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MR. TIM ROEMER:  Let me welcome everybody, as we have folks filing in.  My name is Tim Roemer and I work here at the Center for National Policy.  Thank you for coming.  I’m sure that we are going to learn a great deal from our speaker, Charlie Cook – (laughs) –
MR. CHARLIE COOK:  It’s called (I see?) – the kicker.  (Laughs.)

MR. ROEMER:  – about some firm conclusions about who’s going to win this presidential race.  (Laughter.)  Charlie, I’m sure, is going to predict, with his crystal ball and his Blackberry, what the outcome is going to be, so you can run out of here and let the world know.  We’re delighted to have Charlie here and, as you can see, Charlie packs the house, not only around election time, but every time of the year, whether he’s talking about presidential elections, Senate elections, House elections or gubernatorial races.  He is always right on the mark and has been said about him, he puts out the bible on elections in America for both sides of the aisle to read.

Before I introduce Charlie, I just want to again thank all of you for your ideas and suggestions about what we do here at the Center for National Policy.  We started off the year trying to come up with the ideas that would most influence America and its security going into 2008.  Last week, we picked the topic of the Middle East and Saudi Arabia, and we had two fascinating speakers talk about what the president might be talking to the Saudi king about this week.  And they were right on the mark, so you got that insight here at the Center last week.  

And we also wanted to come up with a presidential series to have presidential candidates, experts on the presidency, scholars of the presidency, come in and talk about what kinds of decisions that the American people might be faced with and who the next leader of the Republican and Democratic Parties might be to face off in one of the most crucial elections facing our country.  How we go about the situation in Iraq, the challenges ongoing in Afghanistan and Pakistan, the middle class and their challenges, particularly in the Middle West part of the country, what do we do about trade and explaining trade and free fair trade to the American people?  All these questions we hope to be answered by these presidential candidates as time goes on.  And we also will be trying to answer some of those questions here at the Center.

We have a packed house because this is such a critically important presidential election.  And with the Senate and the House races coming up, a lot of people want to know what kind of governing majority might – or a minority might a president be faced with.  So we hope Charlie might also touch upon the Senate and the House, to the degree that time allows us, after he talks about the presidential campaign.

Charlie and I go way back.  As a matter of fact, we have somebody in the audience that is responsible for introducing us.  Former Senator Bennett Johnston, my father-in law – not former father-in-law – former Senator Bennett Johnston.  (Laughter.)  Let me be very clear of that.  He gave Charlie Cook his first job and Charlie started in the United States Senate, which he knows so well.  He was writing a report for Roll Call and was not as noticed as he is today, where he is on almost every channel that you click on on cable TV.  But he works primarily for NBC.  He still writes a column for the National Journal and he puts out the “Cook Political Report,” which is again, something that, as we try to tell authors of books here, please pick up somebody’s book.  We really encourage you to pick up Charlie’s “Political Report” as well.  

Charlie is just a terrific guy, plays it right down the middle.  He is the expert on political actions in the United States of America.  He’s somebody that’s respected by the Republican Party and the Democratic Party in calling these races, and we look forward to his analysis, if not his predictions, today with everything going on as they have on the Democratic and Republican side lately.  So it’s with a great deal of respect and excitement – I hope you’ll give a CNP welcome to Charlie Cook.  
Thank you so much, Charlie.  (Applause.)  The floor is yours.

MR. COOK:  Thank you, Tim.  Thanks very much for everybody coming out.  I hope that the folks in the back can hear me.  Maybe I should stand up; that would probably work better.  
One time, I remarked something about, “in my humble opinion,” and my wife said, “You’ve never had a humble opinion in your life,” although there was some humility, I think, back when I was 19 or 20 years old and ran out of gas on the Dulles access road with Bennett Johnston in the car – (laughter) – at 11:00 or 12:00 at night, so it’s a new found lack of humility.  

But I’ve – from time to time, every once in a while, I’ve given actually, I think, a decent speech, and, you know, maybe not necessarily polished, but it was organized and thought through and all that, and made predictions and some of them have been right.  If any of you are expecting that this afternoon, you ought to leave now – (laughter) – because this is the most disorganized mish-mash, and it’s an election where people come up to me and say, gosh, isn’t this exciting? Aren’t you loving it?  I said, no, I hate this because, you know, I’m supposed to figure out ahead of most other people what’s likely to happen and explain it.  And this is the most confusing, convoluted election on both sides that I think any of us have ever seen.  
And I think it goes back to, in part, to a simple fact, and everyone of you know it, but this election has no structure.  And the reason, I think, that it has no structure is that oft-quoted fact that this is the first election in 80 years where you don’t have a sitting president or a vice-president running on either side.  I mean, at least in ’52, you had Alben Barkley running for Harry Truman’s – Harry Truman’s vice-president running for the Democrat nomination.

