Table of Contents
PART I - OFFENSES AGAINST AMERICANS
ME, MYSELF, AND I
“IT’S NOT ABOUT ME”
“THE BURDEN OF BEING SO BRIGHT”
“HE’S SORT OF GOD”
OVEREXPOSED
SEEDS OF MSM DISENCHANTMENT
GET BACK IN TOUCH
OBAMA MOSTLY HEARS OBAMA
SOBBING KINDERGARTENERS
CAN’T BE BOTHERED
CLINICAL NARCISSISM?
Chapter Two - FRAUD AGAINST THE ELECTORATE
THE EXPLOITATION OF A GIFT
COMMUNITY ORGANIZING WRAPPED IN A BIPARTISAN PACKAGE
OBAMA’S NO RONALD REAGAN
TRANSPARENCY
BIPARTISANSHIP
“HE’S BEGINNING TO NOT BE BELIEVABLE TO ME”
CAMPAIGN CONTRIBUTIONS
CONVOKING COMMISSIONS
ENDING NO-BID CONTRACTS
EARMARKS
LOBBYISTS
BUDGET ACCOUNTING GIMMICKS
THE FREE MARKET
FISCAL HAWK
READ MY LIPS—SORT OF
CAP AND TAX
VAT
ELIMINATION OF CAPITAL GAINS TAX
JOBS: “THE MOST IMPORTANT DOMESTIC PRIORITY”
UNEMPLOYMENT
STATE OF THE UNION SPEECH
HEALTHCARE LIES
SINGLE-PAYER PLAN AND THE PUBLIC OPTION
ALLOWING IMPORTED PRESCRIPTION DRUGS
GOP HEALTHCARE PROPOSALS
IRAN AND ISRAEL
WITHDRAWING TROOPS FROM IRAQ
NATIONAL SECURITY
ARMENIAN GENOCIDE
THE BORN ALIVE INFANT PROTECTION ACT
VAN JONES, COMMUNIST
BLOCKING FOX NEWS
LOCKERBIE BOMBER RELEASE
Chapter Four - DIVISIVE AND HYPER-PARTISAN
SHUTTING REPUBLICANS OUT OF THE PROCESS
THE STATE OF THE UNION IS PARTISAN
THE BALTIMORE CAUCUS
“I WANT THEM TO GET OUT OF THE WAY”
VILIFICATION THROUGH SURROGATES
“SO AM I”
“A SUPERJUMBO DEMOCRAT”
TRANSCENDENTLY POLARIZING
REPUBLICANS
CONSERVATIVES
“DOMESTIC TERRORISTS”
THE WAR ON FOX
SHOOTING THE MESSENGERS
“NOT THE KIND OF CHANGE YOU CAN BELIEVE IN”
SARAH PALIN AND CARVILLE’S “LIMBAUGH STRATEGY”
“IN LAS VEGAS, HE’S SURE NOT OUR FRIEND.”
THE STATE OF ARIZONA
OBAMA’S RED STATE ALLERGY
ATTACKING THE SUPREME COURT
“WE WILL KEEP. . . OUR BOOT ON THE THROAT OF BP”
IT’S BUSH’S FAULT
PART II - OFFENSES AGAINST AMERICAN INSTITUTIONS
“JUST LIKE YOUR TEENAGE KIDS”
GOING WHERE NO MODERN PRESIDENT HAS GONE BEFORE
THE POLITBURO
EXECUTIVE ORDERS
ADMINISTRATION TREATING STIMULUS MONEY AS ITS OWN
INTERFERING WITH THE CBO
COOKING THE BOOKS ON OBAMACARE
EXECUTIVE SALARIES
A TRANSFORMATIONAL ADMINISTRATION
PUTTING HUMAN BEINGS IN THEIR PLACE: LAST
EPA’S CARBON END RUN
“A 2,100-PAGE MONSTROSITY FULL OF SPECIAL DEALS”
“TARP IS NOT A PIGGY BANK”
BIG BROTHER
“OBAMA TURNS HIS BACK ON THE PRESS”
REMAKING THE BROADCAST WORLD
POLITICIZATION OF THE DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE
Chapter Eight - OBAMA THE IMPERIOUS
DEMONIZING BIG PHARMA
WAR ON INSURANCE COMPANIES
ATTACKING DOCTORS
Chapter Nine - OBAMA THE IMPERIOUS
FIGHTING OFF THE PITCHFORKS
SQUEEZING THE “FAT CATS”
“TARP ON STEROIDS”
“GET IN OUR WAY, AND WE’LL MOW YOU DOWN”
UNLIMITED BAILOUT AUTHORITY
“A CURE FAR WORSE THAN THE DISEASE”
GOLDMAN NEEDS NO PROTECTION FROM ITSELF
UAW’S SWEETHEART DEALS
THE MADMAN THEORY OF THE PRESIDENCY: OBAMA WANTED TO BE FEARED
“SHAKING DOWN LENDERS FOR THE BENEFIT OF POLITICAL DONORS”
GANGSTER GOVERNEMNT
“I HAVE NO INTEREST IN RUNNING GM”
Chapter Eleven - THE CASE OF GERALD WALPIN AND AMERICORPS
ANATOMY OF A SCANDAL
A CORROBORATING WITNESS
WHITE HOUSE STONEWALLING
“AN AFTER-THE-FACT SMEAR CAMPAIGN”
“SERIOUS QUESTIONS ABOUT THE VERACITY OF YOUR TESTIMONY”
“THIS NEEDLESS DISTRACTION”
PART III - OFFENSES AGAINST AMERICA’S GENERAL WELFARE AND NATIONAL SECURITY
Chapter Twelve - TAXING AND SPENDING AMERICA INTO BANKRUPTCY
STIMULUS
EXPLODING DEFICITS AND NATIONAL DEBT
ENTITLEMENTS
ALMOST $3 TRILLION IN ADDITIONAL TAXES
SMOTHERING SMALL BUSINESSES
OBAMA’S FORECLOSURE PREVENTION PLAN
CAP AND TRADE
OBAMACARE
EXORBITANT COSTS AND QUALITY OF CARE
THE UNINSURED CANARD
CHOICE AND ACCESS TO CARE
Chapter Thirteen - THE ANTI-AMERICAN
“A SPRAWLING, PROFANE BEAR OF A PREACHER”
WE’RE SO SORRY
IRAN
MUSLIM OUTREACH
THUG OUTREACH
THE ANTI-DEMOCRAT
THE INSPECTOR CLOUSEAU OF FOREIGN POLICY
Chapter Fourteen - BETRAYING ISRAEL
OMINOUS SIGNS
“CAN ISRAEL STILL CALL THE UNITED STATES ITS BEST INTERNATIONAL FRIEND?”
INTENSE AND UNPRECEDENTED PRESSURE
“I CONDEMN THE DECISION BY THE GOVERNMENT OF ISRAEL”
UNFORESEEN CONSEQUENCES
ISRAEL: A BIPARTISAN CAUSE NO MORE
BACKLASH
PAPER TIGER
A THWARTED ATTACK
“MY DUTY IS TO EXAMINE THE FACTS AND TO FOLLOW THE LAW”
“THE PUBLIC IS VERY, VERY SAFE”
ADMINISTRATION ROADBLOCKS
REFUSING TO CONNECT THE DOTS
THE NO-NUKE COMMITMENT
To Rush and Kathryn
INTRODUCTION
This book is about a young presidency—young, but already the most destructive in American history.
Everything about Barack Obama’s radical background signals his visceral contempt for America—its culture, its values, and its political and economic systems. His unmistakable goal is to bring America down to size—an America that has been, in his view, too big for its britches, selfish, exploitive, unfairly wealthy, arrogant, and dismissive.
Throughout the 2008 presidential campaign, Barack Obama repeatedly promised to bring “fundamental change.” The week before the election, he ominously declared, “We are five days away from fundamentally transforming the United States of America.” That same week, I expressed these concerns in my syndicated column:
I am sincerely worried that if Obama wins, the checks and balances incorporated into our Constitution may not be enough to prevent a radical and irreversible diminution of our individual liberties because a confluence of factors has emerged to create a climate conducive to fundamental change. These factors are: a shockingly unknown candidate, whose mysterious past and numerous shady alliances are deliberately left unexplored by a corrupt, supportive media; the candidate’s charismatic qualities that inspire a cultish loyalty; his intellectual trappings that create a fascination and allure among the intellectual elite, including some hypnotized conservatives; a major financial crisis that exacerbates the people’s fears and uncertainties; a largely manufactured cloud of negativity placed over America by the media and a grossly partisan Democratic Party that places its self-interest above the national interest; and an apparently discredited Republican Party and conservative movement that have been blamed for our actual and perceived problems.
. . . All of these factors could coalesce to give Obama a mandate to fundamentally move our economy toward socialism in the name of economic fairness and emasculate our war on terrorists in the name of our international image.
I wish I had been wrong, but it turns out my fears were hardly exaggerated. Though Obama denied his extreme liberalism during the campaign, he couldn’t conceal it entirely. Since his first day in office he has been trying to uproot our national moorings and “transform” the country into a land consistent with his socialist, secular, multicultural vision for America—an America that in his view has squandered its power and potential for good by: a) failing sufficiently to atone for its racial sins; b) subscribing to an antiquated and discriminatory system of values; c) having an economic system that fosters an “inequitable” distribution of wealth; d) selfishly consuming a disproportionate share of the world’s resources; and e) imperialistically projecting its power in the world.
But Obama does have some ambivalence about America. On the one hand he deeply dislikes this country; on the other, he sees in it great potential—a potential he believes, immodestly, he can personally unleash as president. He admires America’s wealth and power, even if undeserved in his view, but he is passionate about redirecting them and remaking us into a truly great nation—a part of the global community that shares rather than exploits its resources. In 2007 he told a Rolling Stone reporter he has faith in America’s capacity for acts of outstanding virtue, but as a black man, he “feels very deeply that this country’s exercise of its great inherited wealth and power has been grossly unjust.” Obama added, “I’m somebody who believes in this country and its institutions, but I often think they’re broken.”1
Tragically, Obama’s ideological blindness precludes him from recognizing America’s unparalleled record of benevolence as the world’s greatest superpower. It numbs him to the wonders of America’s free-market system, which has produced unprecedented prosperity for Americans and contributed to the advancement of civilization throughout the world. It obscures a realistic assessment of global politics that comprehends the existence of rogue nations, evil empires, and Islamic terrorists who intend us harm and who cannot be mollified through pandering and “engagement,” but must be approached from a position of strength.
His abundantly documented radical background soured his taste on America, compelling him to believe America’s wealth and power were “inherited,” rather than inspired by America’s god-fearing founders, who crafted a government designed to establish and maximize individual liberties—a government that has been preserved with the blood, sweat, and tears of generations of Americans.
Ironically, Obama’s domestic policy, foreign policy, and national security prescriptions are the opposite of what America needs. In transforming America to “spread the wealth around,” he is actually spreading the misery around, burying us in debt, and potentially enslaving us to our foreign creditors. In the name of improving our image in the world, he is compromising our national security.
He is reaping destruction in America’s culture, its Constitution, and in every sector of the American economy (save the public sector), administering one kick in the gut after another and inflicting damage from which it will be difficult to recover.
While holding himself out as a post-partisan, post-racial president, he has exacerbated racial tensions, inflamed partisan divisiveness, engaged in acrimonious class warfare, and demonized anyone to the political right of the late Ted Kennedy.
For someone who inspired so much “hope” and had so much goodwill upon taking office, even among certain commentators and media professionals who consider themselves conservatives, it is striking how far he has fallen so fast. His approval ratings have cratered more rapidly than those of any modern president. He has squandered more political capital than most presidents ever possessed. And he has done it all himself; his popularity freefall hasn’t occurred as a result of circumstances beyond his control. But that hasn’t prevented him from milking the economic crisis excuse ad nauseam and endlessly scapegoating his predecessor for the “multitude of problems” Obama allegedly inherited. He owns our current set of problems, which if he did inherit, he greatly exacerbated through a series of deplorable policies and actions.
He promised to lead a transparent, ethical administration, free of corruption and sanitized of conflicts of interest generated by the revolving door between lawmakers and lobbyists. But he appointed a host of tax cheats, lobbyists, and leftist radicals, and has cloaked many of his policy actions in secrecy. He has reportedly used his appointment power to offer high-ranking government jobs and other benefits in exchange for votes supporting his agenda. He has brought Chicago-style politics and Saul Alinsky street organizing tactics to Washington, diverting federal funds to the now-defunct ACORN as his political and re-election arm, using the Justice Department as an advocacy bureau and his campaign organization as an ongoing war room. He fired Inspector General Gerald Walpin after Walpin filed two reports implicating one of Obama’s prominent supporters in the misappropriation of federal AmeriCorps funds, and then used the power of his office to wrongfully discredit Walpin and whitewash his allegations.
He presented himself as an exemplar of honesty—a new kind of politician with unique character and integrity. But he has been one of the most fundamentally dishonest chief executives in our history. He has broken promises on a broad range of important issues, from his pledge not to raise taxes in any form on those making less than $250,000 a year to his expedient promise to end the practice of extraordinary rendition. Nowhere has his pattern for dishonesty been more apparent than in his obsessive drive for socialized medicine, from his slandering of the nonpareil quality of American healthcare, to his promise to televise the healthcare debates on C-SPAN, to his pledge not to force the uninsured to buy insurance, to his varying claims about the numbers of uninsured, to denying his support for a single-payer plan, to dismissing allegations that the public option was a Trojan horse for a single-payer plan, to his dissembling about whether abortion would be federally funded, to whether “his plan” would cover illegal immigrants, to his promise that he would not interfere with the doctor-patient relationship and would expand healthcare choices, to his pooh-poohing the legitimate charge that his plan would lead to rationing.
He promised to be a uniter, but has proven more divisive than any president in the modern era, including George W. Bush. Pew Research Center reported after only his first few months in office that “for all his hopes about bipartisanship, Barack Obama has the most polarized early job approval of any president in the past four decades.”2 His situation did not improve as the year continued. Gallup reported on January 25, 2010, that Obama has been the most polarizing first-year president in the pollster’s history. “The 65 percentage-point gap between Democrats’ (88%) and Republicans’ (23 percent) average job approval ratings for Barack Obama is easily the largest for any president in his first year in office, greatly exceeding the prior high of 52 points for Bill Clinton.”3 Polls aside, he has behaved as a rabid partisan with little patience for opposing viewpoints. He has routinely mischaracterized Republican positions and demeaned those who dared to oppose him as liars, insisting they shut up, get out of the way, and let him go about handling this mess he “inherited.”
He promised to deliver us from racial disharmony, or at least to help ameliorate racial tensions, yet he has appointed race-oriented “czars,” has issued reckless statements with racial implications, often reminds us of our “racist” heritage, and unpresidentially injected himself into a local police dispute involving his personal friend, erroneously prejudging the situation from the Oval Office with incendiary language guaranteed to heighten racial discord.
He promised his stimulus bill would “jump-start the economy,” create jobs, and grow us out of the recession. He promised to “save or create” three million jobs (or was it two million, or two and a half million?), yet presided over the net loss of millions. He promised these would mainly be private sector jobs, but the only sector that has grown has been the public sector—no surprise, given Obama’s big-government orientation. Even after the facts are in, he still clings to his original claims and says he fulfilled them. As they say, if you tell a lie often enough . . .
Obama said he would rigorously ensure the proper expenditure of the stimulus funds. Instead, a great portion of the stimulus money was never intended to be spent in time to do any stimulating, much of it has been sent to phantom addresses with phantom zip codes, and millions upon millions of dollars have been wasted on projects that the American people would never approve if they knew of them. Much of the money has also been used as a political slush fund, going to Obama-friendly groups that will work for his re-election.
He promised no political favoritism but has greased the skids for his union friends, stacking the deck for them against secured creditors in the GM and Chrysler negotiations, carving out exemptions for them in various healthcare proposals, adopting policies to give unionized companies preferences on federal contract bidding, pushing “card-check” legislation to intimidate workers into joining unions, and enlisting union thugs to disrupt conservative grassroots tea party protests.
He promised the Justice Department would be free of politics, but instead has presided over the most politicized DOJ since Janet Reno. Without explanation, Justice dismissed a cinch-lock voter intimidation case against the New Black Panther Party whose members, one armed with a billy club, were videotaped patrolling in front of a Philadelphia voting precinct during the 2008 presidential election. When asked to provide its reasons, DOJ stonewalled.
Moreover, Obama appointed Dawn Johnsen to head the Department’s Office of Legal Counsel, which provides authoritative legal advice to the president and all the executive branch agencies. This office should be staffed by professionals who will render their legal opinions free of political influences or bias. It is, according to former federal prosecutor Andy McCarthy, “the last place in government where we would want a hard-edged ideologue—and while that would be true at any time, it is especially true with the current Justice Department, which is political to a fare thee well.”4 Yet Johnsen is a radical’s radical. She wrote that one of Obama’s first orders of business as president was to “order an immediate review to determine which [Gitmo] detainees should be released and which transferred to secure facilities in the United States” for civilian trials.5
Obama promised us he was a “fierce advocate for the free market,” but proceeded to demonstrate just how hostile to it he actually is. On behalf of the federal government, he took over GM and Chrysler and unilaterally extended mortgage bailouts to those who had little prospect of repaying, thus magnifying the existing problem. He tried to handcuff the entire private sector with his onerous cap and trade bill, bribed and coerced Congress into assaulting private healthcare, and used every conceivable opportunity to redistribute wealth and increase the dependency classes to the point of covertly reversing the immensely successful welfare reform of the 1990s. Along the way he demonized corporations, private sector executives, the Chamber of Commerce, oil companies, “fat-cat” banks, pharmaceutical companies, and others who had the audacity to engage in private business.6
He promised he was a true “democrat”—a man of the people who would govern according to the popular will. But he has governed like a dictatorial autocrat, issuing a plethora of executive orders and flagrantly ignoring the manifest will of the American people on such crucial issues as healthcare reform and implementing guidelines that would force taxpayers to fund embryonic stem cell research. He has proven himself wholly disinterested in the true wishes of the American people, doggedly fixated on his own ideological agenda and his monomaniacal ambition to change the country. Writer Quin Hillyer suggests “there is something way off balance in the character of Barack Obama. . . . All presidents . . . think at some level that they know best about policy choices. But almost none of them (Woodrow Wilson perhaps excepted) were so willing to disdain, in pursuit of such radical policy upheavals, such intense and overwhelming public opinion as has been evident in the current health takeover attempt.”7
Liberal journalist Jonathan Alter gives us an inside view of the extent of Obama’s ideological arrogance in his book The Promise: President Obama, Year One. Alter wrote that Rahm Emanuel spent almost a week during summer 2009 trying to dissuade Obama from pressing forward with ObamaCare. “I begged him not to do this,” said Emanuel. But Obama reportedly ignored his advice, arguing he had not been sent to the White House to do “school uniforms.”8
Obama has chosen to misinterpret the obvious rejection of his agenda through such objective benchmarks as the Republican takeover of Ted Kennedy’s Massachusetts Senate seat. He insisted the public hadn’t rejected his policies; merely that he hadn’t explained them enough—after giving speech after self-indulgent speech (including at least fifty-four healthcare speeches as of March 19, 2010)9 to browbeat the American people into climbing on board. He said, “I think the assumption was if I just focus on policy, if I just focus on this provision or that law or if we’re making a good rational decision here, then people will get it.” Impervious to the widespread rejection of his agenda, he also blamed the Massachusetts election results on the public’s general frustration with incumbents. He told George Stephanopoulos, “The same thing that swept Scott Brown into office swept me into office. People are angry and they’re frustrated, not just because of what’s happened in the last year or two years but what’s happened over the last eight years.”10
We were told we were getting a cool, calm, steady leader who could rise above emotional impulses to deliver classic statesmanship and prudent governance. But all too often we witness in him a petulant and vindictive bully who doesn’t seem to understand why anyone would challenge his omniscience. On more than one occasion when challenged, Obama has cavalierly shot back, “I won, I’m the president.”
He pretended he was a moderate on social issues, including abortion and homosexuality, but has been an ardent supporter of the homosexual agenda and is militantly pro-abortion, which is not unexpected considering his record on the issues. In fact, he was almost willing to jeopardize his sacred ObamaCare over his extreme pro-abortion views.
His handlers held him out as a brilliant, eloquent wordsmith who would restore class and elegance to the Oval Office, following President Bush’s allegedly countrified demeanor and awkwardness with words. Instead, when the teleprompter is stripped away, we often find someone given to incoherent ramblings and verbal blunders that dwarf those of his predecessor. The best example was his unscripted answer to an unanticipated question at a meeting in Charlotte, North Carolina. A lady named Doris asked whether it was wise to add more taxes onto the public with his healthcare package. “We are over-taxed as it is,” she said. Obama’s answer was 2,600 words and took more than seventeen minutes, with no one ending up the wiser. It was a rambling, incoherent mish-mash of barely related talking points from a man the elites assured us possessed a “first rate” intellect.11 During another public address, our Commander in Chief mispronounced “Navy corpsman” as “Navy corpse man,” an embarrassing gaffe the mainstream media would have endlessly ridiculed had it been uttered by a Republican president.12
Obama has been an unmitigated disaster on national security, downplaying the terrorist threat and politicizing security policy, including his publication of national secrets—such as disclosing details on our nuclear arsenal and our highly sensitive, enhanced interrogation techniques for the purpose of embarrassing, and perhaps incriminating, Bush administration officials. He has gutted essential weapons programs and threatens to unilaterally reduce our nuclear stockpiles, saying the United States is the only nation ever to have used a nuclear weapon—meaning we need to atone for it.
He told us America had lost favor in the international community because of our arrogance and military imperialism, and that he would restore our good reputation with a fresh, conciliatory approach. He proceeded to bow and grovel to our enemies and gratuitously snub our allies. He has castigated America on foreign soil and pandered to the Islamic world, implying Islamic terrorism is our fault. Meanwhile, oppressed dissidents struggling in Iran and other autocratic nations have received the cold shoulder from Obama, who seems to view them as a nettlesome obstacle to his attempts to curry favor with their repressive governments.
He insisted that our policies in the war on terror were serving as a recruiting tool for terrorism. He would close Gitmo and outlaw “torture”—as if we were engaging in it in the first place. He even began to talk about the war as if it weren’t a war, invented new euphemisms to describe acts of terrorism, and reverted to our pre-9 /11 law enforcement approach to terrorism. But our own intelligence services report that terrorism is on the rise globally and domestically. All his liberal theories have failed utterly in practice.
Obama turns a blind eye to aggression around the world, from Russia to North Korea to Iran, opposes truly democratic movements, and supports the world’s dictators and thugs. In exchange for appeasing and coddling tyrants, he has endured consistent ridicule from these very despots. After vowing to employ “bold and aggressive diplomacy” and to “do everything in my power to prevent Iran from obtaining a nuclear weapon,” he ultimately reverted to the policy of sanctions for which he harshly criticized Bush.13 In the process, he set a deadline for Iran to discontinue its nuclear program, let the deadline pass, and then denied ever having set it.
While cozying up to terrorists, he has shunned our ally Israel, strong-arming it to prevent Jews from living in the West Bank and even in parts of Israel’s own capital city of Jerusalem, while painting Israel’s justifiable acts of defending its people and sovereignty as morally equivalent to Palestinian terrorism.
While criticizing the Iraq war from the beginning, he has claimed full credit for the major gains we have achieved in Iraq thanks to the surge, a policy Obama had vehemently opposed.
He has held himself out as a believing Christian, but has rarely attended church since his inauguration, has snubbed Christianity and Christian symbols at every turn, and has consistently championed values inconsistent with the Biblical ethic. By contrast, he has glorified Islam, including falsely crediting it for major contributions to American society, overstating the Muslim presence and influence in America, and even describing Islam—in his Cairo speech—as a “revealed” religion, a curious thing, indeed, for one professing authentic Christianity.
On the campaign trail, Obama projected his own image as messianic—from the way he conceitedly thrust his chin out during his speeches, to the deliberately choreographed echo effect with his microphone, to his patently absurd, delusional boasts that “generations from now, we will be able to look back and tell our children that this was the moment when the rise of the oceans began to slow and our planet began to heal,” and that “we are the ones we’ve been waiting for.”
Based on his behavior as president, it is clear he truly believes his own hype, for we have discovered that instead of messianic, Obama is acutely, perhaps clinically, narcissistic. He behaves and governs as though he has been sheltered all his life, or at least since he was a young adult, living in a bizarre bubble, hearing only positive reinforcement and made to believe in his own supernatural powers. This is a major reason he cannot bear opposition; this is a major reason he is not, in the end, a man of the people and deferential to their will, but a top-down autocrat determined to permanently change America and its place in the world despite intense resistance from the American people themselves.
This book chronicles the words and policies of President Barack Obama and his Democratic Party and their devastating effect on America and its founding principles. Unless stopped—and reversed—the casualties of Obama’s systematic assault on this nation will be our prosperity, our security, and ultimately, our liberty.
PART I
OFFENSES AGAINST AMERICANS
Chapter One
THE NARCISSIST
CRIMES AGAINST STATESMANSHIP
ME, MYSELF, AND I
Who is Barack Obama? To say that he has an enormous ego is an understatement. Many commentators, including psychological analysts and foreign leaders, have described him as a narcissist. Columnist Charles Krauthammer, a psychiatrist by training, marveled at Obama’s conceit in speaking at Germany’s Brandenburg Gate during his presidential campaign, asking, “What exactly has he done in his lifetime to merit appropriating the Brandenburg Gate as a campaign prop? What was his role in the fight against communism, the liberation of Europe, the creation of what George Bush the elder. . . called ‘a Europe whole and free’? . . . Americans are beginning to notice Obama’s elevated opinion of himself. . . . [H]as there ever been a presidential nominee with a wider gap between his estimation of himself and the sum total of his lifetime achievements?”1 Jack Kelly of the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette told FOX News’ Greta Van Susteren that his sources close to French president Nicolas Sarkozy said Sarkozy thinks President Obama is “incredibly naïve” and “grossly egotistical”—“so egotistical than no one can dent his naivete.”2
Obama’s patent self-confidence is not just posturing. It’s evident he truly believes he is special. He did, after all, pen two largely auto-biographical books before he had accomplished much of anything. He once told campaign aide Patrick Gaspard, “I think that I’m a better speechwriter than my speechwriters. I know more about policies on any particular issue than my policy directors. And I’ll tell you right now that . . . I’m a better political director than my political director.” Gaspard said after Obama’s first debate with McCain, Gaspard sent Obama an e-mail saying, “You are more clutch than Michael Jordan,” and Obama replied, “Just give me the ball.”3 According to the paperback version of Senate majority leader Harry Reid’s book The Good Fight, after Reid once complimented Obama for delivering a “phenomenal” speech, Obama simply replied, “I have a gift, Harry.” Amazingly, Reid is so entrenched in Obama’s personality cult that he interpreted the boast as a sign of “deep humility.”4
Obama’s belief that he is a gift to the world is a theme he would carry forward into his presidency. He truly believes he alone has the power to reverse the mess America has allegedly made of world affairs, and that only he can restore America’s supposedly tattered reputation. In his speech to the UN General Assembly in September 2009, he declared, “I am well aware of the expectations that accompany my presidency around the world.”5 When asked on the campaign trail whether he ever had any doubts, he retorted, “Never.” As columnist Jeff Jacoby pointed out, when Obama’s presidency began he used the royal “we” in describing his preferred policies, but by the time he addressed Congress around a month later, he was already using “the naked ‘I.’” Jacoby noted Obama used “I” thirty-four times in his speech on the federal takeover of General Motors alone.6
Indeed, it often seems that for our president, American policy, and even American history, is not about the United States, but about him personally. At the Summit of the Americas, Obama sat through a 50-minute harangue against the United States by Nicaraguan President Daniel Ortega, who eviscerated the United States for a century of “terroristic” aggression in Central America. When it was Obama’s turn, he did not defend the United States, but made himself the issue: “I’m grateful that President Ortega did not blame me for things that happened when I was three months old.”7
During the contentious debate over Obama’s unrelenting push for socialized medicine, many Democratic congressmen were running scared, fearing a 1994-style electoral thrashing. The White House, however, saw it much differently. Democratic congressman Marion Berry noted incredulously, “They just don’t seem to give it any credibility at all. They just keep telling us how good it was going to be. The president himself, when that was brought up in one group said, ‘Well, the big difference here and in ’94 was you’ve got me.’”8
Obama’s numerous self-references soon became legendary. According to Kevin Hall of the Des Moines Conservative Examiner, Obama referred to himself 114 times in his first State of the Union. He said “I” ninety-six times, and used “my” or “me” eighteen times.9 By September 23, 2009, FOX News reported Obama had given forty-one speeches so far that year, referring to himself 1,198 times.10 At his West Point speech in December 2009 (where soldiers were asked before he spoke to show enthusiasm), he referred to himself forty-four times.11 In a speech in Ohio on jobs on January 22, 2010, Obama referred to himself no fewer than 132 times and, in the same speech, had the unwittingly humorous audacity to proclaim, “This is not about me.”12
“IT’S NOT ABOUT ME”
That phrase, “This is not about me,” cropped up in many of Obama’s speeches, signaling that whatever “this” is, it’s precisely about him—his ego, his ideology, his agenda, his legacy, or his unbending ambition to have his way. In his mind, it seems, everything is always about him, no matter how much he protests otherwise. The rhetorical device, “It’s not about me,” is a long established pattern in which he self-servingly pretends to project an air of humility to leave the impression that he is modest about accomplishing great things—thereby shamelessly seeking credit both for his modesty and his greatness. He used a variation of this theme at a February 2010 meeting with Senate Democrats, telling them, “It is constantly important to remind myself why I got into this business in the first place; why I’m willing to be away from my family for big stretches at a time. . . . You don’t get in this for the fame. You don’t get in it for the title.”13 Yes, Obama is always about a cause bigger than himself—so big that it’s worth his enormous sacrifices.
Likewise, on February 15, 1990, after becoming the first black president of the Harvard Law Review, Obama proclaimed, “I realized my election was not about me, but it was about us, about what we could do and what we could accomplish.”14 On November 2, 2004, when he visited the campus of the University of Illinois during his U.S. Senate campaign, he declared, “Ultimately, this election is not about me. . . . It’s about the willingness of our citizens to get engaged and get involved.”15 On December 11, 2006, in New Hampshire, he again insisted, “It’s not about me.” (But an NPR reporter covering the event remarked, “It really is all about him.”)16 On December 10, 2007, Obama argued, “This campaign is not about me; it is about the hundreds of volunteers . . . in Rhode Island . . . and the millions of people across the country who want change we can believe in.”17
On December 13, 2007, he said during a Democratic presidential debate, “I want to remind myself constantly that this is not about me, what I’m doing today.”18 (Apparently, he feels the need to keep reminding us as well.) And in his acceptance speech in August 2008, he said, “This election has never been about me; it’s about you.”19 President-elect Obama issued a pre-inauguration video statement in which he said, “This election is not about me. It’s about all of us.”20 On a visit to the Children’s National Medical Center in Washington, D.C. in July 2009, responding to Senator Jim DeMint’s comment that ObamaCare could be his “Waterloo,” Obama pleaded, “This isn’t about me. This isn’t about politics. This is about a health care system that is breaking America’s families, breaking America’s businesses, and breaking America’s economy.”21
But Obama’s obsessive drive to nationalize healthcare has really been all about him, and the American people have issued a clear referendum on his healthcare scheme and his entire agenda through their consistent rejection of Democratic candidates. This trend culminated in the takeover of Senator Kennedy’s Massachusetts Senate seat by Republican Scott Brown, whose opposition to ObamaCare was a core part of his campaign. Yet Obama continues to tell us—either as a brazen practitioner of Orwellian deception or as a poster-child for political tone-deafness (the latter being quite unlikely)—“I won’t stop fighting for you.”22
If he were truly fighting for the people, however, he wouldn’t have mocked the tea partiers or closed his own counterfeit public forums on healthcare to all but union and other special interest supporters of ObamaCare. White House press secretary Robert Gibbs confessed that Obama is “quite comfortable” with being a one-term president if that’s the consequence of passing his agenda.23 As journalist Kyle-Anne Shiver noted, “What we have here in America today is a real-life jump-the-shark drama, starring a super-narcissistic president so desperate to create his own vainglorious legacy that he is willing to destroy his own political party and do enduring damage to his country in pursuit of his selfish ends.”24
And while Obama is a leftist ideologue of the first order whose determination to socialize medicine knows no bounds, there is abundant proof his ego is motivating him just as strongly as his ideology. Alabama congressman Parker Griffith, who switched from Democrat to Republican, spoke to Obama’s personal investment in ObamaCare. “You have personalities who have bet the farm, bet their reputations, on shoving a health care bill through the Congress. It’s no longer about health care reform. It’s all about ego now. The president’s ego. Nancy Pelosi’s ego. This is about saving face, and it has very little to do with what’s good for the American people.” 25 Griffith is convinced the Democratic leadership is so driven with this issue that they would accept losing Democratic control of the House. “This is a trophy for the speaker, it’s a trophy for the several committee chairs, and it’s a trophy for the president.”26
“THE BURDEN OF BEING SO BRIGHT”
Candidate Obama overtly cultivated a messianic image, from the grandiose pomp accompanying his campaign speech in Berlin to the Greek columns that adorned his acceptance speech at Chicago’s Invesco Field. His advisers fully bought into the facade, especially to the idea that Obama possessed a superior intellect—so far above the masses that it was difficult to convey his ideas in terms simple enough for the people to understand. At a forum at the Kennedy School of Government, one participant suggested to Obama’s adviser and long-time confidant, Valerie Jarrett, that Obama’s ideas were so complex that the administration should consider writing simple booklets to explain them to ordinary people (including tea partiers), just like the computer industry originally wrote DOS For Dummies. Jarrett said it was an excellent idea. “Everyone understood hope and change” because “they were simple . . . part of our challenge is to find a very simple way of communicating.... When I first got here people kept talking about ‘cloture’ and ‘reconciliation’ and ‘people don’t know what that’s talking about.’” Then it really got thick as Jarrett proclaimed, “There’s nobody more self-critical than President Obama. Part of the burden of being so bright is that he sees his error immediately.”27
Similarly, during the healthcare debates, Obama’s chief adviser David Axelrod reinforced the administration’s low estimation of its hapless subjects. On NBC’s Meet The Press, Axelrod said, “The one thing I am sure of is that the American people don’t know or care much about the sequencing of parliamentary procedures.”28 Clearly, Axelrod believes Americans don’t have the sophistication to understand constitutional or legislative principles or the consequences to their liberty when those principles are violated.
