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A Snapshot of Federal Agencies



Investigative Stories 

& 

Congressional Investigations



Presentation Outline:

1. Public Accountability & 

 History of Congressional Oversight

2. Congressional Oversight Authority, Tools & Limits

3. Expectations Regarding Congressional Investigations

4. The Importance of Inspector Generals (IGs) 

 to Congressional Oversight

5. NGO Watchdogs & Congressional Oversight



PUBLIC 

ACCOUNTABILITY 

COMMUNITY







Targets of Public Oversight

are Never Happy 

• Rarely welcome investigations.

• Believe they are treated unfairly.  

• Use political pressure in attempt to kill, thwart, delay, 

degrade or otherwise influence the investigation.



Investigators meet all kinds of folks with 

unique personalities, 

diverse opinions, and distinct agendas.  



Investigative pieces of the puzzle 



His story   -   Her story  -  The real story

A key component of any investigation – whether it is conducted 

by the news media, a police detective, inspector general’s office 

or the U.S. Congress – is sorting out conflicting stories.

Facts, Fibs & Conflicts



Facts Matter: 

Remember the difference between facts & opinions.

    Facts      vs.   Opinions



CONGRESSIONAL 

POWER, 

AUTHORITY & 

EXPECTATIONS



• The U.S. Constitution specifically grants Congress the power to 

legislate-to make laws-and to appropriate monies for federal agencies, 

inherently providing Congress mandate of strong oversight authority.

• Congressional Committees are the primary mechanism Congress has 

to engage in oversight & investigations of the Executive Branch.

Congressional Oversight Powers

From the Constitution to the Committee



Oversight vs. Legislative Authority

In Congress there is a clear distinction between a committee’s 

“legislative” jurisdiction – their ability to pass laws – and their 

“oversight” jurisdiction – their ability to investigate matters of 

waste, fraud, abuse or mismanagement. 

The Science Committee’s “black letter” oversight jurisdiction 

is extremely broad and includes investigative authority over 

all non-defense federally funded research & development.



Pre-Hearing
•  Basic Research & Discovery

•  Formal Interviews

•  Informal/Unofficial Interviews

•  Formal Document Requests

•  Informal Document Requests

•  Pitches to Media to cover the  

    hearing

•  Brief Members & Staff

Hearing

•  Chair or Ranking Member’s   

    Statement/Message

•  Member Questions

•  Hearing Charter

•  Documents for the Record

•  Staff Report 

•  Commitment from witnesses  

   for specific follow-through

Post-Hearing
•  Press Release

•  Questions For the Record (QFRs)

•  Request for Documents follow-up

•  Letter - Appropriations Committee

   re: Program in Question --

   *  Request to Cut Funds;

   *  Increase Funds; or 

   *  Sustain Funds

•  Possible follow-up request to GAO

Congressional Investigations 

& Oversight Process



Tools of 
Congressional 
Oversight 

•  Committees  

•  Government 

 Accountability   

 Office (GAO)

•  Offices of Inspectors 

 Generals (OIGs)

• News Media



How Does Congress Decide
What to Investigate?

• Depends on the Office

• Member Priorities

• Staff Recommendations

• Calendar of Events

• Anniversaries

• Incidents & Accidents

• Breaking News

• Whistleblower Disclosures

• Investigative Reports

• GAO

• IG Reports

• Media Investigations



How Best to Respond to 

Congressional Investigations

•  Be cooperative not confrontational.

•  Be honest. Be accurate. Be timely. Be thorough.

•  Don’t hold back information. 

•  Try to do bipartisan briefings.

•  Always keep both sides equally informed.

•  Don’t be evasive. 

•  Don’t reconstruct history. 

•  Acknowledge past mistakes. 

•  Have a plan to move forward/beyond the scandal. 



Gambling on Consequences



BE COOPERATIVE – 

NOT EVASIVE.

FAA ~ 20,000 pages of records

Boeing ~ 600,000 pages of records



ACKNOWLEDGE 

PAST MISTAKES

Department of Justice (DOJ) 

Testimony:

“DCRA of 2013 addresses a profoundly 

important issue, which is of great consequence 

to the legitimacy and integrity of the criminal 

and juvenile justice systems, to the lives of the 

people who come into contact with the justice 

system, and to the family members and loved 

ones of those who have died in custody.  

Growing awareness of deaths in custody has 

increased demands for criminal and juvenile 

justice reform.  The Department recognizes the 

importance of collecting complete and 

accurate data to inform strategies for reducing 

deaths in custody.  Such data are essential for 

producing appropriate findings and drawing 

meaningful conclusions about factors that may 

contribute to unnecessary or premature deaths 

in custody, and promising practices and 

policies that may reduce deaths in custody.” 