But it’s more than just not having a president or a vice president running.  When you have a president or a vice president running, they either have locked up their party’s nomination or there might be an insurgent running, but where there's some structure there.  And then, the people on the other side are running against that administration.  Well, in this particular case, there’s not only not a president, there’s not a vice president on either side, there’s not a former presidential nominee on either side running, there’s not an heir apparent on the in-party side.  President Bush’s job approval rating is so low that none of them are running to carry on the legacy of a third Bush term.  

So this thing, it’s like a complete formless election, and it’s just sort of, like, trying to nail Jell-O to a wall.  I mean, there’s no structure to it.  And the only difference between the two is that on one side, the Democratic side, it’s a two-way race and on the Republican side, it’s like a five-way race, you know, four or five.  And other than that, there is no form here whatsoever.

Let’s talk about the Republican side first.  There is just this enormous vacuum in the Republican Party.  They are desperately looking for another Ronald Reagan.  They can’t find him.  Just like Democrats were looking for another Franklin Roosevelt or a John F. Kennedy and finally, sort of got beyond that, Republicans are still searching for a Reagan.  But not only do they not have a Reagan, every one of their candidates is sort of flawed in some way, some fairly significant way, so that none of them are particularly satisfactory.  

And I think the big difference in going out to spend the week in Iowa, it really dawned on me how the two sides are like – on the Democratic side, it’s like kids going into a Baskin-Robbins, and you look up there and you see all these great flavors, and so many of them sound good, that they were having this horrible time trying to decide between all these appetizing flavors.  

And the thing is, maybe you were for Clinton, but you kind of liked Obama and you might have liked Biden or Dodd, or you might have liked Richardson or, you know, possibly even Kucinich, but the thing is – or Edwards – (unintelligible) – Edwards, but you might have liked – but the thing is, most Democrats out there, I found, could go three, four or five deep, and be fairly satisfied with their choices.  But on the Republican side, it was like when you go into a restaurant with a really short menu and nothing sounds particularly good.  Well, this looks okay, but I don’t like the way it’s cooked.  This looks okay, but I don’t like the side dishes.  Nothing’s quite right.  

And so Democrats were having a hard time choosing and Republicans are having a hard time settling on something.  And that's the fundamental difference and that’s why when you look at this Republican field and you focus on any one of these candidates, you can conclude absolutely without question that there’s no way that person can win the Republican nomination.  But one of them is going to get it, and now you just have to kind of figure out, okay, which one are they going to settle on?  

And probably one of the closest things to structure I’ve see is Bill McInturff, the top Republican pollster.  He's a very, very smart guy.  His theory is that think of the Chinese menu: column A and column B.  In column A is sort of this – and this is my term, not his – kind of the macho, street-oriented candidate, and that’s McCain or Giuliani, that one of those two would emerge in column A.  In column B is basically everybody else.  Now, if you wanted to give it a twist, you could say column B and C, with B maybe being the Southerners, Huckabee and Thompson, and C being everybody else, if you want to get fancy, but I’m not sure Thompson’s sort of strong enough to even warrant even being in a category like that.  
But anyway, that’s sort of one way of looking at it, that there’s going to be one candidate that is going to sort of tap into the strong, bold, leader model and strength and all that, and either McCain or Giuliani, and then somebody else will emerge as sort of the alternative.  That makes as much sense as anything to me.

Now, we’ve sort of gone through the succession of front-runners on the Republican side, to the point where now we’re starting to lap, where we’re coming back with McCain coming back up a second time.  But kind of walking through them one by one, for McCain – look, a year ago, I kind of figured he was the front-runner, that sort of Republicans tended to be hierarchical, and if you’re not going with the president or vice president, you might go with sort of whoever’s turn it was, whoever was sort of next in line and that was kind of McCain.  And it certainly looked like he was kind of building up something of an advantage early on.  

But I think probably what we missed was there was an inherent contradiction in McCain’s candidacy, if you think about it.  You know, when McCain emerged back in 2000, what was he?  He was the “Straight Talk Express,” a really independent maverick, say what’s on his mind, that sort of thing, and there was a constituency for that.  Now, it’s usually not a majority in a party, but there’s a constituency and he did pretty well.  He did win the nomination.  

