
‘Nothing but a pattern’: Ethics advocates alarmed
by delay for House watchdog
Independent Office of Congressional Conduct is waiting on action from House
leaders

By Justin Papp
Posted April 14, 2025 at 3:23pm
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More than three months into the 119th Congress, House leaders have not yet appointed board

members of the Office of Congressional Conduct, hamstringing the ethics office and its

mission. 

Failure to appoint the board of the OCC — an independent, nonpartisan office that reviews

allegations of misconduct against House lawmakers and staff — is alarming on its own,

according to some transparency advocates. But they also see a larger trend during the second

administration of Donald Trump, as other ethics and accountability bodies come under fire.

“It shows this tone that’s been set in the executive branch that officials don’t have to prioritize

ethics. You see that across all three branches,” said Kedric Payne, vice president and general

counsel at Campaign Legal Center and a former employee of the OCC (which was known as the

Office of Congressional Ethics until lawmakers renamed it in January). 

“We’re very concerned,” said Lisa Gilbert, co-president of Public Citizen, a nonprofit consumer

advocacy group. “It can be seen as nothing but a pattern, and one that has real ramifications for

corruption and abuse and fraud.”

Since Trump took office on Jan. 20, he has targeted many of the independent watchdogs meant

to hold the federal government accountable. He quickly fired more than a dozen inspectors

general, several of whom sued the administration. He ousted the heads of the Office of

Government Ethics and the Office of Special Counsel. And his administration has removed

officials tasked with handling Freedom of Information Act requests, an important tool for the

public and the media to compel the release of documents.

In a letter sent to House members on Monday, advocates said the delay has effectively closed

the OCC, and they called on leaders to act. 
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“When elected officials are credibly accused of unethical, corrupt, or illegal acts, the public has

the right to know that such allegations will be investigated,” the letter reads.

‘It seems to be deliberate’

The ethics watchdog was formed in 2008 (as the OCE) after pressure from outside advocacy

groups and in the wake of congressional scandals. Then-Speaker Nancy Pelosi and Minority

Leader John A. Boehner convened a special task force, whose Democratic members urged the

House to create an independent body to supplement its standing Ethics Committee and ensure

that lawmakers aren’t left fully alone to investigate themselves. Such a change, argued the task

force’s chair, would break up the “old boy network.”

This isn’t the first time the office has been on uncertain ground. House Republicans tried to

undercut it in 2017, prompting outcry and a bemused tweet from President-elect Trump himself.

And in the 118th Congress, they imposed a quick turnaround for hiring staff and reinstated term

limits for board members, dislodging longtime Democratic appointees in the process. That led

advocates to worry the office could stall out.

Those fears were relieved when House leaders speedily filled the vacancies. But now observers

say the current lapse is the longest the office has gone without a board.

“Certainly in the past with the Office of Congressional Ethics, they had a board fully constituted

by February or at the latest mid-March, so this is really an unprecedented delay,” said Aaron

Scherb, senior director of legislative affairs at Common Cause. “It seems to be deliberate on the

part of House Republicans and Speaker Johnson.”

“I don’t think it’s slipped anybody’s mind. I don’t know what else is in the way of the speaker

making his appointments,” said David Skaggs, a former Democratic member of the House who

served on the office’s board from its inception until 2021. “The Republican Conference in the

House has been, over the years from time to time, reluctant to see OCE do its thing.”

7/26/25, 5:44 PM ‘Nothing but a pattern’: Ethics advocates alarmed by delay for House watchdog - Roll Call

https://rollcall.com/2025/04/14/ethics-advocates-alarmed-by-delay-for-house-watchdog-office/ 3/11

Case 1:25-cv-02735-ACR     Document 5-5     Filed 09/29/25     Page 3 of 41

https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R40760#:~:text=The%20House%20Office%20of%20Congressional,of%20the%20rules%20package%20(H.
https://oce.house.gov/sites/evo-subsites/oce.house.gov/files/Report_of_the_Democratic_Members_of_the_Special_Task_Force_on_Ethics_Enforcement.pdf
https://rollcall.com/2007/12/19/house-will-tackle-ethics-plan-in-january/
https://rollcall.com/2017/01/03/amid-blowback-republicans-strip-ethics-office-change-from-house-rules/
https://x.com/realDonaldTrump/status/816298944456232960
https://rollcall.com/2023/01/03/advocacy-groups-denounce-gop-proposals-to-gut-ethics-office/
https://rollcall.com/2023/02/07/despite-fears-agency-could-be-crippled-house-fills-ethics-posts/


NBC News first reported the delay in March. The OCC board typically consists of six members

and at least two alternates and is reconstituted anew at the beginning of each Congress. Three of

those members are appointed by the speaker and three are appointed by the minority leader,

each in consultation with the other. 

