Congress
	Organization and Structure

	     The first branch of government created by our Constitution is the Legislative Branch.  Legislative power in our government is given to the U.S. Congress.  The main function of the Congress is to represent the people and make laws.   

     At the Constitutional Convention there was a debate and disagreement over how the Congress should be structured.  Larger states wanted a Congress that would represent the states based on population: larger states would have more representatives.  Smaller states wanted equal representation: each state would have the same number of representatives.  The compromise was to create a Congress with two parts or Houses: the Senate and the House of Representatives.  In the House of Representatives, representation would be based on each states population.  In the Senate, each state would be represented by two Senators.  
     Both houses of Congress have certain requirements to get elected.  Both require the person to live in the state they represent.  Both also have certain age and citizenship requirements.  However, these requirements are different.  To get elected to the House of Representatives, a person must be at least 25 years old and a citizen for at least 7 years.  To get elected to the Senate, a person must be at least 30 years old and a citizen for at least 9 years.  The terms of office are also different.  In the House of Representatives, the term of office is 2 years.  In the Senate, the term of office is 6 years.  Both Representatives and Senators can be re-elected as many times as the voters want.
     The size of the two houses is also different.  The House of Representatives consists of 435 members.  Each state gets a share of this number based on its population.  For example, California has a larger population than any other state, so California has the largest share of representation in the House of Representatives: 54 seats.  This is called proportional representation.  Each state is guaranteed at least 1 seat.  Every 10 years a census is conducted to determine the population of the states.  States may gain or lose seats in the House of Representatives based on changes in population.  This is called reapportionment. The Senate consists of 100 members.  There are two senators for each of the 50 states.

     Both houses also have leaders who help organize and run Congress.  In the House of Representatives, the most important leader is the Speaker of the House.  The Speaker of the House has a great deal of power.  They have an important role in how laws are passed.  He or she can decide when and if a bill will be debated and for how long.  They also play an important role in assigning bills to committee.  The Senate is led by the Vice President.  The Vice President has very little power.  His or her only role is to cast the deciding vote in the Senate in case of a 50-50 tie.  When the Vice President is not available, the Senate is led by an official called the President Pro Tempore.

     Both houses of Congress have the power to introduce, debate, and pass laws.  To become law, a proposed law (also known as a bill), must be passed by a majority of both houses.  However, the Constitution gives them different responsibilities in different areas.  The House of Representatives has more responsibility when it comes to domestic affairs and taxation.  For example, any bill that would raise taxes must be introduced in the House of Representatives.  The Senate has more responsibility when it comes to foreign affairs.  For example, treaties that the President makes with foreign countries must be approved by the Senate.  

     Both houses of Congress also share the power to amend or change the Constitution.  Proposed amendments must pass both houses of Congress by a 2/3 majority.  After that, the proposed amendment must be approved by a ¾ vote of all the States in order to be added to the Constitution. 


	Powers of Congress

	     The main power of Congress is to make laws.  The Constitution also spells out certain powers that only Congress has.  These are called enumerated or expressed powers.  These include the power to: raise and collect taxes; borrow money; regulate trade and commerce; control immigration and naturalization; coin and print money; create courts; declare war; and maintain a military.  The Constitution also gives the Congress the power to “make all laws necessary and proper” for carrying out its other duties.  This final enumerated power is often called the “elastic clause”.  It is called elastic because it lets Congress “stretch” its powers to meet new situations and problems.
     Congress also has the powers of investigation and oversight.  If there is a specific problem facing the country, like terrorism or environmental concerns, the Congress can hold hearings to investigate the causes of the problem.  They can also try to determine and recommend solutions to the problem.  Oversight means that Congress has the power to review the performance of other government agencies.  Congress makes sure that government agencies are performing their duties and spending the tax payer’s money for the purposes it was intended.


	Checks and Balances

	     One important role of the Congress is to help check or limit the power of the other two branches.  The other two branches you will learn about are the Executive Branch (the President of the United States) and the Judicial Branch (the Supreme Court).
     The Congress limits the power of the President in different ways.  For example, to become law, a bill passed by Congress must be signed and approved by the President.  When the President refuses to approve a law it is known as vetoing a law.  However, the Congress can override the President’s veto.  If both houses of Congress re-approve the bill by a 2/3 majority, the bill becomes law even without the President’s approval.
     The Congress can also limit the President’s power through the impeachment process.  This is a two part process that allows the Congress to remove a President from office if he has broken the laws or abused his power.  First, the House of Representatives must vote to charge or impeach the president for wrongdoing.  This must be a 2/3 majority vote.  Then the Senate must vote to convict the president.  This must also be by a 2/3 majority vote.  If both houses agree, the President is then removed from office.

     The Congress can also limit the President’s power to make war.  As commander-in-chief, the President can send military forces anywhere in the world to deal with threats to the nations security.  However, only the Congress has the power to declare war.  The Congress must approve all military actions undertaken by the President.  
     The Senate can also limit the power of the President by approving or rejecting the President’s nominations and appointments.  When the President nominates a person to be a cabinet member, a federal judge, or an ambassador to a foreign country, that person’s nomination must first be approved by the Senate.  As mentioned before, the Senate must also approve treaties that the President makes with foreign countries.  

     Congress can also check and limit the power of the Supreme Court.  As was mentioned above, the Senate must approve all nominations to the Supreme Court.  Congress can also impeach Supreme Court Justices in the same way it can impeach the President.  Finally, if the Congress does not like how the Supreme Court has interpreted the Constitution, Congress can try to amend or change the Constitution.  




