Thursday, May 20th, 2004

Baton Rouge, Louisiana

CAN JOHN KERRY WIN THE PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION?

Last week, this column analyzed what it might take for either President Bush or Senator Kerry to win Louisiana in the Presidential election this fall. Louisiana has become one of 17 key “swing” states that are in play and can have a direct affect on who is elected.  So can Kerry win?
The Kerry supporters ought to be ecstatic, and the Senator should be soaring in the polls.  The Bush team is receiving major hits every week.   Over 100 American lives lost in the chaos of Iraq last month.  The 9/11 Commission, Bob Woodward and Richard Clarke have produced numerous embarrassing revelations.  Then there are the devastating prison pictures.  Yet the horserace is still pretty much dead even.  So does Kerry have a realistic chance to win?  Yes. 

Kerry has certainly made some early mistakes.  The knock that he has often taken both sides of an issue, true or not, has hurt.  And quite frankly, he comes across as a little dull.  (Jon Stewart on The Daily Show compared Bush’s program of “No Child Left Behind,” to the Kerry speeches to students of “No child left awake.”)  But the one strong thing he has going for him is simple.  He’s not Bush.  And when all is said and done, that may be what it all comes down to.  Kerry is not the incumbent.

It’s a central truth.  When you have an incumbent running for re-election, he is the issue.  And that’s what Kerry has to build on.  You can’t knock Bush on not taking strong stands.   He tells us exactly what he thinks.  Kerry’s message is simple.  Yes, the President may strive to be a strong leader.  But is he taking us in the wrong direction?  
Many “swing” voters are disturbed by a number of Bush’s policies both at home and abroad.  But these same voters haven’t passed judgment yet.  They are not ready to make a decision.  And this is often the norm when controversial incumbents are running for re-election.  In 1980, President Jimmy Carter’s approval rating in the Gallup Poll dropped from 56% in January to 38% in June, yet he was still solidly ahead of Ronald Reagan.  Voters held back on any final judgment of Reagan until the last 30 days before the election.  Reagan really blossomed in the final candidate debate a week before the votes were cast.
At this same time in 1992, then President George Bush held a solid lead over Bill Clinton.  Voters stayed focused on the incumbent and Clinton maintained high negatives until the last month when key voters began to fall his way, deciding that he was an acceptable alternative to Bush.

Kerry has yet to develop a theme that resonates with voters.  But he is lucky in that Bush hasn’t either. Remember Ronald Reagan’s “It’s morning in America” back in 1984?   JFK inspired us by urging “Let’s get the country moving again.”   And voters easily understood Bill Clinton’s charge that “It’s the economy, stupid.”  Even Bush’s father did pretty well with his “thousand points of light.”  Kerry needs to quickly develop his own theme that voters can identify with.  The country is at war and deeply divided.  How about “Together, we can build a stronger America?” 
Now here are some other recommendations for the Kerry campaign.
1) It’s time to more aggressively define the candidate. $50 million in Republican attack ads have had some marginal affect in portraying him as a deep-eyed liberal;  a flip-flopper with no convictions. It’s time for a strong response.  And he seems to be doing so with a $25 million TV buy telling us over and over again that Kerry is no wimp or waffler.  He’s a war hero, where few of the Bushies bothered to serve.  The Senator has steel in his backbone, and can make decisions that are both tough and right.  So far, his message is on the right track.   

2) Leave the war alone.  Bush is drowning in it with undecided voters.  Kerry will have plenty of time to play Monday morning quarterback as the election gets closer.  Stay on domestic issues (health care, the economy, the environment), talk about quality of life and develop your own “vision thing” that Bush’s dad talked about but never could define.

3) Pick a running mate (and fairly soon) to help fight the “good fight.”  And not some obscure Governor from Iowa or Arizona.  You need a solid, well known choice.  John McCain, Kerry’s best friend in the Senate, is hands down the best choice.  Can you believe it?  McCain is the best choice in either party.  But he won’t accept.  He will start off November 3rd as the leading Republican candidate for 2008. Too bad.  This ticket would be hard to beat.  So probably Sen. John Edwards.  He earned his spurs in the primary and would bring youth, energy and vision to the Democratic ticket.

