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commentary

from other pens...

Dems sieze on scandals,
but issue cuts both ways

Democratic candidatesaretal king more about corporate scandalsin
their bid to hold onto control of the Senate, running adsin many com-
petitive states and weaving the theme into campai gn speeches.

InArkansas, Colorado and Texas, candidatesfrom both partiesclaim
their opponentsarevulnerable on the subject. In Minnesota, South Da
kotaand Tennessee, Democrats have decided to maketheissue central
totheir campaigns, but Republicansthink other issueswill dominate.

Democratsaretrying to find anissue that will help them hold onto a
50-49-1 edge in the Senate. But the corporate scandal issue could be
complicated by both parties’ closetiesto business, some analysts say.

“I’m not surethisissueisaclear winner for Democratsin the Senate
contests,” said Bruce Buchanan, apolitical scientist at the University of
Texas. "I’ mguided by the Senateracein Texas, whereit cutsbothways.

““For either of themto throw stoneslivinginaglasshouseisrisky.”

Republican John Cornyn, the Texasattorney general,and Democrat Ron
Kirk, former mayor of Dallas, both havetiestobig corporationswhichmake
it difficult to make accountability acentral issue of the Senate campaign.

““ People are concerned about this issue, but neither sidein this race
seemsto have amajor advantage,” said David Beckwith, a spokesman
for the Cornyn campaign. Kirk aides agreeit’s crucial inthe home state
of failed energy trading company Enron, but say it’snot thedominant issue.

The issue has taken center stage in Colorado, where former U.S.
Attorney Tom Strickland, the Democrat, is challenging Sen. Wayne
Allard, the Republican.

The Strickland campaign istrying to paint Allard asaclose aly of
Qwest, aDenver-based tel ecommuni cations company that isthe sub-
ject of afederal probe. Allard’s campaign aired an ad touting his sup-
port for legislation passed by Congressand signed by President Bush
to toughen enforcement on corporate wrongdoing.

Strickland aides say Allard fought measures in the past that would
improve corporate accountability and only changed his approach re-
cently because of public anger. AidestoAllard counter that Strickland
worked for afirm that lobbied for Global Crossing, another telecom-
munications company that isunder investigation after its collapse.

In Minnesota, Democratic Sen. Paul Wellstone, aformer college
professor, ishighlighting theyearshehaspushedfor corporateaccount-
ability while criticizing Republican Norm Coleman, an attorney and
former mayor of St. Paul, for taking contributions from corporations
under investigation, including WorldCom and Global Crossing.
WEellstone hasn’t put up ads on the topic at this point.

Coleman aides describe the GOP candidate as aformer prosecutor
and say his campaign is passing along the contributions he got from
those companiesto funds set up to help the companies’ employees.

It's not clear **who will benefit most on that issue,”” said Larry Noble,
executivedirector of theCenter for ResponsivePalitics. ‘ Boththe Repub-
licans and the Democrats have been receiving money from corporations.

“Wemay end upwithasituationwheretheRepublicanstakeagreater
hit,” hesaid, “ but the Democrats are not free and clear.”

Theeffectivenessof acampai gnfocused on corporatescandal scoul d
depend onwhether thenation’seconomy continuestodide, said Norman
Ornstein, acongressional scholar at theAmerican EnterpriseInstitute.

Democratsareconvincedthecorporateissuecanwork intheir favor and
have been putting up ads on the topic in ahalf-dozen states.

Recent polls, both publicand partisan, suggest Republicansareviewed
asmore sympathetic to big businessthan to ordinary Americans.

“It'sanissuethat ispopping up in every single state,” said Jim Jor-
dan, executivedirector of the Democrats’ campaign Committee.

Mitch Bainwol, Jordan’s counterpart at the National Republican
Senatorial Committee, sent amemo recently to GOP campaigns urg-
ing candidates to emphasize the underlying strength of the economy.

““The Democrats haveturned the economy of the United Statesinto
their personal political playing field,” Bainwol said.