Speaker Mike Johnson, R-La., through a spokesperson, did not respond to a request for

comment. Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries, D-N.Y., declined to comment, but according to a

source familiar with the situation, he has submitted his board nominations to the speaker’s

office.

Limited scope of power

In the meantime, the office can do little other than receive complaints, Payne said. It cannot

initiate any investigations without a board. And in a sign of inaction, it has yet to release its

report for the fourth quarter of 2024. The last release from the office came on Jan. 2, just before

the end of the 118th Congress.

Even when the OCC is fully up and running, its scope of power is limited. It doesn’t have

subpoena power, and instead of reaching final conclusions about potential wrongdoing, it can

refer what it finds to the House Ethics Committee for further review.  

Still, the office is unpopular on both sides of the aisle because of the watchdog role it plays,

Payne said.

In 2023, members of the board and the office’s longtime staff director, Omar Ashmawy, were

called before a House subcommittee, where Republican members accused the office of being

superfluous, overly partisan and lacking in transparency.

“The Senate does not have a corresponding entity,” said Rep. Barry Loudermilk, R-Ga., who

chaired the now-defunct House Administration Oversight Subcommittee. “This calls into
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question, if the Senate doesn’t need a similar entity, what value does OCE add to transparency

and accountability that the House Ethics Committee doesn’t already provide?”

Members from both parties also expressed concern over two incidents involving Ashmawy: a

2022 charge for driving under the influence and a 2015 altercation at a bar in Pennsylvania.

Ashmawy was not criminally charged in the 2015 incident but admitted to lawmakers that he

may have improperly contacted investigators in the aftermath.

“Yes, I used my work email to communicate with law enforcement and other individuals

involved in the investigation,” Ashmawy said during the hearing. “At the time, I believed that I

was within the bounds of House Ethics rules. I realize now that I may not have been.”

Ashmawy, through an OCC spokesperson, declined to comment for this article.

Another layer of transparency

Advocates argue that the office helps House members hold themselves to a higher standard than

they could manage on their own. Since many of its referral reports become public, it provides

another layer of transparency, they say. Pushing back on accusations of partisanship, then-board

member Michael Barnes told the subcommittee in 2023 that the office had an evenly divided

track record over the years, referring allegations involving 52 Republicans and 52 Democrats to

House Ethics.

Payne, Scherb and Gilbert agreed that without a functioning OCC, potential wrongdoing could

fly under the radar. The House Ethics Committee typically goes after high-profile, hard-to-

ignore cases, like the allegations of sexual misconduct and illicit drug use by former Rep. Matt

Gaetz, R-Fla., or the various allegations of fraud by former Rep. George Santos, R-N.Y. 

“With an OCC that cannot yet operate, we worry that will further allow the House Ethics

Committee to look the other way on ethical scandals,” Scherb said.
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And in the absence of answers from House leadership, some are assuming the worst.

“I’ve been watching it, hoping that it was simply a slow process. But now it looks like there’s no

process,” Payne said. “It looks like the House leadership is trying to shut down the office.”
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The Office of Congressional Conduct (OCC), formerly
known as the Office of Congressional Ethics (OCE),
is an independent, non-partisan entity charged with
reviewing allegations of misconduct against
Members, officers, and staff of the United States
House of Representatives and, when appropriate,
referring matters to the House Committee on Ethics.
In all but one set of circumstances, the report and
findings of the OCC Board must be publicly released.

In H. Res. 5 of the 119th Congress, the OCE was renamed to the Office of Congressional Conduct
(OCC). All references to the OCE should be construed as references to the OCC while updates are
pending.

The OCC has a professional staff consisting primarily of attorneys and other professionals with
expertise in ethics law and investigations. The mission of the OCC and its Board is to assist the
House in upholding high standards of ethical conduct for its Members, officers, and staff and, in so
doing, to serve the American people. Governed by an eight-person Board of Directors, Members
of the OCC Board are private citizens and cannot serve as members of Congress or work for the
federal government.

 

 

The Office of Congressional Ethics, later renamed to
the Office of Congressional Conduct, was established
March 11, 2008, by House Resolution 895. It was to
be the first ever independent body overseeing the
ethics of the House of Representatives. The OCC
was formed after members of a congressional task
force proposed an independent entity in the U.S.
House to increase accountability and transparency.
The OCC's mission is to assist the U.S. House in

upholding high ethical standards with an eye toward increasing transparency and providing
information to the public.

