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Non-Obama Factor a Wild Card in 2010
By ROBERT WEINER and ZOE PAGONIS 
In the 2008 election, many Democrats rode on Barack Obama's coattails to win the youth vote. Iowa kicked off Obama's national youth-vote movement with a quadrupling of individuals aged 17-29 voting in the primaries since 2000, and an impressive 63.4 percent in the general election - even higher than the second-highest-ever national average of 52 percent. It was a record 23 million total.
In Congress, Democrats picked up 25 House and nine Senate seats. With the 2010 congressional and gubernatorial elections around the corner, will the youth vote deliver again? Both parties are banking on what they want to hear. Democrats assume they'll maintain both the youth vote and control of Congress. Republicans expect a downward shift with Obama off the ticket. The reality is that the non-Obama factor is a wild card.

In 2010, like every other off-year election, will inevitably draw a smaller turnout, enabling youth to have an even bigger proportional impact. The 3 percent increase in the number of youths voting during the 2006 off-year compared to 2002 was significant in the Democrats' gain of 31 seats. The 2006 Democratic tidal wave occurred largely because then-Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee Chair Rahm Emanuel switched the local-only strategy to include national issues. Youth agreed with the Democratic position on the Iraq war and college-cost increases.

In Iowa, Obama built his base around 17-29 year olds, meeting with high school student-government leaders, speaking at colleges and choosing a hip-hop event sponsored by Usher over one by AARP. Among people under 25 in the 2008 Democratic caucus, Obama claimed 17,000 votes (he only won by 20,000) and was preferred 4 to 1.
Thirty-nine election seats for governor will be open in 2010 in addition to the 435 House seats and 36 Senate seats. Candidates can win the youth vote by concentrating on areas of interest to young people and by modeling their campaigns after Obama.

His personality and youthful habits (playing basketball) charmed young Americans. He made politics "cool" again as seen by T-shirts at trendy shops with his face on them and his fist bump with his wife.
Yet what won him the most was concentrating on issues important to young people. A poll conducted by the Center for Information on Civic Learning found that among young Obama voters, the top issues were the Iraq war, economy and health care.
After years of perceived lies and secrecy under the Bush administration, young people welcomed Obama's promise of transparency. When everything from the end of J.K. Rawlings' latest book before the release date to Congress members' personal finances is easily found on Google, it is difficult to sell young Americans, who have been clicking a mouse since they were 5, on the idea of anything secret. Obama capitalized on this distrust by candidly disclosing what seemed to be everything from his former party days to his understanding and intentions regarding Iraq.

The face of politics will continue to change as the world becomes more interconnected. Canvassing at the local supermarket now pales in comparison to a Facebook page that reaches more than 250 million users worldwide. E-mail list serves are the new mass mailings and tweets on Twitter are the new sound bite. Obama recognized the shift and developed his strategy around it.
Young Americans were criticized for political apathy. The 2008 elections proved that teens and twenties can make a difference; but whether this is a one-time phenomenon is an open question. Pretending "I'm Obama," will only take a politician so far; it is going to have to be more, "I'm like Barack," and mean it.
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