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The Argentine Congress plays a
limiitact role in the production of public
policy and is a relatively ineffective
check on the Argentine Executive
Branch. We argue this is the com-
bined result of incentives. created by
several features of Argentine palitical
institutions. In this anicle we ampha-
size the role of the country's eiectoral
rules, which place the legislator re-
election decision not in the hands of
the vaters, but rather in the hands

of the provincial governor/party
boss(es). These rules limit legislators”
ability to develop a professional legis-
lative career and reduce their incen-
tives to specialize and to develop
strong legislative institutions. We
provide empirical evidence of the
shart duration of congressional ca-
reers, the provinge-based nature

of Argentine political careers, and
the lack of specialization among
legislatars resulting fram the above-
mentioned institutional incentives.

656

Universidad de San Andrés

he gargantuan literature on the U.S. Congress provides a detailed

and relatively comprehensive understanding of this institution. In

fact, we likely know maore about the U.S. Congress than about any
aother political institution in the world, with this literature providing a set
of widely accepted truisms. First, members of the U.S. Congress exhibit
remarkable longevity. Second, members of the U.S. Congress tend to spe-
cialize in committees. Third, the U.S. Congress plays an active role in
policymaking.! Fourth, the U.S. Congress engages in considerable over-
sight of the public bureaucracy.? Fifth, the U.S. Congress is at the center of
policymaking.?
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Venturing outside of the United States however, one
most commonly encounters legislatures that do not re-
semble the U.S8. Congress in terms of many or all of these
five abave-mentioned features. This is particularly the
case in the party-centered systems (Shugart and Haggard
2001) that dominate the world’s democracies, yet are also
the least studied.* The U.S. Congress is thus a rare outlier
in the population of national legislatures. As a conse-
quence, studies of the U.S. Congress, while very helpful
in generating general theory, are also quite limited in
terms of extending general legislative theory due to their
status as case studies of an atypical case. Nonetheless,
studies of the U.S. Congress predominate while articles
on legislatures in other countries are rare.

To contribute to the development of general theories
of legislatures, what is required is work on legislatures in
the party-centered systems that exist in a large majority of
the world’s parliamentary and presidential democracies.
Legislatures in these countries differ considerably from
the U.S. Congress in terms of the five above-mentioned
features.

Argentina is an excellent example of a country in
which none of the above-mentioned characterizations
of the U.S. Congress appear to hold. First, Argentine leg-
islators are merely transitory visitors, averaging only one
term in office. Second, Argentine Jegislators belong to a
multiplicity of committees. Third, the Argentine Con-
gress does not play an active role in the policy-process,
but rather plays the role of a blunt veto player. Fourth,
the Argentine Congress pays little attention to aversight
activities. Fifth, in Argentina crucial political bargains
are struck in a less institutionalized manner away from
the national legislature.

In this article we make progress in explaining this di-
vergence in Argentina from the typical portrayal of the
U.S. Congress. In doing so, we advance scholarly knowl-
edge of the functioning of legislatures in the world, par-
ticularly of the relation between electoral incentives and
legislative institutions. We also improve our understand-
ing of the Argentine Congress’ role in the policymaking
process.

Argentine Political Institutions

Argentina has a presidential form of government and a
bicameral legislature. It is a federal republic consisting of
twenty-three provinces and a semi-autonomous federal

“To the extent that studies of legislatures in other presidential de-
macracies have been conducted, they tend to focus almost exclu-
sively on the least party-centered systems, especially Brazil.
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capital. Provincial governments are extremely important
political entities. They possess their own constitutions,
control very large budgets, and exercise influence over vi-
tal areas of public policy.

The Chamber of Deputies has 257 members, elected
from province-wide multi-member districts for four-
year terms. The deputies are chosen from closed party
lists using proportional representation (PR). One-half
of the Chamber is renewed every two years, with every
district renewing one-half of its legislators. The political
parties employ three methods of candidate selection:
elite arrangement, assembly election, and direct primary.
Regardiess of which method is used, the provincial-ievel
party leaders are the key players in the nomination pro-
cess, with the national party leadership and rank-and-
file members playing a decidedly secondary role (De
Luca, Jones, and Tula 2002).

Electoral Incentives and
the Argentine Gangress

The idea that the organization of the U.S. Congress re-
flects the electoral incentives faced by its members has
been a cornerstone of the American politics literature
since the 1974 publication of David Mayhew’s Congress:
The Electoral Connection. The key question for compara-
tive work is whether the assumptions that drive Mayhew-
type arguments for the U.S. case are appropriate in un-
derstanding how electoral rules shape legislative
incentives elsewhere. In principle, non-U.S. politicians
are as strategic in their actions as their U.S. counterparts.
However, the political institutions that shape legislators’
incentives do vary across countries; career structure,
electoral laws, and party rules can be very different. The
question narrows, then, to the incentives these politicians
face in different contexts.

