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Congress' efforts to negotiate a financial rescue bill were ill-fated from the start. The issue is so controversial that to craft a proposal that most lawmakers could endorse would have required that the "right" negotiators tackle the job.

Instead, the task was initially handed to two committees (Financial Services in the House and Banking in the Senate), both of whose members have been chosen by party leaders over the past 30 years. The leaders were mainly trying to appoint committee members who would serve their party's agenda at that time. No wonder these committees couldn't put together a bill that would both resolve the current crisis and that a majority of today's lawmakers would endorse.

Then, a smaller group, consisting primarily of one high-profile spokesperson for each party in the House and one for each party in the Senate, worked over the weekend with Treasury Secretary Henry Paulson to negotiate a bill. That effort, however, presumed that one person could adequately represent the diverse view of the lawmakers in his own party on this extraordinarily important and divisive issue.

Clearly, that assumption was dead wrong.

Congress could still write a sensible bill that would actually pass by choosing the most appropriate negotiators, which means 1) they accurately represent the various factions of Congress on this issue; 2) they are highly motivated to negotiate until they hammer out a bill that meets each faction's biggest concern, and 3) they have sufficient standing with the various factions to win their support for the bill.

Of course, to select these negotiators, Congress would have to decide: What are the relevant camps on this issue? Who among us belongs in each camp? And who in each camp would be its ideal spokesperson?

Fortunately, Congress could answer all of the above in a few hours. Here's how: To start, every lawmaker who wanted to negotiate the bill could publicly post his or her priorities for a financial rescue plan. Every other lawmaker could then specify which of these candidates was his or her preferred spokesperson. The candidates who drew the fewest backers would be dropped from consideration. Each lawmaker who had backed any of the dropped candidates would then specify which of those remaining would be his or her best advocate. In this way, the candidates could be winnowed down to a negotiating committee of, say, five senators and five representatives.

What would make this committee particularly effective is that each lawmaker would surely have selected as his or her spokesperson the one colleague whom he believed would strive the hardest to advance the agenda they both shared. And the only way any committee member could advance that agenda would be to negotiate with representatives from other camps - until they reached an agreement that nearly all of them could accept.

Each committee member would then be in an ideal position to persuade the lawmakers who had chosen him or her as their advocate that the bill was the most practical way to achieve their shared agenda.

What's more, since the committee members would be representing all 535 members of Congress, their combined agendas would likely encompass the major concerns that have been raised by experts, the media and lawmakers themselves.

So if the committee came close to consensus, the resulting bill might be the most practical way to emerge from the current crisis.

Granted, this process is not guaranteed to succeed. No negotiation is ever a sure thing. But a truly representative group of negotiators is far more likely to succeed than what has been tried so far.

Even so, congressional leaders may resist this idea because it deviates from Capitol Hill's well established procedures. But America is in crisis. We cannot afford to use the criterion of: What have we done in the past? We need to use the criterion of: What is most likely to work now?

