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TRANSPARENCY FOR THE FIRST TIME 

 

How much responsibility does any single member of Congress have for the $3 trillion Federal 

budget? It’s impossible to say. Like a football team, so many people contribute to the success or 

failure of each play that one is never able to assign sole responsibility for any outcome to the 

actions of any one player. 

 

But there is one area of spending that is completely under the control of a single member of 

Congress: his or her own office budget. Members are allocated more than $1.3 million each year 

to spend at their own discretion. This money covers items including staff salaries, transportation 

to and from Washington, rent, office supplies, and communicating with constituents. Any money 

not spent at the end of the year stays in the Treasury. That is, a frugal member of Congress 

directly saves taxpayers money. 

 

For the first time anywhere online, the Yankee Institute is bringing sunlight, transparency, 

and disclosure to how Connecticutôs members of Congress spend their personal office 

budgets. Every line item of office spending for Connecticutôs five members of the House of 

Representatives for the 110
th

 session of Congress (2007-08) ï some 10,000 line items 

covering nearly $13 million in spending ï is now published and downloadable at 

yankeeinstitute.org.   

 

For years, Congress made it nearly impossible for the public to see how individual members 

spend their personal office budgets. The Chief Administrative Officer of the House publishes a 

quarterly report called “Statement of Disbursements of the House,”
1
 but these reports are not 

available online. They are only available in paperback, each volume comprised of more than 

1,000 pages of tiny print. These tomes are only available in a small basement office at the 

Capitol or in select Federal Depository libraries. Even then, the reports lag months behind.  

 

It’s enough to make one think Congress doesn’t want the public to see how members spend our 

money. The recent scandal involving British Members of Parliament grew out of a similar lack 

of transparency.  

 

Yankee’s review of the reports includes these key findings: 

 

 Congressman Joe Courtney was the highest-spending member of Connecticut’s 

delegation. Courtney spent 99.3 and 99.7 percent of his annual budget in the past two 

years. In 2008, Courtney left just $4,432 of his budget unspent. 

 Congressman Chris Murphy sent the most franked mail – 1.3 million pieces – of New 

England’s 22 members of Congress. 

 Six Connecticut staff members were paid more than $100,000 in 2008. 

 Rep. Courtney’s Chief of Staff, Jason Gross, was paid $151,411 in 2008, making him the 

highest-paid staffer in the House delegation. 

 

                                                 
1
 All data in this report comes from these quarterly reports for 2007, 2008, and the first quarter of 2009. House 

Document 110-32 (series). 



LEAST FRUGAL MEMBER: JOE COURTNEY 
 

Each member receives an annual office budget, called their “Member Representational 

Allowance” (MRA), of between $1.3-$1.4 million. The MRAs vary somewhat district to district 

due to factors such as distance from Washington and number of households represented. 

 

Member budgets are “use it or lose it;” that is, any money not spent at the end of the year stays in 

the U.S. Treasury. Members who are frugal – for example, who get by with smaller or less 

expensive staffs, or who send less mail to their constituents – directly save taxpayers money. 

 

The chart below illustrates that Rep. Joe Courtney and former Rep. Chris Shays (defeated in 

2008 after 21 years in Congress) spent the highest portions of their office budgets. Rep. Rosa 

DeLauro spent the least: 
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Member: LARSON COURTNEY DeLAURO SHAYS MURPHY 

2007 MRA: $1,320,943.00 $1,324,268.00 $1,333,284.00 $1,335,029.00 $1,298,876.00 

2007 Spending: $1,246,124.70 $1,314,375.90 $1,193,614.75 $1,322,561.23 $1,253,583.08 

Balance: $74,818.30 $9,892.10 $139,669.25 $12,467.77 $45,292.92 

Percent Spent: 94.3% 99.3% 89.5% 99.1% 96.5% 

      

2008 MRA: $1,358,170.00 $1,361,495.00 $1,370,511.00 $1,372,256.00 $1,336,103.00 

2008 Spending:
2
 $1,307,012.32 $1,357,062.24 $1,250,900.99 $1,345,468.99 $1,288,147.72 

Balance: $51,157.68 $4,432.76 $119,610.01 $26,787.01 $47,955.28 

Percent Spent: 96.2% 99.7% 91.3% 98.0% 96.4% 

                                                 
2
 Spending includes everything reported through March 31, 2009. Typically, members have some additional 

expenses which are reported late, so it is likely that 2008 spending will rise. 