And so he decided, okay, if I’m going to be the Republican nominee down the road, I’ve got to become part of the establishment, because he learned the same lesson that Bill Bradley learned against Al Gore, that Gary Hart learned against Walter Mondale, that the anti-establishment candidates rarely win.  And so he starts becoming a member of the establishment, with the pinnacle of that effort being going down to Lynchburg, Virginia, and paying homage to Jerry Falwell and sort of kissing and making up with Falwell.  And what happened was, he alienated a lot of the people that were looking for the independent, the maverick, but at the same time, the establishment still didn’t trust him.  And so he kind of fell into this kind of a purgatory of not really being the change candidate, but not really being the establishment candidate at all.  I think that was a piece of it.  

I think a piece of it may have had to do with the war in Iraq.  Now, don’t get me wrong.  There was not a measurable antiwar constituency within the Republican Party, but I think there was a nervousness.  When you look back at the fall of ’06 and watch – sort of if you can kind of plot out the demise, the first demise, of John McCain, it was when casualties went up.  In the late summer and the fall of ’06 is when McCain’s fortunes started coming down.  
And I think it was not that there was this big antiwar constituency within the Republican Party, but rather, this nervousness.  Do we really want to nominate somebody who is synonymous with the war and synonymous with the surge, and maybe we’d be better off with somebody that wasn’t within two miles or 100 miles of the Pentagon, the White House or Capitol Hill, somebody just with some deniability or some distance in between.  I think that had something to do with it.  

I think immigration had something to do with it, and while I happen to sort of agree really with McCain’s sort of comprehensive approach to immigration reform, that’s not where the passion of the Republican Party is, and boy, you really, really, really don’t want to be on the wrong side of the immigration issue if you’re in a contested Republican primary in most parts of this country.

And then the final thing has to do with campaign money.  Think about it.  The first time that a lot of people ever heard of John McCain was McCain-Feingold, right?  And think about it.  When have you ever seen someone who is a passionate advocate of campaign finance reform, someone who would fundamentally believe that money and politics is evil, who was a hell of a fundraiser, you know?  (Laughs.)  If you think it’s evil, if you hate it, you’re probably not that good at it.  What are the odds of a John McCain having a Terry McAuliffe as a best friend?  Not real great, you know?   

And as a result, the entire financing of McCain’s campaign the first go-around or back a year ago was predicated on the inevitability of his winning the nomination, that the establishment would write checks to him because he was going to be the nominee.  And once his nomination came into question, the financing started coming apart, and so here he put together this world-class campaign effort.  Gosh, he had some enormously talented people on board, but they all had big price tags, and they didn’t have quite as sharp a pencil as the Bush campaign did back in 2000.  People were charging retail, not wholesale because (Karl had?) bludgeoned those people into cutting their prices on a lot of things.  And suddenly they ran out of money and the whole thing imploded.  And McCain would still be dead but for the vacuum that was out there – that nobody filled the vacuum, and that has allowed him to kind of come back up.  

Then you had Rudy, and you remember, it was probably a year or so ago when I was over here and I’m sure I said – because I was saying pretty much everywhere – I will win the Tour de France before Rudy Giuliani wins the Republican presidential nomination.  (Laughter.)  You know, it seemed like the right thing to say.  Now, there was a point a couple of months ago where I was kind of nervous for about two or three weeks about having to start training.  I’m feeling better – I’m feeling a good bit better now, but why would I have said that?  

Well, part of it is you think about – to run for the Democratic presidential nomination, you almost have to be – the Democratic side – you need to be pro-choice, you need to be pro-gun control, at least to a certain extent, and you need to be in support of most gay rights measures.  It’s not – that’s sort of where you kind of need to be.  And on the Republican side, you need to have the flipside on these same things, right?  It doesn’t mean you push, you emphasize these things, but there’s a side you need to be on to get on each side’s nomination.  

And so Rudy seemed to be perfectly positioned to run for a Democratic presidential nomination.  (Laughter.)  The only catch is he was running for the Republican side.  And you ask yourself, gosh, can you win a party nomination if you are wrong on one of these three, but gosh, to hit to trifecta, all three?  Wow, you can’t do that.  And then secondly, was sort of Rudy’s personal life, rather interesting, and it’s a little less tidy than most Republic voters tend to like, and you look at that and say, gosh, that’s pretty problematic, and then Bernie Kerik, and taken together, it seemed like there was no way in the world.  