The liberal media enthusiastically encouraged Obama’s narcissistic sense of superiority over the American people. HBO’s Bill Maher complained Americans “are not bright enough to really understand the issues. But like an animal they can sort of sense strength and weakness. They can smell it on you.”29 Slate’s Jacob Weisberg lamented, “The biggest culprit in our current predicament” is “the childishness, ignorance and growing incoherence of the public at large.”30 Time’s Joe Klein, in his blog post “Too Dumb to Thrive,” made this observation about America’s opposition to Obama’s stimulus package: “This is yet further evidence that Americans are flagrantly ill-informed . . . and, for those watching FOX News, misinformed. It is very difficult to have a democracy without citizens. It is impossible to be a citizen if you don’t make an effort to understand the most basic activities of your government. It is very difficult to thrive in an increasingly competitive world if you’re a nation of dodos.”31 Blogger Matthew Yglesias, after saying Klein’s comments were “way too harsh,” essentially conceded his point, claiming, “Most people don’t know a lot of macroeconomic theory. . . . The fact of the matter, however, is that most people don’t know much about most things.”32
“HE’S SORT OF GOD”
Media coverage of Obama’s presidential campaign was so fawning that Obama’s opponent, John McCain, put together an ad mocking the media’s “Obama Love”—which was quite a statement coming from a previous darling of the press who was unceremoniously dumped once he challenged the media’s Chosen One.
In addition to showing various media sycophants drooling over Obama, the video included a short video clip of a female journalist, acting like a school girl with a crush, urging a Secret Service agent to sit down in a seat on the airplane so the press could ogle Obama as he spoke on the phone.33 In fact, Obama’s sexiness became a popular topic among the press. Washingtonian magazine graced the cover of its May 2009 issue with a “pec-tacular” shirtless picture of Obama strutting on the beach. Garrett Graff, editor-at-large of the magazine, told ABC News that with the Obamas came a “celebrity aspect that has brought energy to the city and the attention of the paparazzi. The Obamas are the center of attention here and the whole world is looking to Washington now in a way we haven’t seen in years.” He cooed, “It’s a real golden age of Washington.”34
Indeed, the media’s servile coverage of Obama sometimes crossed the line into outright reverence. HBO producer Ed Norton told Good Morning America co-host Diane Sawyer that he was impressed with the tranquil “no-drama Obama. . . . And in a weird way, when you look behind the curtain with that team, they are really zen. It’s amazing how zen they are.”35 Newsweek editor Evan Thomas infamously told MSNBC’s Chris Matthews, “Reagan was all about America . . . Obama is—we are above that now. We’re not just parochial, we’re not just chauvinistic, we’re not just provincial. We stand for something. I mean in a way Obama’s standing above the country, above the world, he’s sort of God.”36
Thomas was preaching to the choir, as Matthews became well known for proclaiming that an Obama speech sent a “thrill” up his leg. It’s less well known that he followed up that statement with an even greater expression of devotion: “The Biblical term for it,” gushed Matthews, “since we’re in a Biblical era, is deliverance. We’re being picked up and moved to where we have to be.” On another occasion Matthews declared Obama is “sort of a gift from the world to us in so many ways.” NBC News’ Lee Cowan said it was “almost hard to remain objective, because it’s infectious. . . . It’s not cool if you haven’t seen Barack Obama in person.” The New Republic saw fit to print a cover with Obama’s picture reading, “Why You Love Him.”
Obama didn’t exactly discourage this quasi-deification. In noting Obama’s “pathological self-regard,” former George W. Bush aide Pete Wehner reported that Obama surrounded himself by aides who referred to him as a “Black Jesus.” Wehner noted, “Obama didn’t appear to object.”37 Fouad Ajami, a professor of International Studies at Johns Hopkins, wrote, “Americans don’t deify their leaders or hang on their utterances, but Mr. Obama succumbed to what the devotees said of him: He was the Awaited One. A measure of reticence could have served him. But the flight had been heady, and in the manner of Icarus, Mr. Obama flew too close to the sun.” Even JFK, argued Ajami, didn’t fall for his own mystique. “And then there was the hubris of the man at the helm: He was everywhere, and pronounced on matters large and small. This was political death by teleprompter. . . . Mr. Obama was smitten with his own specialness.” 38 Even leftist radio host Ed Schultz reported the West Wing of the White House had been turned into a “shrine” to President Obama. “There are pictures all over... of President Obama. . . . It was just one picture after another.”39
OVEREXPOSED
Obama didn’t seem averse to all the flattery. To the contrary, the November 25, 2009 Drudge Report featured a photo of him leaving the White House holding an issue of GQ magazine with his own picture on the cover.40 Observant bloggers also noticed that when Obama removed his suit jacket before delivering one of his many healthcare speeches, his name was stitched inside.41
Obama certainly wasn’t above engaging in shameless self-promotion. In his first year as president he gave 158 interviews and 411 speeches—way more than any other president. He held twenty-three townhall meetings, made forty-six out-of-town trips to fifty-eight cities and thirty states, made ten foreign trips (more than any other first year president) to twenty-one nations, held twenty-eight political fundraisers (compared to six for George W. Bush in his first year), and attended seven campaign rallies for three Democratic candidates (all of whom lost, further illustrating the counterproductive effect of his tired rhetoric).42
Obama’s overexposure began before he was president or even a presidential candidate, leading him to quip in a 2004 speech when he was a senator-elect, “I’m so overexposed I’m making Paris Hilton look like a recluse.” But the coverage back then was small potatoes compared to the media infatuation with him as a presidential candidate and then as president. His name or face appeared on half of Time magazine’s covers in 2008. As of the August 2009 edition, he had appeared on seven Time covers since his election in November 2008. One of those covers celebrated him as “Person of the Year,” and another as the reincarnation of FDR.43 Newsweek featured Obama on twelve of its 2008 issues.44
The Washington Post’s Howard Kurtz reported that during Obama’s first few months as president, the networks gave him more coverage than George W. Bush and Bill Clinton combined in their first months—and more positive assessments as well.45 “Obama marked his first 100 days in office with three hundred photos . . . all of him.”46 The broadcast networks were so in awe of our president they were willing to suffer big monetary losses to accommodate his self-indulgence. As Obama approached his 100th day in office, the networks granted his request to air a news conference the following week, which was the important ratings “sweeps” week, to talk about his banking and auto bailouts. It was the fourth such episode, with the first three having cost ABC, CBS, NBC, and FOX about $30 million total .47 Accuracy in Media reported that Obama appeared to be breaking every record kept on U.S. presidential press coverage. In the first six months of 2009, his name was cited in 1.1 million stories across the mainstream and social media and the Internet, constituting an average of 6,100 references a day. That was more than three times the coverage for George W. Bush or Bill Clinton during their comparable periods. Obama was also tagged on 216,000 YouTube videos and mentioned in some 15,000 blog posts a week.48
Writing about “Obama the Omnipresent,” the New York Times’ Mark Leibovich commented, “As President Obama prepares for his speed date with the Sunday morning talk shows, a familiar question dogs his aides: ‘How much Obama is too much Obama?’” Leibovich then answered his own question: “Even by the norms of his ubiquity, Mr. Obama has been on an especially prodigious media binge lately, pitching his health care plan seemingly everywhere but the Food Channel and FOX News.”49 All of this, wrote Leibovich, “sparked another debate over the O word—‘overexposure’—which has become a principal topic around the White House in recent days.” But that didn’t deter Obama, who even accepted an invitation to appear on America’s Most Wanted to commemorate its 1,000th episode.50
Obama’s countless, redundant personal media appearances speak volumes about his priorities—and self-infatuation. His appearances on five Sunday programs to promote ObamaCare prompted Karl Rove to remark, “His time might be better spent praying for public support.”51
The Washington Post’s Howard Kurtz concluded Obama’s overexposure was a deliberate ploy by the White House. “Clearly, the White House has made its choice. Obama will hit the airwaves whenever he can, as often as he can, in as many formats as he can, any time he’s got something to sell. Which is pretty much all the time.”52 Kurtz pointed out that Obama had already done ESPN, Leno, the network anchors, 60 Minutes, and a slew of other programs. “Then there was NBC’s day in the life, ABC’s townhall forum, the four prime-time news conferences, the comedy bits for Conan and Colbert, and on and on.” And Obama was preparing for sitdowns with Steve Kroft and CNBC’s John Harwood, interviews on Meet the Press, Face the Nation, This Week, State of the Union, and a Univision show. “And in case that doesn’t provide enough pop,” wrote Kurtz, “he’ll do Letterman on Monday.”53 Time’s James Poniewozik, in his article, “Obama to Appear on Everything, Everywhere, Except Fox,” asked, “Should he just put a 24-hour webcam in the White House and be done with it?”54
Obama was oblivious to the diminishing returns his media saturation and endless speechifying were yielding. At one point he said, “Everything there is to say about health care has been said”—and then he promptly gave another healthcare speech. Amazingly, Obama regarded one of his cardinal problems to be his ostensible lack of communication with the public. He told ABC’s George Stephanopoulos, “If there’s one thing that I regret this year, [it] is that we were so busy just getting stuff done and dealing with the immediate crises that were in front of us, that I think we lost some of that sense of speaking directly to the American people about what their core values are and why we have to make sure those institutions are matching up with those values.”55
Baltimore Sun TV critic David Zurawik skewered Obama for insinuating himself into virtually every square foot of the public arena, writing, “He’s baaack: TV Obama is everywhere—again.” Speaking of Scott Brown’s victory in the Massachusetts Senate race, Zurawik argued,
Yes, the president did indeed get the message from Massachusetts, but it might not be the one angry and frightened Americans meant to send. The message he appears to have received: Get back on TV like it’s 2008 and you are running for president. Because while this governing thing has not been working out too well during the first year, the one thing you can do is perform in front of the camera like no other politician since Ronald Reagan. Work it, baby, work it. As I have written before, when the going gets tough, President Obama gets on television.
. . . Last year at this time, as a media and TV critic, I was delighted at the thought of having the most savvy TV president since Ronald Reagan to write about for the next four years. Today, as a citizen, I am utterly dismayed by the way those TV skills have been used to paper over what appears to be a lack of vision and sustained effort from the man behind the video image.56
With kudos to Zurawick for correctly pinpointing Obama’s overemphasis on media and under-emphasis on governance, it’s not Obama’s lack of vision, but the nature of his vision that is most troubling, as we will discuss in later chapters.
Well into his second year in office, Obama still couldn’t get enough of himself on television—no matter the occasion. Obama agreed to appear on CBS’s Early Show with co-anchor Harry Smith in a court-side interview for the Final Four basketball games. As part of the telecast, Smith and the network’s NCAA analyst, Clark Kellogg, shot hoops with Obama on the White House basketball court. The interview and the “game” aired during CBS’s coverage of the Final Four.
With so much invested in Obama, it was unsurprising that some of his biggest media supporters tried to hide the unpopularity of his policies. For example, during the healthcare debate in July 2009, a New York Times/CBS poll showed that Obama’s healthcare plan was deeply unpopular: 69 percent of respondents believed it would hurt the quality of their own healthcare; 73 percent believed it would limit their access to tests and treatment; 62 percent believed it would require them to change doctors; 76 percent believed it would lead to them paying higher taxes; and 77 percent believed it would cause their healthcare costs to increase. How did the New York Times cover the results of its own poll? It buried the story on page A-17.57
Obama, of course, knew where his bread was being buttered. In October 2009 he invited a number of his favorite liberal media mouthpieces, such as MSNBC’s Keith Olbermann and Rachel Maddow, the New York Times’ Maureen Dowd, Gwen Ifill of PBS, Gloria Borger of CNN, and Eugene Robinson of the Washington Post, to a two and a half hour off-the-record briefing. As some commentators noted, Obama only gave General Stanley McChrystal, then-commander of U.S. troops in Afghanistan, a mere twenty-five minutes after the general flew from London to discuss national security with the president in Copenhagen. 58
Obama’s self-infatuation didn’t falter with the public’s declining support. Toward the end of 2009, his approval ratings had plummeted to their lowest point to date, with 18 percent more Americans strongly disapproving of his performance (42 percent) than strongly approving (24 percent).59 Unfazed, he told Oprah Winfrey he would give himself “a good solid B+ for his first year in office,” stressing again that he had inherited “the biggest set of challenges of any president since Franklin Delano Roosevelt.” And the only reason he humbled himself to a mere B+ was because “of the things that are undone. . . . If I get health care passed we tip into A minus.”60
SEEDS OF MSM DISENCHANTMENT
As enamored of Obama as the media were, it was not a relationship without some snags. As sure as familiarity breeds contempt, some reporters began to notice Obama’s unflappably high opinion of himself and that in some cases he was acting like a prima donna. The New Republic’s Gabriel Sherman wrote in August 2008 that the press’s flame for Obama “seems to have dwindled.” Reporters had begun to complain Obama was not transparent as he claimed, with one exclaiming Obama’s handlers were “total tightwads with information.” Another asserted the Obama campaign approached the press with a sense of entitlement. “They’re an arrogant operation. Young and arrogant. They don’t believe in transparency with their own campaign.”
Obama’s team was most defensive when reporters looked into Obama’s sketchy biography. “They’re terrified of people poking around Obama’s life,” said one reporter. “The whole Obama narrative is built around this narrative that Obama and David Axelrod built, and, like all stories, it’s not entirely true. So they have to be protective of the crown jewels.” The campaign reportedly went so far as to request Obama’s old friends and Harvard classmates not to talk to the press without permission.61
New York Times chief political correspondent Adam Nagourney received a terse e-mail from Obama’s press office complaining about a Times poll and about Nagourney and Megan Thee’s corresponding front-page article interpreting it, “Poll Finds Obama Isn’t Closing Divide on Race.” Nagourney responded and thought the matter was resolved, but discovered the next day the Obama campaign had issued a statement slamming his article. Nagourney said, “I’ve never had an experience like this, with this campaign or others. I thought they crossed the line. If you have a problem with a story I write, call me first. I’m a big boy. I can handle it. But they never called. They attacked me like I’m a political opponent.”62
Nagourney was not the only reporter gratuitously offended by Obama. In April, New York Times reporter Helene Cooper complained that in a joint presser with British prime minister Gordon Brown, Obama tried to cut off the press after only six questions. “Is President Obama trying to muzzle his press corps?” she asked.63
In June 2008 Obama “ditched” the press on his plane for a secret meeting with Hillary Clinton at Senator Dianne Feinstein’s Washington home, leaving reporters “trapped” on the flight to Chicago. This provoked a number of D.C. bureau chiefs for major news organizations to send an irate letter to Obama aides Robert Gibbs and David Plouffe, threatening not to reimburse the Obama campaign for the flight. “The decision to mislead reporters is a troubling one,” said the letter. “We hope this does not presage a relationship with the Obama campaign that is not based on a mutual respect for the truth.”64
The Washington Post’s Dana Milbank also commented on Obama’s “presumptuousness” in the summer of 2008 for virtually assuming the role of president before he won the election. “Barack Obama has long been his party’s presumptive nominee,” wrote Milbank. “Now he’s becoming its presumptuous nominee.” Milbank cited Obama’s “presidential-style world tour,” where world leaders and American military brass lined up to show him respect; his tele-conference with the actual president’s Treasury secretary; his meeting with the Pakistani prime minister; his meeting with the Federal Reserve chairman for a briefing; and his appearance at a House Democrat “presidential-style pep rally” on Capitol Hill. On his way to that meeting, according to Milbank, his motorcade was more insulating than the actual president’s. Traffic was routinely shut down for his cars, even to facilitate his appearance at high money fundraisers. He reportedly told congressional Democrats, “This is the moment... that the world is waiting for.... I have become a symbol of the possibility of America returning to our best traditions.”65
As president, Obama has been quick to lecture others, but just as fast to exempt himself from his own advice. When he signed his “stimulus” bill into law, he lectured that everyone must sacrifice for the greater good—that everyone must have “some skin in the game.” But Obama reportedly threw a party at the White House every three days during his first year in office. As Republican congressman Bob Latta sardonically remarked, “Let the good times roll.”66
GET BACK IN TOUCH
It wasn’t just the press that began to notice that Obama, the man, didn’t quite live up to Obama, the mirage. Among the first to withdraw support were conservative elites who’d given him the benefit of the doubt. Independents followed suit, and by the end of his first year in office, even many Democrats and much of the hard Left had begun to turn against him for various reasons. The same held true for some mainstream Democrats.
In March 2010, Dee Dee Myers, White House press secretary under President Clinton, wrote an open memo to Obama urging him to “Get Back in Touch.” Clinton “never tired” of happily mixing with the people and demonstrating his empathy for their plight, she argued. Clinton might have been faulted for his “neediness,” but at least that caused him to interact with the people. Obama, on the other hand, projects “self-reliance: he’s calm, he’s cool; he’s self-possessed. . . . But while eschewing emotion—and its companion, vulnerability—Obama should be careful not to sacrifice empathy, the ‘I feel your pain’ connection that sustained Clinton. . . . If people believe you’re on their side, they will trust your decisions.” But too often, said Myers, Obama sends the signal “that he stands alone—and likes it that way.”67
According to Myers, Obama needs to emulate Clinton’s habit of reminding “people that he was like them.” People, though, still personally approve of Obama even if they don’t approve of his policies, she said. They like him; they “want to have a beer with him. They’re just not sure he wants to have a beer with them.”68
On these points Myers is right, except her advice is wishful thinking. Obama sends the signal that he likes standing alone because he does. He is aloof and arrogant. He most certainly doesn’t want to have beers with the people, except where he can exploit that image to extricate himself from a political jam—as with the “beer summit,” designed to contain the political damage he sustained after accusing a Cambridge police officer of “acting stupidly” and implying the officer was racist for arresting his friend, Harvard professor Henry Louis Gates Jr., even though Obama admitted he didn’t know all the facts of the incident.
It’s not just that Obama doesn’t want to have a beer with “ordinary folks,” as he refers to us; he also didn’t seem too anxious to pay his respects to the victims of the Fort Hood terrorist attack, in which Islamic fanatic Nidal Malik Hasan killed twelve U.S. soldiers and a civilian and wounded dozens more. Apparently, Obama feared a high-profile reaction to the attack might call more attention to this horrific act of Islamic terrorism, undermining his dogmatic denial of any connection between Islam and terrorism. So he casually waited a few days after the massacre to travel to Fort Hood, showing a “strange disconnectedness,” according to British reporter Toby Harnden. Harnden wrote, “A year into his presidency . . . Mr. Obama seems a curiously bloodless president. If he experiences passion, he seldom shows it.”
Obama’s first comments on the attack were certainly “disconnected” and “bloodless.” As Americans across the nation tuned in to live TV for the president’s reaction to the massacre of American troops on U.S. soil, they encountered a strange scene. Speaking at the conclusion of a conference on Native American issues, Obama opened his speech by good-naturedly praising the “extraordinary” conference, giving a bizarre “shout out” to “Dr. Joe Medicine Crow,” and declaring that continuing the conference’s business was a “top priority” for his administration. Then, he paid a few minutes of eerily dispassionate lip service to the victims of the “horrible incident” at Fort Hood before finishing his remarks by once again praising the results of the conference.
Writer Robert A. George was horrified at the inappropriateness of Obama’s performance. He wrote, “Instead of a somber chief executive offering reassuring words and expressions of sympathy and compassion, viewers saw a wildly disconnected and inappropriately light president making introductory remarks.... Anyone at home aware of the major news story of the previous hours had to have been stunned. An incident like this requires a scrapping of the early light banter.”69
In his next press conference on the event Obama offered “an update on the tragedy that took place,” which, as Toby Harnden noted, was like treating Hasan’s killing spree “as if it was an earthquake and not a terrorist attack from an enemy within. . . . Completely missing was the eloquence that Mr. Obama employs when talking about himself. Absent too was any sense that the President empathized with the families and comrades of those murdered.”70
Contrast Obama’s reaction to that of former President George W. Bush, who upon hearing about the massacre, drove thirty miles with his wife Laura to Fort Hood and spent “considerable time” visiting the victims’ families in private, having instructed the base commander they wanted no press coverage of their visit.71
Obama similarly turned heads at his signing of the Daniel Pearl Freedom of the Press Act, with his ludicrous comments on the Islamic terrorists’ beheading of Pearl. Obama told reporters, “Obviously, the loss of Daniel Pearl was one of those moments that captured the world’s imagination because it reminded us of how valuable a free press is.” As blogger Jim Hoft aptly noted, “No, Barack. It was horrifying. . . . It had nothing to do with freedom of the press. They beheaded Daniel Pearl because he was an American and a Jew. They beheaded Daniel Pearl because they were Islamic radicals. Something you have not yet figured out.”72
OBAMA MOSTLY HEARS OBAMA
While many Obama supporters laud his supposed willingness to listen, he is actually better at pretending to listen. His mind is generally set in stone on his big agenda items. As Sarah Palin wrote following the Massachusetts Senate election, “Instead of sensibly telling the American people, ‘I’m listening,’ the president is saying, ‘Listen up, people!’”73 Similarly, former congressman Ernest Istook wrote, “I’ve attended at least 15 State of the Union speeches, and this one will stand out mostly for the fact that Obama could have said he listened to America and learned from us—but he didn’t.”74
Obama’s disinclination to genuine listening was starkly evident during his televised healthcare summit. In his promos for the event and in his opening remarks, he promised to listen to all ideas. But as the Washington Times noted, “Turns out he meant he’d be listening to his own voice.” He spoke 119 minutes, more than all Republicans combined (110 minutes), and more than all other Democrats combined (114 minutes), resulting in 233 total minutes for Democrats and 119 minutes for Republicans—illustrating his idea of partisan balance. When Senate Republican leader Mitch McConnell complained early in the proceedings that Democrats had controlled more than twice the amount of time as Republicans, Obama first denied it, then shot back, “You’re right. There was an imbalance on the opening statements because—I’m the president. . . . I didn’t count my time in terms of dividing it evenly.”75 Just in case Obama wasn’t clear, he reminded Senator John McCain during the summit, after McCain suggested that the American people overwhelmingly rejected ObamaCare and opposed special deals for certain states: “Let me make this point, John, because we’re not campaigning anymore, the election is over.”76
Of all the stories illustrating Obama’s unwillingness to listen, the granddaddy had to be his statement following the partisan passage of ObamaCare that fateful Sunday night, March 21, 2010. He announced, “We proved that this government—a government of the people and by the people—still works for the people.... To every unsung American who took the time to sit down and write a letter or type out an e-mail hoping your voice would be heard—it has been heard tonight. . . . Tonight’s vote . . . is a victory for the American people.”77 All this, in the face of the people’s overwhelming opposition to ObamaCare as shown in poll after poll. And all this, despite the fact that the bill, notwithstanding overwhelming Democratic majorities in both chambers, could only be passed through legislative trickery, executive deception, political bribes, arm-twisting, and a meaningless executive order to supposedly negate the bill’s abortion funding provisions.
It was easy for Obama to appear congenial, even-tempered, and empathetic when everything was going his way and he was being treated as supernatural and infallible. But when reality finally set in, some of his seemingly positive attributes (coolness) were recognized for what they were (detachment). As Commentary’s Jennifer Rubin noted, “It’s hard to change who you are. And who Obama is, though an asset in the campaign, has now become a liability for him.”78
SOBBING KINDERGARTENERS
As shown in his statements on the Fort Hood massacre and the Daniel Pearl tribute, Obama seems to lack ordinary human emotions. This isn’t just a lack of empathy, but a marked insensitivity to things big and small, and a tendency to convert any situation into being about himself—no matter how inappropriate. While stumping for his healthcare bill at a Democratic National Committee fundraiser in Washington, he drew upon the usual anecdotal sob story to prove that yet another ill person had been mistreated by an insurance company. But with this one there was a particular twist. He injected into the dying woman’s sad story the bizarre tidbit that “she insisted she’s going to be buried in an Obama t-shirt.” The crowd laughed uncomfortably at his odd statement. But his determined expression showed he wasn’t joking, and that he believed the story was more poignant with the inclusion of the lady’s Obama-adoring request. 79
In another incident, more than 100 kindergarteners from Stafford County, Virginia, got up early for a field trip to the White House. When they arrived just ten minutes late because of heavy traffic, they were locked out. “We were going to the White House,” said 5-year-old Cameron Stine, “but we couldn’t get in so I felt sad.” Obama staffers claimed the kids’ entry into the White House would have interfered with the president’s scheduled event with the Super Bowl champion Pittsburgh Steelers. Cameron’s mother Paty Stine said, “I was angry cause they were disappointed.... Here we have President Obama and his administration saying, ‘we are for the common, middle class people,’ and here he is not letting 150 5-and 6-year olds into the White House because he’s throwing a lunch for a bunch of grown millionaires.” The White House later released a statement claiming the kids were really an hour late and expressing hope the tour could be rescheduled. 80
Though Obama frequently denounced President Bush for tarnishing America’s image abroad, he didn’t hesitate to snub Europeans when it interfered with his personal agenda. The day before he was scheduled to receive his Nobel Peace Prize in Oslo, Norway, Obama made news across Scandinavia for declining lunch with Norway’s King Harald V and even deciding not to visit his own Nobel exhibit—a tradition among prize recipients. “Everybody wants to visit the Peace Center except Obama,” reported the Norwegian daily Aftenposten. “A bit arrogant—a bit bad,” read the headline. “It’s very sad,” said Bente Erichsen, the Nobel Peace Center Director. “I totally understand why the Norwegian public is upset.”
Obama also skipped a concert in Oslo that had been arranged in his honor, as well as a meeting with Norwegian children who had planned to greet him in front of City Hall. “The American president is acting like an elephant in a porcelain shop,” observed Norwegian public relations expert Rune Morck-Wergeland. “In Norwegian culture, it’s very important to keep an agreement. We’re religious about that, and Obama’s actions have been clumsy. You just don’t say no to an invitation from a European king. Maybe Obama’s advisers are not very educated about European culture, but he is coming off as rude, even if he doesn’t mean to.”81
CAN’T BE BOTHERED
Obama’s impatience for dealing with the day to day details of his office has been widely noted. He has a big vision and doesn’t enjoy getting his hands dirty in policy details, even legislation essential to his agenda. He had a grand vision for socialized medicine that pundits routinely called “Obama’s plan,” or “ObamaCare,” but he didn’t even have his own plan when the Senate passed its controversial healthcare bill on Christmas Eve 2009. He later announced the basic points of his plan, but it was all smoke and mirrors, because the only bill that had been passed, and stood a chance of being signed into law, was the Senate bill. And that bill contained provisions Obama claimed he didn’t approve, and omitted essentials he promised his bill would contain. How else could he get away with lying about the fact that “his plan” would not include federal funding for abortion, for example, when the Senate bill clearly did?
By issuing his demands while standing outside the legislative process, Obama could deny accountability for controversial provisions of the healthcare bill. He was so far removed at times that Republican senator Charles Grassley jabbed him for his “nerve” in going “sightseeing in Paris” while exhorting lawmakers back home to ramrod the bill through Congress.82 He reluctantly learned his lesson when he was pressured into postponing a family trip to Indonesia to stay in Washington until the House voted on the Senate bill. By then, he realized he would have to personally twist arms of recalcitrant Democratic congressmen, some of whom, according to Politico, were “ducking” his calls.83
Obama also showed his aloofness in taking a Gulfstream Air Force jet with his wife for an expensive, taxpayer-supported date-night in New York City. So absorbed was this White House with photo-op-itis that it made the enormous blunder of dispatching a backup aircraft for Air Force One for a low-altitude flight over New York City, costing more than $300,000 and panicking some local residents who thought they were witnessing another 9/11-style attack.84
CLINICAL NARCISSISM?
The Encyclopedia Britannica defines narcissism as a “mental disorder characterized by extreme self-absorption, an exaggerated sense of self-importance, and a need for attention and admiration from others.” If the condition is acute it can rise to the level of a disorder marked by “deeply ingrained and lasting patterns of inflexible, maladaptive, or antisocial behavior.”85 Narcissism is described in one physician-reviewed online health journal as featuring an “excessive preoccupation with self and lack of empathy for others; an exaggerated sense of the person’s own importance and abilities. People with this trait believe themselves to be uniquely gifted.”
They are “arrogant” and “egotistical” and are “often snobs.” “They expect special treatment and concessions from others . . . and find it difficult to cope with criticism.” They have “a powerful need to be admired” and are consumed with their own feelings, having an “inflated sense of their own importance and of the significance of their achievements.... They feel entitled to great praise, attention, and deferential treatment by others, and have difficulty understanding or acknowledging the needs of others.”86
The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM IV-TR), a diagnostic manual used by mental health professionals, lists nine traits of a narcissist, at least five of which must be present and continue for a substantial period of time for a diagnosis to be made.87 More than five of these traits easily apply to Obama.
1. Grandiose sense of self-importance.
2. Preoccupation with fantasies of unlimited success, power, beauty, or ideal love.
3. Sense of specialness, belief he can only be understood by or should associate only with other special or high-status individuals or institutions.
4. Need for excessive admiration.
5. Heightened sense of entitlement, leading to unreasonable expectations that others should treat him especially favorably or comply automatically with his expectations.
6. Tendency to be interpersonally exploitive. A person with NPD does not hesitate in taking advantage of others to meet his own ends.
7. Lack of empathy, an inability or unwillingness to recognize or identify with the feelings or needs of others.
8. An envy of other people, or conversely, a belief that other people envy him.
9. A tendency toward arrogant behavior or attitude.
A psychotherapist called “Robin of Berkeley” wrote a fascinating and insightful profile of Obama on the American Thinker website, analyzing whether Obama is a narcissist. She says that most highly successful people have some degree of narcissism, and she acknowledges that the identifying attributes of a narcissist aren’t always clear-cut. She surmises that when people ask whether Obama is a narcissist, they aren’t talking about the “garden variety narcissist,” but more likely what M. Scott Peck called the “malignant narcissist” in his book People of the Lie. These types, she said, are “very dangerous creature[s] capable of great evil—the Hitler’s of the world, as well as the SS guards.” Peck’s malignant narcissist is “a witch’s brew of psychopathology: a narcissist, sociopath, and paranoid, with a generous dollop of delusional disorder thrown in.”88
Robin admits she can’t offer a definitive diagnosis of Obama, but believes there are reasons to be concerned about his character and his ability to “look reality squarely in the face.” She explains that for people to become well-functioning adults they need to become attached to people in order to develop a capacity for empathy, and they must form a firm and solid identity through healthy role models. She traces Obama’s background, detailing how unlikely it is that he acquired the essential personal relationships necessary to become a well-functioning adult. Without definitely stating whether Obama fits Peck’s description of a malignant narcissist, Robin paints a picture that makes the possibility quite plausible.
