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Politically Uncorrected: Until the bitter end

By G. Terry Madonna and Michael L. Young, syndicated columnists

Call it gubernatorial chic!

Since 1970 Pennsylvania has had an unbroken string of two term governors — Milton Shapp, Dick Thornburgh,
Bob Casey, Tom Ridge, and now Ed Rendell. Most of them have behaved in a familiar pattern. They fashioned
modest second term agendas, exhibited little stomach for long nasty political fights, and were largely content to
let the legislature have its way. Each, by the waning years of his second term, had lost interest, influence, or
both in state policy and politics. Consequently, they, like the proverbial “old soldier,” were content to just “fade
away” as their terms ended.

Until now!

Now it's Ed Rendell’s turn to play the old soldier — a role that so far he’s not playing very well. Rendell has had
a second gubernatorial term like no other governor in modern Pennsylvania. He has pursued an aggressive
policy agenda, pushed for an increase in the state income tax, and expanded education, economic
development, and health care programs. He has been content neither to bide his time nor to wile the months
away until his term ends. Rendell not only won’t go away mad — he won't go away at all.

And that distinction between Rendell and every other modern governor may be the single most important factor
influencing the upcoming 2010 gubernatorial election.



His continuing presence in state politics has been palpable. Whether it was his celebrated campaign on behalf
of Hillary Clinton’s presidential candidacy, his omnipresence on cable TV, or his now history making budget
standoff with the legislature — Rendell has refused to move off stage.

And it's not that other folks have been reluctant to conjecture about his future prospects after leaving
Harrisburg. The speculation has included a job in the Obama administration, baseball commissioner, and even
a stint as a sports or talk show host. But Rendell, publicly at least, is having none of it. He has shown no
inclination to be distracted from playing out his aggressive governorship.

To be sure, many things will matter before the 2010 governor’s race is settled. There's no doubt the prolonged
state budget battle and growing anti-Harrisburg sentiment that permeates voter sentiment will provide much
grist for the campaign. Add to that Pennsylvania’s complex political geography, the recession, and the
personalities and backgrounds of the candidates. But the 2010 election will have something no other modern
open-seat gubernatorial race has had — an incumbent governor, live and in color, front and center, in your face,
until the bitter end.

Rendell will not only be deeply involved in the race, but the race itself will be about him and his policies.
Rendell will be the first governor since Milton Shapp to have his leadership and his policies the centerpiece of
a governor’'s contest.

Republicans are likely to see this as an opportunity, while Democrats may perceive it to be a problem. Both
may be wrong.

Certainly Republican candidates will have a ready-made target. They can openly and perhaps gleefully attack
Rendell and his agenda without much anxiety about dividing either their party or their party’s voters. The
governor’s job performance is the lowest since he assumed office. Hence Republicans will have less fear that
Rendell could use his popularity, fundraising ability, and considerable campaign prowess to damage them. But
having less fear is not the same as having no fear. Few Republicans who have confronted Rendell the past
seven years will relish yet another battle with him. A wounded bear is still a dangerous bear.

For Democrats, the Rendell factor poses a dilemma: whether to run towards him or away from him. To run
toward him is to embrace his ambitious policy and tax agenda during harrowing economic times. On the other
hand, to run away from him means to embrace a more conservative, budget-cutting, no-tax agenda —
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something many fellow Democrats will oppose.

Either path is fraught with potential peril. The electorate seems in no mood to extend Rendell’s ambitious
agenda, but neither does it seem inclined to roll back the last seven years of program growth. Moreover, there
is little doubt that the state will be roiled in another tough budget debate during 2010. Neither party will be able
to duck the always divisive issues of taxation and spending in an election year.

Modern state history offers a single example of a political party caught in an intra-party conflict like this one. In
1978, term-limited Democratic incumbent Milton Shapp was retiring after a controversial eight years — years
that revealed widespread corruption within his administration while recording successive budget-battle fiascos
in 1977 and 1978.

Populist Pittsburgh Mayor Pete Flaherty won the Democratic primary and faced the GOP nominee, first-time
political candidate U.S Attorney for Western Pennsylvania Dick Thornburgh.

Flaherty lost little time deciding on a strategy. Running against the politically untested Thornburg and
personally disliking Shapp, he embarked on a stridently anti-Shapp, anti- administration campaign. Flaherty, it
was said with some reason, ran harder against his own party than against his GOP opponent.