The thing is though, Rudy, I have to say, at the end of the day, I think I’ll be right, that Rudy won’t win the nomination.  However, in the meantime I think I was wrong in just sort of blowing the guy off like this because I do think something is going on inside the Republican Party.  I think there’s something in the balance of the party may be changing – that what we may be seeing, I think, is that maybe in the aftermath of stem cell and Terri Schiavo, maybe some of the secular and/or moderate Republicans may be pushing back a little bit.  

The Republicans – whether you were Nixon or Eisenhower, Taft, Nixon, Ford, Bush One – you can even argue Reagan to a certain extent where he certainly had certain positions, but he didn’t push them real hard, didn’t push them that, that hard.  He talked a good game, but he didn’t deliver that much on a lot of those cultural issues – that the Republicans, that kind of Republican, felt like they’d be kind of left behind.  Remember, in Alan Greenspan’s book, where he talked about, I’m a Republican and I don’t recognize my own party anymore.  

I think you may be seeing a little bit of a push-back there, and then on the other side, I think with some of the – what I would call the sacred Republicans – I think you may be seeing some of those people pulling back in the aftermath of the Larry Craig and Mark Foley and Viter and whatever else, some of those people are feeling somewhat disillusioned and pulling back from the process.  But the bottom line is that if Rudy didn’t have these other problems, he might actually have been able to really win this nomination, that I think we were probably a bit premature in just blanket saying, someone with this cultural pattern of issue positions can’t possibly win the nomination.  

But I think the cultural issues and the personal life and the Bernie Kerik, and then throw in a strategy that was more a strategy of necessity, I think, than choice, that where he wasn’t going to be able – he wasn’t going to win Iowa, he wasn’t going to win New Hampshire, he wasn’t going to win Michigan, he wasn’t going to win South Carolina.  And Florida would be the first place where he would really have any kind of chance at all of winning, they kept him out of the news for so long, it basically – there was no way for him to get a boost, a B-12 shot, anything to kind of propel him forward and that kept him in the news cycle.  The combination of those things ultimately will kill him, but I think I probably went way too far on that.  

And then you get to Fred Thompson, and you guys all know Thompson.  He’s a great guy and a lot of fun, a reasonably intelligent guy.  If somebody told me he was going to be the next president, I'd say, sure, fine; we’ve done worse.  (Laughter.)  But the thing about it is, when you tell people that have never been around him or anything, when you see him on “Law and Order,” and he’s moving real slow and talking real slow, that’s not acting; that’s Fred.  (Laughter.)  And the thing about it is they don’t call it running for president for nothing.  (Laughter.)  It’s not walking or sauntering or meandering or moseying, it’s running, and you can’t spot everybody else in the field eight, night months – or in McCain’s case a 10-year head start – and then just kind of slide into the race and just kind of go about your own speed in a disorganized way.  I just think it was a flawed strategy that was poorly executed.  That’s not going anywhere.  

And then you get Romney, and I can confess – and Romney, he should be doing the John Travolta dance last night and this morning, “Staying Alive,” because I think had he lost in Michigan, his native state, I think he might not have dropped out of the race immediately, but his viability, I think, really would have come to an end.  And the thing I – I don’t care who wins any of these things, but the thing is, with Romney, I’ve been surprised, and if I cared, disappointed by how he's performed – by what he’s done.  And the reason is the guy I met, when he was running against Senator Kennedy back in ’94 and when he was running for governor back in 2002, was a really, really bright analytical guy, not particularly emotional, but really competent – really, really impressive.  

And to me, each party has a core value, something that’s just when you take a party down to its essence – and for Democrats, to me, it's compassion and for Republicans, it's competence.  Now, that competence value on the Republican Party has been pretty badly damaged the last few years by the Bush administration and the Republican Congress.  It’s pretty torn and tattered.  And to me, Romney, with his background and who he is, was perfectly positioned to run as a manager, as somebody that can get it done, a really, really competent guy.  

But somewhere along – oh, two things happened.  First, he and Rudy had the same social-cultural positions, and they both were at the fork in the road.  And Rudy said sort of, screw it, I’m just keeping my positions.  Maybe I’m right, maybe I’m wrong, man the torpedoes, full speed ahead, which you’ve got to admire the guy for guts.  And Romney said, oh, I think I’ll change.  And he changes in all of them, and that’s like a lot of change in a short period of time, and not a particularly artful change, a 180, on all these positions.  

And when he did it, all of us were so wrapped up in the question of, well, can a Mormon win the Republican nomination or win the presidency, that I think we sort of played – we didn’t really appreciate the importance of him doing a 180 on all three of these things.  And then, as I went out to Iowa last spring and watched some of these candidates, I started realizing that this guy, he’s not running as the competent manager.  He’s trying to out-Brownback Sam Brownback.  He was running as an ideologue, and to me it was like, gosh, you’ve got a good position here, you’ve got a good story to tell; why are you trying to run as something you aren’t and not very convincingly?  