Whether or not Obama ultimately fits the definition, his background is instructive for anyone trying to understand his personality and his attitudes, especially toward America and its system of government, its economic system, its record on race and foreign policy, and the overall character of its people. There is simply no way to understand Obama and his grandiose plans for America without examining relevant facts about his upbringing and mentorship.
Robin summarizes pertinent information about Obama’s history that is on the public record. He was raised, she says, “with an odd assortment of characters who seemed to have no clue about the emotional needs of a child,” and “dragged like a rag doll all over the place, and subjected to conditions that had to be disturbing and alienating.” He was abandoned by both parents, “schlepped” from country to country, treated to an alcoholic stepfather and alcoholic father, and eventually left with his grandparents with whom he’d “arrived at an unspoken pact: . . . I could live with them and they’d leave me alone so long as I kept my troubles out of sight.” His grandfather had been abandoned by his own father when he was eight, and he found the body of his mother after she had committed suicide. As an adult the grandfather was so disappointed he didn’t have a son that he gave his daughter—Obama’s mother—the male name “Stanley.” Then he entrusted Obama’s mentorship to Frank Marshall Davis, who was not only a Communist but also “a pedophile . . . an alcoholic, a racist, and a misogynist.”89
According to Robin and others, Davis, who blamed racism and capitalism for most of society’s ills and injustices, strongly influenced Obama. Obama’s search for his own identity was answered when he concluded, under Davis’s tutelage, that he “could wrap his mind around—rage at the system. Obama apparently became filled with resentment and anger even though he lived a privileged life in Hawaii.” As Obama became an adult he surrounded himself with people of a similar worldview who “reinforced and hardened” his own beliefs, people such as the Reverend Jeremiah Wright, Bill Ayers, and even his wife Michelle, whose animus toward this country prior to Obama’s ascension are quite well known. Robin concludes that dealing with the hardships he had encountered in life, “he made the personal political,” transferring culpability from his parents and grandparents to racism and the system.
She says she hopes Obama is not, in the end, a malignant narcissist, but closes with a chilling description of such people from People of the Lie: “The evil are ‘people of the lie,’ deceiving others as they build layer upon layer of self-deception. . . . Evil may be recognized by its very disguise. . . . We see the smile that hides the hatred, the smooth and oily manner that masks the fury, the velvet glove that covers the fist.... The evil hate the light—the light of goodness that shows them up, the light of scrutiny that exposes them, the light of truth that penetrates their deception.”90
James Lewis, also writing for American Thinker, further examines the question of Obama’s narcissism. Lewis acknowledges many people talk like narcissists, such as when teenagers “get grandiose,” but Obama has “turned all his grandiose talk into irrevocable action.” He observes Obama might well be the most radical president in American history. “We don’t have a national crisis today,” writes Lewis. “Obama is a national crisis.” Not only is he trying to cram his agenda down America’s throat almost without regard for whether it will damage his chances for re-election, but he has exhibited consistently odd behavior over the last two years, from giving Hillary the finger in the campaign, to “thrilling to the sound of his own voice” in Berlin, to presuming to speak to the whole Muslim world in Cairo at the Al Azhar Mosque, to personally trying “to rescue a scientifically phony climate treaty in Copenhagen,” to reacting with rage when Congressman Paul Ryan dismantled the fiscal credibility of ObamaCare straight to Obama’s face during the healthcare summit.91
This final incident, by the way, seems eerily similar to M. Scott Peck’s description of those hating “the light of truth that penetrates their deception.” Even CNN aired a montage of Obama’s peeved facial expressions at the healthcare summit. Host Candy Crowley observed, “All we’re saying is this is not the face a man who ought to play poker anytime soon. Whether you heard it or saw it, the message was pretty clear, patience and the days of debating health care are growing short.”
As Noel Sheppard of NewsBusters noted, this was a mild way of putting it. What Crowley would have said, had this been a Republican president, was, “The president acted like a spoiled child not only in front of America’s leaders but also on national television. The President demonstrated a surprising lack of leadership and diplomacy with his behavior, and not at all what we expected from the most powerful man on the planet whose greatest skill was supposed to be communicating and being able to bring people together.”92
This arrogance was evident in the sheer pretension of the ObamaCare legislation itself. Senator Lamar Alexander described ObamaCare as “the most brazen act of political arrogance since Watergate . . . in terms of thumbing your nose at the American people and saying ‘We know you don’t want it, but we’re going to give it to you anyway.’”93
James Lewis could have cited many other examples of Obama’s narcissistic behavior beyond the healthcare issue, from saying small town Americans “get bitter and they cling to guns or religion or antipathy toward people who aren’t like them,” to Obama’s alarmingly pedestrian, unpresidential, $3 million, taxpayer-funded jaunt to Copenhagen, with his wife flying on a separate plane, to lobby for the Olympics to be held in his hometown of Chicago.94 It was remarkable both in terms of Obama’s audacity in believing he could personally deliver the prize, and his egotism in placing himself center stage in such an endeavor and in demeaning his office by reducing himself to a glorified sports agent.
But in Copenhagen it was evident he truly believed his very presence would make a difference. Additionally, it was a chance to demonstrate how the world already viewed this nation more favorably simply because he was now president. When his bid for the Olympics failed, his team blamed it on some nefarious activities among those making the decision. Aide David Axelrod said Obama is held in “very high esteem by leaders around the world,” but “there are internal politics at the IOC [International Olympic Committee] that were at play,” and the president’s appearance didn’t overcome them.95 Clearly, it couldn’t just be that the IOC believed the Olympics should be held elsewhere or, Heaven forbid, that Obama’s presumptuous personal intervention backfired.
Lewis goes on to explore, without rendering a definitive opinion, whether Obama fits the description of a malignant narcissist by citing a partial checklist of attributes of such a person. The list includes a person’s rage in reaction to criticism or resistance to accomplishing his grandiose goals; his grandiose sense of self-worth; his attempt to pull down the self-worth of others when he senses his own self-worth is under attack; and his two-faced personality where the creation of a “false-self” is linked to the narcissist’s fear of being inadequate and results in his projecting a sense of superiority at all times.
Whether or not Obama can be fairly considered clinically narcissistic, it is hardly in doubt that he has a larger-than-life view of himself and his role in history (“when the rise of the oceans began to slow and our planet began to heal”); that he has grandiose plans (“transformational change”); that he expects to get his way simply by virtue of his self-perceived importance (“I won the election”); that he often reacts adversely to criticism (“I don’t want them to do a lot of talking”); that he tries to bring others down who resist him and thus challenge his self-esteem (reminding John McCain “the election is over”); and that he attacks the honesty of those who challenge him (Senator McConnell’s claims are “just plain false”).
Surrounding himself with sycophants and egged on by an adoring media, Obama assumed the presidency with the arrogant ambition of transforming America. He believed he was The One—a visionary whose great deeds would be remembered generations from now. But while his charisma was a great asset on the campaign trail, as president he quickly found that his trademark oratory could not convince a skeptical nation of the wisdom of his extravagant plans. Moreover, his personal magnetism proved ineffective on foreign leaders—including those of our enemies, whose fists remain stubbornly clenched against us.
But rather than adjusting his policies to these unpleasant realities, he persisted—and still persists—in his maximalist course, convinced that his growing legion of critics simply don’t comprehend the beneficence of his actions. The notion that his detractors, and the American people overall, do understand what he’s doing, and that’s precisely why they are increasingly hostile to his agenda, is an unacceptable concept to our budding autocrat.
Chapter Two
FRAUD AGAINST THE ELECTORATE
CRIMES AGAINST THE PUBLIC TRUST
President Obama came to office with a strong wind at his back. He established high expectations for himself, and the public took him at his word. He set himself up as having extraordinary gifts that could unite people around a new consensus to solve America’s problems. Though distinctly ideological—the nonpartisan National Journal ranked him as the most liberal U.S. Senator in 20071—he managed to convince many Americans he was above ideology and partisanship and was committed to implementing the best ideas, no matter on what side of the ideological spectrum they originated.
Even a disappointing number of conservative intellectuals came to believe he transcended ideology and possessed a refreshing mental acuity. Pete Wehner, former deputy assistant to President George W. Bush, admitted Obama was “an appealing figure to many Republicans,” who “would find it hard to generate much enthusiasm in opposing him.” Why? Because of his “eloquence,” his “personal grace and dignity,” and because he appeared to be a “well-grounded, decent, thoughtful man” who came across as “nonpartisan” and seemed to “transcend politics.” “Even when he disagrees with people, he doesn’t seem disagreeable,” marveled Wehner. Beyond Obama’s personal attributes, Wehner credited part of Obama’s appeal to his message, which “at its core, is about unity and hope rather than division and resentment.”2
Wehner’s praise for Obama was no isolated incident. As conservative philosopher and columnist Thomas Sowell observed, many Republicans were planning to vote for Obama, Republicans whom fellow columnist Robert Novak labeled “Obamacons.”3 Pollster John Zogby said he had “polling showing one-fifth of conservatives supporting Obama.”4
Christopher Buckley, the son of the godfather of modern conservatism, William F. Buckley Jr., endorsed Obama, citing his “first-class temperament” and “first-class intellect.” Buckley acknowledged Obama is a “lefty” while insisting, “I am not. I am a small-government conservative who clings tenaciously and oldfashionedly to the idea that one ought to have balanced budgets.” But, said Buckley, “I’ve read Obama’s books, and they are first-rate.” Oddly, Buckley persuaded himself that through the sheer power of his presumed intellect, Obama would “surely understand that traditional left-politics aren’t going to get us out of this pit we’ve dug for ourselves.”5
Similarly, Doug Kmiec, head of the Office of Legal Counsel under President Reagan and George H. W. Bush, endorsed Obama, believing “him to be a person of integrity, intelligence, and genuine good will.” Like Buckley, Kmiec was impressed with Obama’s books and what they supposedly revealed about his intelligence and bipartisanship. “I am convinced, based upon his public pronouncements and his personal writing, that on each of these questions [abortion, traditional marriage, constitutional interpretation, and religious freedom] he is not closed to understanding opposing points of view and, as best as it is humanly possible, he will respect and accommodate them.”6
David Brooks, the New York Times’ reputedly conservative columnist, gushed that he was “dazzled” by Obama’s intellect, based on an interview with him where Obama effortlessly expostulated the “very subtle thought process” of Reinhold Neibuhr, which is “based on the idea that you have to use power while it corrupts you.” Brooks was also impressed with Obama’s “tremendous powers of social perception,” in part, at least, because Obama noticed that Brooks, in a column he had written attacking the Republican Congress’s excessive spending, had thrown in a few sentences attacking Democrats to make himself feel better.7
Francis Fukuyama, author and Professor of International Political Economy at Johns Hopkins University, a neo-conservative who had become disillusioned with the war in Iraq, endorsed Obama. Like Obama’s other center-right supporters, Fukuyama expressed optimism in Obama’s potential for “delivering a different kind of politics.”8 Scott McClellan, a former spokesman for President George W. Bush, jumped on the Obama bandwagon for similar reasons: in his view, Obama had “the best chance of changing the way Washington works.” Ken Adelman, described by the Wall Street Journal as “a prominent conservative on foreign policy matters,” 9 told the New Yorker he was supporting Obama “primarily for two reasons, those of temperament and judgment.”10 Former Massachusetts governor William Weld, while by no means a staunch conservative, endorsed Obama as a “once-in-a-lifetime candidate who will transform our politics and restore America’s standing in the world.”11
Shortly before the election, former Reagan chief of staff Ken Duberstein announced his support for Obama. 12 Around the same time, a group of five former appointees of Republican president Dwight Eisenhower released a statement endorsing Obama, saying he “has the judgment, the intellect, the character, the vision, the values, the empathy, the natural leadership ability and the capacity to attract the most qualified people to his administration—all the qualities that would make him a great President.”13 Even the Economist magazine, whose editorial board is considered fiscally conservative, backed Obama, citing his “style, intelligence and discipline.”14
THE EXPLOITATION OF A GIFT
Alas, Obama’s self-portrait as a uniter was at best an exercise in self-delusion, at worst an example of old-fashioned deceit. As Newsweek revealed in its behind-the-scenes retrospective of the campaign, Obama knew he had a gift, “a way of making very smart, very accomplished people feel virtuous just by wanting to help Barack Obama.” He exploited this talent in his successful run for president of the Harvard Law Review in the mid-1980s. Though his politics were “conventionally liberal,” he garnered the support of conservatives because he “was a good listener, attentive, and empathetic, and his powerful mind could turn disjointed screeds into reasoned consensus.” But there was something more—something deeper. As a black man, he appeared to have moved beyond racial politics and narrowly defined interest groups, seeming indifferent to “the politics of identity and grievance” and showing “no sense of entitlement or resentment.”15
But, the article continued, “Obama had a way of transcending ambition, though he himself was ambitious as hell.” Newsweek might as well have simply said Obama was not—at least as regards personal ambition—as he appeared. It could have made the same point regarding his seeming indifference to the politics of identity and grievance or his showing “no sense of entitlement or resentment.”16
For in fact, while Obama talked a good game about having risen above race issues, eschewing any sense of entitlement, rejecting identity politics, and demonstrating a willingness to listen to all sides and bring them together into a magical consensus, the reality was starkly different. Obama’s unifying facade only appeared when dealing in the generalities and routine doubletalk of a campaign. Once in office, when he began encountering resistance to his extreme liberal policy agenda, the congeniality and counterfeit bipartisanship withered away, to be replaced by the strident, arrogant, patronizing narcissism that brooked neither criticism nor opposition. His trademark “cool” also gave way, at times, to impulses of haughty impatience and intolerance to ideas outside his ideological comfort zone.
He proved to be anything but post-racial, as we saw in his Justice Department’s summary dismissal of the slam-dunk case against New Black Panther Party members for voter intimidation. He was anything but post-partisan, as we saw in his repeated “calling out” of Republicans for their alleged dishonesty when they dared oppose his agenda on its merits. He was anything but post-grievance when he repeatedly denounced America’s blemished history, for which it clearly had to atone.
And resentment? It permeated his every speech and policy proposal: resentment at America’s history on race, resentment at capitalism for allowing disparities of income, resentment at America for consuming too many natural resources, resentment at America for its “arrogance” and “dismissiveness” and “imperialism” in dealing with other nations, and resentment at banks, corporations, insurance companies, pharmaceuticals, conservatives, and small-town Americans for all their supposed sins.
None of this should have surprised conservatives, especially self-described intellectual ones, who should have seen through his feigned centrism and bipartisanship to his uncompromising liberalism. Signs of his radicalism were everywhere, from his parents, mentors, and college and post-college associations, to his autobiographies, to his street organizing and other political activism in Chicago, to his record in the state senate and U.S. Senate, to his church and its illustrious, America-hating, racially obsessed, Marxist-leaning pastor, to his spontaneous statements on the presidential campaign trail.
Despite the gaping biographical holes and general mysteriousness of Obama’s background, there was abundant information in the public domain to show, beyond doubt, that both of his natural parents, his stepfather, and his primary mentor Frank Marshall Davis were all radicals; that the pastor and church he chose were steeped in the Marxism and racialism of Black Liberation Theology; and that he associated and worked with leftist street activists in Chicago. Everything about his past pointed to radicalism.
In fact, during some unscripted moments on the campaign trail he couldn’t conceal his redistributionist mindset, such as when he told Joe the Plumber he wanted to spread the wealth around, or confessed to Charlie Gibson during the primary presidential debate that he supported capital gains tax increases as “a matter of fairness,” even knowing they would reduce tax revenue. Those who didn’t see the unmistakable signs of Obama’s radicalism were trying not to see them, for many of us were sounding the alarm bells. As Ben Domenech wrote in the Washington Times in June 2008, “Barack Obama has been ranked as the most liberal member of the United States Senate. He favors socialized health care, significant tax increases, abortion on demand. He is supported enthusiastically by George Soros, Walter Mondale, and Jimmy Carter. So why would any thinking conservative support Sen. Obama for president in 2008?”17
Why indeed? Well, as columnist Robert Novak wrote, “The Obamacon syndrome is based on hostility to Bush and his administration, and revulsion over today’s Republican Party.”18 Conservatives were up in arms over the Republicans’ dismal record on spending—a record that now seems relatively austere. Additionally, conservative elites felt revulsion at Bush’s alleged anti-intellectualism and were growing disenchanted with the Iraq war—not to mention John McCain was hardly the conservatives’ ideal candidate.
The “intellectual” conservatives were embarrassed by Bush and anxious to identify with one of their own. To some extent, it was no more complicated than a revenge of the nerds. They identified with Obama and their hubris drove them to get behind him as a form of self-approbation, elevating trappings of intellectualism above experience and certainly above ideology. For all their intelligence, they were either pathetically naïve or had engaged in self-deception about his “conservative values.” They were willing to look the other way on his liberalism because they placed a higher emphasis on his supposed intelligence than on how he would use it. Former National Review editor Wick Allison, explaining his support for Obama,19 pointed one reporter to an op-ed his conservative wife had penned for the Dallas Morning News. Hailing Obama as “prudent, thoughtful, and courageous,” Christine Allison exclaimed that Obama’s “life story embodies the conservative values that go to the core of my beliefs.”20
Despite all their accolades for Obama, some Obamacons still seemed anxious he would end up governing like a liberal. Christopher Buckley declared, “If [Obama] raises taxes and throws up tariff walls and opens up the coffers of the DNB to bribe-money from the special interest groups . . . then he will almost certainly reap a whirlwind that will make Katrina look like a balmy summer zephyr.”21 Likewise, Ken Adelman confessed, “I sure hope Obama is more open, centrist, sensible—dare I say, Clintonesque—than his liberal record indicates, than his cooperation with Nancy Pelosi and Harry Reid portends. If not I will be even more startled by my vote than I am now.”22
But in fairness to the center-right intellectuals, Obama is a poseur who masked his liberalism to buttress his image as an exemplar of a new kind of politics. During his first Illinois state senate run in 1996, he sat for an interview and then filled out a questionnaire issued by a liberal Chicago non-profit group, revealing very liberal positions on key issues. He expressed opposition to parental notification on abortions, though later amended it to say he might support it for 12- or 13-year-olds, but no older. He flatly opposed the death penalty, and he supported bans on the sale, possession, and manufacture of guns.
During his presidential campaign, Obama’s staff unconvincingly claimed the responses were filled out by a campaign aide who “unintentionally mischaracterize(d) his position,” but they never explained the similarity of the respondent’s handwriting to his own, nor did they refute Politico’s finding that Obama himself actually sat for the interview and submitted the amended questionnaire.23 Despite this evidence, Obama’s campaign presented a fact sheet denying he ever held those views, insisting he “consistently supported the death penalty for certain crimes but backed a moratorium until problems were fixed,” and “has consistently supported common-sense gun control, as well as the rights of law-abiding gun owners.”24
Obama wouldn’t own up to his liberalism throughout the entire presidential campaign. He took umbrage at anyone calling him a liberal. In one campaign speech he mocked his critics, saying,
“Oh, he’s liberal, he’s liberal.” Let me tell you something. There’s nothing liberal about wanting to reduce money in politics. That is common sense. There’s nothing liberal about wanting to make sure [our soldiers] are treated properly when they come home. . . . There’s nothing liberal about wanting to make sure that everybody has healthcare. We are spending more on healthcare in this country than any other advanced country, but we’ve still got more uninsured. There’s nothing liberal about saying that doesn’t make sense, and we should do something smarter with our healthcare system.25
Some of those assertions may be correct, but there is something liberal—very liberal—about spending America into oblivion, resurrecting failed welfare schemes, kowtowing to big labor, nationalizing healthcare and automakers, and seeking to foist crushing energy and other taxes on the American people—all of which Obama has done or is trying to do as president.
COMMUNITY ORGANIZING WRAPPED IN A BIPARTISAN PACKAGE
Even if some conservative intellectuals were slow on the uptake, Obama’s fellow liberals knew he was one of them. Mark Schmitt, executive editor of the American Prospect (subtitled “Liberal Intelligence”), wrote about Obama’s duplicity as early as late 2007—though Schmitt hardly used the pejorative “duplicity.” He argued Obama was not so ideologically different from Hillary Clinton; rather, he was employing tactics designed to make him appear less ideological in order to advance his agenda. The two Democratic candidates, wrote Schmitt, though having similar ideologies, have different “assumptions about the current circumstance and how the levers of power can be used to get the country back on track.”26
Schmitt rejected the claim of some leftists that Obama was naïve about “power and partisanship.” He was playing the electorate, saying what it wanted to hear as a “tactic,” a method of “subverting and breaking the unified conservative power structure.” Political commentators, Schmitt argued, have a duty to “describe the [political] situation exactly.” But if you’re a presidential candidate, looking to impose “progressive governance,” you have a duty to “subvert it.... Claiming the mantle of bipartisanship and national unity, and defining the problem to be solved (e.g., universal health care) puts one in a position of strength, and Republicans would defect from that position at their own risk.”
In other words, seduce the people to vote for you with promises of hope and change and, once elected, enact transformational change the voters actually oppose. “The public, and younger voters in particular,” wrote Schmitt, “seem to want an end to partisanship and conflictual politics, and an administration that came in with that premise (an option not available to Hillary Clinton), would have a tremendous advantage, at least for a moment.”
“For a moment”—how prescient!
Obama’s “bipartisan” approach, according to Schmitt, was “better positioned to take advantage” of the “math”: persuading sufficient numbers of Republican senators to cross the aisle on issues such as healthcare in order to reach the filibuster-proof number of sixty votes, which Schmitt wrongly assumed Democrats would not achieve in the 2008 elections. Schmitt also maintained that Obama could use his skills as a “community organizer” to leverage his self-made reputation as a bipartisan against the Republicans’ image as a “bad-faith opposition” party. You “draw the person in, treat them as if they were operating in good faith, and draw them into a conversation about how they actually would solve the problem. If they have nothing, it shows. And that’s not a tactic of bipartisan Washington idealists—it’s a hard-nosed tactic of community organizers, who are acutely aware of power and conflict. It’s how you deal with intractable demands—put ’em on a committee. Then define the committee’s mission your own way.”27
Schmitt couldn’t have been more accurate in analyzing Obama’s strategy, which he employed, for example, in his bogus healthcare summit. Unhappily for Obama, Republicans didn’t “have nothing.” Obama did—and it showed. Congressional Republicans like Paul Ryan and Eric Cantor deftly challenged his dubious assertions, frustrating Obama and robbing him of his trademark eloquence. Obama tried to stigmatize his Republican challengers during and after the summit, but his plan backfired, as he revealed his own pettiness, partisanship, and dogmatism.
The New Republic’s Jonathan Chait, who once penned a hysterical screed against George W. Bush saying he hated almost everything about him,28 recently wrote about the difference between Obama’s inclusive rhetoric and actual practice, all but admitting Obama’s deceit—and apparently approving it. “I still find it strange,” wrote Chait, “how little understood President Obama’s political method is. The first person I know who identified it is Mark Schmitt, over two years ago. At the time, many liberals viewed Obama’s inclusive rhetoric as a sign that he intended to capitulate the liberal agenda for the sake of winning Republican agreement. Schmitt disagreed. Obama’s language is highly conciliatory, he wrote, but the method isn’t.”29
In a previous piece, Chait had likened Obama’s approach to Republicans to his approach to “foreign enemies like the Iranian regime: take them up on their claim to some shared goal (nuclear disarmament, health care reform), elide their preferred red herrings, engage them seriously, and then expose their disingenuousness.” Chait wrote, “This apparent paradox is one reason Obama’s political identity has eluded easy definition. On the one hand, you have a disciple of the radical community organizer Saul Alinsky turned ruthless politician. On the other hand, there is the conciliatory post-partisan idealist. The mistake here is in thinking of these two notions as opposing poles. In reality it’s all the same thing. Obama’s defining political trait is the belief that conciliatory rhetoric is a ruthless strategy.” Bingo, but it gets even better:
Obama’s health care summit is a classic example of the Obama method. Once again, skeptics are viewing it as a plot that depends on securing Republican cooperation. . . . That’s not the point. Obama knows perfectly well that the Republicans have no serious proposals to address the main problems of the health care system and have no interest (or political room, given their crazy base) in handing him a victory of any substance. Obama is bringing them in to discuss health care so he can expose this reality. 30
Chait understands Obama’s method. Why don’t conservative “intellectuals?”
OBAMA’S NO RONALD REAGAN
But Obama’s deception about his liberalism was not as simple a ruse to pull off as his charade as a bipartisan, nor has he employed it as deftly as Bill Clinton executed his strategy to sell himself as a New Democrat and Third Way politician. Clinton was a card-carrying member of the reputedly centrist Democratic Leadership Council and far more willing to compromise his agenda and deviate from his true ideology if it would increase his popularity or divert attention from his myriad scandals. In a speech to the DLC in 1993 he hailed its approach of infusing “new ideas and new energy, a new direction and reinvigoration into the party that most of us belong to by heritage, instinct, and conviction.” He went on to express his fealty to the DLC’s commitment to bringing the Democratic Party closer to the center on fiscal and national security policies.31
Obama’s task was more complex, both because he had greater ambitions than Clinton and because he was less inclined to compromise, being far more of a leftist ideologue than Clinton. Obama said he saw himself as a transformative figure like Ronald Reagan; he truly intended to “fundamentally change” America. Of course, ideologically, Obama was the anti-Reagan, who intended to undo what remained of the Reagan agenda as well as that of the 1994 Republican Contract with America. But he couldn’t afford to let Americans know that (any more than he already had through his previous activism, his liberal voting record, and his unscripted comments), because America is still a center-right nation, even if many Americans were disenchanted with Republicans at the time Obama was running.
Obama held himself out as transformative all right, but also above ideology. It’s difficult to be transformative from the center, however, or even to make that case. In the end, that’s a major reason Obama’s campaign was so filled with platitudes and vague, emotional catch phrases such as “hope” and “change.” By luck he came onto the presidential scene when we were beset by financial crises and the public had grown weary of the Iraq war. Obama seized on the public’s mood, played their fears like a virtuoso musician, and depicted America as being in dire straights from which only he could deliver us. By playing up the crisis mentality, and with unprecedented support and cover from the press, he was able to get away with his vacuous slogans without ever defining them.
It didn’t take long for Obama to reveal his true colors once in office. He had sold himself as post-racial, bipartisan, sagacious and mature beyond his years, effortlessly fluent and articulate, moderate, transparent, honest, non-ideological, and open to opposing views. But inside a few months, he showed himself to be deeply racial, aggressively partisan, grossly incompetent, often verbally awkward apart from his teleprompter, an inflexible liberal ideologue, secretive, dishonest, undemocratic, dogmatic and dictatorial, and intolerant and dismissive of his opposition.
His signature “charismatic charm” and “congeniality” soon degenerated into what Washington Examiner White House correspondent Julie Mason described as his “irritation, imperiousness and dissatisfaction.” “More than a year later” wrote Mason, “a different picture of Obama is emerging. Impatient with gainsayers and frustrated with political process, the president seems increasingly disenchanted as progress on his own agenda remains elusive.” She quoted Republican strategist Kevin Madden saying, “The entire 2008 Obama campaign was built around a cult of personality. He is totally lacking the kind of leadership skills you forge after a long time on Capitol Hill.”32 In fact, at this point Obama’s incompetent leadership had only begun to emerge, as we later realized with his disastrous mismanagement of the Gulf oil spill.
We’ll take a closer look in the next several chapters at how Obama’s true nature and personal attributes emerged during his first year-plus in office, and revealed that he was nothing like the messianic figure he had presented himself to be, in attitude or substance.
Chapter Three
THE LIAR
CRIMES AGAINST GOOD GOVERNANCE AND THE OFFICE OF THE PRESIDENCY
Obama was certainly duplicitous on the campaign trail, but he’s been even more deceitful in office. As an Investors Business Daily op-ed noted, “Barack Obama has an elastic (capable of being stretched) approach to reality. Facts that do not suit him are set aside and replaced with fabrications.... He is a master practitioner of sophistry.... In Washington, nearly everything said or done is calculated to deceive. Many of its residents are of the fabulist persuasion, but none compares to Obama.”1
While the typically cynical view is that all presidents break campaign promises, the truth is that some—like Obama—are worse than others. Not only has he already broken an astounding number of core campaign promises, but he’s done so with brazen dishonesty; when he breaks a promise, he simply changes it—retrospectively. Everything about him reeks of Alinskyite, end-justifies-the-means politics. It’s as if he’s saying he owes the electorate no moral obligation to live up to his promises, so long as he fundamentally transforms America—not in the ways he led us to believe he would, but toward a socialist utopia he knows will be better for us even though we disagree. What are a few hundred broken promises en route to nirvana? Let’s review a smattering of Obama’s broken promises and other deceits.
TRANSPARENCY
Obama promised to be the most transparent president in history and make himself readily available to the press—but at one point went over 300 days without a press conference. He has also been strongly critical of “foot high” budgets being “rushed through without any deliberation or debate.” The official White House website says, “Transparency—President Obama has committed to making his administration the most open and transparent in history, and WhiteHouse.gov will play a major role in delivering on that promise.” It further vows, “One significant addition to WhiteHouse.gov reflects a campaign promise from the President: we will publish all non-emergency legislation to the website for five days. And allow the public to review and comment before the President signs it.”2 Obama made the same promise during the campaign: “When there is a bill that ends up on my desk as a president, you the public will have five days to look online and find out what’s in it before I sign it, so that you know what your government is doing.”3
Obama grossly and repeatedly breached this promise. He signed the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Restoration Act on January 20, 2009—two days after it passed Congress. He signed the State Children’s Health Insurance Program three hours after Congress passed it. He waited one business day to sign the enormous, far-reaching, $800 billion stimulus bill.4 The Cato Institute’s Jim Harper reported that as of April 13, 2009, Obama had broken this five-day posting pledge ten—arguably eleven—times out of the eleven bills he had signed. He only bothered to post six of the eleven bills on the website, and none were posted for a full five days. Only the DTV Delay Act came close.
Harper discounted the occasional White House efforts to satisfy the pledge by posting a bill while it was still pending in Congress, because they didn’t give the public ample time to review the final legislation. Most of the bills Obama signed, as those mentioned above, were signed within a day or two from their presentment from Congress. Other bills he signed without posting for five days include an appropriations bill and the omnibus spending bill.5 On the transformative ObamaCare legislation, the House passed the bill Sunday night, March 21, 2010, and Obama signed it two days later.
During the Democratic presidential primary campaign, Obama promised (the promise being captured on videotape no fewer than eight separate times)6 he would televise the healthcare debates on C-SPAN, in contrast to the Clintons’ attempt in the 1990s to broker HillaryCare behind closed doors. At a debate in Los Angeles on January 31, 2008, he declared, “That’s what I will do in bringing all parties together, not negotiating behind closed doors, but bringing all parties together, and broadcasting those negotiations on C-SPAN so that the American people can see what the choices are, because part of what we have to do is enlist the American people in this process.”
But until the final few weeks of the process, he wouldn’t even allow Republicans to participate, much less open the process to the cameras. When asked about it in an interview, he dissembled, saying, “Now, keep in mind, most of the action was in Congress, so every committee hearing that was taking place, both in the House and the Senate, those were all widely televised. The only ones that were not were meetings that I had with some of the legislative leadership trying to get a sense from them in terms of what it was that they were trying to do.” Only after that qualifier did he grudgingly concede it was a “fair criticism.”7 PolitiFact agreed, declaring his promise “broken.”8
In a townhall meeting a few days later, Obama rationalized his broken pledge again, saying it was “tricky” because if the proceedings were televised, some participants would just “posture” instead of debating honestly.9 He later admitted in an interview with ABC’s Diane Sawyer that he would “own up” to his broken promise, but even here, he characterized it as a “legitimate mistake”—as if it had been unintentional. He also employed another Clintonesque personal accountability dodge in pretending he had played a passive role, assuring us he’d be addressing the fact that “the process didn’t run the way I ideally would like it to.”10
Pushing bills through Congress without the promised transparency was part of the Obama administration’s overall strategy to weaken the impact of any organized opposition. Another component of that strategy was to overwhelm the opposition with the sheer volume of programs the White House pushed at any one time, thus impeding Republicans’ ability to coordinate effective opposition.
But Obama doesn’t just owe the public answers about being AWOL on White House press conferences, his conducting of healthcare meetings in secret, or his failure to post bills in a timely manner on his website. We also deserve answers on his broken promises concerning lobbyists and, more consequential, his surreptitious packaging of unpopular provisions in larger pieces of legislation to avoid public scrutiny. These include his reversal of the highly successful welfare reform of the 1990s and his establishment of a super medical bureaucratic board (which some call a “death panel”), both of which were contained in his “stimulus” bill,11 as well as the government takeover of student loans buried within the ObamaCare bill.