For example, if party nomination is inconsequential
for electoral success, as is the case for incumbents in the
Brazilian Chamber of Deputies (Ames 2001 ), party re-
nomination will play no substantial role in shaping legis-
lators’ behavior. In contrast, there are situations, as in
closed-list PR systems, where nomination at the top of a
major party list can virtually guarantee electoral success.
In this latter case, legislators’ behavior will be constrained
by the renomination rules but essentially unconstrained
by the electoral process (Stram 1997).

In federal countries with a closed-list PR electoral
system, the process by which the provincial (district)
party lists are formed largely affects which candidates
run on each party list, what order they occupy, and,
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consequently, their chances of winning a seat in Con-
gress. Hence, depending on the role that electoral rules
give local party leaders in the creation of the district-
party list, local party leaders may or not be key in the
determination of legislators’ futures.

In Argentina, where local party bosses dominate the
construction of the local party list, legislators’ ability to
independently pursue a legislative career is substantially
curtailed. In this sense, Argentina is neither Brazil nor the
United States, where the decision to run for reelection
lies almost exclusively with the incumbent legislators.
From the Argentine legislators’ point of view, in order to
pursue their desired career paths, they must maintain a
goad relationship with their local party bosses. Aithough
challenging the local party boss could at times be an op-
timal strategy, it is certainly a risky one, and the timing of
the challenge must be strategically chosen. Absent a chal-
lenge, career progression requires the support of the local
party boss, whose main interest, it can be safely assumed,
is to retain power.

Local party bosses have a complex political objective.
They want to maximize the performance of their party in
their province, but at the same time want to safeguard
their position within the provincial party structure. The
threat of challenge by popular legislators provides local
party bosses with a strong incentive to reduce the national
and provincial visibility of their local underlings by rotat-
ing them among the various jobs the provincial party can
offer. The electoral risk associated with nominating lesser
known candidates is attenuated by Argentina's electoral
rules, especially the use of party supplied ballots and
closed-list PR. Voters tend to vote for the party list, not for
the individuals on the list.

Within this institutional context, legislators have
little incentive to work hard to improve their visibility in
the eyes of the voters and no incentive to develop legis-
lative policy expertise. A legislator may be marginally
aided in his or her career progression by obtaining
public visibility. However, policy expertise is unrelated
to visibility, nor is it relevant for the candidate nomina-
tion and general election process. The institutional bar-
riers to reelection, therefore, generate widespread “shirk-
ing,” providing suboptimal levels of effort both from an
“informational” (Krehbiel 1921) and “institutional”
{Fearon 1999; Ferejohn 1999) perspective.

A legislature’s organization reflects the electoral in-
centives faced by its members. In Argentina, a commit-
tee system that enables legislators to pursue their elec-
toral objectives through constituency service (Weingast
and Marshall 1988), or that enables the legislature to de-
velop informational capabilities (Krehbiel 1991), does
not emerge. Instead, legislators appear to serve on com-

mittees mainly to obtain perks and/or additional re-
sources, as well as to be in good standing with the pro-
vincial party leadership {Jones 2002).

Amateur Legisiators—
Professional Politicians:
Party Politics and Legislative Tenure

Since 1983 the average reelection rate for the Chamber
of Deputies has been 20 percent, ranging from a high of
29 percent in 1985 to a low of 15 percent in 1995. The
country’s two dominant political parties, the Partido
Justicialista (P]} and Unién Civica Radical (UCR), pos-
sess similar reelection rates,

There are two primary reasons for this relatively low
reelection rate, First, to be reelected a legislator must ob-
tain a spot on the provincial party list. This is a significant
“barrier to reentry.” During the 1989-2001 period only 25
percent of the deputies surpassed this hurdle. However,
once incumbent legislators are on the party lists, their
probability of reelection increases considerably. Between
1989 and 2001, 76 percent of those incumbents who ob-
tained a position on the party list achieved reelection. Al-
though this is a little below the standard in the United
States, it is much closer to it than to the 19 percent (1989—
2001) unconditional reelection probability.

The overall stability of membership also has been
relatively low. During the 1983-2001 period the average
Argentine deputy served only one term in office. In con-
trast, during the Twentieth Century the average U.S.
House member served between five and six terms (Polsby
1968; Ornstein, Mann, and Malbin 1998).

Legislaters’ Palitical Careers

The career paths of Argentine Chamber deputies during
the post-1983 period are extremely party oriented. Vir-
tually all deputies arrive to the Chamber having previ-
ously occupied an elective, appointive (in a national or
provincial executive branch), or party past. Following
their tenure in the Chamber, an equally high percentage
continues in elective, appointive, or party posts. The
consequence is a very strong link between the careers of
legislators and their relationship with their party. While
most Argentine legislators are “Amateur Legislators,”
they are nonetheless “Professional Politicians.”

