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As we speak, and this is not a partisan statement—it’s just the fact--the roof is falling off the Republican Household.   Democratic strategists are percolating with excitement over the Party’s chances to regain the House and Senate due to what they see as major Republican blunders involving Iraq, WMD’s, Libby’s indictment, continuing investigations of Rove-Delay-Frist, Katrina, Social Security, gas prices, stock market stagnation, the deficit, tax fairness, the Harriet Miers snafu, prison torture plus exposed secret sites, and more. This past week’s Democratic gubernatorial victories in Virginia and New Jersey, Gov. Schwarzenegger’s referenda defeats in California, and the proposal of new budget cuts of student loans, health, and food stamps which Congress had to retract are additional catalysts to Democrats energized over their chances for victories next year. 

Right now, the polls back up the Democrats: for example an October 26 CNN-Gallup poll finds 50% would vote for Democratic congressional candidates, versus 43% for Republicans, and other major polls show similar results. President Bush’s current all-time low 35-37% approval ratings (depending on the poll) further fuel the Democrats’ fire in their eyes. By 2-1, Virginia voters – a state that went strongly for Bush twice -- thought Bush’s endorsement “would make them less likely to vote for” the Republican in last week’s election for governor – exactly what happened when a one-point lead evaporated into a six point loss after the President spoke for the candidate a day before the vote.  Despite media reports that the “White House” was “Dismissive”—that Chicago Tribune headline was as indicative as any – the reality is that Bush’s plummeting credibility cost this one election, since it was otherwise a tie. 

But here are another couple of facts, to show how bipartisan and balanced I can be:  despite the media’s attention to it, the Democratic issue-and-overall polling majorities mean little a year before the off year national congressional elections.  The polls were almost identical, with five point Democratic leads a year before each of the last two elections that Republican message making and advertising overcame – but at least the critical picture is a new one from the national media.


Finally, the media has now awakened from it 9-11 slumber.   Rip Van Winkle has gotten up, or as Helen Thomas – the feisty White House reporter, a friend who came and spoke at my post White-House public affairs company party – said a week ago, it’s come out of its “coma”. No one in this room doesn’t know – or you wouldn’t be interested enough to come to this lecture today – that the press – but also virtually everyone in America – gave the President a pass with the full mantle of leadership to fight back against the horrendous attacks of 9-11, find the perpetrators, and assure they never happen again.  We all were patriotic national security advocates (by the way, we still are, it’s just a question of how best to achieve it) mad about what happened, honestly a bit afraid, and not unhappy the nation apparently had laser-vision to get to the bottom of it and get the bad guys.
The media wasn’t wrong in making that the national story.  I remember taking a team to the Democratic National Committee in October 2001 and urging Democratic leaders to advertise – in fact, we wrote this point up the next year in the magazine Ad Week, and they printed it as an oped -- that using Clinton's famous word, the Democrats need to "triangulate" Bush on patriotism. They need a message that Democrats believe it is patriotic to protect Social Security against stock-market slides, to protect pension plans from corporate greed and fraud, to stop the loss of health insurance for millions and funding for education, to restore jobs protected from outsourcing, and to assure voters that their ballots will not be reversed. It is patriotic to provide honesty to the American people, no lies about why we go to war, and to remember that the Constitution creating the nation opens with “We the people”, not “You with top secret clearances” before only providing us with selective intelligence. 
Democrats are as patriotic as the President – but in poll after poll, including right now, those same polls that give Democrats overall advantages and most issue majorities give similar edges to the President for patriotism and fighting terror.
So don’t believe the spin that the Democrats are quite yet poised for a huge takeover—lots of work to do on that and they will have to do it in ads which repeatedly get the message across, not just in press releases or staged events which generate little news.  If I see one more congressional gathering on the Capitol Steps, I’ll take my family to the comedy show by the same name to witness more impact. Democrats cannot stage events to impact the media.  
Luckily, the media is coming along on its own under the power of the American people’s desires.  I think everyone feels duped by the Administrations’ WMD’s duplicity.  Let’s face it—that’s what drove the vote on the authorization for the war. We were told we were in “imminent danger” of “biological weapons” and “mushroom clouds”, to use Bush-Cheney and Rice’s exact words. The media, from Judy Miller at the NY Times on through every major outlet, played right along.