And I wrote a column about this in mid-October, and one of the consultants to his campaign sent me an email that says, amen, brother, that apparently there had been a debate inside the campaign over which they should emphasize.  And then Chris Cillizza did a piece in the Post, I think, last week, where he kind of went into the fight between the media consultants on which they should emphasize, but the thing about it is, Romney has sort of come across as – gone from being a really smart, competent, able, impressive guy to someone who will say anything to win.  And when I heard him a couple of nights ago on television saying, Michigan’s best days are ahead of us – I can say that now that Debbie’s gone.
MR. ROEMER:  Yes, I’d be very careful, Charlie.  (Laughs.)

MR. COOK:  We all want Michigan to do well, we all hope Michigan will do well, and all of us want things to happen that will help Michigan recover, but does anybody on the planet really think that Michigan’s best days are ahead of them and is somebody going to buy that?  Well, I guess they did.  But the thing about it is at what cost do you say some of these things?  What’s the long-term price?

And I think that Romney may have survived, but, boy, it might have been a Pyrrhic victory, because I think you’re going to see the press – and if you’re name is not John McCain or Chuck Hagel, the press rarely gives you a lot of breaks.  Boy, they’re going to – I think he’s got a real tough fight and a long haul, but he does have the checkbook, and that does allow him to keep going through some rough times.  And so I’m not writing him off, but here was a guy who – at one point, I thought he had the best chance of winning the nomination and not so much now.  

Then you get to Huckabee, and I actually like the guy a lot.  I remember meeting him back when he was lieutenant governor of Arkansas, and I know this sounds odd, but I spent an hour with him and I forgot he was a minister.  He just seemed like a really, really, good guy.  And the funny thing is – (laughter) – there are some pretty good reasons why he should never –

MR. ROEMER:  I hope there are no ministers in the room either.  (Laughter.)

MR. COOK:  Well, no, he was like – he would say, hey, let’s go out and get a beer, and it’s like, oh, you probably don’t drink and let’s go out and get a steak.  Well, you probably don’t eat steak anymore.  But the thing about it is, just a very – but the funny thing to me is that could Mike Huckabee find Ethiopia on a globe?  No.  Should he be – probably and the fair tax thing is, I think, kind of wacky.  There are lot of good reasons, but the thing is, what he seems to be getting held back on a lot, I think, is the fact that he’s a Baptist minister and this worry about, well, is he intolerant, judgmental and all that?  And that’s the irony is that, I think he’s one of the least mean-spirited and intolerant people I’ve ever met.  

And if the guy’s getting whacked in the Republican primaries, one of the big issues is – well, for example, that he looked at every pardon, every commutation application, and pardon and commuted the sentences for more than, what, three previous governors combined, including Clinton.  And there were – we have a bunch of cases where he really – what he actually did was sort of didn’t – not what he was saying, but the thing is, he is getting held back and the fact is, if you look at exit polling in Iowa, in New Hampshire – and I haven’t had a chance to look at this in Michigan, but I suspect it's the case – he has not moved one bit beyond fundamentalists.  His support is right there in the social religious community and you can’t – it’s a strong place in the Republican Party, but you can’t win a nomination with them alone.  And he’s not been able to move beyond that, and the bottom line of this thing is that we’re starting to see McCain coming back up.

And granted, the establishment – a lot of the establishment people hate him and there’s not much of a campaign infrastructure, but when you’ve got a guy with a strong personal story, a pretty dynamic message, who’s run for president before, who kind of gets this stuff in terms of what you have to do to win and who’s just got more perseverance than anybody else around, and you have a vacuum, he can kind of come back up.  
And so I’m not making any predictions on the Republican nomination, but the thing about it is, I never thought I’d see a situation where McCain’s got as good, if not better, chance of anybody else of getting this nomination.  But it is an absolute mess and the only thing that could really complete – make this thing totally chaotic – would be if Fred Thompson won South Carolina – now, he’s running fourth and that’s probably worth about 10 percent, so it’s not going to happen – and if Rudy won Florida.  And Florida is basically a four-way tie and it’s probably not going to be a conclusive victory for anybody.  But if you got those two, then what we’d have is six winners in six states and just a complete mess, as opposed to mostly a mess, which is where we are right now.  