He should come clean about myriad other deceptions as well: his townhall meetings where he took questions only from planted supporters; his phony assertions of executive privilege; his punitive firing of AmeriCorps watchdog Gerald Walpin for investigating his friend; his administration’s lack of accessibility on stimulus fund data; and his Justice Department’s dismissal of the already-won voter intimidation case against New Black Panther Party members, along with DOJ’s subsequent stonewalling of both the Civil Rights Commission and a Freedom of Information Act request by the Washington Times seeking reasons for the arbitrary dismissal.
He should explain his frequent denials of other FOIA requests; his FCC’s shielding of diversity czar Mark Lloyd from media questions about his past advocacy of using federal regulations to squelch conservative talk radio; his withholding of documents requested by Republicans from private meetings between the White House and medical providers; his withholding of data from the Cash for Clunkers program; 12 his hiding of information on the expenditure of union dues; his failed effort to exclude FOX News from access to his pay czar, Kenneth Feinberg; and his “secret slush fund . . . for taxes and spending on climate change hidden inside the administration’s 2011 budget,” as reported by FOX News.13
BIPARTISANSHIP
Bipartisanship was unquestionably a central theme of Obama’s campaign. When he introduced Joe Biden as his vice presidential running mate, he proclaimed Biden would “help me turn the page on the ugly partisanship in Washington, so we can bring Democrats and Republicans together to pass an agenda that works for the American people.” In USA Today Obama wrote, “The only way to end the petty partisanship that has consumed Washington for so long and make a difference in the lives of ordinary Americans is by bringing Democrats and Republicans together to pass an agenda that works for the American people.”14
But as president, Obama deliberately and consistently cordoned Republicans off from the political process. He didn’t pass an agenda that “works for the American people,” but one that contradicted their express will. Only three Republican senators and no House Republicans supported his “stimulus” bill, while no GOP senators and no GOP House members voted for ObamaCare. In fact, the only evident bipartisanship was the opposition to ObamaCare in the House, where thirty-four Democrats joined all the Republicans in voting nay.15
“HE’S BEGINNING TO NOT BE BELIEVABLE TO ME”
Don’t confuse actual bipartisanship with Obama’s feints toward bipartisanship in order to advance his agenda. We saw this opportunism in his offer to drop the $50 billion fund in the financial reform bill, which sounds major but would not constitute any substantive change. We saw it in his false assertion that he’d adopted numerous Republican ideas in his healthcare bill. We saw it in his belated push for offshore oil drilling, his promise to jump start nuclear energy production, and his duplicitous overtures to the coal industry after he had promised to bankrupt it. Addressing Obama’s stated commitment to coal, Senator Jay Rockefeller complained Obama “says it in his speeches, but he doesn’t say it in [his 2011 budget proposal]. He doesn’t say it in the actions of [EPA Administrator] Lisa Jackson. And he doesn’t say it in the minds of my own people. And he’s beginning to not be believable to me.”16
We saw the same counterfeit bipartisanship in Obama’s pretend promise to look into tort reform as a means to curb some “defensive medicine [that] may be contributing to unnecessary costs”—while his Health and Human Services Department stated in a congressional staff report that medical malpractice reform was “not a priority” of the administration. 17 A comically weak provision eventually made its way into the final healthcare bill, involving a negligible $50 million grant to states to launch “demonstration projects” to test tort reform. Lisa Rickard, president of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s Institute for Legal Reform, commented, “I don’t know anybody who thinks this is actual medical-liability reform, or finds this meaningful at all.... The bill is a demonstration of the interests of the trial bar over the views of the American people.”18
CAMPAIGN CONTRIBUTIONS
PolitiFact called Obama out on his boast that “the vast majority of the money I got was from small donors all across the country.” It reported that the nonpartisan Campaign Finance Institute found that though Obama raised more than his opponents from small donors, that money did not constitute the majority of the funds he raised. In the primary, he received 30 percent of his money from those who gave $200 or less, 28 percent from those giving between $201 and $999, and 43 percent from those contributing at least $1,000. In the general election, 34 percent of his funds came from small donors ($200 or less), 23 percent from those giving between $201 and $999, and 42 percent gave $1,000 or more. While Obama claims he won the presidency without much money from large donors, the evidence shows otherwise. Overall, said PolitiFact, Obama’s statement was “false.”19
CONVOKING COMMISSIONS
During the campaign, Obama attacked Senator McCain for proposing a commission to study the economic crisis, calling it an effort to “pass the buck.” “We know how we got into this mess,” Obama declared, asserting he could provide the “leadership” we need to get out of it. Obama had a point—except in 2010, President Obama formed, among other bodies, the National Commission on Fiscal Responsibility and Reform—the exact kind of board he’d blasted McCain for advocating. 20
ENDING NO-BID CONTRACTS
Candidate Obama said in Grand Rapids on October 2, 2008, “I will finally end the abuse of no-bid contracts once and for all. The days of sweetheart deals for Halliburton and the like will be over when I’m in the White House.” Early in his first term he signed a memo pledging to “dramatically reform the way we do business on contracts across the entire government.” He promised to “end unnecessary no-bid and cost-plus contracts.... In some cases, contracts are awarded without competition.... And that’s unacceptable.”
But less than a year later, his administration awarded a $25 million no-bid federal contract for work in Afghanistan to Checchi & Company, a firm owned by a major donor to Democratic campaigns. Unlike some of the no-bid scenarios for which Obama and other demagogic leftists condemned President Bush, Checchi & Company, according to FOX News’ sources, was “but one of a number of private firms capable of performing the work in Afghanistan for which USAID retained it.”21 In fact, Assistant Secretary of State P. J. Crowley, when questioned by FOX News about this no-bid award in light of Obama’s campaign pledge, admitted, “You make a valid point. If you want to say this violates the basis on which this administration came into office and campaigned, fair enough.” Amidst public criticism, the contract was eventually terminated .22
EARMARKS
In Green Bay, Wisconsin, candidate Obama declared, “The truth is our earmark system... is fraught with abuse. It badly needs reform—which is why I didn’t request a single earmark last year, why I’ve released all my previous requests for the public to see, why I’ve pledged to slash earmarks by more than half when I am president of the United States.” He said he would return earmarks to “less than $7.8 billion a year, the level they were before 1994.” Yet once in office, he quickly broke this promise—apart from his $800 billion “stimulus” bill, which could be said to be one gigantic package of earmarks.
Although the $410 billion omnibus spending bill had more than 8,500 earmarks, Obama didn’t blink before signing it. When questioned about his hypocrisy, Obama and his administration were typically disingenuous and dismissive. OMB Director Peter Orszag said, “We want to just move on. Let’s get this bill done. Get it into law and move forward.” In other words, We have more important things to focus on than keeping our silly campaign promises. There’s nothing to see here; move on. Obama’s chief of staff, Rahm Emanuel, passed it off as a kept promise because Obama had already passed the “major economic recovery act” and the “children’s healthcare bill,” which he said were both “earmark free.” Both Emanuel and Orszag declared, “This is last year’s business.”23 That is, it’s Bush’s fault.
Taxpayers for Common Sense reported that for the fiscal year 2010, appropriations bills contained 9,499 congressional earmarks worth $15.9 billion, up from $15.6 billion the previous year. Thus, Obama has not only failed to slash earmarks in half or to the 1994 level of $7.8 billion, but on his watch they’ve actually increased.24
LOBBYISTS
President Obama said in January 2010, “We must take action on both ends of Pennsylvania Avenue to end the outsized influence of lobbyists; to do our work openly; and to give our people the government they deserve. That’s what I came to Washington to do. That’s why—for the first time in history—my Administration posts our White House visitors online. And that’s why we’ve excluded lobbyists from policy-making jobs or seats on federal boards and commissions.”
Yet his words had a remarkably short shelf life. Upon taking office, Obama signed the Executive Order on Ethics Commitments, which prohibited lobbyists from working in his administration for two years on issues for which they had lobbied. But he repeatedly exempted people from the rule. He granted a waiver for Defense Secretary Bill Lynn just two days after he signed the Executive Order, and later exempted Jocelyn Frye and Cecelia Muñoz as well. PolitiFact reported that in all, as of January 27, 2010, the White House had issued seven waivers to its ethics rules, which apply to lobbyists and to people who served as officers and directors of a company or organization, while executive branch agencies have issued an additional fifteen waivers.25 Always ready with an excuse, the administration claimed Frye and Muñoz were appointed “because of the importance of their respective positions and because of each woman’s unequaled qualifications for her job.”26 Of course, that could be said of nearly every lobbyist-appointee; by definition they have expertise in the area in which they lobbied.
Obama’s broken pledge to curtail the influence of lobbyists is perhaps best exposed through a mere partial list of former lobbyists serving in his administration. The list includes: Deputy Defense Secretary William Lynn (lobbyist for Defense Contractor Raytheon); Attorney General Eric Holder (clients included Global Crossing); Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack (lobbied for the National Education Association); Deputy Health and Human Services Secretary William Corr (lobbied for Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids); Deputy Interior Secretary David Hayes (clients included San Diego Gas & Electric); Mark Patterson, Timothy Geithner’s chief of staff (lobbied for Goldman Sachs); Vice President Joe Biden’s chief of staff Ron Klain (clients included the Coalition for Asbestos Resolution, U.S. Airways, and Airborne Express); Mona Sutphen, deputy White House chief of staff (clients included Angliss International in 2003); Melody Barnes, domestic policy council director (lobbied for liberal advocacy groups); Cecilia Muñoz, White House director of intergovernmental affairs (lobbied for Hispanic advocacy organization the National Council of La Raza); and Patrick Gaspard, White House political affairs director (lobbyist for the Service Employees International Union).27
BUDGET ACCOUNTING GIMMICKS
Obama promised to end budgetary accounting gimmicks used by his whipping boy predecessor, George W. Bush, yet ObamaCare was defined by egregious budgetary gimmicks. As Pete Wehner, a senior fellow at the Ethics and Public Policy Center, noted, in Obama’s speech to a joint session of Congress he claimed to have identified $2 trillion in “savings,” but $1.6 trillion of those were based on the Iraq surge continuing for ten more years, even though Obama had promised to promptly discontinue the surge.28 Even New York Times Obamacon David Brooks acknowledged ObamaCare was “stuffed. . . . with gimmicks and dodges designed to get a good score from the Congressional Budget Office but don’t genuinely control runaway spending.”29
THE FREE MARKET
In an interview with Bloomberg Business Week, Obama called himself a “fierce advocate” of the free market. “You would be hard pressed,” he said, “to identify a piece of legislation that we have proposed out there that, net, is not good for businesses.”30 In a speech in New York City on April 22, 2010, while stumping for his financial reform bill, Obama averred, “As I said two years ago on this stage, I believe in the power of the free market.”
It’s noteworthy that no other president has felt the need to repeatedly make that point. Does he protest too much? Well, in New York, he couldn’t even wait a full paragraph to qualify his statement. He added, “But a free market was never meant to be a free license to take whatever you can get, however you can get it.”31 Whoever said it was? And what system of laws ever permitted such a thing by the private sector? One wonders why we don’t hear Obama apply the same qualifier to the power of the federal government; could he bring himself to say, “But the federal government was never supposed to have a license to take whatever it can get, however it can get it”?
In fact, as Obama continually protested that he loved capitalism, he was doing everything in his power to permanently dismantle much of it in the United States, from his auto takeover, to ObamaCare, to cap and trade, to the financial overhaul bill.
Along the same lines, Obama said he wanted to “disabuse people of this notion that somehow we enjoy meddling in the private sector.” In that case, perhaps he regrets having taken over GM and Chrysler, firing its CEOs and its board of directors, intervening by force in the mortgage business, interfering with existing private contracts, subsuming one-sixth of the economy with ObamaCare, trying to saddle businesses with stifling cap and trade laws, preventing TARP companies from paying their loans back, setting executive compensation, demonizing the insurance industry and Big Pharma, and paving the way for the abolition of private health insurers.
FISCAL HAWK
With a straight face, Obama characterizes himself as a fiscal hawk, vowing to usher in a “new era of responsibility,” to rise above petty politics, and to cut the deficit in half by the end of his term—all while submitting bankrupting ten-year budgets. He says he wants to steer America “from an era of borrow and spend” to one of “save and invest.” The CBO, meanwhile, reported that the national debt would double in six years under Obama and triple in ten years.
READ MY LIPS—SORT OF
During the campaign, Obama said, “I can make a firm pledge. Under my plan, no family making less than $250,000 a year will see any form of tax increase. Not your income tax, not your payroll tax, not your capital gains taxes, not any of your taxes.”32 But just weeks into his presidency, Obama violated his pledge by signing a law to triple the federal excise tax on cigarettes, from 39 cents to $1.01 per pack--a tax that would fall hardest on individuals and families making far less than $250,000 per year.33 When questioned about this, White House press secretary Robert Gibbs flippantly responded, “People make a decision to smoke.”
Later, when asked whether Obama’s tax pledge applied to his healthcare plan, Gibbs replied, “The statement didn’t come with caveats.” But smoking was precisely such a caveat, and healthcare quickly became another one. Obama brazenly denied an excise tax on the uninsured—which was part of a healthcare reform proposal drafted by his Democratic ally, Montana senator Max Baucus—would violate his pledge. In fact, he was visibly irritated when ABC’s George Stephanopoulos invoked a dictionary definition of “tax” to contradict him, shooting back, “I absolutely reject that notion.” At many other times, Obama’s various spokespersons refused to answer the question, employing evasions like, “We’re going to do what’s necessary,” “It is never a good idea to absolutely rule things out, no matter what,” and “We’re going to let the process work its way through.”34
Obama himself has tried to weasel out of his “firm pledge,” saying on February 9, 2010, in an interview in the Oval Office, that he was “agnostic” on whether his budget commission should consider raising taxes as a deficit-fighting measure. “The whole point of it is to make sure that all ideas are on the table. So what I want to do is to be completely agnostic, in terms of solutions.”35 Continuing to meander all over the board, he said on April 10, 2010, that his pledge, which he made in the campaign and vacillated into agnosticism in February, now only applied to income taxes. “And one thing we have not done is raise income taxes on families making less than $250,000. That’s another promise we’ve kept.”36 In fact, he did not keep that promise because that was not the promise he made. His new focus solely on income taxes was an implicit acknowledgement that his tax hike on cigarettes had already broken his actual promise not to raise “any of your taxes.”
And we’re in store for even more tax increases via ObamaCare. Americans for Tax Reform broke down the policy “by the numbers” revealing a startling expansion in the federal government. Among their findings, the healthcare bill will include nineteen new tax increases, seven of which “unquestionably violate” Obama’s “firm pledge” not to raise “any form” of taxes on families making less than $250,000. Furthermore, the bill will have $497 billion worth of tax increases over the first decade it is effective; increase the top federal tax rate on wages and self-employment earnings to 43.4 percent, increase the annual tax for every man, woman, and child in America by $165; increase the top federal tax rate on early distributions from Health Savings Accounts to 59.6 percent (how’s that for promoting thrift?); and limit the “currently unlimited” amount parents of special-needs children can save tax-free for tuition in Flexible Spending Accounts to $2,500.37
Republicans on the House Ways and Means Committee cite fourteen tax hikes on middle class families in ObamaCare totaling more than $316 billion, including a new tax on individuals who do not purchase government-approved health insurance; a new tax on employers who fail to fully comply with government health insurance mandates; a new 40 percent excise tax on certain high-cost health plans; a new ban on the purchase of over-the-counter drugs using funds from FSAs, HSAs, and HRAs; an increase, from 7.5 percent to 10 percent of income, on the threshold after which individuals can deduct out of pocket medical expenses; a new $2,500 annual cap on FSA contributions; a new annual tax on health insurance; a new annual tax on brand name pharmaceuticals; a new 2.3 percent excise tax on certain medical devices; a doubling of the penalty for non-qualified HSA distributions; a further increase in the tobacco tax with expanded enforcement authority; and an extension of federal unemployment surtaxes through June 2011.38
CAP AND TAX
Obama also attempted to violate his tax pledge with the Waxman-Markey cap-and-trade bill. In testimony before the Senate Republican Conference, Heritage Foundation expert Ben Lieberman described the bill as “nothing more than an energy tax in disguise,” and “the most convoluted attempt at economic central planning this nation has ever attempted.” The way the bill works, Lieberman explained, is by “raising the cost of energy high enough so that individuals and businesses are forced to use less of it.” It’s about “inflicting economic pain” to ensure the “emissions targets will be met.”
Cap and trade is a tax in all but name—and a massive one at that. Heritage estimates for a household of four, energy costs will increase by $436 the first year it’s in effect, reach $1,241 by 2035, and average $829 per year in increased costs over that period. Electricity costs are projected to increase 90 percent by 2035, gasoline by 58 percent, and natural gas by 55 percent. The cumulative direct costs for a family of four by 2035 will be an astounding $20,000. But since these higher energy costs will cause prices on many other items to increase, Heritage projects the estimated average annual cost for a family of four between 2012 and 2035 will be even higher—$2,979.
Lieberman also estimates manufacturing net job losses averaging 1.14 million at any given time from 2012 through 2035. The hardest hit sector will be farming, whose profits are expected to drop by a staggering average of 57 percent between 2012 and 2035. This would put American farmers at a “global disadvantage” if, as is expected, competing food exporting nations are saddled with no such burdens.
The bill’s stunning overall impact is projected to be an average reduction of gross domestic product by $393 billion annually between 2012 and 2035 for a cumulative loss of $9.4 trillion. Lieberman concludes, “In other words, the nation will be $9.4 trillion poorer with Waxman-Markey than without it.”39
Highlighting the profound disingenuousness and hypocrisy of the Obama Democrats, this horrendous piece of legislation hurts low-income households the most, because they spend a disproportionate share of their incomes on energy. And it is extremely doubtful the bill’s proposed rebates to low-income families will offset the enormous net losses they will sustain.
VAT
On April 21, 2010, Obama suggested a new value-added tax on Americans is still on the table. This was just two days after White House spokesman Robert Gibbs insisted a VAT “is not something the President has proposed nor is it under consideration.”40
Of course, adopting a VAT would flagrantly breach his promise not to raise taxes. Yet on April 27, 2010, as he was discussing the first meeting of his National Commission on Fiscal Responsibility, Obama attacked the media for even asking whether he would still honor his no-new-taxes pledge:
Our friends in the media, will ask me and others once a week or once a day about what we’re willing to rule out or rule in. That’s an old Washington game and it’s one that has made it all but impossible in the past for people to sit down and have an honest discussion about putting our country on a more secure fiscal footing. So I want to deliver this message today: We’re not playing that game. I’m not going to say what’s in. I’m not going to say what’s out. I want this commission to be free to do its work.41
Clearly, Obama can’t allow pesky questions about old promises to obstruct his quest to transform America.
ELIMINATION OF CAPITAL GAINS TAX
In his so-called comprehensive tax plan, Obama promised on the campaign trail to end capital gains taxes for small businesses. His advisers Austan Goolsbee and Jason Furman affirmed the promise a few weeks prior to the election. Although his stimulus bill raised the 50 percent gain exemption to 75 percent, it did not eliminate it.42 Moreover, it is no secret that Obama plans on increasing the capital gains tax rate from 15 percent to 20 percent.43 His new 3.8 percent Medicare tax also constitutes a capital gains tax increase, as well as a tax on dividends.
JOBS: “THE MOST IMPORTANT DOMESTIC PRIORITY”
In his first State of the Union address, Obama said, “That is why jobs must be our number one focus in 2010 and that is why I am calling for a new jobs bill tonight.” After canceling his trip to Asia a few months later to lobby for final passage of ObamaCare, Obama told an Indonesian TV reporter that healthcare is the “most important domestic priority here in the United States.”44
UNEMPLOYMENT
Obama insisted unemployment would spiral out of control unless Congress passed his stimulus bill, which he said would boost the economy and keep the unemployment rate below 8 percent. Yet more than a year after the bill passed, unemployment continued to hover between 9 and 10 percent. Long before that, in July 2009, Time magazine declared that the “$787-billion stimulus plan is turning out to be far less stimulating than its architects expected” and was “failing by its own measure.”45
That obvious conclusion didn’t keep Obama’s advisers from blithely bragging about the bill’s supposed benefits. But for the bill, we are told, we would have faced financial collapse—something very likely false, but in any event, impossible to disprove. Other Democrats offered different excuses for Obama’s failed promise, claiming the stimulus had not failed (to say otherwise would be a breach of faith in liberal orthodoxy), but that Obama’s advisers had simply underestimated the magnitude of Bush’s economic crisis. That excuse barely passes the laugh test when you consider the degree of urgency Obama brought to the discussion, as when he stated as president-elect that the nation needed to address the “great and growing” economic crisis.46
STATE OF THE UNION SPEECH
Amazingly, the Associated Press followed Obama’s 2010 State of the Union speech with a damning fact check .47 The AP and many others savaged Obama’s credibility, as the following examples amply illustrate:
• Obama said that starting in 2011 he would “freeze government spending for three years” except for national security, Medicare, Medicaid, and Social Security. Yet during the campaign, he ridiculed Senator McCain for a similar proposal, saying it was “using a hatchet where you need a scalpel.” Tellingly, his proposed freeze wouldn’t quite even make it to the scalpel level. The Cato Institute reported the freeze only covers 13 percent of the total federal budget, and doesn’t cover the enormous spending mandated under the stimulus bill.48
Heritage Foundation scholars report Obama did not even propose a real freeze because it would not be imposed across the board, but would simply adjust priorities within categories. Without controls on the fastest growing budgetary items, i.e., entitlements, any attempt to bring the budget under control is a farce. Nor was it clear whether the freeze would begin at pre-stimulus levels or at the artificially higher levels following Obama-budgeting. As Heritage put it, “The simple fact is this: no matter how they spin it, the President must hold spending level with last year—minus all the temporary stimulus, TARP and other bailout spending—otherwise this freeze is a fakeroo.”49
• Obama said ObamaCare “would preserve the right of Americans who have insurance to keep their doctor and their plan.”50 But he knew his plan had no such guarantee, and he also knew the plan would likely crowd out private insurers. The chief actuary of the Medicare program estimates 14 million people will lose their employer coverage under ObamaCare, even though many will want to keep it.51 In fact, many companies are now evaluating whether they can save money by paying the penalty in lieu of providing their employees healthcare coverage. AT&T, Caterpillar, John Deere, and Verizon have all made their internal calculations, and those results don’t portend well for their employees.52
Additionally, Investors Business Daily reported that internal White House documents show ObamaCare may result in 51 percent of employers (and 66 percent of small business employers) relinquishing their current healthcare coverage by 2013.53 Another ObamaCare rule is that if an employer switches its healthcare provider to a more cost effective plan it will lose its federal health plan exemptions, which will cause even more employees to lose their current coverage. Of course, just as he exempted unions from the Cadillac tax on high-cost insurance coverage, he reportedly has exempted labor from this new rule as well.54
Furthermore, Obama has publicly supported the elimination of private employer-provided insurance, as discussed below. It’s bad enough his plan would destroy private insurers or turn them into public utilities, but it’s especially offensive that he demonstratively claims otherwise. A few months after ObamaCare was signed into law, Dr. Scott Gottlieb, a former official at the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services, wrote that it was already clear that Obama’s promise that Americans could keep their insurance plans and their doctors under ObamaCare “cannot be kept. Insurers and physicians are already reshaping their businesses as a result of Mr. Obama’s plan.”
The bill imposes caps on insurance company spending and profits. One of the only ways to manage expenses is to reduce the actual cost of products, which means “pushing providers to accept lower fees and reduce their use of costly services like radiology and other diagnostic testing.” To accomplish this, insurers will have to exert more control over doctors—so they “are trying to buy up medical clinics and doctor practices.” In the meantime, says Gottlieb, in anticipation of ObamaCare’s stifling effects, doctors “are selling their practices to local hospitals.” He spells out the bottom line: “Defensive business arrangements designed to blunt Obamacare’s economic impacts will mean less patient choice.”55 The Washington Examiner’s editors agree, noting a Fortune magazine article reporting that “companies across the country are looking at dropping health coverage for their employees because ObamaCare makes it profitable to do so.”56
• Obama said the White House and Congress should “do our work openly, and . . . give our people the government they deserve.” But as the AP noted, instead of working with Republicans, Democrats and the White House had made their private multi-million dollar deals behind closed doors with hospitals, pharmaceuticals, and other stakeholders.
• Obama claimed his administration had “excluded lobbyists from policymaking jobs.” As discussed earlier, with his numerous exemptions to his own ethics rules, this is hardly the case.
• Obama claimed he had saved two million jobs through his “stimulus” bill and was “on track to add another one and a half million jobs to this total by the end of the year.” The Heritage Foundation’s Brian Riedl suggests we keep in mind an “important number” relevant to this discussion: 6.3 million, which represents the “Obama jobs gap—the difference between 3.3 million net jobs President Obama said would be created (not just saved) and the nearly 3 million additional net jobs that have since been lost.”
The administration’s argument that “it would have been worse” without the stimulus is, says Riedl, “completely unprovable”—it is “faith-based economics.” He notes the president’s SOTU claim that millions of jobs had been saved is not based on any actual numbers, but on Obama’s “unshakable belief that deficit spending must create jobs and growth”—in other words, Obama has blind faith that the stimulus must have created jobs, because an economic theory predicted it would.
Indeed, there is further proof that Obama has an “unshakable belief” that government money will stimulate the economy, even if that money has been taken from the private sector: his refusal to allow firms to pay back TARP money because he believed the money needed to keep circulating in the economy. As Riedl explains, “The idea that government spending creates jobs makes sense only if you never ask where the government got the money. It didn’t fall from the sky. The only way Congress can inject spending into the economy is by first taxing or borrowing it out of the economy. No new demand is created; it’s a zero-sum transfer of existing demand.... Yet the White House continues to wave the magic wand of ‘stimulus.’ All evidence that it failed be damned.”57
Investors Business Daily is equally dismissive of the administration’s bogus claim to have saved or created millions of jobs, saying it has “moved the yard markers” to distort the data. IBD editors recall the administration’s warning that without the stimulus there would be 133.9 million U.S. jobs in the fourth quarter of 2010 (“that’s the baseline”), and with the stimulus we would have almost 3.7 million more that that: 137.6 million. Instead, they wrote, we have 129.7 million jobs—8 million less than the administration predicted—and yet the administration claims it saved or created 2.8 million jobs. This means they “had to lower the baseline by 7 million jobs to only 126.9 million.” 58 The administration’s counting gimmicks make your head spin, and they’re hoping the confusion helps prevent their accountability.
• Obama claims he inherited overwhelming deficits from his predecessor. But as we detail in the next chapter, Congressman Jeb Hensarling refuted this claim to Obama’s face at the Republican congressional retreat in Baltimore, showing that average deficits during the twelve years when Republicans controlled the House were $104 billion, contrasted with average deficits under the three years of Democratic control of $1.1 trillion.
• Obama announced, “Let me repeat: we cut taxes. We cut taxes for 95 percent of working families. We cut taxes for small businesses. We cut taxes for first-time homebuyers. We cut taxes for parents trying to care for their children. We cut taxes for 8 million Americans paying for college. As a result, millions of Americans had more to spend on gas, and food, and other necessities, all of which helped businesses keep more workers.” The Cato Institute rejoined that Obama could hardly cut taxes for 95 percent of Americans, since more than 40 percent of Americans pay no federal income taxes in the first place—the administration has simply counted increased subsidy checks to members of these groups as tax cuts. But refundable tax credits are unearned subsidies, not tax cuts.59 Put another way, he dishonestly reclassified spending increases as tax cuts.
HEALTHCARE LIES
When Obama spoke to a joint session of Congress on healthcare on September 9, 2009, he said, “Under our plan no federal dollars will be used to fund abortions.” This was one of the assertions prompting Congressman Joe Wilson to yell, “You lie.” It turns out Wilson was right. Congressman Bart Stupak, who was then at least posturing as an uncompromising advocate for life, claimed Obama told him Obama was not talking about the actual bill then under consideration in the House, but about “his” plan, which hadn’t yet been written .60 The bill that finally went through obviously allowed funding for abortion because Stupak only agreed to vote for it after Obama pledged to sign a meaningless executive order to prohibit such funding.
During that same speech Obama also asserted, “There are now more than 30 million American citizens who cannot get coverage,” which was a curious number because he had previously been citing a figure of 46 million. Clearly, he was forced into reducing the number by conscientious conservative critics who had pointed out various inaccuracies in the statistic, including the fact that millions of those uninsured were not U.S. citizens. But his revised claim was still outrageously wrong because millions included in that number could afford insurance but chose not to purchase it for their own reasons, and millions more were already eligible for government benefits but did not avail themselves of them. Additionally, the Census Bureau figures underreport insurance coverage because they count many people as uninsured even though they are only without coverage for part of the year.61
Once ObamaCare passed, it proved so unpopular that Health and Human Services secretary Kathleen Sebelius, according a May 30, 2010 Washington Examiner editorial, “resorted to sending millions of senior Americans a sales brochure that is packed with blatantly false claims about Obamacare.” Among its falsehoods, the report, published by the HHS’s Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS), guaranteed Medicare benefits would remain unchanged, even though CMS experts have testified ObamaCare’s Medicare cuts could “jeopardize access” for millions of seniors. Eight GOP senators sent a letter to Sebelius asking her to explain the report’s misstatements. According to the Examiner, they’re still waiting for a reply.
SINGLE-PAYER PLAN AND THE PUBLIC OPTION
Throughout his presidential campaign and into his presidency, Obama has routinely misrepresented his position on healthcare reform. He repeatedly denied he supported a single-payer healthcare system, for example telling a New Hampshire townhall meeting on August 11, 2009, that he never said he supported a single-payer healthcare system. This came in sharp contrast to his videotaped 2003 assertion that “I happen to be a proponent of a single payer universal health care plan.”62
Obama also obfuscated his position on the so-called public option. On December 22, 2009, he declared, “I didn’t campaign on the public option.”63 But on March 24, 2007, he had told an SEIU healthcare forum, “The public option is your friend.” In fact, his address to the SEIU revealed his true goal was not only to introduce a public option, but eventually to kill off private health insurance altogether: “My commitment is to make sure that we have universal health care for all Americans by the end of my first term as president. . . . But I don’t think we’ll be able to eliminate employer coverage immediately. There’s going to be potentially some transition process. I can envision a decade out or 15 years out or 20 years out.”
Although in other venues, Obama vehemently rejected speculation that the public option would be a Trojan horse for single payer, his Democratic allies were quite open about it. Congressman Barney Frank admitted, “If we get a good public option it could lead to single-payer and that’s the best way to reach single-payer.” Democratic congresswoman Jan Schakowsky similarly confessed, “The public option would put the private insurance industry out of business.”64
Throughout most of the healthcare debate, Obama pressed hard for the public option on his website and in media appearances. He said in his weekly radio address on July 17, 2009, “any plan” he signs “must include . . . a public option.” Three days later he told leftist bloggers he still believed “a robust public option would be the best way to go.” On September 20, 2009, he told NBC’s David Gregory a public option “should be a part of this [health] care bill” and denied it was “dead.”65 The head spins.
Although Obama ultimately failed to get a public option included in ObamaCare, he probably achieved the equivalent of it with all the provisions enabling him to destroy private insurance or turn it into a public utility. The Washington Examiner’s editors agree that the “public option is alive and well, but hidden”—“residing in Section 1334, pages 97-100, of the new healthcare law. That section gives the U.S. Office of Personnel Management—which presently manages the federal civil service—new responsibilities: establishing and running two entirely new government health insurance programs to compete directly with private insurance companies in every state with coverage for people outside of government.”66
ALLOWING IMPORTED PRESCRIPTION DRUGS
Obama campaigned on a promise to “allow Americans to buy their medicines from other developed countries if the drugs are safe and prices are lower outside the U.S.”67 Thankfully, he caved on this one as part of his bribe to get Big Pharma to support ObamaCare.
GOP HEALTHCARE PROPOSALS
Decrying the GOP as the “Party of No,” Obama denied for months that Republicans had any healthcare solutions. But he quickly changed his tune when he invited them to the televised “healthcare summit” to discuss their ideas. He also said his proposal contained many Republican ideas, which is odd, since he’d insisted those ideas didn’t exist. Of course, Republicans in fact put forth many healthcare proposals, including market-based solutions in proposals such as Congressman Paul Ryan’s Roadmap for America’s Future, that were shot dead in their tracks—proposals Obama was aware of and wouldn’t even acknowledge, much less consider.