Table 1 provides information on the last elective,
appointive, party or other post held by PJ] and UCR
deputies prior to the start of the 1991-95 congressional
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Tame 1  Last Post Held by Deputies Prior to Assuming Office and Post They Held as of Mid-1998

(Class of 1991-1995)

Prior to Assuming Office As of Mid-1998

% Distribution of Deputies % Distribution of Deputies
Position Total PJ UcRr Total P UCh
Provincial Legislator 29 15 50 9 9 g
Naticnal Deputy 17 20 12 18 17 14
Mayar 10 11 9 2 0
Naticnal Executive Branch* 9 12 5 7 12
Provincial Executive Branch 8 14 0] 8 9 7
Party Activity 5 é 2 20 g 37
Private Activity 5 a 2 12 12 12
Prov. Party President {only post) 4 2 7 1 2 ]
Governor 3 3 2 1 g 2
Municipal Councilor 3 2 5 1 Q 2
Union Leader 3 3 2 5 8 0
Vice Gavernor 3 5 ] 1 ] 2
Career Diplomat/Party Activity 1 4] 2 1 4] 2
Federal Judge 1 2 0
National Senator 1 4] 2 8 6 12
Defector 3 3 2
Deceased 2 3 0
Prison/Fugitive 2 3 4
Business Association President 1 2 0
Vice President 1 2 ]
Tatal Number of Deputies 108 64 44 108 64 44

“Includes appeintees ta the Attorney General's office and palitical ambassadars

Source: dones (2002).

term.> The table also provides information on the same
posts held by these deputies two-and-a-half years after
the end of their term in office (i.e., as of mid-1998).
Nineteen possible positions are included in the table,
covering the gamut of the positions occupied by these in-
dividuals before and after the 1991~95 term.% Table 1 de-
tails the last position held by the deputies of the 1991-95
legislative class prior to their assumption as national
deputies. Of the 108 deputies, all but six either held a
governmental (appointive or elective) or party position
(as a provincial, county, or municipal-level party official)
prior to their election as deputy.” The most prominent

*Only PJ and UCR deputies who served more than a year during
the 1991-95 period are examined.

SThree categories are exclusive to the post-1995 careers: Deceased,
Prison/Fugitive, Defector (i.e., the person defected to anather
party between 1991 and 1995).

"The position of Union Leader, especially for the PJ, is for all in-
tents and purposes a party position.

penuitimate post among these deputies was Provincial
Legislator (29 percent).® One-half of the UCR deputies
were provincial legislators prior to assuming office in
1991, Other common positions held by these individuals
immediately prior to 1991 include: National Deputy (17
percent}, Mayor (10 percent}, and member of the Na-
tional (9 percent) or Provincial (8 percent} Executive
Branches.

Table | also shows that after the deputies of the 1991
95 class completed their term in office, an overwhelming
majority continued a career path tightly linked to their re-
spective parties. Of the 108 legislators, as of mid-1998,
eighty-two were in positions strongly influenced by their
party ties/position within the party.® Indeed, only thirteen

#Between 1983 and 1991, 37 percent of the 108 deputies at one
time held the post of provincial legislator,

?Six others were in high political content posts {five Union Leaders
and ane Business Association President), where ties to the P] were
an integral part of their position.
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of the 108 (12 percent) deputies departed voluntarily
from the political scene (at least two due to poor health).'?
Of these eighty-two, 50 percent held elective office at the
national, provincial or municipal level, 29 percent were
active solely as party leaders at the provincial, county, or
municipal level, while 21 percent occupied appointive
posts in the national or provincial executive branches.!!

Finally, the provincial-nature of Argentine political
careers is clear. Two-thirds of all deputies either returned
to positions in the province (42 percent) or remained as
the province’s representatives in the national Congress
(24 percent).

Weak Legislative Incentives—
Weak Gongressional Institutions:
Evidence from Gongressional Committee
Membership, 1983-1997

This section presents evidence of the lack of incentives to
exert legislative effort and to invest in developing strong
legislative institutions in Argentina. We focus on the
committee system and show that it does not promote in-
dividual legislators’ electoral objectives through constitu-
ency service. It also only modestly enables the legislature
to develop informational capabilities. Thus, neither
Weingast and Marshall’s (1988) distributional nor
Krehbiel’s (1991} informational hypotheses can serve as
foundations for the Argentine Chamber's organization.

Standing Committees in the
Argentine Chamber of Deputies

The Argentine Chamber is divided into a large number
of committees where most legislative work is con-
ducted.!? The composition of congressional committees

'%Because of priot events, seven deputies could not continue in any
of the elective, appointive, or party posts: twa were deceased, one
was in jail, one was a fugitive, and three deputies had defected to
another party (all three continued to be active in politics, one asa
national deputy).

UWith a few exceptions a party leadership position at the county
or municipal level does not carry with it any type of salary. These
posts however provide the individual with a considerable amount
of pelitical power, and it is quite common for many of these local
leaders to receive some type of salary through an appointive post
in the pational, provincial, or municipal executive or legislative
branches.