So this thing, this Republican race, it really is very, very, very, very, very wide open, but if I had to just shade it for somebody, I guess I’d shade it for McCain, but, wow, what a mess we’ve got.  

Then go to the Democratic side and for – a lot of you probably heard me speak at some point last year – most of last year, up until December, I really expected that Clinton would be the nominee.  And I – there were a ton of reasons why I expected it and I didn’t really start wavering until mid-December.  And just – you can kind of feel the ground shaking a little bit.  And I wasn’t – I hadn’t switched to thinking, okay, it’s going to be Obama, but I was starting to have some very real doubts.  Am I right about this?  
And when I went out to Iowa, the ground's really kind of shaking, but I still – it was a real close call on who was going – on who seemed likely to win Iowa.  And then I went to a caucus and it was the Callaghan (ph) Middle School in western Des Moines and I – working class, overwhelmingly white, working class neighborhood, not too close to a campus, not – a decent number of union members.  It was not overly – a heavily minority population – well, there aren’t many neighborhoods Iowa that are heavily minority.
Anyway, I’d go into this place 30 minutes before the caucus officially begins.  And in the back to this auditorium, I look, and the Obama side of the room is over here.  And that whole side of the room was about 90, 95 percent filled in with Obama supporters.  And as it turned out, I think the total was 368 people voted in that precinct.  And Obama, I believe the number was 174 out of 368.  And Clinton had – I think it was 63.  Edwards had – I think it was 55, and I think Richardson had a dozen.  Dodd had six, just Biden had – but I looked at that and went, holy mackerel, look at all these Obama people.”  And I walked down in the front of the room and I turned around and looked at their faces and two things hit me – three things hit me.  

One, this was not a particularly young crowd.  It didn’t look like a fraternity or sorority meeting or a college hang-out or anything like that.  There were somewhat more young people there than in the population as a whole, but not that much, number one.  

Number two, there were probably a dozen African-Americans in the room.  All of them were in the Obama section, but a dozen out of 370 – out of 368, gosh, that’s – what is it, 7, 8 percent – something like that?  That’s not much.  I don’t think I noticed any Hispanics in the room, but it’s – but – and then the other thing I noticed was you had some young people who were there with either their parents, who had Obama buttons on, or – either elderly parents or they were grandparents, but all of them had buttons on, or stickers on – the grandparents – the elderly parents or grandparents.  
And I’m looking at that thinking, wow, this is pretty weird.  And after a few minutes when my Blackberry started getting some reports in of what was going on around the state, and this was sort of getting replicated, not 50 percent, but a lot, and where clearly, he was going to win statewide.  And I’m thinking, wow.  It was like a really disorienting type of thing if your assumption then that Clinton was going to win the nomination.  And I started looking – okay, what am I – how did I get to this?  

Generally speaking, for a Democratic presidential nomination, a downscale candidate will beat an upscale candidate – you know, a candidate who is strongest among people with a high school diploma or less.  There are a lot more of those than there are people that have attended some college or college graduates.  The people who go – that – number one.  
Number two, that when you have establishment versus change, that there is a constituency in the party for a Gary Hart candidate, for a Bill Bradley candidate, but they usually don’t win.  The establishment generally prevails.  And when you’ve got one candidate that does best among Democrats, and the other candidate that relies heavily on the independents to win, it's the candidate stronger – or Republicans and independents on the other side – it's the candidates that’s strongest with the party members themselves and not overly relying on independents that usually win.  

And so all of fundamentals seemed to argue for Clinton, but if you’ve got one of these sort of transformational elections, if you have something where the inspirational-aspirational appeal just sort of throws the rules out the window, then the fundamentals become less important.  And that’s where we are right now, is trying to sort of ascertain is this going to be a fundamentals election, or is this a throw-the-rulebook-out election?  And it’s a really, really, really close call.  

Now, everybody’s been talking about experience versus change, and my colleague at National Journal, Ron Brownstein, the way he puts it, I think, is really – is interesting, where he says, nobody thinks that Obama is the more experienced candidate and nobody thinks that Clinton is the more – is the greater agent of change. And so each one’s got the strength and the question – two questions then – number one, how important will experience be?  How important will change be?  And two, can either candidate minimize, marginalize, the advantage of the other candidate?  