James Carville told me that Kerry gave the media—so it’s not just the media’s fault—the window of blasting him when he said “if I knew then what I knew now I would have voted the same”.   As Carville told me at a dinner, and as Hillary Clinton has since said, it would not have gotten to a VOTE if the media knew enough to state, and the public knew, that there were no WMD’s.  After all, a Parade Magazine survey said before he was deposed that Saddam Hussein was at least the sixth worst dictator -- think about places like Korea, Burma, Iran, Syria, China, and Libya – not the worst.  That doesn’t make him good—before Gulf War I he was gassing his own people and torturing them –he was a horrible person – but since we don’t in fact go after all bad dictators unless they threaten us, since we do have limited resources – the question was, was there a threat when we were told there was.  The answer is, he was surrounded by inspectors and all the other Arab nations as well as American power boxing him into his own world, not ours, until we opened up Pandora’s box.

But time is a bad policy’s worst enemy in the press.  The American people rightfully have a short attention span expecting results in fairly prompt fashion.  Jimmy Carter learned the hard way that he won the primaries because of the hostage crisis and then lost the election because the hostage crisis dragged on. Lyndon Johnson, one of the greatest domestic-achievement presidents, had to give up his presidency because he was going to lose the primaries as Vietnam dragged on.   Remember that after 9-11 Bush was at near unanimous support – I remember the number hit 90% – and now he is at 35.
OK, so much for the philosophical parameters. 

Here is rule number one of how the media functions:

Media is impacted by the power of those in power.  It’s understandable—you want sources who control events and policies that happen, and only secondarily the reaction of people to those events and policies.
Both from my congressional committee experience as a chief of staff and a communications director, and in my White House role as a public affairs director, I can tell you that the press cares about what you do if you have the power to do something, but not much if you don’t.  I first saw that personally when I worked on the Hill.  The difference in a matter of days from when Democrats controlled the Congress for thirty years until 1994, to the days right after when the Republicans won and took over, was a shock to all of us.  When we were in control on the Hill, the media was receptive to and eagerly took calls about our press releases on the hearing agendas (we actually did oversight then!), and on bills and amendments, because we made those happen and come out of committee to the floor and then coordinated floor action for passage. Whoa, the minute we lost the Congress, all we could do was whine about what the other guys were doing, and not even hold any oversight hearings to investigate, so suddenly we could get just a fraction of the press we used to.  
Then, when I went to the White House in ’95—a no-brainer to accept that offer under President Clinton since we no longer had the House and I would have been working in the minority on the Hill – suddenly my releases and calls to the press meant something again.  The White House, of course, ran agencies and could make things happen for people.
This is true at all levels and even worse when in 2000 we now had neither the White House nor Congress.  Especially without the power of hearings and oversight, Democrats had (and have) no control over the agenda—so the main source for absolutely everything really happening was and is only the Republican Bush White House and the Republican Congress.  

Once in a blue moon by power of public opinion the rule changes and the Democrats can muster enough Republicans to change a little something.  But 99 of 100 times—your regular working day issues -- you have no power for any actions and related media compared to if you are in charge.

Now, thank goodness, because of Democrats successfully chipping away on the merits, the media is embarrassed enough by failing to present a true picture for so long, and also by the possible Democratic window of electoral opportunity, that it now no longer buries the reaction to Administration Iraq and social program actions at the end of the story but is making them the lead.  When the media smells blood, they will give the side inflicting the blood the story—and that’s where the Democrats, but also the merits of the issues, finally have, at least for the moment, brought us.

Along the way, we’ve fought the good fight.  I’ve worked with the Democratic National Committee and with Democratic leaders to chip away at the Administration-fed media lines when they were wrong.  With what I told you are the limitations of being the out-of-power party, I’m pretty happy with the opeds and news stories that major papers have been willing to run because at least the ideas get out there.  Oped editors are actually one of the few vehicles willing to run counter views to the establishment –and sometimes those views can become the majority.
Some of the ones worth mentioning because of the media issues they bring up:

· November 5, 2005 -- "Now is not the time to cut research budgets" -- in Chicago Sun-Times -- by Patricia E. Berg of RWA 

· August 1, 2005 -- "Closing a prison won't put an end to the torture" -- in Cleveland Plain Dealer -- by Robert Weiner and Emma Dick of RWA – distributed by MoveOn.Org as their lead in their mailing.
· July 26, 2005 -- "Deadly cuts in anti-crime funds" -- in Philadelphia Daily News -- by Robert Weiner and Alexis Leventhal of RWA 

· July 24, 2005 -- "Drug Crisis: State Needs Meth Law That Makes Some Sense" -- in Richmond Times-Dispatch -- by Robert Weiner, Emma Dick, and Dino Manalis of RWA 

