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THE WALL STREET JOURNAL MONDAY, DECEMBER 8, 1986 

Ignoring the Right Cost GOP the Senate 
By P,ll'L M. WEYRll'II 

Some analysts have said there are no 
clear patterns in the elections that saw 
the Republirnns lose control of the U.S. 
Senate. I disagree. I believe one pattern 
is perfectly clear: The Republicans who 
won in the closely contested elections had 
an active association with conservative ac­
tivists-the losing Republicans did not. 

Both the 1980 and 1986 elections saw 
control of the Senate determined by a 
series of races that were decided by less 
than three percentage points. In 1980, the 
GOP won 11 of the 1-l closrst Senate elec­
tions; this yrar, the Democrats won nine of 
till' 11 closest races. In all but one of the 
states where incumbents were defeated 
this year, there was a very small shift in 
thr electorate from 1~80. Those margins 
arr <'xactly thr sort of percentagrs pro­
duced in the past by issue-oriented conser-

~

ative groups. I believe conservative activ­
sts can produce a switch of up to 5"'o of the 
ote for a Republican candidate, partly by 

motivating people who wouldn't otherwise 
see a difference between the candidates to 
go to the polls. But a candidate already 
has to be in the .J5r'c to 46'"', range for us to 
do any good. 

However, for the movement to be in­
volved, two things have to happen: First, 
the positions of the candidates have to be 
compatible with the movement groups and 
second, the campaigns have to reach out, 
in one form or another, to conservative ac­
tivists. 

Winners and Losers 
Let's look at some winners of closely 

contested Senate races: 
• In Idaho. a.n initiative to overturn the 

state's recent Right to Work law produced 
the kind of verv high turnout 177'"', I that is 
now necessarv ·for conservative candidates 
to win. The tfoP had feared a low-turnout 
election because the party·s vote in Idaho 
drops off more than in most other states in 
the off ·year. • 

While Republican Sen. Steve Symms 
has done less than some others to identify 
with movement issues, his support of Right 
to Work was critical. The widely held br· 
lief that Right to Work was going to elect a 
Democratic senator proved false. Right to 

/

Work-which was retained with 5-lc, of the 
vote-helped Sen. Symms win a 51r10 vie· 
tory. He agrees that he would not other· 
wise have been reelected. 

• In Wisconsin, Sen. Bob.Kasten main· 
tained a gocd working relationship with the 
conservative-movement-working closely 
v.ith defense groups in denying aid to 
'.\!arxists in Africa. and working with pro· 

life groups and those opposing United Na· 
lions policies. Moreover, he helped to train 
hundreds of conservative candidatrs. Whrn 
it was clear that Sen. Kasten was in trou· 
ble the bad received negative media cov· 
ernge due to a number of personal prob· 
!ems), nearly all of those groups came to 
his aid and were welcomed. 

• In Oklahoma, Sen. Don.,N.!€kles reac­
tivated the groups that had helped to elect 
him in 1980. Many thought it couldn ·t be 
done again, but Sen. Nickles had no prob· 
!em. As th!' Rev. Oral Roberts put it: "I'm 
a Democrat. but Nickles represrnts morr 
of what Oklahoma is about than drws I his 
opponent I who is a liberal." Sen. Nickles 
skillfully involved the religious right. Mr. 

ment .Jeremiah Denton was elected in 1980, 
I received dozens of anguished calls from 
movement conservatives In Alabama com· 
plaining tbat they had no access to the sen­
ator-they felt cut off. Sen. Denton did be· 

1 come involved with some conservative is· 

\ 

sues, but often drd things that angered and 
confused the movement. When conserva­
tives protested this year about the sena· 

I tor's support for creating a new bureau· 
cracy to deal with the problem of youth 
suicide, a Denton aide told one of them: 
"We don·t need your support. We're more 
than 20 points ahead." 

Indred, accessibility proved to be the 
key issue there. So many of the groups that 
worked for Sen. Denton in 1980 simply 

Conservatives must make mre their is.mes are put 
before Congress. Democrats ran the Senate from 1978 to 
1980, but conservative issues dominated the agenda there. 

Roberts. who is a Protestant charismatic. 
described Sen. Nickles, a Roman Catholic, 

• as very devout. 
• Finally. former Gov. Kit Bond of Mis· 

souri first satisfied the priTTire movement, 
then won the support of the choice-in-edu· 
cation movement, and then sought the sup· 
port of pro·defense groups after it was 
learned that Jane Fonda had contributed 
to his opponent. Some 30 different conser· 
vative groups-ranging from some tradi· 
tional economic groups to the pro-family 
network-ultimately were active in support. 
of his campaign. 

