
Hi, this is Chris Micheli, an adjunct professor at McGeorge School of Law and a principal with 
the Sacramento government relations firm of Aprea & Micheli. Today's podcast I've titled 
Conducting Business in the State Capitol during COVID-19 and what I was hoping to accomplish 
was is to describe what it's like to be participating in legislative committee hearings in the 
capitol during this pandemic. 
 
It is the only type of business that's been conducted until this week, the week of June 8, in 
which they have begun floor sessions, but for the last six weeks, the State Assembly and the 
State Senate have been operating in their policy and fiscal committees. 
 
Roughly one staff person per office, although many have chosen not to be in the capitol and 
most of the legislators have been in the capitol building at least to participate in legislative 
hearings. But other than those hearings, neither lobbyists nor members of the public are 
allowed to visit legislative offices. So instead, while they're in the capitol, all they can do is 
attend committee hearings, which has been taking place since roughly mid-April. 
 
I certainly hope for a return to normal sooner than later when I can, you know, freely enter the 
capitol and go to any office that I want to, you know, do conduct meetings or even go to the 
sixth floor or basement cafeterias to eat breakfast or lunch or have a snack. Hopefully it doesn't 
last too much longer. The Legislature is scheduled to adjourn August 31 in this even numbered 
year, but we'll see what happens. 
 
I've been attending committee hearing since April 16 when the first Senate Special Budget 
Subcommittee held a hearing. That was the first committee hearing, in either the Assembly or 
the Senate, since the Legislature shut down and basically closed the capitol building back on 
March the 16th. 
 
So what I was hoping to do at this point was to talk through my experiences and what it's like to 
participate in a legislative proceeding under the capitol dome. I would say that, from the outset, 
just be aware that there are quite a number of different rules. 
 
If you've had a chance to look at either the Senate Daily File or the Assembly Daily File, both 
state clearly that they are committed to facilitating the ability of the public to take part in 
legislative proceedings. 
 
And I do want to take a minute to compliment the work of leadership staff and the Assembly 
and Senate. They've established three main methods of participating by way of testimony and 
these committee hearings. Now of course you can always submit letters, send emails, send 
faxes, make phone calls to legislative offices. But in terms of providing testimony basically as it's 
always been in person at the committee hearings. But they've also set up video conferencing 
materials that are available in the separate committee hearing room. And then, of course, the 
most widely used version which is by telephone. 
 



There have been a couple of days where the Assembly is actually offered, remote video also on 
the capitol grounds, but that was short one at that point. 
 
As was the case prior to the pandemic, legislative proceedings are live streamed and you can 
access those hearings at the Senate website, which is www.senate.ca.gov, or the Assembly 
website which is www.asm.ca.gov. 
 
Now, for anyone who watched the hearings, you know that testimony is done, obviously, 
following the Chair’s directions - hearing from supporters and then the opponents. If you're 
giving testimony by telephone, you got to find that phone number and access code on the 
committee website. It's also published in the Daily Files. Often it was posted on the TV screen, 
at least at the start of the hearing. 
 
Now, for those who choose to provide testimony, either in person at the committee hearing 
itself, or by video conference in a separate hearing room, you will have to enter the state 
capitol building. Now in normal times this just means that you go through security and then you 
head off by yourself to the committee hearing room. It's obviously a simple process. Sometimes 
there's a little line at security you know, and sometimes you end up at the hearing room and it's 
filled to capacity and you have to wait outside until you can get inside. But under this pandemic 
time it's much more different. 
 
Now, the Legislature says, you know, a number of precautions before you enter the Capitol 
building, including: do not enter the Capitol if you have a cough, fever, or any other indication 
that you are sick, whether from COVID-19 or just generally sick; and if you've had the virus, you 
know, to stay at home and monitor your symptoms and participate from home. 
 
Now, what should you know prior, during, and after the hearing. Let's take each of those three 
during this time of COVID-19 and again how you get into the capitol for providing in person or 
video testimony. So prior to the hearing, the sergeant, the Sergeant at Arms in the Assembly 
and the Senate, and there are quite a number of them between the two houses, they generally 
open the door no more than about 10 or 15 minutes prior to the hearing beginning. There isn't 
much you need to get to the capitol early. 
 