L'Mast substantive legislative policymaking is conducted in stand-
ing committees with specific policy jurisdictions {there are no sub-
committees). Legislation is customarily referred to the permanent
comrmittees of each house. Bills can bypass the committees and go
directly to the floor with the approval of an extraordinary majority

reflects the proportion of seats held by the various party
delegations in the Chamber.!? Every two years, following
the Chamber’s partial renovation, committee positions
are allocated among the parties by the Chamber Presi-
dent in rough proportion to the percentage of seats held
by the parties in the Chamber. The President also de-
cides, in consultation with the party delegation leaders,
which committee leadership positions (President, Vice-
President, Secretary) correspond to which parties. Once
this allocation is decided, each party’s leadership distrib-
utes its committee assignments.'*

During the period under study, the number of
standing committees increased from twenty-seven to
forty, while the number of deputies increased only
slightly from 254 to 257. Committees must normally
have a minimum of fifteen, and a maximum of twenty-
five, members.1®

Throughout this period, the majority party held 49
percent of the seats and 51 percent of the committee as-
signments. The Chamber rules do not restrict multiple
assignments. Since 1983 there has been a monotonic
growth in the supply of, and demand for, committee
slots. The rules, for example, required every member to
possess an average of 2.2 slots to satisfy the minimum
committee membership requisites during the 1995-97
period. The average Argentine deputy, however, decided
to serve on one additional committee, for an average of
3.5 slots per deputy.

To explore the extent to which committee member-
ship represents constituency interests or the need for spe-
cialization, we analyze the main determinants of legisla-
tors’ committee participation. The complete sample
population consists of 1906 observations (956 legisla-

{two-thirds). Most bills are discussed and voted on in the commit-
tees before being sent to the floor, For example, in the 1987-88 and
199798 legislative periods respectively, only 14 percent and 25
percent of the bills were sent directly to the Chamber floor {Rossi
1998). Moreaver, although there is no formal rule giving the com-
mittees the pawer to submit legislation to the floor that cannot be
amended (closed rule), the Chamber approved 70 percent of the
bills sent to the floor without any amendment (Rossi 1998).

HThe principal organizing unit in the Argentine Chamber is the
party delegation. All parties with three or more members consti-
tute a delegation with a president and any other authorities they
wish to designate.

Technically the Chamber President makes all committee assign-
ments. However, in virtually all instances with opposition parties,
and in most instances with the Chamber President’s party, the
Chamber President has respected the nominations made by the re-
spective party leaders.

YA small number of committees have somewhat latger maxi-
mums, which progressively increased, albeit slightly, during the
1983-97 period.



AMATEUR LEGISLATORS-PROFESSIONAL POLITICIANS

tors) for the 1983-97 period.'S Each observation corre-
sponds to a single legislator over a two-year period (the
length of committee memberships).

Empirical Analysis of Committee Membership

QOur initial analysis examines a sample of 1384 legislator/
legislative period observations. Excluded are all abserva-
tions from the 198385 period.'”

The dependent variable is the number of committees
each legislator served on during the two-year legislative
period. It is a continuous variable that ranges from 0 to
8.!% Regarding the determinants of committee member-
ship, we consider the following variables:

1. Committees in the Chamber. This variable consists
of the number of commitees in the Chamber. Since
every committee must have a minimum of fifteen
members, as the number of committees (and hence
committee slots) grows, the number of committees
on which a legislator must serve also grows. Thus,
there should be a positive relationship between the
number of committees in the Chamber and the num-
ber of committees a legislator serves on.

2. Party Delegation Size. This variable consists of the
number of seats a party delegation possesses in the
Chamber. Committee slots are roughly allocated in
proportion ta a party delegation’s Chamber seat
share. However, since smaller parties have fewer legis-
lators to distribute across committees, this variable
checks whether they are overrepresented or
underrepresented on comimittees.

3. Chamber Seniority. This variable indicates the num-
ber of years a legislator has served in the Chamber
prior to the current legislative period. It is calculated
at the beginning of each two-year period. In an envi-
ronment in where legislators expect to remain for a
substantial period of time, junior legislators may
shop around for interesting committee appoint-
ments, specializing as they become more senior.

1For methedological reasons we exclude {for the respective two-
year period) from the analysis all legislators whao arrived after May
1 of the first year of the two-year period as an alternate to replace a
deputy who died or resigned.

YThe 1983-85 period was the first following the 1976-83 military
dictatorship. Only 6 percent of the 234 members had previously
served as a Chamber deputy during the 1946-55, 1958-66, or
1973-76 democratic periods {73 percent of these fifteen legislators
served during the 1973-76 period).

13Except where otherwise noted, all data employed in this article
were obtained from the official records and archives of the Argen-
tine Chamber of Deputies located in the Direccidn de Informacion
Parlamentaria de la Cimara de Diputados de la Nacién.

661

We estimate both Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) and
Poisson regressions. To address the potential problems
caused by the panel structure of the data we also estimate
models including fixed effects for the province, legislative
time period {the two-year congressional term), and indi-
vidual legislators.'® As Table 2 confirms the robustness of
our findings across these different models, our dicussion
below focuses on the results contained in the basic OLS
model.