IRAN AND ISRAEL
During his presidential campaign, Obama denied rumors he was unfriendly to Israel and to Jewish interests. While this whopper is big enough to get its own chapter in this book, we’ll touch on just a few issues here.
While campaigning, candidate Obama told the American Israel Public Affairs Committee his goal would be to eliminate the nuclear threat to Israel from Iran. “I’ll do everything in my power to prevent Iran from obtaining a nuclear weapon. Everything.... I will always leave the threat of military action on the table to defend our security, and that of our ally Israel.” As president, however, Obama has shown more passion for denouncing Israeli settlements than for stopping Iran from getting the bomb. In fact, he supported a resolution by members of the Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty that singled out Israel for criticism while not even mentioning Iran, which has repeatedly vowed to annihilate the Jewish state.
Furthermore, Obama proclaimed the city of “Jerusalem will remain the capital of Israel and must remain undivided.”68 Almost as quickly as he uttered the commitment, he backtracked under heavy Palestinian criticism and later clarified that the status of Jerusalem would need to be negotiated in future peace talks. The Associated Press reported on March 20, 2010, that Secretary of State Hillary Clinton told Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu all issues between Israel and the Palestinians, including the possibility of a divided Jerusalem, must remain part of the negotiations. 69 Moreover, if Obama were strictly committed to an undivided Jerusalem, why did he demand that the Israeli government halt any new settlement construction or expansion in Eastern Jerusalem?
WITHDRAWING TROOPS FROM IRAQ
Candidate Obama was adamant that he would “remove one to two combat brigades each month and have all of our combat brigades out of Iraq within 16 months”—even against the advice of the generals on the ground. The promise delighted many of his supporters and boosted his profile among the antiwar Left at the expense of his Democratic primary rival, Hillary Clinton, who wouldn’t make such a promise. But he didn’t come close to meeting this schedule and even abandoned his insistence on complete withdrawal, saying he would leave behind a residual force of 35,000 to 50,000 until the end of 2011.70 However, Obama obviously derived some satisfaction from formally changing the name of our Iraqi effort from “Operation Iraqi Freedom” to “Operation New Dawn,” perhaps to punctuate his disapproval of the effort from the outset, as a “war of choice.”
NATIONAL SECURITY
When campaigning for president, Obama lashed out at President George W. Bush for employing legal justifications to support enhanced interrogation techniques. He piously pledged to “abide by the Geneva Conventions. We will uphold our highest ideals.” Yet his own Justice Department used those very same legal arguments when trying to convince the U.S. Supreme Court to dismiss Rasul v. Rumsfeld, saying the plaintiffs didn’t clearly establish that their constitutional rights had been violated .71 Candidate Obama had also vowed to stop “extraordinary rendition,” but as president, his Justice Department adopted the Bush Justice Department’s supposedly unacceptable arguments in defending against five men who claimed they had been subjected to the practice in the case of Mohamed et al. v. Jeppesen Dataplan Inc.72
Indeed, one columnist correctly argued, “On state secrets, indefinite detention, warrantless surveillance, the Patriot Act and signing statements, President Obama has used the language of transparency to give the appearance of change. In practice, however he has asserted virtually the same executive authority he reviled as abuses by his predecessor.”73 The same holds true for his targeting of suspected al Qaeda members in Afghanistan and Pakistan.
ARMENIAN GENOCIDE
Obama boasted of having “criticized the Secretary of State for the firing of U.S. Ambassador to Armenia, John Evans, after he properly used the term ‘genocide’ to describe Turkey’s slaughter of thousands of Armenians starting in 1914. . . . As President I will recognize the Armenian Genocide.” He so far has not honored that pledge despite making statements on memorials for the event, and reportedly tried to scuttle a House Foreign Affairs Committee resolution officially recognizing the genocide .74
THE BORN ALIVE INFANT PROTECTION ACT
Critics who accuse Obama of having supported infanticide are not engaging in hyperbole. While in the Illinois Senate, Obama opposed the Illinois Born-Alive Infants Protection bill—a measure almost identical to the federal Born Alive Infant Protection Act. These bills were designed to provide immediate protection to a child born as a result of a failed abortion. In 2001, Obama voted against the Illinois bill in committee and gave a floor speech opposing it, but voted “present” on the bill. After passing the Illinois Senate, the bill failed in the House. In 2002 the bill was proposed again, and Obama voted “no” in committee, spoke against it on the Senate floor, and voted “no” on the floor. The bill failed again. In 2003, the bill was reintroduced, and after certain amendments were added, became virtually identical to the federal bill. Obama then led committee Democrats in voting to kill the amended bill.75
During the presidential campaign, Obama repeatedly lied about his record on this while audaciously accusing his critics of lying. In an interview with CBN’s David Brody, Obama said the National Right to Life had lied in asserting he had voted against a state bill that was virtually identical to the federal Born-Alive Infants Protection Act. After being repeatedly challenged—though not by Brody—Obama issued a statement acknowledging he had misstated his position in the CBN interview and that in fact he had voted against an identical bill in the state senate .76
The video, however, makes it clear this wasn’t a mere misstatement. Obama clearly understood what he was saying, and he was adamant in calling his accusers “liars,” knowing that it was he who lied. On the floor of the Illinois Senate, Obama coldly expressed more concern for the doctors who would risk liability than for the live babies. He argued there was already an Illinois bill that would protect infants born as a result of a failed abortion. But in fact, Illinois state senator Patrick O’Malley said he had drafted that legislation only after the state attorney general’s office told him that existing Illinois law would not protect such babies .77 Obama also claimed doctors would take care of infants who were born alive and therefore no new law was needed. But in fact, as many as one in five babies were left to die, which is why the bill was offered in the first place. And Obama knew it.
VAN JONES, COMMUNIST
Obama brought on himself a firestorm of criticism when he named Van Jones as “Green Jobs Czar.” Appointed in March 2009, Van Jones resigned under pressure in September 2009 because of revelations about his radical past (including ties to Communist groups and his self-identification as a Communist at one point), his vulgar, incendiary statements against Republicans, and his signing of a “Truther” petition suggesting the Bush administration may have facilitated the 9/11 attacks.
Or did he actually resign? White House adviser David Axelrod said Jones made the decision himself, but Accuracy in Media reported he was forced out of his position, and that documents obtained through a FOIA request indicate the administration even wrote his resignation letter for him.78 The Obama administration was also untruthful in claiming they had not properly vetted Jones before appointing him. Not only did their appointment of many other radicals discredit the claim, but Jones was the specific choice of Obama confidant and close adviser Valerie Jarrett, who bragged that she had recruited him for the position.79 The insufficient vetting excuse was also suspect considering that the White House specifically created this position for Van Jones because of his unique background. They knew what they were getting. They just didn’t want us to know.
BLOCKING FOX NEWS
CBS News exposed false denials by the Obama administration that they had blocked FOX interviews with pay czar Ken Feinberg. Treasury said “there was no plot to exclude FOX News and they had the same interview that their competitors did. Much ado about absolutely nothing.” But the other four networks who were granted interviews knew better. The only reason the interview was granted is that the other four networks of the press pool, including CBS, refused to participate without FOX. CBS reporter Chip Reid said the administration “crossed the line.”80
LOCKERBIE BOMBER RELEASE
Obama and Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, as well as other U.S. officials including Attorney General Eric Holder, sharply criticized Scottish authorities for releasing from prison Abdelbaset Al Megrahi, a Libyan convicted for the 1988 bombing of a Pan Am flight over Lockerbie, Scotland, killing 270 people. But Downing Street denounced the criticism as “disingenuous.” According to British officials, Obama and Clinton had been kept informed at all stages of the discussions and spoke out only because of the public backlash against the release, not because they were unaware of what was about to happen. “We would never do anything about Lockerbie without discussing it with the US,” said a Whitehall aide. “It is disingenuous of them to act as though Megrahi’s return was out of the blue.” Prime Minister Gordon Brown and Foreign Secretary David Miliband were “disappointed” by the force of Washington’s reaction.81
As shown in this chapter, Obama’s disingenuousness is not just a matter of stretching the truth once in a while or engaging in a little old-fashioned hyperbole. His outright, habitual lies are a fundamental aspect of his governance. Past campaign promises are changed retroactively or brazenly denied, while he dissimulates and deceives about the true scope of healthcare reform, cap and trade, and his other signature policy goals. This is, perhaps, unsurprising, since he is pursuing an extremist agenda that he hid from the American people on the campaign trail and continues to mask today.
Chapter Four
DIVISIVE AND HYPER-PARTISAN
CRIMES AGAINST THE UNION
While Obama prayed at the National Prayer breakfast for a “spirit of civility” in Washington, he didn’t seem to consider himself a contributor to the incivility. “You can question my policies without questioning my faith,” he said. “Or, for that matter, my citizenship.”1
Indeed, as a presidential candidate, Obama turned his ostensible bipartisanship into a central plank of his campaign. His camp featured a 60-second national TV ad emphasizing Obama’s cooperation with Republicans in the Illinois legislature and the U.S. Senate, including a clip from Obama’s 2004 Democratic National Convention speech in which he rejected the red state-blue state dichotomy. Obama said in March 2008, “I’m a big believer in working with the other side of the aisle. Even if we’ve got a majority of Democrats, I think it’s very important to listen to Republicans, to respect them . . . I want to have a weekly meeting with Republican and Democratic leaders to talk about the economy, to talk about foreign policy, so that we’re actually trying to solve problems away from the TV cameras, not trying to score political points.”2 Likewise, Senator Claire McCaskill announced, “He understands that we’ve gotta move forward with a different kind of politics.”3
But Obama’s idea of bipartisanship is to consider each and every idea Republicans offer, except those he refuses to consider. In May 2009, he made overtures toward reaching across the aisle on the abortion issue, claiming he was seeking common ground between pro-lifers and pro-abortionists. He brought together the two factions in a series of meetings and immediately “took off the table any discussion of whether abortion should be legal.”4 That’s bipartisanship, Obama style.
If Obama truly sought to establish an atmosphere of civility and bipartisanship, he could lead by example. Former adviser to President George W. Bush, Karl Rove, told FOX News’s Chris Wallace that Obama holds himself out “as some bipartisan, post-partisan kind of politician, but in reality he is a very—you know, a hyper-partisan who’s failed to reach across party lines when he had a terrific opportunity to do so in the aftermath of his victory.”5
Obama’s notion of a bipartisan Super Bowl party was to invite one Republican congressman along with about forty Democrats.6 He told Republicans they “seem to be almost rooting against [economic] recovery.”7 He said at a Philadelphia fundraiser during the campaign, “If they bring a knife to the fight, we bring a gun.”8 He encouraged his supporters to “argue with (your neighbors); get in their face. . . . you are my ambassadors.”9 He refused Senator McCain’s call for a series of joint bipartisan townhall meetings. As a U.S. senator, he politicized the plight of injured soldiers by falsely accusing President Bush of doing the same, declaring, “The problems plaguing our military hospital system will not be solved with a photo-op. Our military hospital system is in a state of crisis. Delays and rhetorical band-aids will not move us closer to a solution.”10 His administration even issued documents characterizing pro-life activists as racist extremists and likely terrorists.11
Obama’s the guy who had issued a “declaration of war” in one of his healthcare speeches, according to conservative columnist, economist, and TV host Larry Kudlow. Kudlow wrote, “He’s more than willing to use a 51-vote reconciliation majority to jam through a roughly $2 trillion healthcare plan that amounts to a government takeover of nearly one-fifth of the economy.”12 Obama’s the guy whose administration intends to purge Republicans from the civil service, according to a memo from the Office of Personnel Management. 13 And Obama’s the guy who nominated Larry Persily—a former aide to former Alaska governor Sarah Palin who wrote scathing pieces against her on the Huffington Post website—for an Alaska pipeline job, an appointment described by blogger Pamela Geller as “transparent, petty and small.”14
Most notably, Obama’s the guy whose attorney general pushed for criminalizing the previous administration based on a difference in legal and political opinions—pejoratively dubbed “torture memos”—concerning enhanced interrogation techniques. It was not enough to slander his predecessor and CIA operatives; Obama was determined to use the force of criminal law to punish them. This, despite the fact that congressional Democrats had been briefed about interrogation techniques more than thirty times since 2002, and had approved funding for the program.15
Obama’s partisanship is not confined to the national level—he habitually injects himself into state-level politics as well. The Washington Post reported that the White House played a critical, behind-the-scenes role in convincing Dede Scozzafava, Republican candidate from New York’s 23rd Congressional District, to endorse Democrat Bill Owens after she suspended her campaign. The administration later downplayed their role in the Scozzafava episode, which they hoped to exploit in order to convey the impression there was a major splintering in the Republican Party and that it had become a narrow home for extremist conservatives. This kind of local interference by the Obama team even upset some Democrats. After the White House reportedly attempted to dissuade New York governor David Paterson, a Democrat, from seeking reelection in 2010, the New York Times noted that “some Democrats expressed anger at what they saw as heavy-handed tactics by the president’s political team.”16
SHUTTING REPUBLICANS OUT OF THE PROCESS
From the beginning of Obama’s relentless drive to impose his agenda of “fundamental change” on America, he talked bipartisan and acted partisan. Had a Republican president behaved in such a flagrantly partisan way, the mainstream media would have gone ballistic. House Republican whip Eric Cantor grumbled, “In 2009, on the rare occasion when we were invited to the White House, the President paid Republican proposals lip service while cameras were on, only to completely rebuff those ideas afterward.”17
Obama’s agenda was so radical he rarely secured any Republican congressional support for his initiatives, and when he did it was only the very liberal ones from the blue states. His $800 billion stimulus bill was supported by just three Senate Republicans—if you can call them that—on the cloture vote. Susan Collins, Olympia Snowe, and Arlen Specter (who later switched parties) voted with fifty-six Democrats and two independents to thwart a filibuster.
As they rammed the stimulus through Congress, Obama and his congressional Democrats were determined to shut Republicans out of the process. The president met with congressional Republicans on the stimulus just one day before Democrats completed drafting the 1,073-page bill. As Karl Rove pointed out, there was no effort to consult and exchange ideas; it was merely a photo-op.18
Republican Conference chairman Mike Pence told Human Events, “I think the American people deserve to know that legislation that would comprise an amount equal to the entire discretionary budget of the United States of America is being crafted without a single House Republican in the room.”19 Senator Charles E. Grassley protested that he and his fellow Republicans had been prevented from offering amendments. “I’m not convinced the majority wanted to have open debate and take votes on many of these amendments including mine,” said Grassley. “It’s too bad because this bill still can be made a bipartisan bill.” Senator James Inhofe noted, “This is the largest spending in the history of mankind, the largest spending in the history of the world. It’s something that we should not let happen, but it is going to happen right down party lines.”
Similarly, Senator Mitch McConnell complained, “This package, had it been developed in genuine consultation, could have had a different result.” McConnell criticized the White House for excluding Republicans from the process, remarking, “At the end of the day, it was—the administration decided—let the package be developed in Congress by the majority, and old habits die hard. You know, there was no meaningful consultation in the early part of the process. So if you don’t have that on the takeoff, you don’t end up having it on the landing.”20
The Obama adminstration engaged in similar partisan opportunism on the “jobs bill” in February 2010. They initially praised a bipartisan bill by senators Baucus and Grassley, but they defended Senate majority leader Harry Reid when he moved to scuttle the bill and replace it with a solely Democrat-written measure. Even Democratic senator Blanche Lincoln decried her party’s rank partisanship, exclaiming, “Most Americans don’t honestly believe that a single political party has all the good ideas. We’re not going to accomplish anything until we start governing from the center.” To deflect criticism of Obama’s partisanship, White House press secretary Robert Gibbs assured Republicans they could “trust the president.”21
Toward the end of 2009, when it was increasingly clear Obama’s stimulus plan was a bust, he convened a bogus “jobs summit” to create the impression he was seeking ideas from all quarters to get the economy back on track. But predictably, it was all show. Obama denied invitations to free-market advocates, critics of ObamaCare, and opponents of his demonstrably failed stimulus package, including members of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and the National Federation of Independent Business. Peter Morici, a professor at the University of Maryland’s Robert H. Smith School of Business, observed, “He’s going to get lots of recommendations to spend more money. These [jobs summit attendees] are the very same people who gave us the stimulus package. My feeling is we’re not going to get what we need, and that’s a complete change in direction on economic policy.” Economics professor John Coleman of Duke University’s Fuqua School of Business added, “My chief concern is that the list features no serious and prominent labor economist, which seems essential to offering a sound, long-run policy to put us on a path of lower unemployment.”22
Whenever his political interests demanded it, Obama portrayed Republicans as pure obstructionists bereft of their own ideas. But when his propaganda began to lose its appeal, especially on healthcare, he needed to pretend to adopt a bipartisan approach. Just as he called the meaningless jobs summit to create the impression he was focusing on unemployment (which his stimulus bill only exacerbated), he convened a healthcare summit “inviting all ideas.” But he didn’t invite obvious essential participants such as Senator Judd Gregg, a ranking Budget Committee member who had recently extended an olive branch to Obama to work on a bipartisan solution to healthcare. Obama also excluded the Budget Committee chairman, Senator Kent Conrad, a Democrat who had shown genuine willingness to cooperate with Republicans.23
As noted, Obama had previously insisted “obstructionist” Republicans had no ideas—forget expanding health savings accounts, tort reform, tax law reform on employer provided insurance, legalizing the purchase of insurance across state lines, eliminating unnecessary but costly mandated coverage, supporting retail health clinics, and providing vouchers for the working poor and chronically uninsured. But now that he needed Republicans as props for his “bipartisan” summit charade, he intimated they actually did have some ideas. He even bragged he was willing to adopt some of them, such as tort reform.
Leading up to the summit, Obama really played up his “bipartisan” shtick. “Despite the political posturing that often paralyzes this town,” he intoned, “there are many issues upon which we can and should agree.... The people who sent us here expect a seriousness of purpose that transcends petty politics. That’s why I’m going to continue to seek the best ideas from either party as we work to tackle the pressing challenges ahead.”24 Obama then proceeded to engage in petty, one-sided politics, rejecting Republican proposals and steamrolling his bill through Congress along party lines.
He orchestrated the entire healthcare summit as an Alinsky-type community organizing tactic to stigmatize Republicans as the “Party of No.” Thankfully, this time the Republicans didn’t take it sitting down. They stated publicly that Obama had been mischaracterizing them as partisans when he had closed them out of the process from the beginning. House minority whip Eric Cantor told the Washington Times in October 2009 that after offering their ideas on healthcare to Obama in May, they heard nothing from him. “No matter what the cry is from the White House, no matter what the president claims, they have not engaged with us,” said Cantor. “The White House at this point has shut down, as far as any kind of engagement. I think that the last time that we as a Republican leadership were at the White House was in May, and that’s when they called us in at the beginning of the health care discussion so that they could get our ideas. . . . Boehner and I sent a letter to the White House in response to that request. Nothing.”25 House GOP leader John Boehner revealed that in response to their message, the administration sent a terse letter indicating they had healthcare reform under control .26
Republican congressman Tom Price commented,
You’ll have to excuse us for questioning the sincerity of the President’s newfound desire to work together. As Chairman of the Republican Study Committee, virtually every week in 2009, we requested to meet with the President to discuss health care and other central issues. Each time, a polite “thank you” email from the White House was the extent of our bipartisan discussions. It’s interesting that only now—once his big-government dream is on political life support—does the President see a use for Republicans. And it appears that use may be more political than rooted in policy goals .27
As Price went on to say, it’s a pretty tough sell for the president to paint Republicans as the roadblock to this bill when he enjoyed a 77-seat majority in the House and fifty-nine Democratic senators, and he still had to resort to political bribery and ruthless threats in order to get the bill approved.
Obama’s partisan approach to healthcare simply reflected the governing style he adopted as soon as he took office. With his first major legislative initiative, the $800 billion stimulus package, his idea of bipartisanship was essentially to say he’d considered all Republican proposals before rejecting them. It was clear from the beginning he would not consider any ideas to reduce the grand scale of his plan. He might show some movement on “the crumbs,” but not “the pie,” as his National Economic Council director Lawrence Summers said. Yet upon making that very statement, Summers added that the president “has been prepared to walk a long mile for bipartisan support,”28 apparently confident the public wouldn’t notice the contradiction.
Overall, for Obama, “bipartisanship” means Republicans supporting his agenda and refraining from engaging in activities he condemns as partisan—even though as a U.S. senator he had engaged in those activities himself. For example, as president he blasted Republicans for using “holds” to delay consideration of his nominees, when he had done precisely the same to President George W. Bush’s selections.29 In his weekly radio address, he said Republicans should “avoid the political posturing and ideological brinksmanship that has bogged down this (nomination) process, and Congress in the past.” Yet, he played a “unique role in history as the first US President to have ever voted to filibuster a Supreme Court nominee”—now-Justice Samuel Alito.30
But for a guy who worked so hard to depict himself as bipartisan, indeed post-partisan, he didn’t cover his tracks very well. Often he couldn’t contain his true combative nature—as when he imperiously warned the nation’s mayors that although they have a friend in the White House, he would use the “full power” of his presidency to “call them out” if they misused any of their stimulus funds.31 He issued the same admonitions to congressional Republicans.
In his remarks to a Joint Session of Congress on healthcare in September 2009, he warned, “But know this: I will not waste time with those who have made the calculation that it’s better politics to kill this plan than to improve it. I won’t stand by while the special interests use the same old tactics to keep things exactly the way they are. If you misrepresent what’s in the plan, we will call you out. And I will not . . . accept the status quo as a solution. Not this time. Not now.”32 It was during that speech that Joe Wilson shouted, “You lie” and “Not true” when Obama claimed ObamaCare would not cover illegal immigrants or fund abortion.33 While Democrats widely condemned Wilson for his supposedly unprecedented display of disrespect, many of these critics were part of the group that displayed far worse disrespect for President Bush in the same setting, booing and heckling him during his 2005 State of the Union speech.34
Just as important, Wilson was correct on the underlying issue of abortion funding, for which Obama has never been held accountable. Wilson was substantively correct on immigration as well, because even though the then-active healthcare bill prohibited illegal immigrants from participating in the “exchange,” the bill contained no practical method for verifying the applicants’ citizenship. The administration implicitly admitted as much when it later backed a provision to require proof of citizenship as a condition to enroll in a plan on the exchange.35
It’s also worth noting that during that speech Obama hardly had clean hands. He was accusing Republicans of opportunistic partisanship and misrepresentations while he was opportunistically misrepresenting their positions and their actions. Obama wearily announced, “What we have also seen in these last months is the same partisan spectacle that only hardens the disdain many Americans have toward their own government. Instead of honest debate, we have seen scare tactics. . . . Too many have used this as an opportunity to score short-term political points, even if it robs the country of our opportunity to solve a long-term challenge.”36 Yet in the same address, Obama accused his Republican opponents of being “cynical and irresponsible,” peddling “misinformation,” and asserting “bogus,” “wild,” or “false” claims through “demagoguery and distortion.”37
THE STATE OF THE UNION IS PARTISAN
Obama’s partisanship was in overdrive in his 2010 State of the Union speech, in which he invoked the self-serving whopper, “Our union is strong.” Most commentators believed that having just been spanked in the Massachusetts Senate election—which was every bit about him—Obama would show some contrition, some indication that he received the voters’ resounding message and would embark on a course change. Instead, he launched into full-scale attack mode. He wasn’t about to acknowledge that the voters thoughtfully considered his ideas and rejected them. Rather, it was that he had not explained them “more clearly to the American people.” He did not offer to consider the people’s ideas or those of the Republican Party. He said, “I want everyone to take another look at the plan we’ve proposed.” Then he taunted Republicans to “let [him] know” if any of them had “a better approach that will bring down premiums, bring down the deficit, cover the uninsured, strengthen Medicare for seniors, and stop insurance company abuses.”
Of course, Republicans did have a better approach to address most of those problems, and they had let him know, but he turned a deaf ear and later denied they’d offered any plans. The hard reality was that Obama was ideologically opposed to the only approach that could lower healthcare costs without rationing or decreasing the quality of care—which is to reduce the role of government. Had Obama been honest he would have said, “If any of you can offer constructive ideas that will fit within my framework of expanding government control over healthcare, I’ll consider them.”
On spending, Obama once again blamed George W. Bush instead of taking ownership of his own bankrupting policies. He said he would freeze discretionary spending, but his proposed freeze would apply only to a small fraction of the total federal budget, which the Wall Street Journal noted would have but a “small impact on the deficit.” It was a trivial concession designed to mislead people into thinking he was getting serious about spending. In another display of his “bipartisanship,” he broke protocol by castigating the non-political branch, the Supreme Court, for its recent decision on campaign finance reform. Obama’s warning that the ruling would open the door to campaign contributions from foreign corporations was so erroneous that Justice Samuel Alito was seen shaking his head and saying, “Not true.”
Then, in a surreal move, Obama blamed Washington for the nation’s problems, as if he weren’t the biggest player in that city. Even worse was his brazen complaint about the atmosphere of partisanship—as if he weren’t its most egregious contributor. He declared, “Washington may think that saying anything about the other side, no matter how false, no matter how malicious, is just part of the game. But it’s precisely such politics that has stopped either party from helping the American people. Worse yet, it’s sowing further division among our citizens, further distrust in our government. So no, I will not give up on trying to change the tone of our politics.”38
THE BALTIMORE CAUCUS
A few days after his State of the Union speech, Obama met with House Republicans at their caucus in Baltimore. His aim was to convince the public he was reaching out to the GOP in a gracious, bipartisan gesture, but his real purpose—as usual—was to paint Republicans as partisan obstructionists. While his scheme produced superficial dividends in temporarily boosting his approval ratings, he further alienated Republicans by his many misrepresentations at the meeting.
Wearing his innocent face, Obama said, “I don’t understand . . . why we got opposition [to the stimulus package] . . . before we had a chance to actually meet and exchange ideas.” But as previously noted, Obama gave Republicans no opportunity to meet with him on the stimulus until its drafting—by congressional Democrats alone—was all but complete. Obama also denied his budget would triple the national debt—which it would—and denied he had demonized Republicans for offering no ideas and no solutions, when he had made that claim repeatedly, branding the GOP from the earliest stages of his presidency as the “Party of No.”39
At the retreat, Obama didn’t take kindly to Congressman Jeb Hensarling’s observation that the Democrats’ monthly deficits were nearly as high as the annual ones when Republicans controlled the House. Obama, with dripping condescension, told Hensarling, whom he mistakenly called “Jim” three times, that he disagreed with “half of his assertions” and that he didn’t like having to sit there and listen to them. He complained he wasn’t being allowed to answer. Obama further lectured Hensarling that he made “bipartisanship” very difficult with that kind of question, which “was structured as a talking point for running a campaign.” Then Obama insisted Hensarling’s assertions about the deficit were “factually just not true.”
Standing his ground, Hensarling issued a statement at the end of the retreat that cited CBO statistics showing the average annual deficit of $104 billion during the twelve years when Republicans controlled the House, contrasted with the average $1.1 trillion deficit under the three years of Democratic control.40 Hensarling noted Obama “didn’t answer my specific question on whether he would continue us on a path to tripling the national debt and increasing government spending to 24.5 percent of the economy.”41
“I WANT THEM TO GET OUT OF THE WAY”
Obama adopted the same divisive, accusatory tone a few days later when he became frustrated with his inability to shepherd his healthcare bill through Congress, despite his large majorities. In a tough-talking press conference, he accused Republicans of trying to sabotage his entire agenda for political gain. He proclaimed, “We can’t afford grandstanding at the expense of getting something done.... I won’t hesitate to embrace a good idea from my friends in the minority party, but I also won’t hesitate to condemn . . . what I consider to be obstinacy rooted in substantive disagreements.”42 Note the subjective standard he invoked—what he considered to be obstinacy, which is anything falling short of fully embracing his agenda. He was lecturing Republicans about grandstanding on job creation policy, when his own stimulus bill—a year later—had netted millions of lost jobs.
This was a regular partisan routine for Obama. Months before, at a campaign rally for Virginia governor hopeful Creigh Deeds, he declared, “I expect to be held responsible for these issues because I’m the president. But I don’t want the folks who created the mess to do a lot of talking. I want them to get out of the way so we can clean up the mess. I don’t mind cleaning up after them, but don’t do a lot of talking.”43
On another occasion Obama said, “I told my Republican friends I want to work together with them where I can—and I meant it. And I told them I will also call them out if they say they want to work on something then when I offer a hand, I get nothing in return.” Eventually even Reuters recognized Obama’s ruthless strategy to “appeal to Republicans to make compromises and if they do not, accuse them of obstruction.”44
Obama typically speaks more candidly when addressing Democratic audiences. For example, at a New York City Democratic fundraiser, Obama told the attendees that “Republicans—they’re another story altogether. They just kind of do what they’re told.” You know, sort of simpleton robots. But Democrats were different. “Ya’ll thinkin’ for yourselves. I like that in you, but it’s time for us to make sure that we finish the job here, we are this close and we’ve got to be unified.”45
Showing the same partisan belligerence, Obama told Senate Democrats in a question-and-answer session in early February 2010 that Republicans had been obstructionist throughout. “I’m reminded that when it came to the health insurance reform in particular, I sought out and supported Republican ideas from the start. So did you. . . . And I told them I want to work together when we can, and I meant it. And I believe that’s the best way to get things done for the American people.” Then the other—and now familiar—shoe dropped. “I also made it clear that we’ll call them out when—when they say they want to work with us and we extend a hand and get a fist in return.”46 As conservative Gary Bauer commented, “This is nearly the same rhetoric Obama used last year in describing his outreach to the Islamofascists in Iran when he said, ‘. . . if countries like Iran are willing to unclench their fist, they will find an extended hand from us.’”47
VILIFICATION THROUGH SURROGATES
Obama’s surrogates got into the act as well. His adviser David Axelrod was always quick to demonize Republicans as obstructionist partisans or special interest tools while simultaneously calling for bipartisanship, as when he said, “One thing for sure that people want is for us to have honest, open debate. The question is whether we can overcome the obstacles of hyperpartisanship and the excessive influence of special interests here. We are going to communicate that.”48
Organizing for America, a group run by the Democratic National Committee to advance Obama’s legislative agenda, routinely sends group e-mails to supporters. One such e-mail, signed by Obama’s handpicked political strategist, David Plouffe, called opponents of ObamaCare “swiftboaters” who were flooding the airwaves with “distortions.”49 The group later sent an e-mail to Obama “supporters” in congressional districts represented by Republican congressmen who voted “no” on the healthcare bill. “Unfortunately, your representative caved to intense pressure from insurance industry lobbyists and voted against health reform,” the e-mail read. A Democratic official, according to ABC News senior White House correspondent Jake Tapper, admitted the e-mail was not sent to constituents of the thirty-nine Democratic congressmen who also voted against the bill. “It’s our belief that all Democrats want reform and we believe some if not many Democrats will support a final bill,” said DNC spokesman Brad Woodhouse. “We believe that Republican opposition is political—intended to curry favor with the insurance industry and to break the president politically.”50
Following Obama’s lead, his partisan lieutenants in Congress were every bit as polarizing as he was. Just before the final House vote on ObamaCare, Democrats announced they planned to inflict “pain” on Republicans who tried to slow down or block the bill’s passage. Democratic senator Sherrod Brown warned, “If they’re going to try to filibuster in the traditional sense or the more modern sense that they do, they’re going to have pain, too.”51 No, you don’t dare get in their way—that’s partisanship, as they define it. But rolling over for them—that’s bipartisanship.
Obama’s choice of advisers also proves his partisanship. His hand-picked chief of staff, Rahm Emanuel, is Exhibit A. The profanity-spewing Emanuel, a.k.a. “Rahmbo,” is known for being “ruthless” and “a relentless partisan warrior.”52 Steve Clemmons of the Washington Note commented, “The Rahm Emanuel I know is tenaciously focused on results and will do nearly anything to win.”53 Early in Obama’s presidency, writer Camille Paglia referred to Emanuel as “the arrogant Chicago scrapper,” saying he “already seems like an albatross who should be thrown overboard as soon as possible. Nobody wants a dawning presidency addicted so soon to stonewalling, casuistry and the Nixonian dark arts of the modified limited hangout.”54 Congressman Darrell Issa of California said Emanuel would “smile at the same time he flips you the bird. The best way to describe Rahm is that he’s a brass-knuckle Chicago politician.”55
While some say Emanuel has settled down since he notoriously sent a dead fish to an uncooperative pollster twenty years ago, he is still coarse, to say the least. During a weekly strategy session with liberal groups and White House aides, Emanuel got miffed when some attendees said they were going to air ads attacking conservative Democrats who were balking at ObamaCare. He called them “F—ing retarded” and warned them not to alienate any Democratic congressmen. He later apologized for the epithet to the head of the Special Olympics.56
Emanuel is also famous for uttering the remark, “You don’t ever want a crisis to go to waste; it’s an opportunity to do important things that you would otherwise avoid.” This cynical statement was an early indication of Obama’s intention to exploit the economic and financial crises that existed when he came to office in order to advance the most extreme leftist agenda of any president in history.