Note that you can only wait outside the capitol building. So for example, you can't stand 
outside the hearing itself. You can't go to the cafeteria, or anywhere else. Now granted there 
there's only been a handful of persons at the hearing so far. We'll see if that changes. 
 
The other thing to be aware of is that legislative staff can only enter the capitol on the south 
side of the capitol, which is the N Street side, whereas members of the public, the media and 
lobbyists can only enter from the opposite side, the north side of the capitol, which is the L 
Street side. 
 



And so a lot of people, for example, I have always walked through the park and entered on the 
east steps of the Capitol, but those doors are locked. Note that if there isn't a hearing that day, 
then the capitol is closed entirely to the public and only legislative staff can work there. 
 
On days when there have been protesters around the capitol then CHP officers have also 
blocked the different walkways and so you can only enter right there on L Street at 11th Street. 
And basically, you walk through the barricade and head up to the Capitol building to what they 
call the L Street Pavilion. 
 
And so once you get there, note that you need to follow the directions of the sergeants. Now, if 
you're attending a Senate committee hearing or the Senate floor then the Senate sergeants will 
be your escort in the building. Of course, naturally, if you're attending an Assembly hearing or 
floor session than the Assembly sergeants will be in charge of you and be your escort. 
 
According to the Senate and Assembly Daily Files the public is highly encouraged to use face 
coverings when you're in the capitol. And frankly, everyone does. Even legislators sitting on the 
dais, they also have to be socially distanced at the hearing, and so do we. Now some members 
do remove their face mask when they speak, but otherwise they keep it on. 
 
And then, you know, sometimes the hearings have started a little late. Sometimes they've 
started on time. But generally, they don't convene until the public gets into the hearing room. 
 
Now outside the L Street Pavilion there are some tape markings on one side and on the other 
side, there are little painted areas where you can put your two feet basically six feet apart. Now 
when you get up to the front door the sergeant asks you where you are planning on going and, 
of course, you indicate that, “Oh, well, I'm here to attend the Senate, you know, Appropriations 
Committee. They're supposed to meet at 9am in Room 4203,” and the sergeant checks in fact 
that that committee is meeting at that time in that room and says, “Okay, you can enter.” 
 
Now, note that if you're one of the two lead supporters or opposition on a bill, then you have 
the ability to either go to the hearing room itself to give that testimony or to go to the video 
conference room and utilize that equipment. Of course, as a lead witness, you can also call in by 
telephone. For the Senate committee hearings that alternative site with the video conferencing 
is done in 2040. In the Assembly, because they had some hearings up to three different ones, 
they utilized on the first floor Rooms 125, 126, and 127. 
 
Now when the sergeant unlocks the door you enter the first thing that you do is that you 
encounter one of the capitol nurses. And in this instance, the nurse asks you four questions. 

• Do you have a fever? 

• Do you have a cough? 

• Do you have a sore throat? 

• Do you have a shortness of breath? 
 



And of course, if you answer yes to any of those, you will be asked to leave and not to come in. 
Now, the other thing that the nurse will ask a fifth question is whether or not you've been 
around anyone in the past 24 hours who might answer yes to any of these four questions. And 
again, if you answer yes to these five questions or any one of them then you're not allowed to 
enter. 
 
If you answer no, then the nurse takes your temperature. Assuming you do not have a fever of 
any sort, if you have a normal temperature, then you take your stuff and you head to security 
screening normal, you know, go through the metal detector, the x ray machine for your 
possessions. 
 
Sometimes a few people have gotten heated by standing out of the direct sunlight, so the nurse 
will give you a few minutes to maybe get your temperature read to return to normal and then 
taking a second time. But if you fail twice then out the door you go. Anyways, when you get 
through security either the Senate or Assembly sergeant will be waiting for you and he or she 
will escort you to the main elevator bank in either the old section or the new section. 
 
You can't walk the stairs. I'm one who often took the stairs, particularly if I were only going to 
the second, third, or sometimes even the fourth floor. But four, or five, or six, I would usually 
take the elevators. But again, you can't walk the stairs. 
 