EDITOR SNOTE —WII Lester coverspoliticsand polling for The
Associated Press.
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Sebelius has battle on her hands

TOPEKA — Democrat Kathleen Sebeliuslooks
almostinvincibleinthegovernor’sraceright now.

She has won two terms as insurance commis-
sioner in a Republican state and entered the gen-
eral election campaign for governor with about
$1.27 million, unsullied by aprimary race.

A recent pre-primary poll suggested that signifi-
cantly morelikely voterspreferred Sebeliustoany
of the three Republican contenders. GOP voters
nominated State Treasurer Tim Shallenburger, the
most conservative contender and theonewho did
worst against Sebeliusin the polling matchups.

But the Republican primary isover, and Sebe-
liusislikely to have atough race, despite advan-
tages she now enjoys.

“1t’snever easy foraDemocratinKansas,” state
Democratic Party Chairman Tom Sawyer said.
“Thesepollswill get tighter.”

Joining Sebeliusand Shallenburger ontheNov.
5 general election ballot are Libertarian Dennis
Hawver, an Ozawkieattorney, and Ted Pettibone,
a St. Marys businessman. The Kansas Constitu-
tion prohibits Republican Gov. Bill Gravesfrom
seeking athird consecutive term.

Almost since Graves won his second and final
termin 1998, Democratshaveviewed Sebeliusas
their strongest candidate for thisyear’srace.

Shewastheonly member of her party tofilefor
the office, allowing her to build an organization
and raise money quietly. Her campaign began
broadcasting positive television ads late in the
primary el ection season.

Meanwhile, Shallenburger wasimmersed in a
contentiousracewith Senate President DaveKerr,
of Hutchinson, and Wichita Mayor Bob Knight.
Heenteredthefinal week of theprimary campaign
with less than $86,000 in campaign funds and
likely ended it with relatively few dollarsin his
treasury.

In addition, a pre-primary poll suggested that
Shallenburger would be the weakest candidate
against Sebelius. Thesurvey of 731 likely voters
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wasorganized by the Department of Communica
tion Studiesat the University of Kansasand spon-
sored by seven mediaorganizations. It had amar-
ginof error of 3.6 percentage points.

InaSebelius-Shallenburger match, Sebeliuswas
the choice of 45.6 percent of the respondents and
Shallenburger, of only 24.1 percent. Another 30.4
percent were undecided.

But Shallenburger dismissed the numbersasir-
relevant, saying, “ That campaignhasn’'t started yet.”

Shallenburger was right to point to such a poll
asmeaninglessafull threemonthsbeforethegen-
eral election.

First, few Republican leaders expect
Shallenburger tohavemuchtroubleraisingmoney.
Hesaid hemight needasmuchas$1.5millionand
isconfident hecanrai sethat sum. That wouldbring
hiscampaign total to about $2.1 million.

Sawyer suggested that Sebelius would need to
raiseanother $1.3million, bringing thetotal since
thestart of her campaignto$3.1million. Thespend-
ingrecordis$2.61 million, set by Republican Gov.
Bill Gravesin his 1998 campaign for re-election.

But evenif Shallenburger raiseslessmoney, his
primary campaign showed hecanminimizeafund-
raising disadvantage with volunteers. Hisconser-
vative base connects him to awell-organized net-
work of activists.

“1 think Shallenburger will bevery abletoraise
money, and he will have enough to run awinning
campaign,” said Sen. Derek Schmidt, R-Indepen-
dence, amoderate.

Sawyer saidthat evenif Sebeliusraisesmorethan
$3 million, she'll need the money to compete.

“Thisisavery Republican state,” Sawyer said.

“It takes a little more for a Democrat to break
through.”

Sawyer was acknowledging a constant fact of
Kansaspolitical life. However good aDemocratic
hopeful for statewideofficemay be, that candidate
confrontsabig GOPadvantageinvoter registration.

Morethan 710,000 Kansasvoterswereaffiliate
with the Republican Party — about 272,000 more
than those identifying themselves as Democrats.