“SO AM I”
Some have noted a pattern in how this administration deals with unexpected problems—they immediately shift into CYA mode and downplay any suggestion they did anything wrong. Only after a few days have passed and the intensity of the initial moment has subsided will the administration admit its involvement in some way. When, for instance, a pair of party crashers gained access to the White House and President Obama due to a security breach, the administration denied any error on its part, only to quietly concede the truth later.57
The Obama White House must always have the last word over any slight to the president or any criticism of his policies. Based on Obama’s behavior at the healthcare summit—tediously responding personally to each and every Republican speaker—it’s fair to assume this attitude comes from the top. Whereas President George W. Bush rarely spoke up to defend himself against outrageously spurious attacks from leftist Democrats, Obama compulsively lashes out when criticized, putting the lie to his reputation as a gentlemanly stoic. When Republican senator Judd Gregg withdrew his nomination to be commerce secretary citing “irresolvable conflicts” with Obama’s domestic agenda, the White House immediately attacked Gregg, insisting he had volunteered for the position and had expressed support for Obama’s agenda. 58
The administration exhibited the same pugnacious attitude toward critics of its national security policy. In an op-ed titled, “We need no lectures . . . ,” John Brennan, Obama’s national security aide, wrote, “Politically motivated criticism and unfounded fear-mongering only serve the goals of al-Qaeda.” Brennan accused critics of the administration of “misrepresenting the facts to score political points, instead of coming together to keep us safe.” Brennan also employed the perennial Obama strategy of blaming Bush, saying the Obama administration was doing a better job than Bush in taking the fight to al Qaeda. “We need no lectures about the fact that this nation is at war,” wrote Brennan. USA Today’s editorial writers saw it quite differently, observing that although “the Obama administration’s national security officials have struggled to assure the public that they know exactly what they’re doing,” they are “achieving the opposite, and they’re needlessly adding some jitters in the process.”59
Obama’s pugnacity was not spontaneous. He was spoiling for a fight with Republicans from the get-go. In an early speech stumping for his $3.6 trillion budget, he made clear he would paint all opponents of his ambitious domestic agenda as being in the pockets of the “special interests” and lobbyists. “I know,” said Obama, “these steps won’t sit well with the special interests and lobbyists who are invested in the old way of doing business, and I know they’re gearing up for a fight as we speak. My message to them is: So am I.” As Politico’s Jonathan Martin wrote, “Obama was “making his case for the budget” in an “unmistakable us-versus-them tone.” He quoted Obama saying, “The system we have now might work for the powerful and well-connected interests that have run Washington for far too long, but I don’t. I work for the American people.”60
“A SUPERJUMBO DEMOCRAT”
For a while Obama successfully passed himself off as a bipartisan gentleman who, in the words of Camille Paglia, “projected a cordial dignity and thoughtful reserve that seem to have impressed and reassured observers across the political spectrum.”61 But some, like liberal writer Peter Beinart, at least noticed an “ambiguity” in Obama’s bipartisan overtures. Obama, said Beinart, struck some “as a polished Howard Dean,” and others as a “Joe Lieberman,” who “wanted to be loved on the other side of the aisle.” And, according to Beinart, Obama didn’t resolve this ambiguity in his first year. (Others, as mentioned in chapter two, recognized this as a tactical ploy on Obama’s part.)
But after Obama’s healthcare drive, even Beinart admitted the doubt “is over.” The Massachusetts Senate election, said Beinart, had forced Obama to choose either to moderate his position, like President Clinton did following his Democratic congressional thrashing in 1994, or to go all out with an unabashed liberal agenda—and Obama pursued the latter course. He pushed unrelentingly for approval of ObamaCare despite overwhelming public opposition. “And,” added Beinart, “in acting the way he did, Obama has turned himself into a superjumbo Democrat. For the foreseeable future, he has forfeited any chance of bridging the red-blue divide.”
Of course, that conclusion should have been evident well before Obama took office, but many denied the obvious. However slow Beinart and other liberals were in arriving at this conclusion, they now understand the truth; any hope that Obama would appeal to the centrist wing of his party and “nurture a new generation of centrist candidates,” said Beinart, is “now gone. From top to bottom, Democrats have decided to bet the party’s future on the belief that Americans prefer bold liberals to cautious ones.”62 Either that, or their ideology is more important to them than winning—provided that before they’re thrown out of office they impose permanent foundational change on America’s institutions and founding principles.
TRANSCENDENTLY POLARIZING
Obama’s divisiveness transcends party politics and far exceeds that of President George W. Bush, who liberals still falsely insist was the most polarizing president in history. In delivering the commencement address for the University of Notre Dame, Obama made the subject of abortion a principal part of his speech, apparently believing his boundless capacity for reconciling the irreconcilable would enable him to articulate a unique position that, once delivered, would cause a contagious “a-ha” moment to engulf the university, indeed, the entire Western world. Everyone would instantly realize, to their relief, that there actually is a common ground and everyone on both sides of this life and death issue would better appreciate their opponents’ arguments.
News of Obama’s upcoming speech at Catholic Notre Dame provoked strong opposition, including the Cardinal Newman Society’s gathering of 255,000 signatures protesting Obama’s appearance. It also led former Vatican ambassador Mary Ann Glendon, a pro-life advocate and Harvard law professor, to announce she would not speak at the university on the same day as Obama, when she was slated to receive the Laetare Medal—an annual award given in recognition for outstanding service to the Roman Catholic Church and to society. Glendon submitted a letter to university president John Jenkins saying, “The task that once seemed so delightful has been complicated. I could not help but be dismayed by the news that Notre Dame also planned to award the president an honorary degree... in disregard of the U.S. bishops’ express request” that Catholic colleges should not give abortion advocates a platform to speak to students or be honored with special awards and degrees.63
As a result of Obama’s (and the university’s) stubborn insistence on proceeding with his speech, Notre Dame allegedly lost some $8.2 million in donations.64
Similarly, Obama could not restrain his self-indulgence and hyper-partisanship long enough to omit the subjects of politics and—his favorite—himself, from a commencement address at the University of Michigan. Instead of imparting advice about career choices and the future, Obama turned the speech into another platform to whine about the bitter grind of Washington politics—again, as if he were an outsider.
While continuing to portray himself as a nonpartisan pragmatist, Obama is governing as the most committed ideologue in American history. Contemptuous of the will of the people as expressed in every possible medium—public opinion polls, House and Senate elections, the birth and rapid expansion of the tea party movement—the president obsessively pursues his transformative vision like Captain Ahab hunting his great white whale. He does not view those who oppose this vision as potential partners or people worth consulting. No, they are his political enemies—people who, by virtue of their failure to understand Obama’s moral superiority and enlightened vision, must be ridiculed, discredited, and marginalized to make room for his reconstituted America.
Chapter Five
THE BULLY
CRIMES AGAINST THE PEOPLE
Obama is the quintessential partisan, for sure, but he doesn’t reserve his vitriol for Republican politicians. He’ll turn on anyone who stands in his way, and he’ll make it personal through bullying, ridicule, and demonizing. Obama believes he can use his presidential bully pulpit to say whatever he wants about anyone or any group, whether foreign leaders, bankers, or tea party protestors.
House minority leader John Boehner commented on team Obama’s bellicosity, “If you look at these attacks on people who question the administration, you begin to wonder what the real plan is. And it really does, to me, look like Chicago-style politics, like they’re trying to demonize their opponents, and do everything they can to make them distasteful.”1 At one point even moderate Republican senator Lamar Alexander appeared surprised at the administration’s belligerence, remarking, “Street fighting and brawling belongs outside the White House.... I think calling people out, taking their names, threatening to take away their anti-trust exemption . . . I think it’s unpresidential to bring them in the White House.”2
Politico reported in October 2009 that Obama was working “systematically to marginalize the most powerful forces behind the Republican Party,” unleashing “top White House officials to undermine conservatives in the media, business and lobbying worlds.” Through public taunts, reported Politico, Obama went after the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, Rush Limbaugh, Wall Street executives, and FOX News. White House press secretary Robert Gibbs had “mocked Limbaugh from the White House press room podium,” adviser Valerie Jarrett had “disparaged” the Chamber, and Rahm Emanuel and Anita Dunn had “piled on FOX News.”3 Political commentator Michael Barone observed, “Having encountered un-Chicago-like dissent and disagreement, he has responded with classic Chicago brass knuckles. We’ll see how far this kind of thuggery gets him.”4
REPUBLICANS
Consistent with his narcissistic proclivities, Obama is angrily intolerant of his critics. He dismissed President Bush’s rare criticism by snapping, “We won.” Likewise, he lashed out at Senator John McCain for objecting to his stance on Iran, declaring, “Only I’m the president of the United States . . . and I’ll carry out my responsibilities the way I think is appropriate”—completely ignoring the substance of McCain’s criticism.5
While much has been written about Obama’s arm-twisting in trying to shove ObamaCare through Congress, he had done the same thing with his cap and trade proposal some nine months earlier. This is a hallmark of Obama’s governing style: he takes things personally and keeps score. Jane Hamsher wrote in Politico, “The White House is smoking mad at Rep. Lloyd Doggett (D-Texas), who says he’s voting against the climate bill—despite the lobbying of the entire First Family in the Oval Office last night. If the bill goes down, Obama won’t forget Doggett’s role, Democrats say. It’s ‘stunning that he would ignore the wishes not just of his president, but of his constituents and the country,’ said an administration official.”
Obama exudes a sense of entitlement about his agenda, expecting legislators to vote as he commands, as opposed to, say, their consciences or the wishes of their constituents. Salon’s Glenn Greenwald wrote, “This has become an emerging theme among both the White House and House leadership: that progressive members of Congress have an obligation to carry out ‘the wishes of the President’ even when they disagree.” Greenwald lamented the “subservient mentality” of Congress and the “bullying tactics” of the president. “The duty of Congress,” he noted, “is not to obey the wishes of the President.”6
For Obama, it’s more than just a matter of political power. There’s also his egotistical sense that he is absolutely right about everything, that everyone else is wrong, and that if given enough time, he can persuade the rest of the rubes of the superiority of his positions. We’ve seen how he attributed the public’s repudiation of his agenda via the Massachusetts Senate election to his failure to sufficiently explain his healthcare position—though he had talked ad nauseam on the issue. But it was true of other issues as well—even strong moral issues for which there would never be a consensus, as with his attempt to confront pro-life forces at Notre Dame.
He took the same tack with the issue of homosexuality. At a White House celebration of Gay Pride Month—a controversial act in itself—Obama said he aspired to persuade all Americans to accept homosexuality—as if the issue were simply about “accepting homosexuals,” and that anyone opposing special legal classifications for homosexuality was prejudiced, discriminatory, and as Obama claimed, possessed of “worn arguments and old attitudes.” He added, “There are good and decent people in this country who don’t yet fully embrace their gay brothers and sisters—not yet. That’s why I’ve spoken about these issues—not just in front of you—but in front of unlikely audiences, in front of African-American church members.”7
CONSERVATIVES
In a celebratory speech following passage of ObamaCare, the president proved he is also an ungracious winner. “I heard one of the Republican leaders say this was gonna be Armageddon! Well, two months from now, six months from now, you can check it out, we’ll look around. And we’ll see. You don’t have to take my word for it.”8
Believe me, we won’t. But Obama must have quickly forgotten that he acknowledged it would take some time to assess the critics’ predictions. Just a week later he implied that if Republicans were correct, then Armageddon should have already arrived. In a speech at a healthcare rally in Portland, Maine, on April 1, he complained about the “misinformation,” “fear-mongering,” and “overheated rhetoric” about ObamaCare. He said that if you turned on the news you’d hear people “shouting about how the world will end because we passed this bill.”
He wasn’t exaggerating, he assured his audience. “Leaders of the Republican Party have actually been calling the passage of this bill ‘Armageddon.’ They say it’s the end of freedom as we know it.” So, he taunted, “after I signed the bill, I looked up to see if there were any asteroids headed our way. I checked to see if any cracks had opened up in the ground. But you know what? It turned out to be a pretty nice day. Birds were chirping. Folks were strolling down the street. Nobody lost their doctor, or was forced into some government plan.”
It’s inconceivable Obama was unaware that the provisions of his bill have yet to go into effect, rendering his entire rant irrelevant. In fact, he revealed that very thing in his next statement, when he attacked his critics. “Every day since I signed the reform into law, there’s another poll or headline that says ‘Nation still divided on health reform. No great surge in public support.’ Well, yea, it’s only been a week! Before we find out if people like health care reform maybe we should wait until it actually happens. Just a thought.”9 Yes, and where was that thought in his previous, incoherent sentence?
At a fundraiser for Senator Barbara Boxer in April 2010, Obama, on the warpath to bullying the nation into passing yet another transformative package of regulations—his financial overhaul legislation—unleashed his venom on Senate minority leader Mitch McConnell. He told the group that McConnell “paid a visit to Wall Street a week or two ago and met with some of the movers and shakers up there. I don’t know exactly what was discussed. All I can tell you is when he came back, he promptly announced he would oppose the financial regulatory reform.”
In his Alinskyite outburst, Obama once again accused anyone who stood in his way of dishonesty. He said McConnell’s objections to the bill were “just plain false” and “cynical.” Taken together, he was clearly suggesting McConnell was lying about the financial bill because he had been bought off by Wall Street. That’s Obama, the paragon of civility and partisanship.10
“DOMESTIC TERRORISTS”
Obama’s intolerance of criticism filters down through the bureaucracy, finding expression in unexpected, disturbing places. For example, a Department of Defense manual identified “protests” as a form of low-level terrorism.11 Likewise, Obama’s Department of Homeland Security released a report to the nation’s law enforcement officials titled, “Rightwing Extremism: Current Economic and Political Climate Fueling Resurgence in Radicalization and Recruitment.” According to the Washington Times, the report warned the “economic recession, the election of America’s first black president, and the return of a few disgruntled war veterans could swell the ranks of white-power militias.”12
The characterization of war vets as potential racist terrorists was bad enough, but the report cast suspicion on other conservative-leaning groups as well. In a footnote, the department defined “rightwing extremism in the United States” as including not just racist or hate groups, but also advocates of states’ rights, and possibly “groups and individuals that are dedicated to a single-issue, such as opposition to abortion or immigration.” Americans for Limited Government (ALG) filed a FOIA request demanding to know how DHS had arrived at that conclusion. In the administration’s response, officials admitted they had relied mostly on websites and didn’t do any statistical analysis or interview any of those it defined as terrorists. As ALG noted, they “did not conduct even the most rudimentary research or investigation.” They just “cruised the Internet” and cherry-picked information from “disreputable sites” to stage their “attack” on “rightwing targets.”13
The administration’s report vilifying veterans and ordinary Americans outraged the American Legion. “I think it is important for all of us to remember that Americans are not the enemy. The terrorists are,” said David K. Rehbein, the Legion’s national commander. 14 Due to the public outcry, the report was recalled within hours from state and local law enforcement officials.15
On the heels of that controversial report, the Obama administration compiled a terrorism dictionary that tied “antiabortion extremists” to racism. It defined them as “a movement of groups or individuals who are virulently antiabortion and advocate violence against providers of abortion-related services, their employees, and their facilities. Some cite various racist and anti-Semitic beliefs to justify their criminal activities.” Republican congressman Peter King, the ranking member on the House Homeland Security Committee, was infuriated by the dictionary, which he said “causes further concern that Congress needs to get to the bottom of exactly how DHS determines what intelligence products to distribute to law enforcement officials around the country.”16
The administration denied any political motivation behind the DHS documents, protesting that they had drafted reports on the dangers of leftwing extremism as well. But that’s not quite accurate. Michelle Malkin pointed out that past DHS reports had “always been very specific in identifying exact groups, causes, and targets of domestic terrorists.” By contrast, wrote Malkin, the DHS report on rightwing extremism constituted “a sweeping indictment of conservatives.” The “intent,” she said, “is clear. . . . It is no coincidence that this report echoes Tea Party-bashing left-wing blogs . . . and demonizes the very Americans who will be protesting in the thousands on Wednesday for the nationwide Tax Day Tea Party.”17
Perhaps even more damning, however, was that it was Obama’s own political action group, “Organizing for America,” that dubbed opponents of ObamaCare “Right Wing Domestic Terrorists.”18 The administration and its leftist enablers sought to distance themselves from this sordid event, but they are the ones who for years have been trying to connect conservative speech—especially talk radio—with violence, in order to lay the groundwork for chilling and censoring such speech. Former president Bill Clinton’s attack on conservative talkers and so-called hate speech at his 1995 commencement speech at Michigan State University, his speech at the Center for American Progress in April 2009, and his April 2010 interview with the New York Times, in which he connected tea party-type anti-government rhetoric with violence like the Oklahoma City bombing, were not mere spontaneous utterances.
Indeed, from its very inception, the tea party movement was a prime target of team Obama’s demonization campaign, with its members accused of being lawless extremists. In a private pep talk to Democratic congressmen, Obama, according to Congressman Earl Blumenauer, posed this question: “Does anybody think that the teabag, anti-government people are going to support them if they bring down health care? All it will do is confuse and dispirit” Democratic voters, “and it will encourage the extremists.”19 (For the uninitiated, the term “teabag” or “teabagger,” used by liberals to slander the peaceful protestors of Obama’s radical agenda, is a vulgar epithet involving a sexual act.) On another occasion White House press secretary Robert Gibbs demeaned tea party protestors as an irrelevant fringe group, telling CBS News’s Harry Smith, “I gotta tell you, Harry, I think most of what you’re seeing on TV, no offense, is good TV and that’s about it.”20
Senator Chuck Schumer joined the White House’s campaign against dissenters, calling then-Massachusetts Senate candidate Scott Brown a “far-right tea bagger” in an e-mail.21 Obama himself couldn’t resist taking unpresidential jabs at Brown, repeatedly ridiculing his pickup truck (which, as it turns out, was a GM). “Anybody can own a truck,” Obama snidely remarked. Brown shot back, “Mr. President, unfortunately in this economy, not everybody can buy a truck. My goal is to change that by cutting spending, lowering taxes and letting people keep more of their money.”22
Aside from deriding tea partiers as unruly rabble, the administration constantly portrayed them as vaguely threatening. Addressing the movement on CBS’s Face the Nation, presidential adviser David Axelrod said, “I think any time you have severe economic conditions, there is always an element of disaffection that can mutate into something that’s unhealthy.” Demonstrating the administration’s obliviousness to the public’s concern about its explosive acceleration of our national debt, Axelrod expressed bewilderment that protestors would even be concerned by such issues, since “this president just cut taxes for 95 percent of the American people. So I think the tea bags should be directed elsewhere because he certainly understands the burden that people face.”23 On his 100th day in office, Obama personally ridiculed the tea party protestors, admonishing, “Let’s not play games” and pretend out of control federal spending is just a matter of “the Recovery Act, because that’s just a fraction of the overall problem we got.”24
Tea party rallies only intensified the following year, with protestors meeting nationwide to denounce the administration’s runaway spending, excessive taxation, expansion of government control, and other irresponsible policies. Obama continued to show both his aloofness (characterizing the protests as only about taxes) and his thin-skinned arrogance. He mocked tea partiers at a Democratic Party fundraiser, saying he was “amused over the last couple of days where people have been having these rallies about taxes. You would think they would be saying ‘thank you’” because “in all, we passed 25 different tax cuts last year. And one thing we haven’t done is raise income taxes on families making less than $250,000 a year—another promise that we kept.” His original promise, as previously noted, was that he wouldn’t raise any form of taxes for that income group, on which he has now increased or imposed at least fourteen separate taxes.25
THE WAR ON FOX
It’s hard to remember a president being treated so deferentially by the media, but the press can never be loyal enough for Obama. If you aren’t with him 100 percent of the time, you are against him. Time political analyst Mark Halperin admitted to television host Charlie Rose that Obama was the first president to avoid media scrutiny, saying he had a “charmed” Senate race and a “charmed” presidential campaign. And yet, Halperin said, Obama is nevertheless “thin-skinned” about the press and “increasingly says that ‘the press is against me.’”26
When FOX News wouldn’t kowtow to his demands to air his third prime-time presser, Obama began to snub the network by refusing to call on its reporters at press conferences. FOX News White House correspondent Major Garrett called the snubbing “retribution” for FOX’s decision not to air the press conference. He added, “I was warned that it might be considered as part of the overall consideration as to whether or not I’d get called on. I wasn’t. I can add one and one to make two.”27 Obama’s treatment of FOX wasn’t a “one-off” event, but was part of a larger strategy to marginalize the only television network scrutinizing his policies.
The administration waged war against FOX not only for its direct criticism of Obama, but for the rippling effect of its critique into mainstream media outlets, including even the New York Times. White House press secretary Robert Gibbs just couldn’t stand for the Times, which had invariably supported Obama, to air the slightest criticism of his boss. When the Times ran a front-page story about parental outrage at Obama’s address to school children—a story that had been closely covered on FOX—Gibbs became unglued. “This thing,” he said, “has become a three-ring circus.” The White House was also miffed when the Washington Post ran, without questioning it, an op-ed from a Republican politician that decried Obama’s thirty-two policy czars.
According to Time magazine, in response to these stories “the White House decided it would become a player, issuing biting attacks on those pundits, politicians and outlets that make what the White House believes to be misleading or simply false claims. . . . Obama, fresh from his vacation on Martha’s Vineyard, cheered on the effort, telling his aides he wanted to “call ’em out.”28 The White House blog was central to the effort, regularly denouncing the administration’s critics, especially FOX. White House online programs director Jesse Lee railed against FOX’s coverage of Obama’s attempt to secure the 2016 Olympics for Chicago, accusing the network of continuing “its disregard for the facts in an attempt to smear the Administration’s efforts to win the Olympics for the United States.... For even more FOX lies, check out the latest ‘Truth-O-Meter’ that debunks a false claim about a White House staffer.”29
The pugnacious White House defiantly defended its behavior. Gibbs declared, “The only way to get somebody to stop crowding the plate is to throw a fastball at them. They move.” So much for the new, post-partisan politics.
White House communications director Anita Dunn, in lockstep with Gibbs, recommended a “rapid response” to counteract “FOX’s blows” against the administration. Dunn described FOX as “part of the Republican Party” and as “opinion journalism masquerading as news. They are boosting their audience. But that doesn’t mean we are going to sit back. . . . Let’s not pretend they’re a news network the way CNN is.”30 Dunn continued, “FOX News often operates almost as either a research arm or a communications arm of the Republican Party.... When he [Obama] goes on FOX, he understands he’s not going on it really as a news network at this point; he’s going on to debate the opposition.”31 She claimed White House critics would “say anything.... They will take any small thing and distort it.... In other words, after eight months at the White House, the days of nonpartisan harmony are long gone—it’s us against them. And the Obama Administration is playing to win.”32
It wasn’t as if Dunn was a loose cannon acting independently of the White House. Presidential adviser David Axelrod echoed Dunn’s charges, telling ABC’s George Stephanopoulos that FOX “is not a real news organization” and that “other news organizations, like yours, ought not to treat them that way.” Senior adviser Valerie Jarrett told CNN’s Campbell Brown, “Of course they’re (FOX) biased.” But she would not, when pressed, make the same claim about MSNBC.33 To the contrary, Kareem Dale, Special Assistant to the President for Arts and Culture, publicly proclaimed, “At the White House, as we always like to say, we love MSNBC.”34
Dunn’s resignation in November 2009 did not end the administration’s offensive against FOX. Her successor, Dan Pfeiffer, told the New York Times, “[FOX has] a point of view; that point of view pervades the entire network. We don’t feel the obligation to treat them like we would treat CNN, or an ABC, or an NBC, or a traditional news organization, but there are times when we believe it makes sense to communicate with them.” He vowed to continue Dunn’s approach of treating FOX like a “wing of the Republican Party.”35
Gibbs aggressively attacked FOX for reporting on unsavory stories involving Obama’s “safe schools czar,” Kevin Jennings. Gibbs was angered by FOX’s reporting that Jennings had been praised by Harry Hay, founder of North American Man/Boy Love Association (NAMBLA), and that Jennings failed to report to authorities that a student told him the student was having sex with older men. Gibbs commented, “It’s a shame. I hope people watch what they (FOX News) do.”36
The White House tried hard to shut FOX out of the news loops. When it scheduled round robin interviews on all the networks for its executive pay czar Kenneth Feinberg, it excluded FOX, which had been part of the White House press pool since 1997. To their credit, the other four TV networks refused to participate unless FOX were allowed to join, after which the White House relented.37 Baltimore Sun TV critic David Zurawik called the administration’s attempt to exclude FOX “outrageous.” “What it’s really about to me is the Executive Branch of the government trying to tell the press how it should behave. I mean, this democracy—we know this—only works with a free and unfettered press to provide information.” When asked about his administration’s campaign against FOX, a typically arrogant Obama likened the network to “talk radio”—a major insult in the liberal lexicon. He said, “If media is operating, basically, as a talk radio format, then that’s one thing. And if it’s operating as a news outlet, then that’s another. But it’s not something I’m losing sleep over.”38
One Sunday in September 2009 Obama did a marathon of interviews on every network but FOX. He snubbed it and took thinly veiled digs at it on the other networks. On his interviews with CNN, ABC, CBS, and NBC, he criticized “television news” for making stars out of “rude” people, and complained that TV producers didn’t book more guests who displayed “decency” and “civility.” Obama told CNN’s John King, “If you’re civil and polite and you’re sensible, and you don’t exaggerate the bad things about your opponent . . . you might get on one of the Sunday shows, but you’re not going to be in the loop.” He told ABC’s George Stephanopoulos the media “encourages some of the outliers in behavior,” because being “rude” is the easiest way to get on TV. He complained of the “24-hour news cycle,” where controversy and “the extreme statement” is what “gets you on.”39 This type of public whining is not something we’ve ordinarily seen from a president of the United States, especially one as media-pampered as Obama, and one who himself engages in the very type of behavior he condemns.
In late 2009, Politico reported that executives at National Public Radio, which is partially funded by the federal government, asked Mara Liasson, NPR’s top political correspondent, to reconsider her frequent appearances on FOX News because of its “political bias.” The executives asked Liasson to watch FOX for thirty days to confirm it had become more partisan. Liasson complied but disagreed with the assessment, so she continued on FOX. Politico reported that NPR executives denied there was any connection between their pressuring Liasson and the White House’s campaign “to delegitimize the network by painting it as an extension of the Republican Party.”
SHOOTING THE MESSENGERS
The administration’s attacks extended beyond FOX to other networks’ correspondents who were perceived as hostile. They blasted CNBC’s Rick Santelli in what Politico described as “unusually personal terms” for daring to challenge the administration’s mortgage bailout plan .40 “The government,” thundered Santelli, “is promoting bad behavior. This is America! How many of you people want to pay for your neighbor’s mortgage that has an extra bathroom and can’t pay their bills?”41 Santelli’s rant is widely credited with sparking the tea party movement, thus making him an obvious target for the White House’s press war. Gibbs said, “I’ve watched Mr. Santelli on cable the past twenty-four hours or so. I’m not entirely sure where Mr. Santelli lives or in what house he lives but the American people are struggling every day to meet their mortgages, stay in their jobs, pay their bills, send their kids to school. I think we left a few months ago the adage that if it was good for a derivatives trader that it was good for Main Street. I think the verdict is in on that.”
Gibbs further claimed Santelli was misrepresenting the president’s plan in saying it rewards people who don’t play by the rules. He insisted, “I’d be more than happy to have him come here to read it. I’d be happy to buy him a cup of coffee—decaf.” Santelli was neither amused nor intimidated. He responded, “Pretty much everybody we know’s 401k is now a 201k. Why did that happen?. . . We want our 401k money back. I want my stock money back. The retirement funds of many Americans [are] much larger of a loss than some people on their housing at this point in time.”42
Next in line for a White House comeuppance was CNBC’s Mad Money host Jim Cramer, who said he believed “the president’s policies, his agenda had contributed to the greatest wealth destruction he’s ever seen by a president.” Gibbs responded by attacking Cramer’s overall credibility: “You can go back and look at any number of statements that he’s made in the past about the economy and wonder where some of the backup for those are too.” Next, Gibbs turned on Cramer’s network. “I’m going to get in a lot of trouble if I continue,” he said. “The president—again, if you turn on a certain program, it’s geared to a very small audience—no offense to my good friends, or friend at CNBC. But the president has to look out for the broader economy and for the broader population—many of whom are investors, but not exclusively investors.”43 Interestingly, Cramer is a long-time liberal Democrat.
The White House’s relentless denunciation of Obama’s critics provoked Rowan Scarborough to comment, “The White House is using the daily press briefing to launch personal attacks on President Obama’s critics, signaling the vast liberal media to join in. In just 50 days in office, Press Secretary Robert Gibbs has taken on Rick Santelli and Jim Cramer at CNBC; conservative radio king Rush Limbaugh; and, most recently, former Vice President Dick Cheney.” (Scarborough was referring to Gibbs’s swipe at Cheney as being part of a “Republican cabal.”) “The personal slap downs” of the White House’s critics, wrote Scarborough, “stand in contrast to how the Bush White House used the daily briefing.”
The arrogant Gibbs was particularly unrepentant about his own thuggish behavior. He bragged, “There are very few days that I’ve had more fun. I was afraid I was going to have too much more fun.”44 Can you imagine Gibbs’s behavior had he faced a truly hostile press instead of a lapdog “state-run” media?
The administration even went after critics of its “Cash for Clunkers” program. The auto website Edmunds.com published an unflattering analysis of Clunkers, saying its actual costs to taxpayers amounted to some $24,000 per car, not the $4,500 per car of government rebates represented by the White House. In its calculations, Edmunds used the number of cars that were sold as a direct result of the program, excluding those vehicles that would have been sold anyway. Edmunds said the administration’s economic claims about the program “have been rendered quite weak.”45
The report incensed the White House which, in the words of the liberal NPR, “responded with snark.” The White House Blog featured a responsive post titled, “Busy Covering Car Sales on Mars, Edmunds.com Gets It Wrong (Again) on Cash for Clunkers.” Condemning Edmunds’ “faulty” analysis for assuming the market for cars outside the Clunkers program was completely unaffected by the program (as if all other cars “were being sold on Mars”), the post claimed the findings “appear designed to grab headlines and get coverage on cable TV. Like many of their previous attempts, this claim doesn’t even withstand basic scrutiny.... So put on your space suit and compare the two approaches yourself.”46
NPR was not impressed, noting that Edmunds’ response “was, by contrast, snark-free and fairly persuasive.” Edmunds calmly dismantled the White House’s lame rebuttal, showing how its key points rested on assertions based on anecdotes, not objective data. Edmunds concluded with a suggestion to the White House that, “with all respect” it shouldn’t “shoot the messenger.”47
“NOT THE KIND OF CHANGE YOU CAN BELIEVE IN”
Unsurprisingly, the Democrats’ bête noir, my brother Rush Limbaugh, was singled out for especially harsh criticism. The New York Post reported, “President Obama warned Republicans on Capitol Hill today that they need to quit listening to radio king Rush Limbaugh if they want to get along with Democrats and the new administration. ‘You can’t just listen to Rush Limbaugh and get things done,’ he told top GOP leaders, whom he had invited to the White House to discuss his nearly $1 trillion stimulus package.”48
Obama’s activist supporters, such as MoveOn.org and Americans United for Change, launched radio and TV ads expressing false outrage at Limbaugh’s condemnation of Obama’s profligate spending. In the spirit of street agitator Saul Alinsky, Limbaugh was the target to be frozen and demonized, and then Republican lawmakers as well, by association with Limbaugh.49 Politico took notice, observing that “liberal groups are dispensing with the niceties and seeking to drive a wedge between Republicans and one of the right’s most influential leaders.” Politico reported that Americans United for Change was about to air radio ads in three states asking Republican senators, “Will you side with Obama or Rush Limbaugh?” The ad referred to Limbaugh as an “extreme partisan” who “wants President Obama’s Jobs program to fail.... Will our Senator... side with Rush Limbaugh too?”50
The administration’s campaign against Limbaugh provoked a Time magazine story titled, “Team Obama’s Petty Limbaugh Strategy.” Time noted Obama won the presidency “promising to be a different, more substantive, less gimmicky leader” who would not engage in “phony outrage,” but would work on solving problems. Instead, the subject of Limbaugh and his influence on the Republican Party was dominating the news. Time quoted Politico’s Jonathan Martin saying the entire Limbaugh “controversy” had “been cooked up and force fed to the American people by Obama’s advisers.” In other words, said Time, “it’s not the kind of change you can believe in.”51
Time discovered the Democrats’ anti-Limbaugh campaign was hatched following a poll taken by Bill Clinton’s pollster Stanley Greenberg—who just happens to own the house where Obama’s chief of staff Rahm Emanuel stays while in Washington. The poll allegedly found “Limbaugh was deeply unpopular among wide swaths of the American electorate.” So Greenberg and Clinton henchmen James Carville and Paul Begala devised a strategy to taint the Republican Party by connecting it to Limbaugh.52
The White House set the strategy in motion when Limbaugh announced he hoped Obama would fail, by which he meant—as he clearly explained—that he hoped his agenda failed because otherwise the nation would fail. Rooting for the failure of Obama’s agenda was tantamount, in Limbaugh’s expressly articulated view, to championing the nation’s success and well being. Yet Gibbs and other Democratic operatives colluded to paint Limbaugh as an anti-patriot who wished for America’s failure for crass partisan purposes.
