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The Senate’s small size, flexibility, and tradition of cooperation mean that 
the majority and minority leaders frequently can schedule noncontroversial 
legislation on a daily basis. Through informal floor discussions or collo-
quies, each examines the calendar to be sure that noncontroversial bills have 
been cleared by senators interested in those bills. The measures then are 
passed quickly by voice vote.

Minor and noncontroversial measures also may reach the Senate floor on 
a motion by any senator. However, the majority and minority leaders nor-
mally try to reach agreement in advance on the floor schedule and are likely 
to oppose action that will bring bills to the floor without prior clearance 
from them. The leaders’ prerogative of receiving preferential recognition 
from the presiding officer—first the majority leader, followed by the minor-
ity leader—enables them to control the agenda of activities on the floor. As 
Senator Byrd explained,

A majority leader has enormous power when it comes to the schedule of the 
Senate, the scheduling of bills and resolutions and the programming of the Senate 
schedule. The majority leader has the first recognition power and that is a big 
arrow in his arsenal. . . . Nobody can get recognition before the majority leader.49

Members of both parties, even in today’s polarized Senate, recognize that 
it is the majority leader’s prerogative to schedule the Senate’s agenda of busi-
ness. As a Senate Republican whip put it, “The majority leader has two great 
powers that no one else in the Senate has. One is the right of first recognition 
by the Presiding Officer and the other is the power to set the schedule.”50

“It’s not that they are big things,” said one Democratic aide, “but they 
can mean big things back home.” Nominations to executive branch boards, 
judicial posts, commissions, and offices can be particularly difficult to hotline.

A case in point was the long list of executive nominations that went 
through the Senate November 21. The quest of Senator Harry Reid, D-Nev., 
to get one of his staffers, Gregory Jaczko, nominated and confirmed to the 
Nuclear Regulatory Commission began more than a year ago. Reid declared 
he would block all nonmilitary executive nominations until Jaczko got the 
seat reserved for a Democrat.

Talks to confirm Jaczko, or to let some other nominations through without 
his confirmation, were on and off again. Nominations stacked up. It was not 
until October that a package began to take shape.

The final package was worked out late on November 20 before the sena-
tors went home for Thanksgiving. Reid settled for the promise of a 2-year 
Jaczko recess appointment with some strings attached, and the White House 
saw erased, overnight, its huge bottleneck of unconfirmed nominees.
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