Table 2 demonstrates, in its various models, that Ar-
gentine legislators do not “substitute” their participation
among different committees. As a new committee is cre-
ated, the typical legislator increases the number of com-
mittees he/she serves on by 11 percent. This number rep-
resents 6 percent more than would be required to fill the
minimum fifteen slots per committee. Instead of substi-
tuting between committees, as the “supply” of new slots
goes up, Argentine deputies demand more of them. This
suggests that committee membership imposes few costs
on members, But as time and effort are limited resources,
as legislators participate on more committees, they spe-
cialize even less.?® Also, Table 2 shows that legislators
from larger parties tend to hold more committee ap-
pointments. Thus, small parties do not ask their mem-
bers to participate on multiple committees so as to in-
crease their committee representation. Although the
coefficient of seniority in the Chamber is negative and
significant, supporting the specialization hypothesis, it is
politically insignificant. An increase in tenure by 1 year
{an increase of 25 percent) reduces committee member-
ship by .06 (a reduction of slightly less than 2 percent),
implying an elasticity of just above 1 percent. The brevity
of congressional careers, then, drastically limits the legis-
lators’ incentives to specialize.

Policy Jurisdiction and Specialization

The U.S. politics literature assurmnes voters’ preferences will
be reflected in legislators’ committee assignments. Thus,
in environments in which legislators have incentives to
specialize, they will choose to participate in committees
likely to help them improve their reelection chances. In

19The two individual legislator-specific fixed effects models are in-
<cluded only for informational purposes. The small number of two-
year periods served by legislators, problems of overparameteriza-
tion, and the corresponding loss of efficiency leads us to view the
results from this analysis as unreliable.

¥Unless they hold committee or party leadership positions, Ar-
gentine deputies’ base budget for legislative staffers is unaffected
by the number af committees upon which they serve. They receive
the salary equivalent of enly one full-time legislative staff pasition
(in addition to lower salary equivalents for a secretary and a recep-
tionist).
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Argentina, legislative behavior is affected by the power of
local party bosses rather than the preferences and interests
of each legislator’s constituents, Thus, in Argentina we
should expect two different results. First, constituency in-
terests should not be a very important factor determining
committee membership. Second, committee membership
should be guided primarily by legislators’ personal prefer-
ences rather than by electoral incentives.

We explore these two hypotheses by analyzing mem-
bership on thirteen key committees. The sample consists
of 1623 legislator/period observations for the 1983-1997
period,?! with only the Chamber President excluded.

The thirteen committees are Health, Agriculture, Ju-
dicial, Energy, Industry, General Legislation, Labor, Ap-
propriations, Foreign Affairs, Housing, Urban Affairs,
Defense, and Social Security. For each commitee there is
a variable coded 1 if the legislator belongs to the respec-
tive committee and 0 otherwise. This is our dependent
variable.

Following Shepsle (1978), we estimate a binary logit
model for each committee. The independent variables
seek to capture the main determinants of particular com-
mittee membership. The following explanatory variables
are considered:

1. Committee Membership. This variable is the number
of committees a legislator serves on in a given two-
year period. It is a proxy for committee exclusivity
{see below).

2. Party Delegation Size. See the previous definition.

Chamber Seniority. See the previous definition.

4. Committees in the Chamber. See the previous defini-
tion.

5. Alignment with Governor. This variable indicates
whether the legislator comes from a province ruled
by a governor from his/her party. It is coded 1 if the
legislator belongs to the same party as his/her gover-
nor and 0 otherwise. We seek to capture with this
variable the importance of local leaders to legislators’
legislative/political careers.

e

Due to the relative infrequency of roll-call votes in
Argentina (Jones 2002) there are no indices of legislators’
issue preferences similar to those used in studies of the
U.S. Congress (ADA ratings, D-NOMINATE scores).
Therefore, as attractiveness measures, we use a series of
indicators of professional background and constituency
characteristics related to the jurisdiction of the commit-
tee in question:

6. Professional Background. This variable is coded 1 if
the legislator belongs to a committee that matches

2IThe exception is the Energy Committee, for which, due to data
restrictions, there are 561 observations,
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his/her professional background and @ otherwise. See
the appendix for a complete description of the coding
rules.

7. Regional Interests. This variable seeks to capture
constituency characteristics related to the jurisdiction
of the committee in question, We consider different
economic and social indicators as a proxy for regional
interests, See the appendix for more details. The data
were drawn from 1980 and 1991 Argentine National
Censuses,

The results from estimating a system of seemingly
unrelated logit equations for all committees are pre-
sented in Table 3.2? The coefficient for the number of
standing committees is normally negative, not always sig-
nificant and small in political impact.”® The effect of the
number of committees a legislator belongs to is normally
positive and significant for all committees except Health
and Labor. These coefficients represent a measure of the
impartance of a particular committee. Legislators hold
multiple committee appointments. However, while most
legislators can request and become members of different
committees, only some (likely due to unobserved per-
sonal and political characteristics, but, given the lack of
permanency in the Chamber, irrespective of seniority)
are able to add the “prestige committees” to their mem-
bership list. We infer that important committees are
composed of important legislatars, who spread their
relative power around issues by belonging to a larger set
of committees than the remaining legislators. We expect,
then, this coefficient to vary with the importance or “ex-
clusivity” of a particular committee.