But the distortion of Limbaugh’s statement was too blatant even for some members of the mainstream media. Time’s David Von Drehle quoted Teddy Roosevelt saying, “To announce that there must be no criticism of the President, or that we are to stand by the President, right or wrong, is not only unpatriotic and servile but is morally treasonable to the American public.”53 The inherent virtue of even the most outrageous expressions of “dissent,” of course, was an ever-present Democratic talking point throughout the entire presidency of George W. Bush. As Hillary Clinton declared back then, “I am sick and tired of people who say that if you debate and you disagree with this administration somehow you’re not patriotic. And we should stand up and say we are Americans and we have a right to debate and disagree with any administration.”54 Under Obama, however, critics of the president have suddenly degenerated from brave dissidents into unpatriotic and divisive demagogues.
Despite the protests of some rebels like Von Drehle, much of the mainstream media predictably parroted the White House’s allegations against Limbaugh and even attributed to him racist comments and other outlandish statements he’d never made. National Review’s editors observed that journalists had incorporated into their reporting, “without substantiation,” “a rash of manufactured quotes attributed to Limbaugh,” doing “collectively what Dan Rather did individually: allow themselves to be duped by phony documents.” It was a part of the “Democratic media’s recent campaign to prevent Rush from becoming part-owner of a professional football team, but the lies reached a level that is remarkable even by the standards of the corrupt and incompetent American media.”
The attribution of these false quotes to Limbaugh, observed National Review, was “to lie—viciously.” But, what made the partisan and dishonest assault “disturbing” was “that the White House [was] a participant in it.... There may be some precedent for a modern White House’s attempting to use the machinery of the presidency to destroy a critic in this fashion, but Barack Obama did not run as the Second Coming of Richard Nixon.”55
Aside from Limbaugh, Obama attacked other conservative media figures as well, such as Sean Hannity. Obama repeatedly denounced the radio and FOX News host, once implying Hannity promoted hatred against him after Sean got under his skin for connecting the dots between Obama and his radical friends such as his pastor Jeremiah Wright, the unrepentant terrorist William Ayers, and Ayers’s wife, the former FBI fugitive Bernardine Dohrn.56
Columnist Paul Ibrahim rejected the White House’s efforts to distance and sanitize Obama from the administration’s war against its opponents. He wrote, “The fact that this systematic operation to intimidate and demonize Obama’s opponents was launched so soon after his inauguration is tremendously perturbing. What is even more alarming is that Obama is not only a member of this campaign—he is the driving force behind it.” Ibrahim identified why this pattern of behavior, coming from the president of the United States, is inimical to freedom. “Within 100 hours of taking office, the president of the United States proceeded to single out a private citizen for his mere dissent, effectively expelling him from the government’s marketplace of ideas, and with him the millions of listeners of the same political stripe.... Welcome to the politics of hope ’n’ change. Obama’s startling attempt to hang Limbaugh’s scalp on the wall is a warning that the new ruler does not want unity—he demands it.”57
The crusade against Limbaugh was nothing new for Obama; it simply resurrected a strategy he had employed as a presidential candidate in attempting to smear his opponent, John McCain, by tying him to Limbaugh, whom they had slandered with a manufactured racial slur against Mexicans by taking some of his radio comments grossly out of context. Limbaugh himself, in an op-ed in the Wall Street Journal a few months before Ibrahim’s piece, chastised Obama for stoking the flames of racial antagonism on Limbaugh’s back. “What kind of potential president,” he asked, “would let his campaign knowingly extract two incomplete, out-of-context lines from two radio parodies and build a framework of hate around them in order to exploit racial tensions? The segregationists of the 1950s and 1960s were famous for such vile fear-mongering.”58 This was the candidate not only claiming to be above dirty politics, but who held himself out as post-racial. “We’ve made such racial progress in this country. Any candidate who employs the tactic of the old segregationists is unworthy of the presidency.”59
No one should operate under the misapprehension that Obama’s White House didn’t have its hands all over the effort to demonize Limbaugh and other political opponents. His relationship with his supporters is symbiotic. Newsbusters reported, for example, that Obama confidantes such as his discredited, radical, former green jobs czar Van Jones were tied to StopTheWitchHunt.org—a group specifically formed to “call out” so-called “mischaracterizations and hate speech” of Limbaugh, Glenn Beck, Lou Dobbs, Pat Buchanan, and Paul Brown.60
Obama is also intolerant of criticism of his wife, but it wasn’t as if the criticism was gratuitous. He had encouraged her to speak out on policy issues, and when she did and called America “downright mean,” she earned the righteous indignation of patriots everywhere. Yet Obama lashed out at National Review and FOX News (again), as well as the rest of the “conservative press,” for going “fairly deliberately at her in a pretty systematic way.” He added, “I think that it is an example of the erosion of civility in our political culture that she’s been subjected to these attacks.”61
SARAH PALIN AND CARVILLE’S “LIMBAUGH STRATEGY”
Sarah Palin is a close second to Rush Limbaugh in the Left’s roster of most hated conservatives. The attacks on Palin began almost from the moment McCain picked her as his running mate. Obama derided the McCain-Palin reform rhetoric with, “You can’t put lipstick on a pig. It’s still a pig.” Obama also disparagingly referred to Palin as a “moose shooter”62 and all but called her a liar in portraying herself as an earmark watchdog. “Come on!” said Obama. “I mean, words mean something, you can’t just make stuff up.”63
The demonization of Palin did not abate with Obama’s election. The UK Telegraph’s Toby Harnden pointed out in November 2009 that “Barack Obama’s Organizing for America” sent out “pleas for cash” citing Palin’s book Going Rogue as an incentive to donate “to oppose ‘Sarah Palin and her allies.’” The e-mail from these Obama surrogates bitterly denounced Palin for claiming ObamaCare would institute “death panels” and for “opening the flood gates for months of false attacks by special interests and partisan extremists.” It suggested Palin is “dangerous” and called her a liar, referring to “whatever lie comes next [from her],”and declaring, “We can’t afford more deception and delay.”64 A few months earlier Gibbs had named Palin as one of “the biggest purveyors of disinformation.”65
Those who believe the Left’s negative reaction to Palin is merely visceral fail to see that Obama leftists smeared Palin for the same strategic purpose they vilified Limbaugh: to taint all conservatives and the Republican Party by association. The Washington Post’s The Plum Line blog reported that James Carville, the architect of “the Limbaugh strategy,” said Democrats would seek to elevate Palin more and more and turn her into the new Rush Limbaugh. “Her name conjures up all kinds of reactions in people’s minds,” said Carville, who conceded he was attempting to alienate moderates from the GOP by focusing on Palin. “She’s an uncomfortable figure for a lot of Republicans. They want to move beyond her. We like her.” Another Democratic strategist said, “Luckily, she seems to present us with an opportunity every few days. You could say it’s a turkey shoot.”66
The White House was obviously knee-deep in this “Carville strategy” to demonize Limbaugh, Palin, FOX News, and other conservatives. In an off-the-record briefing at the White House with leftist commentators including Rachel Maddow, Keith Olbermann, Frank Rich, and Bob Herbert, Obama “gave vent to sentiments about the network [FOX], according to people briefed on the conversation.” Michael Clemente, a FOX News executive, suggested the targeting of FOX “was part of a larger White House strategy to marginalize critics,” citing a report in Politico about a White House strategy session to “move more aggressively against opponents.”67 Clemente’s analysis is certainly consistent with Time magazine’s citing of Politico’s report that the Limbaugh “controversy” had “been cooked up and force fed to the American people by Obama’s advisers.”68
While Palin, Limbaugh, and others were certainly special targets of the White House, anyone who opposed Obama’s priorities could find themselves subject to personal attack. For example, Obama’s team became incensed when Republican senator Jim Bunning blocked their move to extend unemployment and health benefits. Bunning’s opposition was based on a simple, commonsense proposition: “Before we expand a program, let’s make sure we can pay for it.” Bunning was not even opposed to extending the benefits per se; he just wanted them paid out of unspent “stimulus” funds, which seemed exceedingly reasonable, since the “stimulus” funds that had already been spent had not created the jobs Obama promised they would. Bunning was also intent on forcing Obama and lawmakers to honor their “paygo” legislation, which mandated that new government spending be funded through other spending reductions, funds allocated elsewhere, or from new taxes. But Gibbs made it personal, stating, “I don’t know how you negotiate with the irrational” and even admitted using his position of influence to “shame” Bunning. “Sometimes,” bemoaned Gibbs, “even using their names doesn’t create the shame you would think it would.”69
“IN LAS VEGAS, HE’S SURE NOT OUR FRIEND.”
As a candidate, Obama usually told voters what he thought they wanted to hear. He told an audience of 18,000 in Las Vegas he wanted to help “not just the folks who own casinos but the folks who are serving in casinos.” But after becoming president he wasn’t quite as solicitous. In one of his many anti-capitalist riffs he took a cheap shot at CEOs at a townhall meeting in Elkhart, Indiana, in February 2009. “You can’t take a trip to Las Vegas or down to the Super Bowl on the taxpayers’ dime.” Obama’s careless statement elicited a strong reaction from Las Vegas businessmen, many pointing out that if their business suffers, the first and hardest hit are the front line workers—the people at the front desk, the bell staff, and the taxi drivers, precisely the people Obama courted during the campaign .70
Nevada governor Jim Gibbons wrote to Obama requesting a meeting with him to discuss the economic damage to the convention and tourism business caused by Obama’s statement. The Las Vegas Convention and Visitors Authority reported that more than 400 conventions and business meetings scheduled in the city had been canceled, translating into 111,800 guests and more than 250,000 “roomnights,” costing the city’s economy more than $100 million, apart from lost gaming revenue. Obama, showing his characteristic petulance toward critics, refused to meet with Gibbons, who responded, “I am disappointed at the hypocrisy shown by this administration. President Obama is coming to Las Vegas later this month for a fundraiser, but he will not help the struggling families in Las Vegas and Nevada who are out of work because of his reckless comments.”71
During a townhall meeting in New Hampshire a year later, Obama took another gratuitous swipe at Las Vegas, saying, “When times are tough, you tighten your belts”—apparently exempting his own federal leviathan from the admonition. “You don’t go buying a boat when you can barely pay your mortgage. You don’t blow a bunch of cash in Vegas when you’re trying to save for college.” Las Vegas mayor Oscar Goodman fired back that Obama is “no friend to Las Vegas” and that “I think he has a psychological hang-up about us. . . . He’s not welcome in my city, as far as I’m concerned. He’s not our friend. I don’t know about people in Nevada, but in Las Vegas, he’s sure not our friend.”
Goodman said he was “incredulous” that Obama would attack the city again and that a simple apology wouldn’t cut it now that the damage had been done. “It has to be a real mea culpa and a promise not to do it again,” stated Goodman. Governor Gibbons’ reaction was equally strong. “How dare he insult any American city?” he asked. “I’m writing a letter to him today telling him to tone down or temper his remarks about Las Vegas. This is another slap in the face of the hard-working families in Nevada.” Senator John Ensign noted Obama had become “quite comfortable criticizing Las Vegas” and that he has “failed to grasp the weight that his words carry.” He has caused “countless companies and federal agencies” to cancel their conventions at Las Vegas hotels, costing them “and our city millions of dollars.”72
THE STATE OF ARIZONA
When Arizona enacted a law to deal with its illegal immigration problem in response to continuing immigrant-related crime and violence, Attorney General Holder threatened to sue the state because the law allegedly “has the possibility of leading to racial profiling.” He later admitted he hadn’t even read the law, much less been briefed on it.73 Homeland Security secretary Janet Napolitano admitted under questioning from Senator John McCain that she hadn’t read the law either, even though she had vehemently denounced it.
Ironically, Napolitano sang a different tune before she went to work for Obama. According to Arizona governor Jan Brewer, when Napolitano herself served as Arizona governor she wrote letters to Washington insisting, “We need our borders secure. We need our money from the federal government for the incarceration of the illegal immigrants that we have in our jails and in our prisons.” Brewer revealed, “She repeated it over and over. She sent a big blown up check of what they owed us. So she knows. She understands. For her to say she hadn’t even read the bill that I signed because she already had it on her desk is unconscionable. The bill is the same bill she had before her.”74
Obama attacked what he called a “misguided” law that threatened “to undermine basic notions of fairness we cherish as Americans.” He also blatantly misrepresented the bill and stirred up racial animus by claiming the law would lead to harassment of people who take their kids out to get ice cream, if they don’t have their papers on them. In fact, the law expressly prohibited racial profiling and had several layers of safeguards against it: before anyone could be arrested, state authorities would have to verify with federal authorities the suspect was illegal; no U.S. citizens could be prosecuted under the law; and only those with whom law enforcement had made lawful contact, as in a traffic stop, could be asked to show identification, and only in cases where officers had a “reasonable suspicion” that an immigration law had been violated.
Yet the administration savaged Arizonans en masse for adopting the bill, portraying them as renegades operating outside federal authority. But in fact Arizona legislators had drafted the bill in close consultation with law professor and immigration law expert Kris Kobach, who carefully crafted the law to adhere to the Constitution, making it a mirror image of existing federal law, and requiring state authorities to defer to their federal counterparts in determining whether the law had been violated. A Pew Poll showed an overwhelming 73 percent of Americans approved of the Arizona law’s requirement that people verify their legal status, and two-thirds support police detaining people who can’t.75
As the Arizona law put the issue of illegal immigration back in the spotlight, Obama began taking heat over the issue. In response, he pledged to put several thousand National Guard troops on the Arizona border. In a meeting with Governor Brewer, he promised to get back to her within two weeks with details on the deployment. When he failed to keep his word, Brewer went on FOX News’ On the Record to denounce the situation as “unacceptable.” She indicated to host Greta Van Susteren that Obama’s promise was empty posturing: “I think that the people of Arizona and the people of America put a lot of pressure on this issue and that [the administration] responded to kind of cool it down. And I think they thought maybe they could go away and placate us. Unfortunately, they didn’t.”76
An even bigger snub of Brewer and her state followed shortly thereafter, as Hillary Clinton announced during an interview with an Ecuadorean TV station that the administration would sue Arizona over the law. Brewer was furious. “This is no way to treat the people of Arizona,” she exclaimed. “To learn of this lawsuit through an Ecuadorean interview with the Secretary of State is just outrageous. If our own government intends to sue our state to prevent illegal immigration enforcement, the least it can do is inform us before it informs the citizens of another nation.”77
Brewer thus highlighted the crux of the issue. Arizona only adopted its own law because the federal government refuses to fulfill its constitutional duty to secure the border. And make no mistake, the porous border is not a “failure” in the traditional sense, but rather a calculated policy. Obama admitted as much during a private meeting with Senator Jon Kyl. As Kyl revealed to an Arizona townhall meeting, Obama told him, “The problem is . . . if we secure the border, then you all won’t have any reason to support ‘comprehensive immigration reform.’” Kyl translated: “In other words, they’re holding [border security] hostage. They don’t want to secure the border unless and until it is combined with ‘comprehensive immigration reform’”—a euphemism for amnesty.
Although the White House denied Kyl’s account of the meeting, the lawsuit against Arizona makes Obama’s position crystal clear: non-enforcement is the only acceptable policy on border security.78
OBAMA’S RED STATE ALLERGY
Obama’s disdain for those who refuse to toe his line extends to entire regions of the nation that he perceives to be immune to his Kool Aid. Perhaps he was projecting his own feelings when he suggested on the campaign trail that small town Americans “get bitter and they cling to guns or religion or antipathy toward people who aren’t like them.” Could it be that he harbors antipathy toward people who aren’t like him—who don’t share his vision to fundamentally turn America 180 degrees from its founding principles?
It seems so. Hot Air’s Ed Morrissey noted while Obama visited every state during his presidential campaign, he hasn’t been quite as indiscriminate since becoming president. Morrissey cited a study by University of Minnesota professor Dr. Eric Ostermeier revealing that during the first 14-plus months of his term, Obama gave more speeches outside the country (sixty-three) than in America’s red states put together. Of the speeches he delivered outside Washington, he made almost ten times as many in states he won (116) than in states won by John McCain (fifteen). Morrissey concludes, “Democrats may argue that they can compete in every state, but it’s hard to reconcile that with Obama’s reluctance to appear in states that didn’t catch Hopenchange Fever the first time around. Indeed, it looks as though Obama would rather go abroad than visit those states.”79
ATTACKING THE SUPREME COURT
For Obama, ever the Chicago politician, everything is political. When it serves his cause to politicize, everyone and every institution is fair game. When the Supreme Court issued its ruling in Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, which lifted curbs on corporate campaign contributions, Obama publicly condemned the third branch of government, portraying its decision as politically driven and a huge victory for “big oil, Wall Street banks, health insurance companies and the other powerful interests that marshal their power every day in Washington to drown out the voices of everyday Americans.”80 Obama said in his weekly radio address, “This week the United States Supreme Court handed a huge victory to the special interests and their lobbyists—and a powerful blow to our efforts to rein in corporate influence. This ruling strikes at our democracy itself.”
In fact, the Court’s majority ruling was a triumph for free speech and democracy. But Obama almost immediately threatened to try to nullify the court’s ruling with new legislation. His language as chief executive, directed at the judiciary branch, was inflammatory and highly inappropriate. He said he couldn’t “think of anything more devastating to the public interest.” Pitting the Court against the “American people” and the “special interests,” he said it would be his “priority” to “repair the damage that has been done.”81
Obama’s public assault on the court during his State of the Union address, with many of the justices present, drew criticism from the Los Angeles Times blog. It might not be unusual in U.S. history for a president to disagree with the Supreme Court, said the blog, but “what is considerably more unusual is for the chief executive of the executive branch (Barack Obama) to look down on members of the said Supreme Court in public at a joint session of Congress and to their faces denounce their independent actions. And then to receive a resounding ovation from fellow Democrats standing to applaud and cheer Obama as the surrounded Justices sat mute, motionless and unable to respond.”82
The normally low key chief justice, John Roberts, commented on Obama’s attack at a speech at the University of Alabama Law School in Tuscaloosa. Roberts lamented that the atmosphere of the State of the Union had “degenerated to a political pep rally.” Roberts said he had no problem with anyone criticizing the court, but “there is the issue of the setting, the circumstances and the decorum. The image of having the members of one branch of government standing up, literally surrounding the Supreme Court, cheering and hollering while the court—according to the requirements of protocol—has to sit there expressionless, I think is very troubling.”83
“WE WILL KEEP. . . OUR BOOT ON THE THROAT OF BP”
Despite British Petroleum’s assurances that it was “absolutely” responsible for the disastrous oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico, Obama unleashed on BP a non-stop barrage of verbal abuse. Using language not usually heard from a U.S. president, he told NBC’s Today Show that he consults experts about the spill to find out “whose ass to kick.” (Hint: it’s not his own.) Moreover, in keeping with his penchant for prejudging situations and assessing fault without benefit of all the facts, Obama used his office to decree BP’s legal liability, declaring, “BP is responsible for this leak, BP will be paying the bill.”84 Though Obama received generous campaign contributions from the oil giant (contrary to the MSM narrative that Republicans alone are “in the pocket of Big Oil”), White House press secretary Robert Gibbs said the administration “will keep our. . . boot on the throat of BP to ensure that they’re doing all that is necessary while we do all that is humanly possible to deal with this incident.”85
Gibbs’s gangster imagery was no mere rhetorical flourish, as BP executives discovered when they were summoned to the White House. Flanked by Attorney General Eric Holder, who has threatened criminal action against BP, Obama shook down BP into forking over a $20 billion installment to defer the government’s further wrath. Although the company’s liability was legally capped at $75 million, its managers had little choice but to submit to Obama’s diktat—the U.S. president was relentlessly denouncing them in every public forum, and they had a criminal investigation hanging over their head. While it’s difficult to feel sorry for BP, claims against the company are supposed to be handled through the judicial process, not by a grandstanding president extorting cash through threats and bullying.
Even Obama’s supporters recognized he was resorting to sheer intimidation. As Democratic strategist James Carville noted, “It looks as if President Obama applied a little old-school Chicago persuasion to the oil executives.” But American presidents, of course, are not supposed to resort to this kind of outright thuggery to get their way. As Conn Carroll remarked on the Heritage Foundation’s blog, “Making ‘offers you can’t refuse’ may be a great way to run the mob, but it is no way to run a country.”86
BP was not Obama’s only scapegoat as he desperately sought to deflect the public outcry over his manifestly incompetent response to the oil spill. He also denounced the Minerals Management Service, the federal agency that oversees oil and gas drilling in the Gulf. “For too long, for a decade or more,” said Obama, “there has been a cozy relationship between the oil companies and the federal agency that permits them to drill.” He then suggested that the agency just gave out permits like candy, at the simple request of the oil companies with nothing more than their assurances of safety. He also angrily condemned oil industry officials for pointing fingers of blame at each other, imperiously declaring, “I will not tolerate more finger pointing or irresponsibility.”87
Amidst all the furious accusations and blame shifting, it was clear BP is but another prop Obama has chosen to advance another plank of his statist agenda—this time his plan to shut down our conventional energy industry in favor of new, quixotic alternative energy methods that will succeed only in propelling this nation even faster toward third world status.
IT’S BUSH’S FAULT
No list of Obama’s targets would be complete without an accounting of his perpetual thrashing of George W. Bush. Out of a sense of decorum, most presidents refrain from directly criticizing their predecessor. For example, President George W. Bush jealously safeguarded the dignity of his office and rarely censured Bill Clinton. And even out of office Bush studiously refrains from criticizing Obama, saying he “deserves my silence.”88 The one time Bush made an exception and criticized Obama for his economic policies and his decision to close Gitmo, Gibbs snarkily responded that many of those policies were debated during last year’s election. “We kept score last November, and we won.”89
As Obama began his term in office, one might have assumed his continued hammering of President Bush was just a short-term holdover from a contentious campaign, where Obama and the Democrats ran against Bush perhaps more than they did against Republican nominee John McCain. (A New Yorker profile of Bush observed, “There was an almost obsessive singularity in the way that Obama and his chief strategists—Axelrod and David Plouffe, the campaign’s manager—saw the contest. In their tactical view, all that was wrong with the United States could be summarized in one word: Bush.”90) But as his presidency wore on, Obama kept sniping at Bush at the same feverish pace. As columnist Charles Krauthammer asked, “Is there anything he hasn’t blamed George W. Bush for? The economy, global warming, the credit crisis, Middle East stalemate, the deficit, anti-Americanism abroad—everything but swine flu. It’s as if Obama’s presidency hasn’t really started.”91 Consider some examples:
• In March 2009, Obama announced he would be sending 21,000 additional troops to Afghanistan. But in October he authorized and dispatched an additional 13,000 troops there, bringing the total increase he had approved to 34,000. When asked about the additional troops, which brought the total number of U.S. troops deployed in Iraq and Afghanistan even above their peak levels during the Iraq “surge,” Gibbs said that Bush, not Obama, had authorized the additional 13,000 troops. But Pentagon spokesman Bryan Whit-man contradicted Gibbs, saying, “The 21,000 are only combat forces, and when the combat forces go in, there are a certain amount of additional forces that are required.” Another defense official confirmed this, saying, “Obama authorized the whole thing.”92
• Also in March 2009, Obama took a shot at the previous administration on a 60 Minutes interview, attacking former vice president Dick Cheney, who had been criticizing him for jettisoning major components of the Bush administration’s approach to the war on terror. “How many terrorists have actually been brought to justice under the philosophy that is being promoted by Vice President Cheney?” asked Obama. Then he implied the Bush administration had endangered the country, insisting Cheney’s approach to terrorism “hasn’t made us safer. What it has been is a great advertisement for anti-American sentiment.”93
• On May 11, 2009, White House budget director Peter Orszag wrote in a blog post that increases in the estimated federal budget deficit of $89 billion for 2009 and $87 billion for 2010 were due to “the economic crisis inherited by this administration.”94
• The Obama administration even blamed Bush for its own bailout of General Motors. Obama’s senior economic adviser Austan Goolsbee said Obama’s options were sharply limited by Bush’s handling of the auto industry because Bush “ran out the clock.” This was despite the fact that when the Bush administration allocated $17.4 billion of TARP funds to GM and Chrysler the previous December, Obama praised the move as “a necessary step.” Even the Hill acknowledged Obama’s culpability, saying, “The Obama administration has steered the two troubled companies into bankruptcy.”95
• In July 2009, when the unemployment rate hit a 26-year high, Obama denied any responsibility, saying, “It took us years to get us into this mess, and it will take more than a few months to get us out.” As National Review Online’s Jim Geraghty noted, “This ignores the fact that after the stimulus passed, [he] has not ‘gotten us out of the mess,’ but the mess has gotten worse.”96
• In a July 2009 press conference, Obama referred to the Bush years nine times, three of which were direct complaints that he inherited a $1.3 trillion debt that had hampered his progress in restoring economic growth. The Washington Times’ Joseph Curl commented on Obama’s Bush-bashing habit in light of his promise to usher in a “new era of responsibility” that would transcend partisan politics, quoting former Bush deputy press secretary Tony Fratto as saying, “For a guy who campaigned on taking responsibility and looking forward, he spends an awful lot of time pointing fingers and looking backward.”97
• In a townhall meeting in Shaker Heights, Ohio, Obama said, “Folks have a lot of nerve who have helped us get into this fiscal hole and then start going around trying to talk about fiscal responsibility. I’m always a little surprised that people don’t have a little more shame about having created a mess and then trying to point fingers.”98
• At a DNC fundraiser in San Francisco in October 2009, responding to the spate of criticism he’d been receiving over the economy and the sky-rocketing national debt, Obama accused his critics of having “a selective memory” about the fact that he didn’t create the current economic crisis, which was “unlike any that we’ve seen in our times. We were losing 700,000 jobs a month. Our financial system was on the brink of collapse. Economists of every political stripe were saying we might be slipping into the next Great Depression.... Another way of putting it is when, you know, I’m busy and Nancy is busy with our mop cleaning up somebody else’s mess—we don’t want somebody sitting back saying, ‘You’re not holding the mop the right way.’ Why don’t you grab a mop, why don’t you help clean up.”99
• At his West Point speech in December 2009, Obama said, “The decision to go into Iraq caused substantial rifts between America and much of the world.... Today, after extraordinary costs we are bringing the Iraq war to a responsible end.” Did he mean the costs were not worth the result? That it was less important to spend money in Iraq against an evil regime than it was to waste it on quixotic “stimulus” fantasies at home? That even if we were justified in invading Iraq we shouldn’t have done it if it resulted in “rifts” with other nations—implying that opposition to the right thing means not doing the right thing?
Obama declared, “I opposed the war in Iraq precisely because I believe that we must exercise restraint in the use of military force, and always consider the long-term consequences of our actions. We have been at war for eight years, at enormous cost in lives and resources. Years of debate over Iraq and terrorism have left our unity on national security issues in tatters, and created a highly polarized and partisan backdrop for this effort.” He then turned to his favorite subject, the “worst economic crisis since the Great Depression,” which he made clear he “inherited” and personally remedied. 100
• On NBC’s Meet the Press, Vice President Joe Biden said the Iraq war wasn’t worth the “horrible price, not only in loss of life, the way the war was mishandled from the outset, but we took our eye off the ball, putting us in a much different and more dangerous position in Afghanistan. We lost support around the world.”101
• FOX News reported on January 25, 2010, that Obama and his top advisors had “been pinning the blame on the prior administration, directly or obliquely, ever since Obama’s inauguration a full year ago.” What’s more, they did so “at least seven times since last Tuesday’s stunning upset in the Massachusetts Senate election.” Obama referred to the “economic downturn we inherited,” “the year of failing to pay for new policies,” and “the trillion dollars in deficits” Bush created. Gibbs claimed “the hole we inherit and the hole that we have to fill is very, very deep.”
Aide David Axelrod said, “When the president walked in the door, he was handed the worst economic downturn since the Great Depression, a financial crisis that held out the prospect of the collapse of the financial system and a fiscal crisis.” With unmatched chutzpah, adviser David Plouffe declaimed that Democrats should not “accept any lectures on spending” from Republicans. “Republicans’ fiscal irresponsibility,” said Plouffe, “has never been matched in our country’s history.”102
• In his first State of the Union address, Obama issued a bitterly strident and partisan harangue, blaming Bush for coming into office with a $200 billion budget surplus and leaving office with a $1.3 trillion deficit, which Obama blamed on “paying for two wars, two tax cuts, and an expensive prescription drug program.” “All this,” he claimed, “was before I walked in the door.”
Sadly, the mainstream media enabled Obama’s unbecoming behavior just as it had indulged his messianic mystique. Carrying on in its tradition of demonizing President Bush and deifying President Obama, the MSM reinforced the “it’s Bush’s fault” theme at every turn. In November 2009, Time’s cover story was “The End of the 2000s: Goodbye (at Last) to the Decade From Hell.” Andy Serwer, who wrote the cover story, expounded on it on MSNBC’s Morning Joe, “Overall, it was a decade where Americans really suffered. There was, you know, a deferral of responsibility, neglect, and these things all sort of came home to roost this decade....If you lived in China or Brazil, not a bad decade. But here in the United States, it was kind of tough.”103
Reality doesn’t quite match Serwer’s rhetoric, considering that the George W. Bush years saw mostly robust economic growth. But so did the Reagan years, which liberals denounced as the “Decade of Greed.” Though both periods were prosperous, liberals couldn’t abide the tax cuts that strongly contributed to their prosperity. Time editor Rick Stengel, appearing with Serwer on Morning Joe, predicted the next decade was “going to turn out to be a lot better than we think, in part because we have a lot of these excesses [read: tax cuts] behind us.”104
Despite the media’s rank sycophancy, Obama’s scapegoating eventually lost its glimmer. A FOX News poll in April 2010 showed that 66 percent of American voters believed it was time for Obama to take responsibility for his own actions and quit blaming Bush.105
PART II
OFFENSES AGAINST AMERICAN INSTITUTIONS
Chapter Six
THE DICTATOR
CRIMES AGAINST THE CONSTITUTION, RULE OF LAW, AND CIVIL SOCIETY, PART 1
In the past year and a half, we’ve seen Obama cram ObamaCare through Congress against the will of the people. We’ve seen Health and Human Services secretary Sebelius summon insurance executives to the White House so she and President Obama could lecture them on their greed-born resistance to ObamaCare. We witnessed them browbeat insurance executives over the premiums they charge. And we saw the administration send a threatening letter to Humana and other companies threatening legal action for expressing their opinion that under ObamaCare some seniors would lose coverage.
We’ve observed how Obama has surrounded himself with numerous radical “czars”—those powerful advisers who are not confirmed by the Senate and thus not accountable to the legislative branch. We saw him appoint leftist activist judges. His most recent Supreme Court nominee, Elena Kagan, in her undergraduate thesis at Princeton, lamented the decline of socialism in the United States as “sad” for those who desire to “change America.”1 When clerking for Justice Thurgood Marshall, Kagan argued the Constitution confers “positive” rights to government aid, as opposed to being solely an instrument of limitation that protects liberty against governmental interference2—an odious position to all who believe the Constitution means what it actually says.