GAO found DOJ undercounted 

the number of deaths in prisons 

by nearly 1,000 in 2021 alone. 



DON’T BE DISHONEST



A Brief History of 
Congressional Investigations



   



   



This cartoon by Clifford Berryman was published on April 10, 1924 in the Washington Evening Star titled: “Spring Fads and Fashions.”  At the time Congress 

was investigating allegations of corruption relating to oil leases on public lands by former Senator and then Secretary of the Dept. of Interior Albert B. Fall.  

The investigations were led by Senator Thomas Walsh of Montana and became known as the “Teapot Dome Scandal.” Public Lands (



Lebanon Daily News 

Lebanon, Pennsylvania, 
Tuesday, January 12, 1926

(Congressional) Investigative Theater



You want this   Not this 



Limits to Congressional Authority
The Washington Evening Star, May 18, 1948, titled: 

“Hope This Won't Develop Into A Neighborhood Feud.”



Politics of Oversight



This was a cartoon labeled “Just Practicing,” published on Nov. 4, 1945, depicting the upcoming hearings of the Joint Congressional 

Committee on the Investigation of the Pearl Harbor Attack that sat from November 15, 1945 to May 31, 1946.  



Abuse of 

Congressional 

Oversight

-Senator 

Joseph 

McCarthy-





The Political Pendulum 
But Don’t Play Politics with Oversight



INSPECTORS 

GENERAL & 

CONGRESS



“…this bill will shine a white 

light on government malfeasance,

misfeasance and nonfeasance.”



Offices of Inspectors General (OIGs)

❖  Save Billions Every Year 

❖  Save Lives

❖  Make the Nation Safer & More Secure 

❖  Enhance Productivity/Agency Efficiency & Effectiveness

❖  Hold People & Programs Accountable 

• Today there are more than 70 federal 

Inspector Generals (IGs). 

• Approximately half are appointed by the 

President subject to Senate confirmation. 

• Half are appointed by the Agency head. 



IGs & Congress

• Federal IGs 

provide periodic 

reports to 

Congress.

• They frequently 

testify before 

Congress.

• Congress can 

request IGs 

investigate 

specific issues.

• Congress has a 

role investigating 

bad IGs. 





Mark Lee Greenblatt 

Former Dept. of Interior Inspector General

Mark Lee Greenblatt was nominated by 
President Trump to serve as Inspector 
General of the Department of Interior in 
2019, and he began serving in that role 
after he was confirmed by the senate in 
August 2019. 

In January 2025, Greenblatt, and 16 
other Inspector Generals (IGs) were 
(‘illegally’) fired by President Trump. 

The Department of Interior IG’s Office 
has a staff of more than 300 
investigators, auditors, evaluators, 
attorneys, and support staff. Greenblatt 
was also a former Chair of the federal 
Council of the Inspectors General on 
Integrity and Efficiency (CIGIE).





Trump Waged War on the IG Community in his 1st Term - 

not because they were bad IG’s - but because they were 

conducing effective oversight of his Administration.





Brace for Impact!!

• Less Public Trust

• Less Oversight

• Less ROI

• More Wasteful Spending

• More Fraudulent Activities

• More Abuse In & Out of Government

• More Troubled Programs



NON-

GOVERNMENTAL 

WATCHDOGS



NGO

Watchdogs



• They educate the public.

• Their investigations point Congress to critical 

oversight issues and may generate 

Congressional investigations. 

• They help hold public officials accountable.

Non-Governmental Watchdog 

Organizations play an important role 

in the public accountability matrix. 





“However, the events yesterday at the Capitol were so 

shocking that our policy engagement with and PAC support for 

the Trump Administration compels me to speak up. I am 

disgusted by the violence witnessed yesterday and President 

Trump’s role in spreading misinformation that incited it. I’m 

disgusted he discredited all the good work he did reorienting 

the judiciary back toward respect for the rule of land and 

constitution by dishonoring the vote of the People and the 

rulings of those very same judges on his numerous challenges.”



THE FUTURE OF 

PUBLIC 

ACCOUNTABILITY 

& 

CONGRESSIONAL 

OVERSIGHT



The Future of Public Accountability 

& Congressional Oversight



Strap In for a Rough Ride Ahead 

When it Comes to Public Accountability



Effective Oversight & Public Accountability are

Critical to Maintaining the Pillars of our Democracy.



Douglas S. Pasternak

Contact Information

• Cell: (202) 253-0969

• E-mail: Doug.Pasternak@gmail.com

• LinkedIn: 
https://www.linkedin.com/in/

douglaspasternak/  
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