To interpret this exclusivity effect properly, Table 4
presents the expected change in the probability of mem-
bership given a one standard deviation increase in the
number of committees a legislator belongs to, with the
other independent variables set at their mean values.

Because of missing values, the Energy Committee was estimated
separately from the remaining twelve committees. Table 3 reports
results without fixed effects, Adding fixed effects (provincial and
temporal) would have required estimating a total of 436 param-
eters, Also, our regional variables {one per equation) are time-in-
variant. Thus, they could be close to a linear combination of the
regional fixed effects for each equation. Caution therefore must be
taken in the interpretation of the impact of regional interests. The
estimates in the fixed effects models do not differ significantly
from the basic logit estimates. We also estimated a randam effects
binary prabit mode] with the same specification as the logit mod-
els presented in Table 3. All of these additional analyses, available
upon request, provide results that do not differ materially from
those reported here.

BThe largest, in absolute value, impact of an increase aver the
mean by one standard deviation of this variable on the probability
of belonging ta 2 committee is for the Appropriations cormmittee,
where the impact is less than —4 percent.
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TasLe 4 Ranking of Committees by Political Power of their Members, Marginal Effects of Seniority in
Chamber and Professional Background - NLSUR estimates

Change in Probability
of Being on Committee

Change in Prabability
of Being on Committee

Change in Probability
of Being on Committee

Change in Probability
of Being on Committee

as Participation as Seniority as Regional as Professional
on Committees in Chamber Interest Background
Increases by One Increases by One increases by One Matches
Standard Deviation Standard Deviation Standard Deviation Committee
Appropriations 6.50 4.87 50.53
Foreign Affairs 3.94 2.72 -0.13
Agriculture 381 -0.35 1.40 49.32
Hausing 285 -1.62 1.53
Industry 212 -0.38 3.76 12.56
Sacial Security 208 -0.65 2.53 20.43
Defense 203 2.06
General Legislation 0.80 -0.09 19.58
Judicial 0.27 0.00 19.00
Lahor 0.23 2.9 3.94 55.09
Urban Affairs Q.00 Q.00 8.85
Health -0.42 022 ~1.58 66.87

According to our measure, the most important cornmit-
tee is the Appropriations Committee, followed by For-
eign Affairs and Agriculture.*

Table 3 also demonstrates that the effect of seniority
on committee membership varies across committees.
The coefficient for seniority is positive and significant for
Appropriations, Foreign Affairs, Defense and Labor,
whereas for Urban Affairs the coefficient is negative and
significant. It takes, then, slightly more experience to be-
long to the more prominent committees such as Appro-
priations or Foreign Affairs. But as Table 4 shows, the
substantive impact of tenure is relatively low (as should
be expected given the short tenure of members).

in Table 3, the coefficients for the constituency inter-
est variable, although having the predicted sign, are all
politically insignificant, except for Urban Affairs, where a
one standard deviation increase in the variable increases
the probability of belonging to the cornmittee by 9 per-
cent, whereas for all other committees the effect is less
than 4 percent (see Table 4). These results lead us to reject
the distributive hypothesis { Weingast and Marshall 1988).
Although relevant for committee membership, constitu-
ency interests are politically insignificant.

Conversely, Table 3 shows that professional back-
ground is often a powerful determinant of committee
membership. Six of the nine estimated coefficients for
the legislators’ occupational background are positive and

HThe rates of rotation do not differ significantly across com-
mittees.

significant. Table 4 provides the marginal effects of pro-
fessional background for each committee.? For example,
being a physician increases the probability of belonging
to the Health Committee by 67 percent, being a union
leader increases the probability of belonging to the Labor
Committee by 55 percent, and being an economist or ac-
countant increases the probability of belonging to the
Appropriations Committee by 51 percent.?

A casual review of the results appears to provide sup-
port for the informational hypothesis (Krehbiel 1991). A
closer examination of the results, though, combined with
knowledge gained from extensive interviews with Argen-
tine legislators, staffers, and other qualified observers,
leads to the conclusion that support for the informational
hypothesis is also modest. While there is some alignment
of legislators’ professional background and committee
membership, this alignment is unaccompanied by com-
mittee specialization, either in terms of committee tenure
or by legislators limiting the number of committees upon
which they serve to those that match their professional
background. As a consequence, informational advantages

BIn this case we calculate the marginal effects as the change in the
probability of committee membership if an. individual legislator’s
professional background is related to that particular committee or
not, while keeping all the other independent variables at their
means,

*The strong union leader-Labor Committee relatianship may alsa
be a measure of interest representation, and not just of profes-
sional expertise.
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are not being obtained. Instead, a more compelling expla-
nation of these results is that legislators required to par-
ticipate on committees simply choose those whose topic
they find of greatest intrinsic interest, and with the Jeast
personal cost.”’