· July 14, 2005 -- "Baseball Thrown Out Of The Game" -- in The Examiner (Washington DC) -- by Robert Weiner and Alexis Leventhal of RWA 

· June 30, 2005 -- "Saddam's Secrets" -- in The Boston Globe -- by Robert Weiner and Alexis Leventhal of RWA -- cited by Tucker Carlson on MSNBC "The Situation with Tucker Carlson" as "one of the best three opeds in the country" and "first up" 

· June 9, 2005 -- "Afghanistan: U.S. ally becomes top opium supplier" -- in The Miami Herald -- by Robert Weiner and Emma Dick of RWA 

· February 25, 2005 -- "White House Social Security 'fact sheet' is anything but" -- in The Tallahassee Democrat and Senior Journal -- by Robert Weiner of RWA – House Democratic Whip Steny Hoyer placed this at the top of his website to show how Democrats should define Social Security in the news.
· July 13, 2004 -- "Baseball solidly in last place on drugs" -- in The Baltimore Sun -- by Robert Weiner and Sasha Varghese of RWA 

· June 14, 2004 -- "Post-Fidel fantasy fails to factor in Raul Castro" -- in Atlanta Journal-Constitution, Minneapolis Star Tribune and Cox Newspapers -- by Robert Weiner and Jeffrey Buchanan of RWA 

· April 13, 2004 -- "A new curriculum at Pepperdine" -- in The Washington Times -- by Robert Weiner of RWA 

· November 1, 2003 -- "Social Security: We need Pepper's courage now" -- in The Miami Herald -- by Robert Weiner of RWA   

· August 11, 2003 -- "It's the Media, Stupid" -- in AdWeek -- by Robert Weiner of RWA 

· July 13, 2003 -- "The Czar and the Jocks" -- in The New York Post -- by Robert Weiner and Colin Miller of RWA 

· July 12, 2003 -- "Intelligence Failures Lead to Cover-Ups" -- in The Cleveland Plain Dealer -- by Robert Weiner of RWA 

· July 2, 2003 -- "Canada, Maryland Going to Pot" -- in The Washington Times -- by Robert Weiner and Amy Rieth of RWA 

· June 23, 2003 -- "The dwindling youth vote: Where will it be in 2004?" -- in The Christian Science Monitor -- by Robert Weiner and Amy Rieth of RWA –            C-SPAN made discussion of this piece the feature of an hour-long “Washington Journal” 

· December 31, 2001 -- "The Terror of the Drug Trade: 52,000 a year die from drugs" -- in The Washington Times -- by Robert Weiner of RWA 

By the way, I INVITE you to get the full text of these and all our newspaper opeds from our website, www.weinerpublic.com.  I also invite you to listen to the national radio show, Radio America’s “Battle Line Weekly Kickoff”, where I babble as the token progressive Democrat, every Monday at 5PM, and you can either find it on their 80 stations or listen live on the Internet on www.radioamerica.org
OK. Here’s the fun part of the talk --  Recent media “bests and worsts”:

· Let me shock you and me by saying that Fox TV’s move from Tony Snow to Chris Wallace for Sunday morning host has actually made that show fair and balanced.  Snow—and I know him, he’s a nice guy, he comes from the Detroit News and he walked into my office to introduce himself to me when I was working for Chairman John Conyers of Detroit as the House Government Operations Committee communications director.  But he, and his colleague Britt Hume who substituted occasionally, are to the right of Attila the Hun and paint everything done by Bush and congressional Republicans as justified whether it’s Iraq or DeLay or Halliburton or the myths of social security insolvency.  Chris Wallace, on the other hand, doesn’t give the store away but at least asks tough counter-questions to his guests on Iraq and puts out the Democratic criticisms as legitimate questions.  It is night and day.
· Dan Rather:  What a tragedy.  One of the best ever, until…  My wife and I have some great pictures with Dan over the years, and he’d occasionally call me up at the White House to verify stories. Once he called and said he wanted to do a story about Chinese heroin becoming prevalent. I was working with Drug Czar McCaffrey and the White House Drug Office at the time, and I told him that Chinese heroin was anecdotal and he could do that, but the real story was Colombia newly becoming the biggest US supplier, and I included in the call ONDCP’s intelligence expert, Hank Marsden, who said “I’m not talking to Dan Rather” and playfully hid under his desk and verbally gave me the information to give Dan as we talked.  I thought you’d enjoy that real-life way some people deal with the media… In any case, Dan converted the story and came over to meet with us and did a whole, accurate taping and story about Colombia drugs instead of some half-baked sensational but minimally true one about China.  Dan should have cut his losses a week earlier on the Bush National Guard documents. He should have said, White House documents show George Bush skipped eight months (they actually under pressure sent around that attendance record -- I got a copy), but I cannot verify the additional documents on his performance and departure, and we must retract those until and unless we get additional proof.   He needed to admit the journalism-verification mistake.  You have GOT to know when to cut your losses.  His not getting that, his stubbornness over what he thought was right, cost him his job, and it’s really sad, because I remember what Dan said on the air two month before that incident about Iraq:  “Just because the President said it is so does not make it so.”  We desperately need Dan Rather’s courage to be carried out by other newscasters, and it appears that is happening.