4) Be more aggressive when under attack, and have a ready answer.  This ain’t a statewide race, so Kerry should dig in and stand toe-to-toe when under assault.  When accused of voting to authorize the war but against the funding, Kerry should express what a lot of people feel.  They believed the President when he told us there were weapons of mass destruction that posed a threat to America.  But we were lied to.  When he learned the truth, he said enough is enough!   And what about tossing his ribbons over the wall?  You would think he would be outraged.  Look ‘em in the eye, Senator. And tell them in no uncertain terms,  “Almost none of the top officials running this war served a day in the military.  As the Vice President told us, he had ‘other priorities.’  I received four purple hearts, the bronze star and the silver star.  I was shot four times.  So I’m not going to stand by and let anyone in the Bush Administration tell me what I can do with my medals, or question my patriotism.”  End of story!

5) Get a humor implant.  The Senator needs to lighten up.  Give us a good joke or two.  Smile more.  And brush off attacks with light-hearted ridicule a la Ronald Reagan.  This race has a long way to go.  Make us laugh in your efforts to give us hope.  And make us smile as you try to instill optimism.  We want to be the envy of the rest of the world, not the bully on the corner that has no respect.  There’s a solid message there, Senator.  But it’s time for us to hear it.  From you.
But enough about John Kerry.  I’m paid big bucks by this website and the newspapers that carry this column that requires an “equal time” evaluation.  So next week, I’ll rebut all I have said so far and tell you, dear reader, what Bush must do to get out of his rut.  Stay tuned.

(A full evaluation of what both Sen. Kerry and President Bush need to do to carry Louisiana this fall appeared in last week’s column.  You will find it dated May 13th under “Commentary” on this website, or by going to www.jimbrownla.com.
                                                       **************
OLE RUSH PUTS HIS FOOT THERE AGAIN!
I’ll admit it. I do occasionally listen to Rush.  And I’m usually not that offended.  Now I never believed all that “conservative values” bunk.  He’s an entertainer, for goodness sake.  I mean, let’s face it. It’s hard to take his preaching seriously when he’s on his third wife, dodged the draft, and is a druggie.  So I just listen from time to time to hear how he cons his listeners who really take him seriously. Now I’m not passing judgment on anyone’s philosophical views or opinions.  I just don’t feel, based on his personal example, that Rush believes or practices what he preaches.
This week he really blew it.  We’ve been hearing the reports from Iraq of the humiliation, the torture, even rape and murder.  What was Rush’s reaction on the behavior of the U.S. soldiers accused of the abuse?  His words read loud and clear:
                     “It’s no different than what happens at the Skull and Bones                       

    initiation…You ever heard of a need to blow some steam off?”
Both President Bush and Sen. Kerry were members of Skull and Bones at Yale.  We will all be interested in their reaction to Rush’s assertion that what is happening in Iraq is nothing more than “blowing some steam off.”

                                                     **************

Are you all excited and watching the NBA playoffs?  Well, I’m not.  And I’m a guy who is a big basketball fan and attends every home LSU game.  But the pros play a different game.  Not like the old days where teamwork and coordinated plays almost made the game look like ballet.  Today, it’s clear out for the star, give him the ball, and let him go one-on-one. BORING!!!
And many of the players are far from being role models for our kids.  If you want to read about all the thugs in professional basketball, log on to www.cracksmokers.com.  You will be amazed at the number of “big time” players listed.  
So click around for a baseball game (the pro game is coming back) an old movie, or even a Friends rerun.  But don’t waste your time on the NBA Finals.

                                                   *****************

Baton Rouge financial and insurance consultant Mike Manes’ new book GUMBO: Cooking Up the Organization of the Future is receiving a good reception from business groups throughout the South.  Most bookstores in Louisiana carry it, including Cottonwood Books in Baton Rouge.  Or you can order it direct by going on the web to www.mikemanes.com.
                                                      ***************

“Each game is unique, and this one is no different.”
                                                                      

-- NBA announcer

“We’re going to turn this team around 360 degrees.”
                                                                  -- Jason Kidd with the New York Net

                              “What if the song is right?  What if the Hokey Pokey really

                                 is ‘what it’s all about’?”

                                                                         -- Author Jim Hightower

Peace and Justice.

Jim Brown
