
often are involved.

EWS
LETTER

No discussion of legislative influence would be complete without
some consideration of lobbyists for
organized interest groups. Curiously,
little recent research has been done
to offer a comparative evaluation of
the role of lobbying in the Virginia
process. We do know that groups
have increased sharply both in
number and in the amount of money
spent to influence the legislature.
Likewise, an increasingly diverse set
of interests populates the halls of the
capitol. Virginia once ranked at the
top of states in terms of the proportion of business interests represented by its lobbyists. But today, despite
the fact that business groups remain
the most numerous, union, teacher,
consumer, and general"public interest" groups also are increasingly
active.
In general, lobbyists have had their
greatest influence as sources of
information, both for committees and
for individual legislators, and as
transmission agents for district interests. Groups in particular are well
served by a communications system
which allows them to transmit information and sentiment through affiliated interests in a legislator's home
district. Owen Porter, in his study of
informational processes previously
cited, found that group spokesmen
were valued information sources in
general, but in particular that spokesmen from the legislator's own district
were highly ranked among all
sources, much more so than the
Richmond-based lobbyist.

While several social events mark
the legislative session and legislatorlobbyist socializing takes place
throughout the session, the limited
legislative
session
appears
to
hamper extended "social" lobbying
of the type common both in Washington and in states with
full-time
legislatures. Electioneering activities
also have been somewhat limited by
the lack of electoral competition, and
some of the newer groups appear to
rely more upon organizational than
monetary help to candidates.
CONCLUSION

The Virginia General Assembly of
today is not the legislature of forty,
twenty, or even ten years ago.
Particularly striking is the fact that, in
describing the Virginia legislative
process, one is describing a system in
transition. The final result cannot
clearly be perceived at this time, but
some characteristics of the Assembly
which have either developed or been
brought to fruition in the last decade
are likely to be permanent. The
General Assembly increasingly is an
institutionalized legislature. Membership stability, regularized committee structure, the development of a
formal party policy apparatus, and
professional staffing which is in the
process of being integrated into the
existing structure of influence are but
some major illustrations. The Virginia legislature as a result is a more
independent legislature-not simply
in mood, but also in its capacityto act.
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