The OCC reviews allegations of misconduct against House Members, officers, and staff and, when
appropriate, refers investigations to the House Ethics Committee for further review. While our two-
stage investigative process is confidential, in almost all circumstances, OCC cases sent to the
Ethics Committee must become public.

Since the OCC was created, its authorizing resolution has been renewed each Congress. The
OCC has reviewed a wide variety of allegations relating to earmarks, travel, financial disclosure,
and legal expense funds among other topics.

On January 3, 2025, by H. Res. 5 of the 119th Congress, the OCE was renamed to the Office of
Congressional Conduct.

The OCC publishes a summary of the Board's actions on a quarterly basis. The reports and
findings of the Board are made public according to the OCC's authorizing resolution. These
referrals are available at the reports page. The OCC's investigations are done in two phases. Our
Citizen's Guide shows how the OCC fits into the structure of government ethics enforcement. Visit
our FAQs for more details on how the OCC operates.

Board and Staff

Rules and History

Citizen’s Guide

FAQ

Related Resources

Job Postings
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Office Address:
Office of Congressional Conduct
U.S. House of Representatives
425 3rd Street, S.W.
Suite 1110
Washington, DC 20024

Mailing Address:
Office of Congressional Conduct
U.S. House of Representatives
P.O. Box 895
Washington, DC 20515-0895

P: (202)-225-9739
F: (202)-226-0997

Accessibility Copyright Privacy Tools House.gov RSS
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After delay, Johnson appoints ethics watchdog
board members
Office of Congressional Conduct had been unable to function so far this year
without the picks

By Justin Papp
Posted May 13, 2025 at 5:26pm, Updated at 8:06pm
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Speaker Mike Johnson on Tuesday named his appointees to a nonpartisan, independent

congressional ethics and oversight board, ending an unprecedented delay in getting the office up

and running.

The Office of Congressional Conduct had gone the first four months of the 119th Congress

without an appointed board, rendering it unable to initiate investigations of member

misconduct, a function core to its mission. But with the picks, which were read on the House

floor Tuesday afternoon, the office can get back to work.

“The OCC is now able to resume its vital operation of ensuring lawmakers abide by ethics rules,

which is essential to our democracy,” Kedric Payne, vice president and general counsel at

Campaign Legal Center and a former OCC employee, said in a statement.

The ethics watchdog was formed in 2008 and has at times been the target of political attacks. 

The OCC board typically consists of six members and at least two alternates and is reconstituted

anew at the beginning of each Congress. Half of those members are chosen by the speaker and

half are chosen by the minority leader, each in consultation with the other. 

As of April, Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries, D-N.Y., had already submitted his board

nominations to the speaker’s office, according to a person familiar with the situation, leaving the

ball in Johnson’s court.

House Republicans tried to undercut the office in 2017, and in 2023 they imposed a quick

turnaround for hiring staff and reinstated term limits for board members, dislodging longtime

Democratic appointees in the process. That led advocates to worry the office could stall out.

Those fears did not come to fruition. 
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But at the start of the 119th Congress, advocates wondered whether the delay was merely an

oversight or part of an assault on the office.

“This delay, which is now entering its fourth month of the 119th Congress, not only undermines

the integrity of this body but threatens to erode the trust that the American people place in our

capacity to hold ourselves accountable,” a group of lawmakers led by New Hampshire

Democratic Rep. Chris Pappas wrote to Johnson in early May, calling on him to appoint the

board.

Johnson, through a spokesperson, has declined to comment on the delay, and on Tuesday did

not respond to a request for comment on the formation of the board.

The OCC board will consist of two Johnson nominees, Karen L. Haas, who will chair the board,

and Lynn Westmoreland. Jeffries, meanwhile, nominated William P. Luther, who will serve as

co-chair, and Lorraine C. Miller. All are returning members of the board.

With just four names and no alternates, the board is not fully stocked, but it can meet a quorum

to conduct its work.

Previously known as the Office of Congressional Ethics, the office has a limited scope. It doesn’t

have subpoena power, and instead of reaching final conclusions about potential wrongdoing by

members of Congress and staff, it can refer what it finds to the House Ethics Committee for

further review.  

“It’s about time,” Pappas said of Tuesday’s appointments. “I think people have an expectation

about how Congress should comport itself and it includes that we’re serving the public and not

ourselves. So making sure that this board is in place, that it’s functional, is critically important.”
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