“The bottom line for Republicansin Kansas is
that you’ ve got to give them areason not to vote
Republican,” said Secretary of State Ron
Thornburgh, amoderate. “| don’t seethat happen-
inginthisrace.”

Finally, history ison Shallenburger’sside.

No Democrat has won an open governor’s race
since 1936, whenWalter Huxmanwasel ected when
GOP legend Alf Landon gave up the job for his
unsuccessful bid for the presidency.

In 1974, Senate President Robert Bennett
emerged from afractious GOP primary and many
Republicans worried about his ability to defeat
DemocraticAttorney General VernMiller. Bennett
won.

Twelve years later, with Democratic Gov. John
Carlin retiring, Republicans had another conten-
tiousprimary and nominated House Speaker Mike
Hayden. Some activists didn’t see Hayden as the
best choice to take on Democratic Lt. Gov. Tom
Docking, the son and grandson of governors.
Hayden won.

In 1994, Democratic U.S. Rep. Jim Slattery
looked like atough candidate as the year began.
Graves, thenthesecretary of state, survived atough
GOP primary race. He easily defeated Slattery in
the general election.

Sebeliuswill havetowork hard and raiseal ot of
money to avoid the fate of her political predeces-
sors.

EDITOR SNOTE: Correspondent John Hanna
has covered Kansas government and politics for
The Associated Presssince 1987.

Those district electlons seem unfair to me

Different folks, asthey say, different strokes.

When county commission electionscome up, |
usualy feel left out. Samefor the school board.

Why?

Becausein Kansas, only peoplein agiven dis-
trict get to votefor commissioners. And sinceit’s
rarefor anyoneto challengean el ectedincumbent,
therearen’t many racesfor commissioner to start
with.

When thereisone, it seems, it’'susually in an-
other district. And | want to vote.

It’snot that having districtsdoesn’t makesense.
Intheory, at least, it ensuresthat thethreecommis-
sionerscomefrom different parts of the county.

Butitleavesalot of voterswith nothingto do at
electiontimesexcept sitontheir hands, especially
intheyear (likethison) where only oneseat isup
for re-election.

Which leads me to ask, by the way, why all
county offices except this one commission seat
haveto befilled in the sameyear? Why not have,
say, the sheriff and county attorney run one year
with two commissioners, and the clerk and trea-
surer run with the other commissioner the next
time?

It d make county el ections both more manage-
able and understandabl e, and moreinteresting.

Well, weelecttheentirestate Senateat thesame
timeevery four years, not onastaggered basislike
the U.S. Senate. Hey, these things don’t have to
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make sense.

InColorado, and someother states, commission-
ersareelected fromdistricts, but they runat large.
They havetolivelN thedistrict, but everyonegets
to vote onthem.

| likethat system. It makesyoufeel likeall three
commissioners are your representative, not just
one of them.

Thisisnot to say that onesystemis“right,” and
oneis“wrong.” Bothwork OK. I just likefeeling
involved, sol liketheColorado plan. Butit would
take some serious changesto state law to fix any
of this.

Not so with school board seats. Kansas school
boardscan choosehow their membersareel ected,
either fromdistrictsor at large. Districtskeep the
largest town from compl etely dominating aboard,
so they have been popular.

With school and county offices, though, it’snot
commonto havecontests, especially whenthein-
cumbentsrun. Sotheentirequestionissomewhat
academic.
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And again, that may not be a bad thing. States
wherethereisalot of competitionfor local offices
usually have a much higher corruption level than
Kansas. My ruleof thumbistolook at the amount
people arewilling to spend out of their own pock-
ets to win an office; when there are big bucks in-
volved, someoneis expected apayday.

In asgueaky-clean statelike Kansas, the checks
aresmall andinterestisless. But|’mnot complain-
ing. Check out thecounty el ectionsanywheresouth
of here; it’sscary.

Butwhenthereisascrap, | still want to be part of
it. And | wish someone would change that law. |
can'taffordtohaveahouseinevery district sol can
shift my voteto whereit will count.
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