CONSTITUENCY SERVICE OVER PARTY LOYALTY IN CONGRESS 2009
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Lawmakers From Purple Districts Walk Thin Line
SERVING A DISTRICT THAT WENT FOR THE OTHER PARTY'S PRESIDENTIAL NOMINEE CAN FORCE CONGRESSMEN TO MAKE TOUGH CHOICES.
Saturday, April 18, 2009
by Richard E. Cohen and Brian Friel
President Obama's activist agenda has forced two-term Democratic Rep. Zack Space to make tough choices between party loyalty and the conservative sensibilities of his constituents. Space's mostly rural district in eastern Ohio leans Republican. Obama lost it to GOP presidential nominee John McCain, 53 percent to 45 percent. And until a few days before the 2006 election, it was represented by six-time Rep. Bob Ney, a Republican who resigned over his role in the Jack Abramoff lobbying scandal.
Already, Space has shown that he's willing to stray from the party line. On March 5, the House considered legislation aimed at helping struggling homeowners. The bill's most controversial provision would allow bankruptcy judges to reduce the principal on existing mortgages to make them more affordable. Most banks oppose the "cram-down" provision, which critics say would end up raising interest rates for homebuyers.
One of the most conservative members of the House, Republican Study Committee Chairman Tom Price, R-Ga., offered an amendment that would have required homeowners to share with the lender any profit from the sale of a house on which the principal had been reduced. The Democratic floor managers said that the amendment would gut the bill, but Space and 36 other Democrats joined every House Republican in supporting it. Even so, the amendment failed, 211-218. Twenty-two of the 37 Democratic defectors are from McCain districts. Eight others represent districts carried by Obama but previously won by President Bush.
Space returned to his party's ranks on final passage, after Democratic leaders narrowed the bankruptcy provision. "I am with Obama in some cases but not in others where it doesn't serve my constituents' interests," he said. "My constituents want somebody who is independent and exercises judgment." Space conceded that House Democrats' fortunes are "tied to Obama's success to some extent," but he insisted, "I am more concerned with doing the right thing."
On final passage of the housing bill, just 24 Democrats dissented -- 20 of whom represent McCain districts. Seven Republicans voted for final passage, including three in Obama districts.
Another junior Democrat who represents a district where voters split their tickets in November, Pennsylvania's Jason Altmire, has responded to the competing tugs much as Space has. He and Space made the same decisions on the two housing votes. Like other fiscally cautious Blue Dog Democrats, Altmire, first elected in 2006, felt pulled in opposite directions early this month because of all the red ink in his party's budget plan. "With a Democratic president, I get additional pressure," Altmire said two days before the House vote on the budget proposal.
Altmire won re-election in November by defeating former three-term Rep. Melissa Hart, 56 percent to 44 percent. (He had narrowly ousted Hart two years earlier.) Although Altmire held the suburban Pittsburgh district, Obama lost it, 44 percent to 55 percent.
Altmire says, "I try to do what my district wants" on the budget, but he, like Space, ultimately went along with his party's leaders. Altmire saw a need, he said, for Obama and the party to "put points on the board with legislation that the public wants." By addressing the ailing economy, "we can tell our constituents that we have acted." Left unsaid was that Altmire knows he could end up bucking party leaders on other issues, ranging from gun control to global warming.
The House's 233-196 approval of its fiscal 2010 budget resolution on April 2 was not nearly so easy for Democratic leaders as it perhaps seemed. Sure, passage was never in serious doubt, because defeat could have had disastrous political consequences for the new president. And Democrats across Capitol Hill wanted to demonstrate that they were responsive to the public's vote in November for change and to the need to address the nation's economic problems.
Still, the prospect of a string of budget deficits totaling $4 trillion over the next five years and adding $5.1 trillion to the existing $12 trillion federal debt, according to the House Budget Committee, understandably caused consternation -- not least among Democrats in divided districts.
Emphasizing that it was "absolutely important" for the House to approve the budget, the chairman of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee, Rep. Chris Van Hollen of Maryland, signaled to members that they were free to vote their districts. "We can do both.... I am OK with members being independent-minded," Van Hollen said. Three-quarters of the 20 House Democrats who bucked their party on the budget were from McCain districts.
A Substantial Edge
The housing and budget votes are hardly the only ones on which maverick Democrats have gone their own way. The party created an appearance of unity early on, however, with the February 13 approval of the $787 billion economic stimulus package. Only seven House Democrats dissented.
In the months ahead, Democratic leaders can expect to face challenges in managing their flock of members from divided districts: 49 House Democrats were elected in districts that Obama lost to McCain, according to Polidata calculations for The Almanac of American Politics. Most of their districts are in the Rust Belt, in Appalachia, or in the mid-South -- regions that have long struggled economically and that have few minority voters. (See maps, pp. 22-23.)