 

KING OF THE FRANK: CHRIS MURPHY 
 

Members of Congress send mail using the franking privilege, which allows them to send mail 

using their signature in lieu of standard postage. Such mail communications typically include 

form letters sent in response to letters from constituents, but franking also includes unsolicited 

mass mailings. These glossy, full-color pieces are often indistinguishable from campaign 

mailings, but are sent at taxpayer expense. The mailings are banned within 90 days of an 

election, an acknowledgement of the political benefit of sending such mailings. 

 

Congressman Chris Murphy sent the most franked mail of Connecticut’s delegation. In fact, 

Murphy sent more mail than any of New England’s 22 members of Congress. Murphy sent 1.3 

million pieces of mass mail. Postage costs alone came to $271,425. Design and printing costs, 

which are not specified in the reports, could have doubled the full cost of this mail to more than a 

half a million dollars, or about 20 percent of Murphy’s total budget over two years. 
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Rep. Murphy also used taxpayer dollars to pay Aristotle, Inc., a political list broker, $5,000 for a 

mailing list in January, 2007 – within in a month of his getting sworn into Congress – and sent 

his first mass mailing weeks later. Aristotle, Inc. has a section on its website
3
 advertising the sale 

of such lists to members of Congress. The company’s product description highlights such 

                                                 
3
 http://www.aristotle.com/content/view/92/117/ 

http://www.aristotle.com/content/view/92/117/


features as the ability to create walk lists for door-to-door campaigns, to remove “deadwood 

voters,” and easy access for consultants, mail houses, and pollsters.  

 

This purchase from a political list broker suggests Rep. Murphy bought a list of 

demographically-targeted voters (say, swing voters) to whom he would send his mail, excluding 

other constituents (say, those likely to either strongly support or strongly oppose him). A 

member of Congress is supposed to represent everyone who lives in his or her district, regardless 

of whether they are registered to vote or which party they are affiliated with.  

 

Congressman Joe Courtney’s total of 941,355 pieces of mass mail ranks him second in 

Connecticut and third in New England. Courtney sent nearly three times as much franked mail as 

the average member from New England.
4
 For comparison, three members of Congress from 

Massachusetts sent zero pieces of franked mail. 

 

Both Reps. Murphy and Courtney were freshmen members who defeated incumbents of the 

opposite party in November, 2006. The pattern is clear: new members from marginal districts 

exploited the advantages of incumbency by using the franking privilege to promote themselves 

in their districts, while veteran members from safer seats did not feel the need to do so. 

 

Congressman Chris Shays sent fewer than 6,000 pieces of mass mail, the lowest total in 

Connecticut’s delegation. Shays was defeated by Rep. Jim Himes in November, 2008. 

 

Franked Mail Sent By Quarter 

 

 Larson Courtney DeLauro Shays Murphy 

2007 Q1 0 2,842 0 0 191,000 

2007 Q2 0 113,000 39,639 0 89,329 

2007 Q3 0 81,000 60,706 1,740 72,417 

2007 Q4 1,517 298,593 0 0 292,173 

2008 Q1 0 95,975 35,484 0 214,118 

2008 Q2 0 209,970 48,312 0 280,593 

2008 Q3 4,611 139,975 20,730 4,050 164,548 

2008 Q4 1,329 0 1,749 0 0 

Total Pieces: 7,457 941,355 206,620 5,790 1,304,178 

Postage Costs: $5,972.86 $214,333.84 $35,590.87 $1,806.80 $271,425.36 

 

 

 

                                                 
4
 The average New England member sent 324,421 pieces of mass mail in 2007-2008, according to an analysis done 

by the Yankee Institute. 



HIGHEST PAID STAFFERS 
 

Six staff members earned more than $100,000 in total compensation in 2008: 

 

Staffer Position Member 2008 Compensation 

Jason Gross Chief of Staff Courtney $151,411.63 

Joshua Raymond Chief of Staff Murphy $149,544.16 

Elizabeth Hawkings Chief of Staff Shays $148,366.43 

John Rossi District Chief of Staff Larson $105,966.63 

Jonathan Renfrew Chief of Staff Larson $104,722.20 

Jennifer Lamb District Director DeLauro $101,371.24 

 

Jonathan Renfrew’s annual rate of pay was $130,000; he left Rep. Larson’s staff late last year. 

His replacement, Amy O’Donnell, will earn $127,111 this year, based on her pay for the first 

quarter of 2009. Freshman Rep. Jim Himes’s Chief of Staff, Jason Cole, has an annual salary of 

$132,000, based on his pay for the first quarter of 2009.
5
   

 

Four other staffers earned more than $90,000 in 2008. They are Larson’s Senior Executive 

Assistant Linda Christiana and Constituency Director Maureen Moriarty; and Shays’s 

Legislative Director Matthew Meyer and Executive Assistant Diana White. 