Once you exit the elevator there's another Sergeant there who's waiting for you and he or she'll 
escort you to the entrance of the hearing room. Now at that point another Sergeant will bring 
you into the hearing room and sometimes you're assigned to seat and on other occasions, the 
sergeant allows you to take a seat of your choice. Of course, you can only take one that is 
marked being open there and there's only a handful of seats that are open. So that's before. 
And as you get ready now during the hearing. 
 
You know, once you take your seat in the hearing room, you notice that the Chair is, at least in 
the Senate hearings behind a glass partition. And the legislators on the dais is at at least two 
chairs apart. And here the consultant, either the Staff Director they call them in the Senate, or 
the Chief Consultant as they call it the Assembly is there and usually is at the witness table. That 
is where the witnesses are usually testifying in the committee hearing. In this instance, the Staff 
Director or the Chief Consultant is actually there to take roll. He or she is not sitting right next 
to the Chair as they normally would advising the Chair on the different bills and you know 
what's transpiring. 
 
So that's a little bit unique. Also the Committee Assistant in the Senate - Committee Secretary 
the Assembly - is actually not there in the room at all. And then the Republican Caucus 
Consultant is also in the hearing room, sometimes behind the dais in the Assembly or out in the 
audience on the Senate side. 
 
There are also some technicians who are there and the technicians handle the video 
conferencing and the phone calls. 



 
And at this point, you know, you keep in your seat and you wait for your author basically to 
show up and present their bill. And then depending on if you're a lead witness, you get to go 
initially at the start of the support or oppose. Or you wait until those two primary witnesses and 
then you provide what we affectionately call the “me too testimony,” which is where you just 
state your name, and your affiliation, and if you support or attend if you support or oppose the 
bill. 
 
And then the sergeants frankly appreciate it if you don’t leave your seat. Okay, instead, that 
they are, you know, that you asked permission, basically. And yes, this even applies if you're 
going to the restroom. I know it seems sort of funny in that regard, but basically you ask 
permission and then you can certainly go out, but you can't wander around the hearing room or 
change seats and you can't stand along the wall that we normally do during committee hearings 
and you can't wander the halls, or anything else. Specifically, you can't stand outside the 
hearing room, for example, take a telephone call. Again, something that we would normally do 
during most hearings. 
 
You'd actually have to leave the state capitol building and then re-enter after your phone call 
ends. Anyways, something that I have definitely encountered the last few weeks is that's kind 
of unique is when I wanted to move from an Assembly hearing to a Senate hearing or vice 
versa. 
 
And basically, you might be surprised, but you'll actually have to go downstairs back to the, you 
know, L Street Pavilion and you'll have to switch off. And what do I mean by that? What I mean 
is that basically if you're in an Assembly hearing, and even across the hall from the Senate 
hearing, you'll be escorted down by the Assembly sergeant and then you'll switch over to a 
Senate sergeant and the Senate sergeant will bring you back up to the Senate hearing even 
though the hearings are right across the hall from each other. So I know it sounds like a little bit 
of a pain in the rear - and it is - but hopefully these procedures are just, you know, temporary in 
nature. 
 
So in terms of providing testimony. Again, it's the same whether you're in the Assembly or the 
Senate. And sort of like most hearings, that happened in the capitol, which is you have two 
primary witnesses of course supporters go before the opponents. And again, those primary 
witnesses, they can participate in person, by video conference, or by telephone. 
 
And then the chair turns to the me too testimonies. Again these are people who just identify 
themselves and their organization and whether they support or oppose. And then naturally 
they turn over to the opponents after the supporters and you go through the same process. 
 
Now after the hearing. It's relatively short and sweet. So when your bill concludes, or the 
hearing concludes, and you're ready to leave you just signal to the sergeant that you're ready to 
go. And he or she escorts you out and then another Sergeant meets you and takes you to the 
elevator. 



 
Ride down the elevator and then again another sergeant meets you and you head out the front 
door on the L Street side. And there you have it. Off you go. 
 
Anyways, hopefully at some point we will be able to return to normal and we can go back to 
wandering the halls of the capitol without any restrictions or escorts, but until then I wanted to 
give you some insights into what it's like in attending legislative proceedings in the California 
State Capitol during the this time of the COVID-19 pandemic. Thanks for joining. Hope you 
enjoyed it. 
 