The 34 House Republicans elected in districts that Obama won hail disproportionately from upscale suburban districts in the Northeast, Midwest, and California. Even though the House GOP stayed united in opposition to the Democratic budget, many of its members from districts with divided loyalties might feel fairly intense pressure to go with their constituency -- and Obama -- on future legislative tests.
The 242 districts won by Obama are primarily on the East and West coasts or near the Great Lakes. He carried virtually all of the nation's big-city districts, except for some in the South. McCain's 193 districts are mostly in the nation's interior and cover far greater territory, much of it rural.
As House Democratic leaders look ahead, they have the comfort of knowing that their nearly 40-vote edge means they can let potentially vulnerable members stray on tough votes. Ironically, more than half of the Democrats' 21-seat net gain in 2008 came in districts that Obama lost: 12 freshman Democrats are now in the House because they flipped previously Republican-held seats in districts that McCain carried. Democratic strategists concede that, come re-election time, toeing the party line isn't likely to help the Democrats in those districts.
The number of Democratic defections could grow. Keith Poole, a political science professor at the University of California (San Diego) who specializes in congressional voting on economic issues, warns party leaders, "The public's in an ugly mood. Unless there's some measurable progress on the economy, they're going to have trouble keeping those moderate Democrats who are sitting in those congressional districts that used to be Republican in line."
On the other hand, 12 of the 33 first-term Democrats in the House could be described as beneficiaries of Obama's coattails, and their futures may depend on whether he remains popular: These new members got a lower percentage of the vote in their districts than Obama did. Six of the 12, including two each from Michigan and Ohio, received 52 percent or less of the vote in taking Republican-held seats. Overall, only 35 House Democrats scored lower in their districts than did Obama. Speaker Nancy Pelosi ran the furthest behind -- 14 points, chiefly because an anti-war candidate mounted an independent campaign in her San Francisco district.
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Searching for the Middle Ground
Many of the 49 Democrats in McCain districts are facing close scrutiny from GOP operatives. "How fast is Zack Space spending your money?" asked a National Republican Congressional Committee TV ad broadcast in his district during the Easter recess as part of a broader campaign that ripped into Pelosi and the "big-spending" Congress.
Rep. Pat Tiberi, a Republican whose Ohio district went for Obama, voices a warning for Space and two other eastern Ohio Democrats in McCain districts. "I wouldn't want to be them," he said, adding that many of his constituents are having "buyer's remorse" after seeing the details of Obama's agenda.
Republicans argue that Obama and senior congressional Democrats are courting disaster with their promise to push climate-change legislation, including the cap-and-trade proposal to curb greenhouse-gas emissions. Many House Democrats representing districts with divided loyalties are from industrial, coal-rich states such as Ohio and Pennsylvania. "Cap-and-trade is a death knell for the Midwest and our economy," Tiberi said. "The Democratic leadership is from the two coasts. The country is not being led by mid-American values."
Like other Democrats from his region, Altmire has joined discussions that he said have made "some progress" on climate-change proposals. With a record that twice has placed him at the center of the House in National Journal's annual vote ratings, he is eager to find middle ground on legislation that could have a big impact on his district, which is also home to many employees of nuclear power companies.
On April 7, the NRCC sent out e-mails targeting him: "Will Jason Altmire Stand With Speaker Pelosi on Coal Tax?" Similar GOP e-mails attacked Space and 31 other House Democrats in fossil-fuel-laden districts.
In both parties, lawmakers from divided districts can expect to remain in the hot seat until Election Day 2010.
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Caught In The Middle

On Apri 2, the House passed the Democrats' budget and rejected the GOP alternaive.
No one crossed party lines 1o vote for the other side’s budget. But a handful i each party
voted against their own party’s budget, Many rebels viewed their party’s plan as too.
‘exireme. A large number of dissenters represent districts that voted for the other party's
presidential nomine. Yet most members from disticts with divided loyalties didnt stray.
34 ofthe 49 Demacrats in districts won by Republican John McCain stuck with their party,
s did 20 of the 34 Republicans in distrits won by Democrat Barack Obarma.

Democratic Budget (rol-callvote 192) | Republican Budget (rol-call vote 191)
Voted FOR Voted FOR
233 Democrats Divided districts 137 Republicans

s

Voted AGAINST

20 Democrats,
15 of whom are from
‘McCain-won districts

Voted AGAINST
38 Republicans,

14 of whom are from
Obama-won districts.

0
0 o
o0
3 0 oo
o o
o o
a5 n“nn
[
4 [
g
NOTE: One Democat ad e Republcans it SOURCE: Natona Jouralandlsis

ant,

Vote on ther party's budget hree scats were v