This strategy initially put him ahead of Thornburgh by as much as 30 points in mid-summer. Ultimately,
however, running against his own party split Democrats badly, giving Thornburgh an opening he boldly
exploited. In the end, despite a voter registration deficit of one million and having never held an elective office,
Thornburgh went on to beat Democrat Flaherty by six points.

Back to the present: 2010 will not be 1978. And certainly corruption in the executive branch is not at issue this
time — it's taxes and spending that are at center stage.

Indeed, history never exactly repeats itself. State Democrats can keep that reassuring thought in mind. But as
Mark Twain once remarked, while history doesn’t repeat itself, “it sure does rhyme” sometimes. Democrats will
want to remember that one too.
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Politically Uncorrected is published twice monthly. Dr. G. Terry Madonna is Professor of Public Affairs at
Franklin & Marshall College, and Dr. Michael Young is Managing Partner of Michael Young Strategic
Research. The article can be used in whole or in part with appropriate attribution. The views and opinions
found in this article represent the authors’ views and opinions and not those of any institution or organization
with which they are affiliated.

Previous columns can be viewed at http://politics.fandm.edu, and Politically Uncorrected columns with a
national focus are archived at
http://lwww.realclearpolitics.com/articles/author/g_terry _madonna_and_michael_young/.
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Weekly wrap: Frustration mounts
By John Gramlich, Stateline.org Staff Writer

In some of the states hit hardest by the recession, frustration among voters and in the media over the way
state government works — or doesn’t work — seems to be boiling over. In New Jersey, which, along with
Virginia, is one of only two states with gubernatorial elections this year, the state’s largest daily newspaper,
The (Newark) Star-Ledger, this month endorsed independent candidate Chris Daggett, breaking “a long
tradition of endorsing either Democratic or Republican candidates for governor,” according to an account on
newjerseynewsroom.com.

The endorsement “is less a rejection of Gov. Jon Corzine and Republican Chris Christie,” The Star-Ledger
wrote, “than a repudiation of the parties they represent, both of which have forfeited any claim to the trust and
confidence of the people of New Jersey. They share responsibility for the state’s current plight.” Sending an
independent candidate to Trenton, the paper said, would “send shock waves through New Jersey's ossified
political system and, we believe, provide a start in a new direction.”

In neighboring New York, The New York Times editorial board this week levied even harsher criticism at the
state legislature, assailing it as a “national embarrassment, a swamp of intrigue and corruption, a $131 billion
monster controlled by a crowd of smug officials whose main concern is keeping their soft jobs.” Unless state
lawmakers make major changes to the way Albany operates, the paper said — including improving budget
transparency, reforming campaign finance laws and creating an independent ethics watchdog —"it will be up to
the voters to get them out, all of them.”
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Polling shows that voters in some states are indeed disgruntled at their elected leaders. In Arizona, just 14
percent of voters believe the state legislature is doing a “good” or “excellent” job, and Gov. Jan Brewer (R) —
who took office in January and became embroiled in a protracted budget standoff with lawmakers during the
summer — has an approval rating of 24 percent, The Arizona Republic reported in an extended series about
Arizona’s problems.

In Pennsylvania, Gov. Ed Rendell and the General Assembly saw their approval ratings plunge to “dismal
depths” during a 101-day budget impasse of their own, The Philadelphia Inquirer noted in September, with
Rendell's approval ratings at their lowest point ever. “Not one of the 643 Pennsylvanians surveyed graded the
legislature's job performance ‘excellent,” the paper said.

In California, a Field Poll this month found that “only 13 percent of California’s registered voters approve of the
Legislature’s performance, the lowest rating since the survey group started measuring opinions of that
institution in 1983,” The Sacramento Bee reported.

Even the chief justice of the California Supreme Court, Ronald George, has offered unusually blunt criticism
of state government, calling it “dysfunctional” and criticizing a voter-initiative process that has placed
lawmakers in a “fiscal straitjacket,” The New York Times reported. “Californians may need to consider some
fundamental reform of the voter initiative process,” George warned. “Otherwise, | am concerned, we shall
continue on a course of dysfunctional state government, characterized by a lack of accountability on the part of
our officeholders as well as the voting public.”

Expect to see much more finger-pointing about state fiscal problems — both causes and responses — as next
year’s 37 gubernatorial races heat up. Massachusetts state treasurer and independent governor candidate
Timothy B. Cabhill this week provided what may be a preview, claiming that Gov. Deval Patrick (D) and state
lawmakers “ignored his warnings about overspending last year and put together a budget that relied on overly
optimistic revenue projections,” The Boston Globe reported.

Contact John Gramlich at jgramlich@stateline.org.
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