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Remember the Alamo!

Republicans want revenge. They suffered a
bitter defeat on the health care bill, when they
were outgunned in Congress by the more nu-
merous Democrats. Just as the Texas defenders
of the Alamo were outgunned by Santa Anna’s
army in 1836. Texans rallied to the cry of “Re-
member the Alamo!” and defeated the Mexican
army two months later at San Jacinto.

Republicans have seven months to rally be-
fore the midterm election. That's the problem.
Republican voters are pretty much rallied right
now. Seven months from now, who knows?

Polls all along have shown two things about
the health care bill: (1) opponents outnumbered
supporters, and (2) opponents felt more strongly
about the issue than supporters. That's why,
throughout the debate, Republicans could claim
they were on the side of the people. Congress
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always risks a backlash when it acts in defiance of
public opinion (see Clinton impeachment, 1998).

But there are already signs that opposition
to the new law is softening. Not reversing, but

softening. Before the bill was
signed, the margin of public disapproval was 11
points in the CBS News poll. After it became
law, the gap closed to 4 points. The Quinnipiac
poll showed the margin of disapproval shrinking
from 18 points to 9.

Conservative activists, led by the Club for
Growth, are trying to get Republican candidates
to sign a pledge to repeal health care reform. It
won't happen as long as Obama is President. He
will veto any repeal. But conservatives see it as
an issue they can use to rally Republicans.

They will also rally Democrats. That may be
happening already. In the Washington Post-ABC
News poll, the number who said they “strongly
support” the new law rose by 10 points since
February, to 32%. They were still outnumbered
by those who “strongly oppose” the law (40%),
but the margin was closing.

What will Democrats run on? Maybe the tag
line from the old Alka Seltzer commercials: “Try
it, you'll like it!”

President Obama told House Democrats
before the vote that once health care reform is
signed into law, “it's going to be a little harder [for
opponents] to mischaracterize what this effort
has been all about.” Some of the most popular
insurance reforms will take place this year. Vot-
ers will discover that they have new rights and
benefits. It's always risky to threaten to take away
people’s rights and benefits.

Moreover, voters are unlikely to want to go
back to the status quo before reform. One thing
was clear from the polls taken over the past year:
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people were dissatisfied with the health care
status quo. They wanted change. Maybe not this
particular bill. But change.

In a Pew poll last month, 51% believed
that if the Obama plan passed, their health
care costs would go up. But 63% said their
costs would go up if no changes were
made to the health care system. That's
why Republicans have adopted the line,
“Repeal and replace.”

In both the CNN poll and the Washington
Post-ABC News poll, 26% of Americans de-
scribe themselves as “angry” over the new
law. What's driving the anger? Some liberals
suspect a hidden social issue backlash—
racism and anti-immigrant sentiment.

President Obama tried hard to defuse explo-
sive social issues. He is encountering fury from
abortion rights supporters over his executive
order mandating restrictive treatment of abor-
tion coverage. Immigration rights activists are
unhappy over the denial of coverage to illegal
immigrants.

President Obama has not stuck his neck out
on social issues the way President Clinton did.
He didn’t have to, many Democrats say. He's
black. But while there is some racial component

GENERIC CONGRESSIONAL BALLOT

Democrat 45% | 46% Republican
USA Today/Gallup March 26-28

Democrat 45% | 49% Republican
CNN March 25-28
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to the anger, the big surprise is that it erupted
over economic issues—federal bailouts, deficit
spending and health care reform.

Yes, the tea party movement is almost all
white, but it has kept some distance from the
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religious right, which has not played a central
role in this debate.

What health care opponents fear is a govern-
ment takeover. A tea party activist told a rally in
lowa, “Every single person’s body in this whole
country belongs to the government now.”
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The Obama Administration epitomizes
some of their worst nightmares of big govern-
ment. Huge increases in federal spending. A
federal takeover of major corporations. Now
government control of medical care. The fact
that President Obama is doing all this with the
support of young people and minorities just
makes it seem more alien. But the core of the
complaint is not bigotry. It is fear of the abusive
power of big government. Those angry Ameri-
cans will remember the health care vote. Just as
Texans have remembered the Alamo for nearly
175 years.

For the majority of voters, however, the is-
sue is more likely to be jobs. While Washington
has been fixated on health care for the past ten
months, the top issue to voters was always the
economy. Is that good news for Democrats?
Maybe not. The latest CNN poll shows Demo-
crats losing their lead on the economy for the
first time since 2003. Democrats can't expect to
stem their midterm losses unless there are clear
signs that the jobs are coming back. m



IN FOCUS
Jobs

The economy is the reverse of foreign policy. Democrats get higher ratings on the economy
than Republicans. But President Obama gets some of his lowest ratings on the economy.

Why do Democrats have the advantage on the economy? History. With one exception,
every recession since World War |l started under a Republican President. Including the current
recession. The exception? 1980. Democrat Jimmy Carter paid a price for that, including a stiff
challenge within his own party.

The Constitution makes the President commander-in-chief of the military. But the voters also
regard the President as commander-in-chief of the economy. He's not, of course. Nobody is.
The economy is too big and too complex to be “commanded” by anyone. But every President’s
job approval ratings rise and fall with the unemployment numbers.

In February 2009, at the beginning of the Obama

Administration, 39% of Americans reported that Percent- of Americans who say
someone in the household has been

unemployed during the past year

someone in their household had been unemployed
during the past year, according to the Pew poll.
In March 2010, that number jumped to 54%:
A majority.

It's even higher among Democrats (57%), low-
income Americans (66%) and young people (70%).
They're hurting the most. And they are all part of Feb '09 Oct ‘09 Mar “10
Obama’s base.

National Security

National security dominated the last two midterm elections. Terrorism in 2002. Iraq in 2006.

Right now, foreign policy is President Obama’s strong suit. Several polls show President
Obama getting his highest ratings on Afghanistan, Irag, terrorism and national security. His
lowest marks are on the deficit, the economy and unemployment.

What's President Obama done to get high marks in foreign policy?

The public believes things are going well for the U.S. in Afghanistan (55% in the March
CNN poll, up from 32% last November). The Administration has negotiated a new arms control
agreement with Russia. In the Middle East, President Obama pushed back after Israel announced
plans to build 1,600 new Jewish homes in a disputed area of Jerusalem. The pressure is now
on the Netanyahu government, which appears to have been surprised by the Administration’s
tough stand.

A note of caution is in order. While President Obama gets high marks on national security,
that does not apply to his fellow Democrats. By a 17-point margin, voters believe Republicans
would handle national security better than Democrats in the poll conducted for Third Way and
Democracy Corps. Congressional Democrats’ names will be on the ballot this year. President
Obama’s name will not.
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