Now, in Iowa, change was the dominating factor.  Experience seemed to come up in New Hampshire.  But we have seen some national polling over the last week that suggested that Obama was starting to kind of close that experience gap more than Clinton was gaining on the change thing.  And it’s too soon to say, okay, this is what is happening, but there’s some suggestion that that might be happening right now.  
But I’m just – and the experience thing is fascinating because if you think about it, both of these candidates have non-traditional resumes for presidential candidates, right?  You don’t usually think of the first lady of Arkansas, first lady of the United States and four years in the Senate – I’m sorry – seven years in the Senate to be necessarily, okay, that’s what gets you the presidential nomination, or 12 years in the state Senate, and just – I guess we’re on, what, five years in the – not five – three years in the Senate and a community organizer, that’s not really it.  

The interesting thing to me, though, is that Clinton and Obama, on the experience issue, it strikes me like two college students who are trying to transfer, and her credits seem to be transferring easier than his.  And neither one of them are sort of the traditional, what you normally see, what you normally expect.  And I think part of it has to – it comes down to – and I need to close this off, so we can open it up – I think part of this has to do with the fact that Obama’s 46, the same age that Bill Clinton was in 1992 when he was elected, but I think Obama looks a hell of a lot younger than 46.  I think he looks like he’s in his mid-30s, to be perfectly honest.  And I think that exacerbates that experience difference – differential that’s there.  

I think that personally, I’m biased, but if the guy gained 20 pounds and got a few gray hairs, I think it’d probably help him out a lot, but the thing about it is, he doesn’t get quite the benefit of experience he does have, and she seems to get plenty of benefit or value for the experience that she has, so that there is something of an imbalance there.  

Now, let’s just – look, I don’t say there is any way to call this Democratic nomination.  And the thing that makes the difference between the Democratic nomination or Republican nomination is this.  On the Republican side, a lot of the state – a lot of the districts and states are winner-take-all.  On the Democratic side, it’s mostly proportional or a hybrid.  And what that means is that on the Republican side, sooner or later, somebody’s going to start winning more than the other guy.  And with winner-take-all, it starts snowballing.  And they go on – and this thing can pop pretty quickly.

On the Democratic side with proportional, that’s not the case, and in a competitive two-way race, you’ve got to really be winning before you’re aggregating like rolling up the delegates.  And for the first time, I think it really is possible, despite only two Democrats and five Republicans effectively, that the Democratic nomination really could go longer than the Republican nomination because of the proportional side.  And that’s – wow, that’s real, real – that’s a real different circumstance.  

And so the bottom line is, I don’t know who’s going to win the Democratic nomination.  And I was so damn sure all the last year and I don’t know at all now.  And I think it’s like the slogan on Alcoholics Anonymous, “one day at a time.”  And I think anybody that’s just convinced they know who’s going to win either party’s nomination, I think they’re crazy because I don’t think – it's not knowable at this point.  

Now, general election-wise real quickly – we've still got a couple of things.  One is that the playing field, at least theoretically, is not level.  Gallup, every year, they’re doing about 20-30,000 interviews in their national polls.  And when you look at party ID for the fourth quarter of last year, the Democrats – you can see some Democrat, Republican, independent – Democrats had a 5 percentage point advantage.  And then when you took the leaders, and you pushed them one way or the other – which is important because people who lean one side usually vote that way – the Democratic advantage goes out to 10.6 percent – 49.6 to 39.  
Wow, that’s a real advantage when you’ve got 90-odd percent of each party’s members voting for their respective sides.  That’s a big – or people affiliated with a party voting for their presidential candidate.  If you look at the generic ballot test, the CBS-New York Times poll, a couple of – a week and a half ago, Democrats were up by 20 points, 51-31.  Even in a Fox poll in November, Democrats were up by nine points, 43-34.  Generic ballot test, Democrats have a big advantage.  You look at 14 points on the NBC-Wall Street Journal poll in December, 13 points in the Gallup poll.  

If Democrats nominated a placebo, I think they’d win the presidency fine.  The catch is, I don’t think either Clinton or Obama can reach the level that a placebo can reach.  For Clinton, it’s the polarizing; for Obama, it’s sort of the youth/inexperience on Iraq.  And as a result, I think we – and Republicans are not going to nominate a George Bush.  They’re not likely to nominate a generic Republican.  And as a result, I think this thing’s going to end being pretty close.  

Now, if McCain emerges, I think he would be the most troublesome, the most difficult to deal with, because Democrats sort of know how to beat a regular Republican –sometimes – but a McCain is a different kettle of fish.  And right now, if you look at some of the match-ups the last few days, McCain’s been running basically slightly ahead of Clinton and basically even with Obama.  