· Frank Rich, New York Times writer -- always on-the mark, including his piece just this Sunday, “‘We Do Not Torture’ and Other Funny Stories.”  Likewise, even more courageous, Dana Priest for her recent front page Washington Post story exposing the Eastern European black sites of CIA torture prisons.  As I said in the Cleveland Plain Dealer this summer, it galls me that we have secretly been torturing, from Guantanamo to Abu Ghraib to secret ships (that story is being investigated by the UN) to the now exposed Eastern European sites.  This is a policy from the top down, started by Bush and Gonzales’ 2002 memo blocking the Geneva convention application to detainees, calling it “trite” and “obsolete”.  ONLY because of Sixty Minutes, the New York Times, and the Washington Post has this story come out AT ALL over the last two years.    The lesson is:  Never listen to a government agency that says you have to wait while they investigate.  They will often stonewall and at the least will be bureaucratically slow.  Nothing will usually come out unless they are inspired to do it, as the Watergate Committee was after the Post and the media had exposed most of it, or under public pressure, or the media just keeps at it.  DOD said they were bringing out the prison scandal… Uh Huh, just as they refused to give out the pictures to prove it… of course which the media accomplished.  I am amazed that Bush and Cheney have not caved yet on their veto threat to block Sen. McCain’s bill stopping torture and setting standards of treatment, given that the McCain vote was 90-9 and House leaders said it will also pass there.  This does have advantages to Democrats as another blunder but I expect a cave at some point soon, especially since McCain just said that if someone was about to commit an imminent terror act he’d expect a single case exception.
Here’s another and final category for today, stories big and small that have gotten little play but could become huge:

· From USA Today: “Secret Military Spending that Gets Little Oversight”  (Nov. 9).  I remember Ted Kennedy’s floor statement a year ago that we were paying countries to send troops and be allies in Iraq.  He got hammered by Republicans and, while never repeating it – I bet it was classified information – he never denied it.

· The great White House “Ethics teach-in”.  Hey, we had those about every year while I was there.  It seems all Bush did, to generate press as though he’s doing something about Libby and the leak, was capitalize on a regular process.  But he’s let us in on his real thinking.  He paralleled his “Heckava job Brownie” statement during Katrina with “Scooter sacrificed for his country” when his indicted criminal staffer had to resign.  That statement to me amounts to “Please continue to take the fall and I’ll pardon you so Dick, I, and Collin don’t have to testify about jamming Iraq war opponents with leaking their names and about our picking selective intelligence to manipulate our case for the war.”  Remember the Air Force One Trip briefly mentioned in the Post story saying Powell was running up and down the aisles on the plane talking to Bush, Cheney, and press secretary Scott McClellan, with a memo identifying the leak problem and people involved?  More to come…
· Oil company pricing.  This story has yet to play out, and needs to: yes the press and congress have become a little outraged over Exxon-Mobil and the others’ record $100 billion last quarter profits despite Katrina—Exxon Mobil $10 billion alone, the most quarterly profit of any company ever.  But two additional facts jump at me: First, they raised prices 24 cents in 24 hours after Katrina, exploiting fear but for no empirical reason, unless you count greed exploiting a crisis.  And second, the cyclical nature of their pricing, which has happened for years. They squeeze to the maximum price the public will absorb and then, under public and media pressure, temporarily reduce the price until they raise it again. That temporary reduction under public and media pressure is where we are right now.  No one has seen through that yet.  I guess it’s time for an oped on that!
· Also, what about Exxon-Mobil?  Hey, I’m a proud UMass American history masters degree recipient, and one basic thing I learned was that the Anti-Trust Act was supposed to stop big monopolies from being created so that there would not be control of prices.  Listen to the names… Exxon… and Mobil… How much bigger could each be, and then to allow them to merge?? Is there any longer any point to the anti-Trust Act if not to stop that kind of thing?
· Where’s bin Laden?  Wasn’t that the point of the whole anti-terrorism effort?  Supposedly al Qaeda is still leading attacks everywhere.  By the way Afghanistan has become a narco-state on our watch—and funds the warlords and the Taliban and al Qaeda from it, but we let it slide because we claim blocking it would “destabilize” the “democracy”.  Wasn’t the whole point to stop terror and find bin Laden? And we’re also playing footsie with Pakistan and Saudi Arabia—the two other main sources of the terrorists who bombed us and still hate us.