Committee Chairs

Committee slot inflation dissipates the worth of the cur-
rency endowed {Shepsle 1978). In Argentina, a “harder
currency” is the committee chair position.?? It is there
that the relationship to party leadership may matter. In
Argentina, the privileged relationship is between legisla-
tors and the provincial party boss (the governor when
the party controls the provincial government).??

In contrast to the winner-take-all procedure for allo-
cating committee chairs in the U.S, House, committee
chairs in the Argentine Chamber are not distributed en-
tirely to the majority party. Between 1983 and 1997, the
majority party received 74 percent of the committee
chairs.

Taking into account that there is no formal or infor-
mal recognition of seniority in this respect, and that not
all chairs will be distributed among the majority party,
gubernatorial support may also be key to obtaining ap-
pointment as a committee chair.

We estimate a binary logit analysis of whether or not
a legislator is a committee chair. The sample consists of

¥Qbserve also that while a physician may serve on the Health
Committee and an agriculturist on the Agriculture Committee,
both also serve, on average, on two other committees that have
little to nothing to do with their profession. For example, the five
most popular committees for physicians who serve on the Health
Committee are Agriculture, Defense, Energy, Housing, and Social
Security.

% A5 part of ongoing research, we undertaok extensive formal and
informal interviews with mare than two dozen P] and UCR
Chatnber deputies and/or their staffers in the months prior to the
biennial allocations of committee assignments between 1995 and
2001, In regard to comrnittee assignrments, virtually all the inter-
viewees facused their comments on strategies for obtaining a com-
mittee chair (or vice chair) position. They devoted only a modest
amount of time to the topic of on which other committees they
might serve (the Appropriations Committee represents a partial
exception in this respect), Qur interviews uncovered no support
for alternative explanations of the high levels of committee rota-
tion such as a universalism norm (whereby rotation would allow
everyone to “share” good and bad assignments during their tenure
in office) in committee assignments.

In the committee membership regressions, the caefficients for
alignment with the governor are statistically insignificant in 8
of the 13 equations. As there are no restrictions on committee par-
ticipation, provincial party support is not a requisite for partici-
pation. The only committee where this variable is politically sig-
nificant is the Appropriations Committee, considered the most
powerful in the Chamber, where being aligned with the governor
increases the probability of membership by less than 5 percent.

1367 legislator/period observations for the 1983-1997
period. We exclude alternates as well as those wha cannot
serve as committee chairs (the Chamber President and
the leaders of the party delegations). The dependent vari-
able, committee chair, takes a value of 1 if a legislator is a
committee chair, and ¢ otherwise. The explanatory vari-
ables include:

1. Alignment with Gavernor. See the previous defini-
tion.

2. Majority Party, This variable indicates whether a leg-
islator belongs to the party holding the majority of
the Chamber seats. It takes the value of 1 if that is the
case, and 0 otherwise.

3. Chamber Seniority. See the previous definition.

4, Committee Chair Seniority. This variable indicates
the number of years a legislator has served as a com-
mittee chair. It is calculated at the beginning of each
two-year period.

5. Number of Chair Pasitions. This variable indicates
the number of existing chair slots in the Chamber.

All of these variables are expected to have a positive
impact on the probability of being selected as a commit-
tee chair. We again control for provincial, temporal, and
individual legislator-specific fixed effects. The results for
the basic model as well as with temporal and provincial
fixed effects are presented in Table 5.3

All of the coefficients have the predicted sign (posi-
tive) and are significant except for the number of avail-
able chair slots.”" Table 5 alsa presents the marginal ef-
fects of the variables. Seniority as committee chair is the
most important determinant (an increase in one stan-
dard deviation in the variable results in a 26 percent in-
crease in the probability of being a committee chair),
followed by majaority party status (10 percent), and se-
niority in the Chamber (5 percent). The effect of the
alignment with the governor (4 percent) is close to that
of seniority in the Chamber, showing that a powerful pa-
tron {that is, a governor from your home province who is
from your party) aids in becoming a committee chair as
much as being a senior member of the Chamber.??

3Provincial and temporal fixed effects have no significant effect.
Use of individual fixed effects eliminates more than a quarter of
the sample, biasing the sample towards legislators with longer and
varied tenure, and thus are nat reliable.

H An equation excluding Committee Chair Seniority provides sub-
stantively similar results.

We also interacted Alignment with Governor with Majarity
Party to examine whether the impact of the former differed de-
pending on whether or not the legistator was in the majority. The
interaction term was statistically insignificant. Having a copartisan
as their governor helps minority legislators as much as majarity
legislatars in obtaining a committee chair appointment.
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Explanatory Variables Basic Model Marginal Effects  Provincial FE Temporal FE Prav. and Temp.