And now, I think one difference is – that kind of evens it back out in my mind is this.  To me, Clinton is like a stock with a very narrow trading range.  She’s got a high floor, a low ceiling, not a lot of variable in-between.  And like a stock, I think her stock is already discounted for her problems.  What ugly can you tell anybody about Hillary Clinton that they haven’t already heard?  They probably have heard it 100 times.  And so I think you’re looking at sort of a true value there.  
The catch with mostly Obama, but frankly mostly Republican candidates, is that their stocks haven’t been devalued.  Whatever their big problems are haven’t really been fully exploited by their opponents.  And as a result, I think probably some of their levels may come down somewhat.  

Bottom line is, I’m expecting a really close race, and it shouldn’t be close, given the playing field and given the time-for-change sentiment that’s out there, but I think it really is going to be a very, very, very close race.  

I want to stop at – oh, oh, oh, House and Senate very quickly.  I think it would be very, very hard for Democrats not to have a net gain of two, and I think it would be very, very hard for Democrats in the Senate to have a net gain of more than five.  I think that’s sort of the range.  There are some states that Democrats ought to be able to win.  They ought to be able to win the open seat in Virginia, you know, Warner-Gilmore.  They ought to be able to win that, and they ought to be able to win New Mexico.  I think it'll be a competitive race.  It’ll be close, but I think they’ll win there.  And frankly, the Colorado open seat, I think it will be very close, but at the end of the day I kind of think Democrats will win in Colorado and maybe New Hampshire.  Sununu is clearly the most vulnerable of the Republican incumbents.  Shaheen’s a good candidate.  She’s done this before.  I think they’ve got a decent chance of that.  

That gets Democrats to four, okay?  We’re just sort of being real liberal here.  That gets them to four.  But after that, things start getting real, real hard.  Now, take Minnesota with Norm Coleman and Mike Ciresi has – the trial lawyer – has said that he would abide by a convention, whatever the convention decides.  Al Franken appears to have a pretty big advantage in terms of winning the Democratic convention at this point.  Al Franken is a really smart guy.  He’s run a great campaign.  A couple of days ago, he started running some fabulous TV ads, okay, all of that, but the thing about it is, the challenge for the Coleman campaign will be what to use against Franken because there’s so much there.  This – it’s going to be a question of discipline, of focus and discipline.  

And I think if Democrats nominated a generic state legislator that just wasn’t particularly flawed, I think he'd have a hell of a chance of winning.  I don’t know if Al Franken can win.  I really don’t know.  The state’s tilting Democratic and Coleman is really vulnerable, but I don’t know if Franken can win.  

Gordon Smith in Oregon?  He’s – the people there, they don’t hate him; they don’t love him.  He’s vulnerable, but is he going to get pulled under?  I don’t know.     

Susan Collins in Maine, the same thing, where there – it’s got – it would need to be a pretty good year before Democrats pick up Oregon and Maine.  They’d have to have a 2006-like tailwind, I think, to pick up those.  And I think that – (unintelligible) – is just ridiculous.  That’s just not going to happen.  

Total that up, and you can see how Democrats get to two, three, four, maybe five, and then you’ve got to look back the other way, and Landrieu is going to have a very tough race to Louisiana.  I think it will be one of the two or three closest races in the country.  And while you can argue on the one hand, the state was already trending Republican before Katrina, it’s gotten more Republicans since then, that very – just barely be two of the worst candidates that Republicans have ever run for the U.S. Senate, Woody Jenkins and Suzie Terrell.  And Kennedy may not be a great candidate, but he’s a hell of a lot better than they are.  But on the other hand, is Mary a better senator than she was six years ago?  Has she accomplished a whole lot more?  No question about it and she’s going to have a better campaign.  I think her Senate operation is better.  And so it kind of nets out to probably a really, really, really close race again.  

I don’t think there’re any other Democratic seats that are vulnerable at this point, so – but I think that’s one that they’re going to have to really worry about.  

And in the House, my guess is we’re looking at probably single-digit Democratic gains.  It’s just really hard to build on a 30-seat net gain.  And in fact, any time a party picks up 20 or more seats, boy, racking up a double-digit gain for the very next election – and part of it is, you've picked all the low-hanging fruit.  And also, generally speaking, you’ve got some people that probably shouldn’t have won in the title wave.  You’ve got the walking wounded that you have to protect, and some of those folks are kind of hard.  Maybe they could get 10, maybe they could get 12, but it’s not going to be a real, real, real big number.  

Anyway, why don’t we stop there and open it up for whichever way you want to go?  

MR.
:  Yes, that’s a great place to stop and get ready to open it up.  Charlie, thank you again for all of that.  I don’t know what you all are you going to do for the rest of the afternoon.  

(END)