 

Joshua Raymond, Congressman Murphy’s Chief of Staff in 2008
6
, was paid more than twice as 

much as the second-highest paid member of Murphy’s staff. Michael Sohn, Shays’s former 

campaign manager who is now under investigation for allegedly embezzling hundreds of 

thousands of dollars from Shays’s campaign committees, also drew a modest Federal paycheck 

for most of the two year period reviewed in this report. Congresswoman DeLauro is the only 

member of the House delegation to employ a speechwriter. One of Congressman Courtney’s 

staff holds the title “Labor Liaison.” 

 

In addition to base pay, many staffers appear to have been given generous end-of-year bonuses. 

Thirteen of Congresswoman DeLauro’s staffers appear to have been awarded bonuses of $7,000 

at the end of 2008.
7
 Freshmen Reps. Courtney ($2,500) and Murphy (as high as $5,000) also 

appear to have given generous bonuses after their successful re-elections last fall. 

 

These holiday bonuses are significant for a number of reasons. First, the generous bonuses came 

at exactly the time when hundreds of thousands of their Connecticut constituents were worried 

about keeping their own jobs and were foregoing bonuses themselves. Second, because of the 

“use or lose it” nature of Congressional office budgets, a member’s decision to award the end-of-

year bonuses meant not leaving that money in the Treasury. 

 

Defeated Rep. Chris Shays does not appear to have given holiday bonuses – but Shays also spent 

more money on regular payroll than any other member from Connecticut. 

                                                 
5
 Himes’s staff payroll for the first quarter of 2009 is included in our online spreadsheets. 

6
 Raymond is no longer on Murphy’s staff as of June, 2009. 

7
 Bonuses are suggested by the difference in pay from the third to the fourth quarter of each year. See spreadsheets. 



 

SOME CURIOUS SPENDING 
 

The reports are both specific and vague. Tens of thousands of dollars of spending is unspecified 

in the reports, especially in the areas of transportation, while other items in the reports are very 

detailed.  Some of the more curious expenditures include: 

 

 Rep. Courtney bought a signature machine for $3,049 – but Rep. Larson rents his for $99 

a month. 

 Reps. Larson and DeLauro spent a combined $15,100 on calendars for constituents. 

 Rep. Shays’s office itemized $8,205 for car rentals. 

 Rep. Murphy’s office spent $5,572 on lodging. 

 Rep. Larson spent $4,527 on food and beverages at the Hartford Marriott over two days 

in February, 2007. 

 Rep. Larson spent more on bottled water - $6,346.60 – than any other member of 

Connecticut’s delegation.
8
 

 Rep. Murphy spent at least $84.35 on Diet Mountain Dew, a soft drink. 

 

 

BETTER TRANSPARENCY IN THE FUTURE? 
 

After stonewalling for years, Congress has finally announced plans to make office spending 

reports publicly available over the internet by the end of 2009, starting with spending reports 

covering the third quarter of 2009 – conveniently, after giving notice to members that future 

spending reports might get more attention than they have in the past. Congress has no plans to 

make the reports detailed in this study available online. Some suggested reforms: 

 

1. Provide greater specificity and transparency for travel expenses. All travel expenses 

should be tied to a specific person, be it for staff or the member. 

2. Eliminate vague expense categories such as “habitation expense.” 

3. Make the purposes of expenses more uniform and consistent across offices to make it 

easier to compare apples with apples.  

4. Prohibit the disguising of expenses by passing them through third parties, 

reimbursements, or credit cards. 

5. Shorten the delay between incurring an expense and disclosing that expense. 

 

More comprehensive reform would include abolishing unsolicited franked mail and mass 

mailings. At a minimum, unsolicited, personally addressed mail – which can be abused by 

targeting certain politically-desirable constituents – should be banned. A simple reform would be 

to require that all unsolicited mass mail be addressed to “postal patron” in given zip codes. 

 

                                                 
8
 Courtney spent $2,738 on bottled water; Delauro, $2,929; Shays, $5,741; and Murphy, $2,182. 



A NOTE ABOUT THE SENATE 
 

This report does not cover spending by Connecticut’s two U.S. Senators, Chris Dodd and Joe 

Lieberman. This decision was made because Senate reports are even less detailed and less 

frequent (they are published twice annually), and because senators generally make less use of the 

franking privilege. A future report may look at Senate spending. 

 

 

VISIT YANKEEINTSITUTE.ORG  

FOR SPREADSHEETS 
 

The full spreadsheets containing every line item of spending – some 10,000 line items covering 

nearly $13 million in spending – are posted and fully downloadable at yankeeinstitute.org 
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