Alignment with Gavernor 0.351* 0.040 0.287 a.327 0.253
(-0.181} {0.203) {0.195) (0.209)

Majarity Party 0.864* 0.097 0.933* 0.855* 0.936"*
(-0.204) (0.213) {0.207} (0.218)

Chamber Seniarity 0.2477 0.047 0.236" 0.255** 0.245*
{(-0.042) {0.043) (0.043} (0.044)

Committee Chair Seniority 1.888** 0.262 1.894** 1.882** 1.890"*
(-0.227) {0.236) {0.228) {0.235)

Number of Chair Positions 0.039 0.017 0.045"
(-0.024) (0.024)

Constant -4.448 -5.386 -3.219 -4.013
(-0.810) (0.991} {0.245) {0.582)

Log-Likelihood function -446.312 -434 366 —-445.341 -433.167

Likelihood Tests

Basic Modei vs Model with Provincial FE, 23.891 (22; .353)

Chi-Square (df., P-value]

Basic Model vs Model with Temporal FE, 1.942 (5; .857)

Chi-Square (d.f., P-valug)}

Basic Model vs Model with Prov. and 26.291 (27; 502)

Temp. FE, Chi-Square (d.f., P-value)

N 1367 1367 1367 1367

Mote: Standard errors are below the estimated coefficients in parentheses; *

In contrast to general committee assignments, a
committee chair is a highly valued commaodity. This is
unsurprising. With few exceptions, every committee
chair receives extra resources (mostly for staff salary)
amounting to approximately 50 percent of the base allo-
cation received by each legislator. The committee chair
also controls the permanent staff assigned to the com-
mittee. These findings also demonstrate that contrary to
a pure seniority system, the link to the local party boss
constitutes an important determinant of who becomes a
committee chair.

Conclusions

This article applies the insight that legislative behavior
and the organization of legislative institutions are af-
fected by electoral rules to understand some basic fea-
tures of Argentina’s national legislature. By moving leg-
islators’ electoral incentives away from voters to the
interests of the provincial party boss, Argentina’s elec-
toral rules, along with a constitutional system that places
[imited restraints on unilateral executive actions, have

= p-value< .10, ** = p-value<.0§, *** = p-value<.01.

created an amateur congress; one that has neither the
expertise nor the incentives to initiate influential legisla-
tion nor to control the public administration. The evi-
dence presented here shows, though, that these are not
amateur politicians. Argentine legislators’ progressive
ambition causes them to leave Congress, but not poli-
tics, We also show how the internal organization of the
Argentine Chamber of Deputies reflects the electoral in-
centives legislators face. Instead of developing institu-
tions to maximize policy expertise and the ability to
provide services to their constituencies, Argentine depu-
ties pass through Cengress making only a minor policy
impact. Indeed, they behave very much like U.S. House
members at the turn of the twentieth century (Kernell
1977).

Our analysis has implications for theoretical and
comparative analyses of legislative organization and per-
formance. The article raises questions about the general
applicability of some of the theories developed for the
organization of the U.S. Congress. The distributive hy-
pothesis fails in the Argentine case as legislators have
very few incentives to devote efforts on their constitu-
ents’ behalf. Further, although committee appointments
appear to match prior professional expertise, multiple
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Appendix Definition Professional Background and Regional Interests Defined

Commitiee Professional Background Regional Interests

Health Physician, Dentist, Health professional % homes with Unsatisfied Basic Needs (1991 Census)
Farming Farm related activities % work force in agriculture (1991 Census)

Judicial Lawyer

Energy Engineer, Geologist Ol production (m? per year) (1991 Census)

industry Industry related activities % work farce in indusiry (1991 Census)

General Legislation Lawyer

Labor Union Leader Aclive Economic Population (in 1,000} (1981 Census)
Appropriations Economist, Accountant, Business Major

Foreign Affairs % fareign population (1980 Census)

Hausing Businessperson % of work farce in construction (1991 Census)

Urban Affairs % of urhan population {1980 Census)

Defense

Social Security Union Leader Senior citizens (in 1,000) {1980 Census)

committee membership coupled with low tenure bath
in the Chamber and in committees, as well as informa-
tion gleaned from elite interviews, cast some doubts on
the applicability of the informational rationale for legis-
lative organization.

The article also contributes to the comparative analy-
sis of legislatures. Argentina provides a case of a weak
Congress populated by transient amateur legislators
who answer to fragmented provincial leaderships. This
Argentine reality is in large part the consequence of party-
centered electoral rules in a federal system. From a meth-
odological perspective, the article also suggests the com-
plex nature of legislatures and electoral rules requires an
intensive micro-analytic approach to comparative legisla-
tive studies. These studies extend and refine preexisting
legislative theories, primarily designed to explain the
functioning of the U.S. Congress, thereby contributing to
the development of better general theory of legislative
institutions.
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