Contrast this record with those GOP 
candidates who lost: 

I, • In Washington state. we never had a 
single meeting with GOP Sen. Slade Gor­
ton in the six years he was in office. Move-
ment conservatives had virtutilly no part 
in his campaign, In fact, one prominent 
conservative leader called me two weeks 
before the election to ask me if he should 
accede to a White House request that he 
stop attacking Sen. Gorton for supporting a 
liberal judicial nominee. 

! 
• In North Dakota, Srn. Mark Andrews 

met with us once-only after Paul Laxalt 
sent him a handwritten note asking him to 
do so. That was in 1981. He has made no 
contact since, and movement conserva­
tives in North Dakota were treated by the 
senator with arrogance and contempt. The 
senator went out of his way to antagonize 
conservatives: He was the only Republican 

r 
Senate candidate who explicitly refused to 
take a pledge that he would not vote to 
raise the new lower marginal tax rates. 

• Turning to the South, from the mo· 

were not active this year because they felt 

[ 

left out. There were no sharp ideological 
differences in the campaign. Democrat 
Richard Shelby's theme was: I'll vote like 
Sen. Denton, but I won't embarrass you. 
None of the movement's offers for help 
were ever taken advantage of. Reed Lar· 
son of the National Right to Work Commit· 
tee offered to set the record straight about 
Mr. Shelby's support for unions in this 
Right to Work state. The Denton campaign 
told lllr. Larson to stay out of Alabama. 

• In Georgia the situation was even 
worse. Republican Sen. Mack Mattingly, 
while he generally voted with conserva· 
tlves, employed people who went out of 

I their wav to see to it that conservatives 
were discourag-_rd from becoming involved 
in the campaig-n. I cannot rrcall one single 
instancP when Sen. Mattingly called con· 
servatives together to work with him, even 
on basic issues such as the line-item 
veto. 

• In North Carolina, after Rep. Jim 
Broyhill was appointPd to the Senate in 
July to succeed the late John East. conser­
vativrs met- with him and proposed he en­
couragr movrrrwnt consrrvativrs to br· 
come invnlved in thP campaign. Nothing 

( 

was done. In fact, the Broyhill campaign 
made a special point of locking out the 
supporters of Sen . .Jesse Helms so as to 

[
! prove that they could win without him. It 

turns out they couldn't. 
Of the non-incumbent GOP candidates, 

Jim Santini of NPvada was the most disap· 
pointing . .Janine Hansen, a leader of pro· 
family grnups there, presented an excel­
lent and well-thougllt-out plan for identify-

ing and turning out pro-family voters !or 
Mr. Santini. lllany of these people arr 
Democrats. The Hansen plan, althoug-h 
praised by retiring Sen. Paul Laxalt IR.. 
Nev.), was never implemented. 

\ After Rep. Ed Zschau won the Califor· 
nia Republican Senate primary, I met with 
him and suggested that he follow thr ex· 
ample of Sen. Pete Wilson (R., Calif. I. Sen. 
Wilson had met with conservative groups 
during his 1982 race against Jerry Brown. 
and afterward they saw that they had 
enough at stake in getting Mr. Wilson 
electrd to become active. Pete Wilson and 
Eel Zschau had won the same kind of mi­
nority primary victory over more consrr· 

l vative candidates, but Mr. Zschau·s reac­
tion after his meeting with the conserva· 
lives was: "If you're talking about deals. I 
don't make dPals." I told him Wf' WPrP 
talking about his election. Very few activ-
ists participated in his campaign. 

The lesson is clear cut. Those who iden­
tified with conservative issues and we!· 
corned activists into the campaign tended 
to win, but those who went out of their way 
to keep conservatives from being involved 
usually lost. 

Old Party Loyalties 
During the next two years conserva­

tives must make certain that their issues 
occupy the attention of Congress. ThP 
Democrats controlled the Senate bt'lW('Pll 
1978 and 1980, but conservative issurs dom· 
inated that chamber's agenda. The GOP 
controlled the Senate during the past two 
years, but it was tile liberals who put their 
agenda front and center. 

If r.onservative candidates don't heed 
the lessons of 1986, more of them will be 

) 

defeated in 1988. Yes, conservatives are 
not the entire electorate. But manv ronser­
vatives are not Rcpuhlicrms, and cannot be 
depended upon to abandon old party loyal· 
ties. The Republican establishment. inrlud· 
ing the president, doesn't understand that 
these voters are motivated by issues and 
not by personalities-even one as compel­
ling as Ronald Reagan's. 

If the Rrp11blicans arr savvy, thry will 
learn how to work with ('Oalition groups tlH' 
way the Democrats and the unions do. 
Such work can provide extraordinary divi­
dends because issues-oriented consf'rvative 
Democrats are often the margin of victory 
in tight races. Courting them is just plain 
smart politics. 

Mr. We.11ri1•h is president of /hr Frrr 
Conarcss f'o1mdntion, rz conscrrnlirr rr· 
S('arch omnnb1lio11. 