· The Supreme Court Makeup.  The Alito nomination is likely a done deal—he is extremely right wing with decisions forcing wives to report abortions to husbands, making a ten year old submit to a body search with no warrant, and denying family leave rights given by law.  He is beloved by the Chamber of Commerce because he leaves everything to institutions and business.  But he is a legitimate judge with a dozen cases he’s tried as an attorney before the Supreme Court, he is  Yale law grad, and he has the limited judicial—so called strict constructionist—philosophy which endears him to business and the right.  I can’t see how Democrats would successfully filibuster him for philosophy when the Republicans did not filibuster Ginsburg or other Democratic choices. The only strategy that, to me as a pragmatist, makes sense is to raise his issues as loudly as we can, feel free to vote against him even though Democrats are a minority, and raise the issue of judicial philosophy as a nominating criteria in the Presidential election so it’s one of the issues in the campaign for the next President -- and then Democrats can make the pendulum swing back.
· The return of poverty and the loss of health care – these two related stories—the 10% increase in poverty  in the last five years (compared to a comparable reduction under Clinton by the way) and an additional five million losing health insurance, now up to 45 million without – are two of the tragedies of the economic and tax policies of this administration.  What a surprise that tax breaks for the rich and the war in Iraq leave the country with little money for the things which define us a great and caring society.  The media needs to jump fully into this one. 
· Bird Flu:  A scare tactic to divert attention? We need traditional disease research funding, not cuts.

· From Bill Maher—I was on his show a couple years ago, love what he does—the best progressive political humor on TV, for a full hour Friday nights at eleven..  Anyway, as he said, wouldn’t it be ironic if Hillary Clinton ran on a platform of restoring integrity and honor to the White House!  I love Hillary by the way, think she can win; my wife and I got to know her after our harassment by Ken Starr…   And a note, comparing the supposed offenses by Bill Clinton to George Bush, keep in mind that to everything Republicans alleged Clinton did, you have to add, “concerning a personal matter”.  And despite Republican spin that he was unpopular—they’d like that to be true so he couldn’t affect elections any more, the opposite is true:  the Harris-Gallup-CNS-CNN departure polls had him at 70% the highest of ANY president, as both Harris and Gallup said at the time in their commentary on their polls. Pat and I were at a party 1 ½ years ago and showed him the polls and his eyes opened, he asked me to get him a copy right away.  I did and he sent me a personal letter – which because it was almost illegible his office said they know he wrote -- saying how “useful” they are as a reality check.  Now, with the allegations about the current president, they are about thousands of lives lost, and hundreds of billions of our dollars spent for a war quite likely waged on false premises to make up for an omission – getting Saddam -- his father purposely left out -- quite different than the personal element of the last president who created 26 million jobs, peace, and a budget surplus.
· Finally, I love this one: Washington Post, Nov. 10—“The number of sex scenes on American television has nearly doubled since 1998”.  In other words, under Bush sex on TV has doubled compared to Clinton.  Maybe America needs fiction to make up for what they were used to in fact.
But back to the main thrust of our mission here, the way the media handles high profile national issues.  Senator Charles Schumer said on November 2 something that strikes me as one of the most cogent and most important statement of our time: “There is nothing more poisonous to a democracy than the refusal to listen to facts.” 
That is up to you.  Here at the state university, we beam with pride that Massachusetts has altered traditional thinking ever since Emerson and Thoreau wrote “Self Reliance” and “Walden Pond” here in the Commonwealth – or even before, when Samuel Adams had a party to throw tea into the harbor.  Whether we like it or not, the only way the media will continue to drive critically for the truth in opposition to the Administration’s statements is if the American people demand it.  That demand is what has finally changed since 9-11, and that is our hope for the future.