Moreover, many of Obama’s appointees were corrupt, ranging from tax cheats to those involved in shady business dealings—which didn’t seem to matter a whit to Obama, as long as they could help him advance his agenda. The Washington Post acknowledged the administration’s willingness to appoint ethically challenged people “when an appointee’s qualifications appeared to trump other concerns,” from auto task force czar Steve Rattner, to Treasury Secretary Tim Geithner, to Health and Human Services nominee Tom Daschle.3
The administration is steeped in an end-justifies-the-means culture, committed to doing whatever it takes to advance their agenda, details like the Constitution or legislative rules be damned. When criticized for resorting to secrecy, political bribery, intimidation, and other legislative shenanigans to enact ObamaCare, Obama advisor David Axelrod said the American people didn’t much care about the legislative process—they just wanted results. Axelrod had long subscribed to this cynical view; eight months earlier he said, “Ultimately, this is not about a process, it’s about results. If we’re going to get this thing done, obviously time is a-wasting.”4
In dismissing as mere “process” the kind of transparent, honest governance he had promised on the campaign trail, President Obama has exercised significantly greater power than our constitutional framers intended in his quest to transform America from free enterprise to socialism, from a nation primarily of earners to one primarily of dependents. Along those lines, Obama’s congressional ally Nancy Pelosi, speaking of ObamaCare, said, “We see it as an entrepreneurial bill, a bill that says to someone, if you want to be creative and be a musician or whatever, you can leave your work, focus on your talent, your skill, your passion, your aspirations because you will have health care.”5 In other words, don’t worry about your healthcare bills, someone else will pay them.
Obama and his team are liberal ideologues who believe their mission is to impose on the rest of us—by whatever means available—their vision of a virtuous society. They view the Constitution, as originally understood, as an impediment, but reinterpreted, as a marvelous vehicle for transforming society in their image, which is the same way they regard the rule of law. But the rule of law is blind to ideology, a concept so foreign to the Obamites as to be unintelligible. As veteran conservative columnist George Will wrote, “Anyone could govern as boldly as their whims decreed, were it not for the skeletal structure that keeps civil society civil—the rule of law. The Obama administration is . . . careless regarding constitutional values and is acquiring a tincture of lawlessness.”6
“JUST LIKE YOUR TEENAGE KIDS”
A key reason why this administration feels justified in flouting the rule of law is that they see themselves as benevolent tutors who cannot let trivial technicalities like the Constitution impede their mission to enlighten the unwashed American masses. At a seminar on reconstructing America’s electrical grid, Secretary of Energy Steven Chu commented, “The American public, just like your teenage kids, aren’t acting in a way that they should act. The American public has to really understand in their core how important [energy conservation] is.” Chu has incorporated that patronizing attitude into the administration’s energy policy. As the Wall Street Journal’s Ian Talley observed, “The administration aims to teach [the American public]—literally.” Translating this outlook into practice, the Environmental Protection Agency is going to partner with the Parent Teacher Organization on a cross-country tour of 6,000 schools to teach (read: indoctrinate) actual children about climate change and energy efficiency. “We’re showing people across the country how energy efficiency can be part of what they do every day. Confronting climate change, saving money on our utility bills, and reducing our use of heavily-polluting energy can be as easy as making a few small changes.”7
After Chu’s patronizing comments were publicized, Energy Department spokesman Dan Leistikow assured us Chu was not comparing the public to teenagers, but merely insisting we need to educate teenagers about ways to save energy.8 Since they believe the Constitution doesn’t mean what it says, it’s unsurprising the administration would insist Chu’s actual words—that Americans were acting improperly “just like your teenage kids”—are infinitely flexible as well.
GOING WHERE NO MODERN PRESIDENT HAS GONE BEFORE
Obama’s lawless tendencies are starkly evident in his dealings with NASA and the space program, which he has subordinated to environmental projects like developing alternative energy—an effort he suggested should be our “next Apollo Program.”9 First, some background: during the Democratic primary, Obama indicated his $18 billion education plan (including his misguided ambition to federalize preschool) would be funded, in part, by delaying for five years NASA’s Constellation program, which would return humans to the moon.10 This plan stoked criticism about the futility of defunding one of the federal government’s greatest investments in math and science in the name of renewing its investment in math and science education. There are also national security implications: Obama’s plan could leave the United States unable to send people into space for a decade absent the aid of foreign nations, such as Russia and China; we might not be able to service the International Space Station; and we risk falling behind China, which could beat us back to the moon.11
After coming under sustained criticism, Obama attempted to “clarify” his plan, vowing to continue developing the next generation of space vehicles and complete the international space station. He said he “endorses the goal of sending human missions to the moon by 2020, as a precursor in an orderly progression to missions to more distant destinations, including Mars.”12 He also declared, naturally, that global warming monitoring would have to be a major part of the space program.13
Upon taking office, however, Obama made it clear space exploration was not a high priority. In addition to delaying any return to the moon and abandoning the manned space program, he showed a preference for largely turning over space travel to the private sector. It shouldn’t surprise anyone that when Obama finally found a government program he wanted to leave to the private sector, it would be one of the few that is best controlled by the government, because of its national security implications.
It also follows he would abandon a program that has long symbolized American exceptionalism, a concept Obama rejected with his famous comment, “I believe in American exceptionalism, just as I suspect that the Brits believe in British exceptionalism and the Greeks believe in Greek exceptionalism.” As one blogger noted, “From now on, whenever we remember with pride the courage and sacrifice of the Mercury astronauts, or Neil Armstrong taking ‘One small step for a man, one giant step for mankind,’ or Jim Lovell and the crew of Apollo 13 calmly tinkering with the duct tape to repair their capsule, we’ll quickly deflate with the afterthought: ‘Oh yeah. Now the Russians do that. We don’t.’”14
Once he was elected, Obama’s funeral plans for Constellation quickly became clear, notwithstanding his campaign promises to retain the program. Office of Management and Budget director Peter Orszag announced, “We are proposing canceling the program, not delaying it.” The New York Times reported Obama had no other space exploration mission planned to replace the moon voyage. “What the administration calls a ‘bold new initiative’ does not spell out a next destination or timetable for getting there,” the Times noted, adding Obama’s NASA would be “fundamentally different” from today’s NASA. It would cease to “operate its own spacecraft, but essentially buy tickets for its astronauts.”15
All too typically, the Obama administration skirted the law in implementing its new space policy. Obama’s proposed 2011 budget envisioned canceling Constellation and its Ares rockets and Orion crew capsule. So NASA notified bidders, including Boeing and United Space Alliance, that it was withdrawing a 2009 bid for work on the Constellation program. 16 This angered Congressman Bill Posey, who argued the “administration’s unilateral decision to cancel contracts associated with the Constellation program absent congressional consent is a direct violation of the law and of congressional intent.... Congress has not directed the administration to cancel the Constellation program, in fact it has done just the opposite in recent legislation.”17 Posey was referring to “The Consolidated Appropriations for Fiscal Year 2010,” which expressly prohibits the “termination or elimination of any program, project or activity of the architecture for the Constellation program.”
Posey joined with some thirty congressmen in sending a letter to NASA administrator Charles Bolden accusing the administration of further violating the law by forming five “tiger teams” and setting aside FY2010 Constellation funds to shut down Constellation and “transition to the new program” without congressional approval. NASA administrator Bolden fired a letter back to Congress claiming NASA had not broken the law because it was only looking into canceling the program, but had not actually canceled it yet.18 This was hard to take seriously, since NASA had already canceled Constellation’s bidding process.
A month later, six Republican senators began an effort to save Constellation. Citing Congress’s rightful authority over the space program, Senator George LeMieux declared the program’s cancellation “would reverse nearly 50 years of U.S. space policy and would effectively end the United States’ leadership role in space.”19
It turns out the senators’ concerns were not exaggerated. By June, NASA had begun to wind down construction of the rockets and spacecraft that would have transported our astronauts back to the moon, dismantling the program in defiance of the congressional ban on canceling it.20
Obama’s unilateral decision would “force as many as 30,000 irreplaceable engineers and managers out of the space industry,” and the “human exploration program, one of the most inspirational tools to promote science, technology, engineering and math to our young people,” would be “reduced to mediocrity,” according to an open letter signed by former NASA administrator Michael Griffin, legendary flight director Gene Kranz, and several NASA astronauts. 21 Lockheed Martin issued a statement saying the program’s elimination would cause the loss of “significant investment [that] has already been made by the nation and private industry.”22
The administration gave short shrift to planning how private firms would take over the program, to attendant safety concerns, and to the poor record of commercially oriented NASA programs. Indeed, it is remarkable how casually Obama approached such a crucial decision that could, according to Democratic congresswoman Donna Edwards of Maryland, “essentially decimate America’s human space-flight capacity.”23
Aside from the dubious legality, Obama’s restructuring of NASA fit another pattern of his governing style. He made a firm decision early on, then pretended to consider other viewpoints as he systematically built a phony case to support his decision. He employed the same chicanery with ObamaCare, when he pretended to the end he was “open to all ideas,” and with his “jobs summit,” which was a mere prop to validate his “jobs bill.” Likewise with NASA, he convened the “Human Space Flight Plans Committee” to review NASA’s plan to return to the moon by 2020.24 Coincidentally, the panel reached conclusions that bore a striking resemblance to Obama’s own preferences, including the evaluation that returning to the moon by 2020 was just too ambitious. Author Mark Whittington aptly observed that Obama’s “selective fiscal discipline” with NASA “suggests a president who is not prudent with spending public funds, but rather a president who will shower resources on programs he likes—socialized medicine and a pork laden stimulus bill—and defund programs he does not like—space exploration and national defense.”25
It also suggests a president who is not at all about “hope” and “inspiration,” but about dampening our dreams and expectations and relegating this nation to second tier status—it would appear—by design. His “vision” is to redirect billions of dollars toward the quixotic pursuit of a utopian “green” economy run on windmills and solar panels. As the Washington Times wrote, when it comes to space, ‘“Yes we can,’ has become ‘mission impossible.’”26
Responding to heavy criticism of his NASA policies, Obama, in a speech to NASA employees at the Kennedy Space Center in April 2010, suddenly seemed to reverse course, saying he wanted crew missions beyond the moon and deep into space by 2025 and orbiting Mars by 2030. He also announced the revival of the NASA crew capsule concept he had canceled along with the moon program earlier in the year. Notably, he did not back off his plans to subcontract these missions to commercial industries or to cancel the moon mission. But he at least paid lip service to the program’s potential for inspiring “wonder in a new generation—sparking passions and launching careers.... If we fail to press forward in the pursuit of discovery, we are ceding our future and we are ceding that essential element of the American character.”27
The administration’s overall confusion and lack of vision in space policy was captured in a May 2010 preliminary report from the Center for Strategic and International Studies, which concluded that U.S. leadership in space is threatened by poor coordination in establishing space policy. CSIS reported there are some twenty-nine “recently completed or ongoing space launch studies within the U.S. government,” but no entity has oversight over all of them. Gregory Kiley, a lead analyst on the report, said Defense secretary Robert Gates had stated publicly he was “not adequately” consulted on the policy shift at NASA. “Making a decision in one sector without thinking through the implications and ramifications for the others is not good policy,” said Kiley.28
The confusion, it seems, comes from the top. According to a July 5, 2010 article on FOXNews.com, Bolden told Arabic-language TV network al Jazeera that when Obama appointed him to head NASA, “Perhaps foremost, he wanted me to find a way to reach out to the Muslim world and engage much more with dominantly Muslim nations to help them feel good about their historic contribution to science...and math and engineering.” Making Muslims feel good—a very strange charge for the head of America’s space agency.
THE POLITBURO
Believing his administration possesses vast authority over the private sector, Obama colluded with the Democratic Congress to intimidate corporate executives of AT&T, John Deere, and Verizon when those companies disclosed, in required regulatory filings, that ObamaCare will dramatically raise the cost of their employees’ health insurance. Democratic congressman Henry Waxman, chairman of the House Committee on Energy and Commerce, summoned these CEOs to Capitol Hill and demanded they provide Congress internal company documents detailing their healthcare finances. One Republican on the committee called it “an attempt to intimidate and silence opponents of the Democrats’ flawed health care reform legislation.”29 Here we see some of the magnificent “change” Obama has delivered—we are becoming a country in which corporate executives, for fear of offending powerful politicians, are not allowed to state that new laws will cause higher costs.
Then again, there is hope. Waxman’s attempt to bully the CEOs fizzled quickly. The Committee on Energy and Commerce majority staff issued a memorandum stating that the companies had properly compiled their estimates, which they were legally required to disclose to their shareholders.30 Amidst growing criticism of this blatant bullying, Waxman called off the witch-hunt, seeking to avoid a major embarrassment to Obama and his party should the CEOs be given a public forum to detail the “unforeseen” consequences of ObamaCare.
In his memo to committee members canceling the hearing, Waxman tried to save face and candy-coat the facts. The memo stated, “Several companies and their representatives expressed the view that the new law could have beneficial impacts on large employers if implemented properly.” But as writer Jed Babbin noted, “There is nothing to support the implication” that the summoned companies “were being less critical of the new healthcare law.”31
Regardless, it’s none of Waxman’s business whether the companies were critical or supportive of the law—they have the right to express their views. Waxman’s thuggish behavior in service to this thuggish administration was an extraordinary abuse of power. But it was nothing new; Republican congressman Joe Barton had previously denounced similar bullying by Waxman in launching an investigation into the American Farm Bureau’s opposition to the cap and trade bill. Barton even suggested it was Waxman himself who should be investigated.32
Obama’s Democrats were routinely unapologetic about their abuses. When CNS News asked Senate judiciary chairman Patrick Leahy under what authority the Democrats passed ObamaCare, including its mandate forcing nearly all Americans to purchase health insurance, Leahy exclaimed, “We have plenty of authority. Are you saying there is no authority? Why would you say there is no authority? I mean, there’s no question there’s authority. Nobody questions that.” Nobody that matters to congressional liberals, that is—as in the majority of Americans.
Other Democrats answered the question with similar evasions. An incredulous House Speaker Nancy Pelosi demanded, “Are you serious? Are you serious?” Democratic senator Mark Warner declared, “There is no place in the Constitution that talks about you ought to have the right to get a telephone, but we have made those choices as a country over the years.” Senator Roland Burris stammered, “Well that’s under certainly the laws of the—protect the health, welfare of the country. That’s under the Constitution. We’re not even dealing with any constitutionality here. Should we move in that direction?” Senator Bob Casey confessed, “Well, I don’t know if there’s a specific constitutional provision.”33
EXECUTIVE ORDERS
The Left, which had railed against “King George” Bush for his supposed abuse of presidential powers, didn’t seem to mind when Obama and his veto-proof Congress broke the rules and shredded the Constitution to pass ObamaCare. When the bill’s passage seemed questionable due to opposition from Democratic congressman Bart Stupak and other allegedly pro-life Democrats, Obama promised to issue an executive order denying federal funding for abortion in exchange for the “pro-lifers’” vote for the bill. The proper procedure would have been for House Democrats to adopt new abortion language in their bill and then send the bill to the Senate, but Democrats couldn’t risk that, having lost their veto-proof majority in the Senate with Republican Scott Brown’s election in Massachusetts.
No problem for Obama; he just issued an order purportedly negating the statute’s provision authorizing federal funding for abortion. The order was likely void on its face, both because it would function as a line item veto, which the Supreme Court has already declared unconstitutional,34 and because executive orders cannot alter legislation without congressional action. But it was just another day at the office for a man who behaves as though he’s above the law.
Furthermore, Obama intended to unilaterally change the law via executive orders on other issues on which Congress would not deliver the goods for him. When the Senate voted 90 to 6 against bringing Gitmo detainees to U.S. soil, Obama disregarded Congress’s objection and announced plans to move them to a prison in Illinois.
The full strategy of using executive orders to circumvent Congress became clear following Scott Brown’s victory in Massachusetts. As much of Obama’s agenda remained stalled in Congress, the New York Times reported Obama was planning on “an array of actions using his executive power to advance energy, environmental, fiscal and other domestic policy priorities.” White House chief of staff Rahm Emanuel said, “We are reviewing a list of presidential executive orders and directives to get the job done across a front of issues.” Obama’s plans to skirt Congress included his scheme to create a bipartisan budget commission under his own authority when Congress wouldn’t; his reversal of the military’s “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” policy on homosexual soldiers; and the EPA’s regulatory end-run around lawmakers to regulate carbon—an unprecedented government power-grab—due to Congress’s refusal to pass a cap and trade bill. 35
ADMINISTRATION TREATING STIMULUS MONEY AS ITS OWN
Republican senator Jon Kyl learned through experience that you can’t criticize the Obama administration’s policies with impunity. In July, on This Week with George Stephanopoulos, Kyl asserted Obama’s beloved stimulus package hadn’t helped the economy. Noting that only 6.8 percent of the money had actually been spent, Kyle suggested the government freeze any further expenditures beyond those items already under contract. The next day Arizona governor Jan Brewer received letters from the secretaries of Transportation, Agriculture, Department of Housing and Urban Development, and Interior—all insisting billions of stimulus dollars were en route to Arizona. Transportation secretary Ray LaHood’s letter was outright threatening, intimidating, and bullying. He wrote that Kyl “publicly questioned whether the stimulus is working and stated that he wants to cancel projects that aren’t presently underway. I believe the stimulus has been very effective in creating job opportunities throughout the country. However, if you prefer to forfeit the money we are making available to your state, as Senator Kyl suggests, please let me know.”
The letter’s assertions ranged from doubtful to despicable. First, the stimulus wasn’t effective in creating jobs hardly anywhere and certainly not “throughout the country.” Second, LaHood and the administration knew Kyl was referring to an across-the-board freeze of stimulus monies, not just those slated for Arizona. And third, it is outrageous these autocrats would suggest this is their money to dole out or withdraw as they saw fit, or that they were doing Arizona a favor by allocating a share to it. This was taxpayer money.
This was the height of arrogance from an administration with near-dictatorial aspirations. The letters from the other cabinet officials were similarly patronizing and improper. That all four cabinet secretaries fired off these similar letters simultaneously indicates Obama and his henchmen run the executive branch with an iron fist and that his cabinet officials operate with utterly no independence.36
Kyl responded, “It’s unfortunate that President Obama and his administration seem unwilling to debate the merits of the stimulus bill and acknowledge its shortcomings. Instead, they have resorted to coordinated political attacks with the Democratic National Committee and the politicization of departments of government by using cabinet secretaries to issue thinly veiled threats to the governor and the people of Arizona.” Kyl and Senator John McCain, in a joint response, referred to LaHood’s threats as “patently offensive,” adding they hoped this didn’t characterize the administration’s dealings with Congress in the future.37 A spokesman for Governor Brewer said he hoped cabinet members weren’t threatening to deny Arizona stimulus funds, which he said would be “a tremendous mistake by the administration.”38
This wasn’t the first time the administration abused its power over funding to the states. Six months earlier they objected to a measure by California’s Democrat-controlled legislature to trim $74 million from one of its rapidly growing programs for low-income and incapacitated elderly residents. Although the move only cut 1.4 percent of the program’s total funding, the Obama administration threatened to withhold from California $6.8 billion in stimulus money unless the cut was reversed. Notably, the administration’s swift, powerful reaction was not on behalf of the poor and elderly, but of the Service Employees International Union, which hauls in almost $5 million a month from California’s 223,000 healthcare providers who are SEIU members.39
INTERFERING WITH THE CBO
As a further indication of Obama’s disregard for constitutional restraints, he initiated a meeting with the Congressional Budget Office during the thick of the legislative process on ObamaCare. This was a gross infringement on the independence of the CBO, which is responsible for “scoring” the fiscal soundness of legislative proposals. Having grown accustomed to throwing his weight around Washington, Obama apparently didn’t even realize his meeting with the CBO was improper; he revealed to NBC Today Show host Meredith Vieira he had “just met with the Congressional Budget Office today” and discussed their scoring of the very healthcare proposals he was trying to shove through Congress. The CBO’s scoring process, of course, should not involve advocacy, but impartial analysis of the data.
HotAir blogger Ed Morrissey contacted two sources in Washington to inquire whether presidents normally confer with the CBO on budget scoring, and they both told him it was a “highly unusual” move that they didn’t remember ever having occurred. Obama had actually invited CBO director Doug Elmendorf to the White House to meet with him and his key budget and health advisers and some outside experts, according to a blog entry by Elmendorf, who revealed that in addition to discussing scoring items he “discussed various policy options that could produce budgetary savings in the long run.” As Morrissey noted, “CBO doesn’t create policy. It’s supposed to be a scorekeeper and allow Congress to create policy. This feels like an attempt to either intimidate or co-opt the CBO, neither of which would be a good thing. The entire meeting seems highly inappropriate.”40
COOKING THE BOOKS ON OBAMACARE
Only three weeks after ObamaCare was shoved through Congress, an amazing 58 percent of American voters supported full repeal of the measure. Just imagine what the numbers would have been had they been fully apprised of the extent to which Obama and his Democratic allies distorted the numbers in order to rig a passing grade from the CBO. With this administration’s vintage audacity, White House budget director Peter Orszag not only denied the CBO numbers were skewed in favor of the administration, he argued the CBO numbers actually understated the savings from the bill. Citing no specific facts, he based his argument on two generalities: 1) “On major pieces of legislation,” the CBO’s projections historically have been “too conservative rather than too optimistic”; 2) the CBO’s scoring “largely does not take into account this evolution toward paying for quality,” which “in this decade will begin to pay off.”41
On Orszag’s first point, we know the government has historically underestimated the cost of health-related legislation by a country mile. In 1965 the government projected Medicare Part A would cost $9 billion by 1990, but its actual costs came to $67 billion. Its 1987 estimates for Medicaid’s special hospital subsidy was $100 million, but its actual costs by 1992 were $11 billion—100 times more than projected!42 But if you want to revert to generalities, try this one: most Americans believe government programs almost always cost more than expected, if for no other reason than that government seems to employ a static model in its projections. Pollsters Scott Rasmussen and Doug Schoen reported that 81 percent of voters believe it’s likely ObamaCare will cost more than projected.43
Former CBO director Douglas Holtz-Eakin contended the CBO’s scoring greatly understated the costs simply due to the incomplete information that the organization received. “The budget office is required to take legislation at face value and not second-guess the plausibility of what it is handed. So fantasy in, fantasy out.” He said the CBO reported, based on the information provided to it by Congress, that ObamaCare would reduce federal deficits by $138 billion over the next ten years. But if we remove “the gimmicks and budgetary games” and recalculate, he argued, we’ll discover ObamaCare “will raise, not lower, federal deficits, by $562 billion.”44
Holtz-Eakin cited the gimmick in the bill’s front-loading revenues and backloading spending: the taxes and fees begin immediately, but many of the expenditures are deferred “so that the first 10 years of revenue would be used to pay for only 6 years of spending.” In addition, he said, some costs are omitted entirely. In order to operate some of the bill’s new programs, Congress would have “to vote for $114 billion in additional annual spending.” This amount presumably was left out of the calculation because it is technically not required spending, but “discretionary spending.” Yet the program can’t function without it. By speciously categorizing it as discretionary spending, Democrats distorted the figures.
Within about a month of the bill’s passage, Holtz-Eakin was vindicated on this point when the CBO, responding to an inquiry from Congressman Jerry Lewis, confirmed an additional $115 billion in discretionary spending. This trickery can be laid directly at the feet of Barack Obama and his Democrats for forcing this bill through Congress too fast—on purpose and in violation of their pledge for transparency. FOX News reported that CBO simply didn’t have enough time to respond to the inquiry before the bill was passed. Risibly, Obama threatened to veto any additional spending in the ObamaCare bill unless this $115 billion was offset elsewhere—as if he didn’t know about this huge expense before signing the bill.”45
This was by no means the only sleight of hand Democrats employed in calculating ObamaCare’s costs. There is also the matter of $70 billion in premiums that are expected to be collected during the first ten years for the payment of benefits that will mostly materialize after the first ten years—a complete sham. Another trick was to manipulate revenues by making corporations deposit $8 billion in higher estimated tax payments in 2014, “thereby meeting fiscal targets for the first five years.” But because the corporations’ actual taxes will remain the same, the money will have to be refunded the following year, so dollars are simply being shifted from 2015 to 2014. This is outright fraud which, if being perpetrated by anyone other than Congress, would be subject to investigation.
Another deceitful item is the estimated $53 billion in higher Social Security taxes resulting from an expected increase in wages as employers “shift from paying for health insurance to pay higher wages.” But even if that comes to fruition, notes Holtz-Eakin, the higher wages will result in increased Social Security benefits down the road when they retire, which means the extra estimated Social Security revenues will not help pay for ObamaCare at all without robbing the same amount from future Social Security. Congressional manipulators also rolled into the bill the nationalization of student loans, which has nothing to do with healthcare but is projected to generate $19 billion in deficit reduction, which CBO was obliged to consider.
But “the most amazing bit of unrealistic accounting,” says Holtz-Eakin, is the projected savings of $463 billion from Medicare spending, which will be used to finance insurance subsidies. But Medicare has no extra funds at all to donate to the cause: it “is already bleeding red ink.” The upshot: “Removing the unrealistic annual Medicare savings ($463 billion) and the stolen annual revenues from Social Security and long-term care insurance ($123 billion), and adding in the annual spending that so far is not accounted for ($114 billion) will generate additional deficits of $562 billion in the first 10 years. And the nation would be on the hook for two more entitlement programs rapidly expanding as far as the eye can see.” (Holtz-Eakin’s $562 billion figure is derived by subtracting the CBO’s calculation of $138 billion in reduced deficits from the $700 billion of increased deficits from Medicare [$463 billion], Social Security and long-term care [$123 billion], and annual spending not accounted for [$114 billion].)
The bottom line: “Congress would spend a lot more; steal funds from education, Social Security and long-term care to cover the gap; and promise that future Congresses will make up for it by taxing more and spending less.”46
Paul Ryan, ranking Republican on the House Budget Committee, asked the CBO to recalculate ObamaCare’s impact on the budget based on more realistic assumptions:
• Assume that the House will reduce ObamaCare’s scheduled 21 percent cut in Medicare’s reimbursements to physicians. This is the so-called “doc fix,” which Speaker Pelosi had promised to implement.
• Assume that the so-called Cadillac tax—the proposal to tax individuals’ higher-premium health insurance plans—will never be implemented. Under ObamaCare this new tax was delayed until 2018 because of union pressure. If Congress removes it entirely—and if they didn’t have the courage to implement it now, why would they in the future?—it will add further to the deficit.
• Assume that Medicare cuts projected to be made by an independent payment advisory board will never actually be made (because that’s what history shows).
With these assumptions, Ryan explained ObamaCare would “increase Federal deficits by at least $59 billion, but more likely $260 billion over the next 10 years” instead of reducing them by $138 billion, as the CBO’s scoring indicates based on the Democrats’ unrealistic assumptions.
Ryan also asked the CBO to recalculate the ten years following 2019 based on different assumptions that he submitted. He summarized the CBO’s ominous response this way:
Removing these assumptions reveals a stark reality. If these assumed savings are never realized—as is the likely scenario—CBO projects that rather than reducing the deficit in the years beyond 2019 the deficit would increase over the decade following 2019 “in a broad range around one-quarter percent of GDP.” Using the majority’s own methodology, this amounts to a second-decade deficit of $600 billion .47
EXECUTIVE SALARIES
Obama, ever the consummate class warrior, delighted in demonizing corporate executives and in imposing limits on their salaries, as we’ve seen. This issue first arose when populist Democrats went ballistic after AIG publicly revealed a small percentage of its bailout money went toward executive bonuses. Senator Charles Schumer intoned, “They should voluntarily return [the money]. If they don’t, we plan to tax virtually all of it.” The Democrat-controlled House quickly passed a bill to tax 90 percent of the bonuses, a bill critics rightly protested would be a Bill of Attainder, forbidden by the Constitution because it targeted a single group of people and would confiscate their property without due process. As offensive as their disregard for the Constitution was, equally egregious was the Democrats’ power-drunk effort to retroactively veto corporate actions that were not only legal at the time, but that had been expressly authorized by the stimulus bill passed the previous month.48 If these bonuses were such an affront to democracy, one wonders why Democrats didn’t penalize themselves for authorizing them in the first place?
The Senate threatened to follow suit with the retroactive penalty tax, but ended up shelving the bill after Obama wisely expressed doubts about the bill’s constitutionality during an interview on CBS’s 60 Minutes. Senate majority leader Harry Reid warned the Senate could still act on the bill, however. “The issue is not over and that’s an understatement. We’re going to keep an eye on this [and look for] a window to do something,” said Reid.49
In March 2010, Democratic senators Jim Webb and Barbara Boxer offered a slightly different proposal through an amendment to a jobs bill, which would impose a one-time, 50 percent tax on 2009 bonuses in excess of $400,000 paid to employees of thirteen companies that received more than $5 billion in TARP monies. That bill was also shelved because Republicans would not consent to a vote on the jobs bill. Webb vowed to reintroduce his bonus tax proposal by amendment to another bill when feasible. 50
Obama’s method is clear, as is his goal: to exert the greatest degree of government control possible over the private sector, thereby reducing CEOs to submissive government clients, dependent on Obama’s goodwill for everything, right down to their own salaries. He first imposed government control, by fiat, of executive compensation at taxpayer-owned companies. But it wasn’t long before he extended the government’s control over compensation to private companies that had received bailout money. Obama’s “pay czar” Kenneth R. Feinberg met for weeks in the fall with executives of the country’s largest firms, including AIG, Citigroup, Bank of America, General Motors, and Chrysler, to exercise his “sole discretion” to set the compensation for the top twenty-five employees of each of these “bailout” companies. One unaccountable federal bureaucrat was micromanaging this decision, yet he reportedly didn’t even provide the executives with a clear sense of how he planned to evaluate their compensation.
The companies were adamant that they needed to pay competitive salaries to acquire talented employees who could produce sufficient profits for shareholders.51 But their concerns fell on deaf ears as Fienberg announced pay cuts of up to 90 percent for 175 top executives at seven major banks and automakers that received TARP money, and he tied more compensation to long-term stock awards. Feinberg claimed there was a better way than large cash salaries to ensure long-term corporate growth. He said he hoped this “methodology we developed to determine compensation . . . might be voluntarily adopted elsewhere.”52
Federal Reserve chairman Ben Bernanke proposed less severe but broader cuts for all banker salaries—even in banks that didn’t receive bailout money—and for U.S. subsidiaries of foreign companies. The Fed, in its beneficence, would allow banks to set their own pay but would reserve veto power over the compensation if it determined the soundness of the bank was threatened. This rule would cover tens of thousands of bank employees. Obama, commenting on the move, said, “I’ve always believed that our system of free enterprise works best when it rewards hard work. But it does offend our values when executives of big financial firms—firms that are struggling—pay themselves huge bonuses even as they continue to rely on taxpayer assistance to stay afloat.”53
How convenient for him to be referring only to firms relying on taxpayer assistance. Did anyone actually believe it didn’t offend his values when any private sector executives (other than his friends) received large bonuses? And how about those whose values are offended by the government dictating salaries for private employees?
The White House had earlier indicated it would seek new powers for the Securities and Exchange Commission to force public companies to allow their shareholders to vote on executive pay. It said it would name a “special master” to monitor compensation plans for firms that receive “exceptional assistance.”54 It appears Senator Christopher Dodd’s financial overhaul bill, if adopted, would partly achieve Obama’s goal. It would require an annual nonbinding vote from shareholders of public companies to approve executive compensation—a so-called “say on pay” vote. The bill would also require companies to disclose the relationship between executive compensation and financial performance. 55
An amendment was attached to Dodd’s proposed bill in March 2010 that included, among other provisions, “internal pay equity” disclosure rules for publicly traded companies. Now the companies would be required to disclose the median annual total compensation of all employees other than the CEO; the annual total compensation of the CEO, and the ratio of the median employee annual total compensation to that of the CEO. 56 It is no secret that the class-warfare statists intend these provisions to affect actual compensation of employees of these firms.
The administration, apparently hedging its bets in case Dodd’s bill failed, went the regulatory route. In December 2009 the SEC approved rules to require all publicly held companies—not just financial firms—to reveal more information about their executive compensation practices, 57 perhaps to get the government’s foot in the door toward ultimately assuming control over public company compensation. SEC chairman Mary L. Schapiro said, “By adopting these rules, we will improve the disclosure around risk, compensation, and corporate governance, thereby increasing accountability and directly benefiting investors.” “Accountability,” she said, “is impossible without transparency.”58
The New York Times’ Floyd Norris hinted that the disclosure rule might actually affect compensation levels. Requiring companies to disclose compensation policies that increase the risk of companies having to take large losses, according to Norris, could cause firms to think twice about the compensation and “being forced to think about it could produce needed changes in policies.”59 The SEC also approved a rule to require companies to disclose whether the company considers diversity in its board nomination process.
Obama also engaged in serious talks about changing compensation practices across the financial services industry, including at companies that did not receive TARP funds. The administration’s rationale was that as long as the government is regulating these firms, it should have the right to “regulate” their employees’ compensation. After all, they can always argue—and have argued—that financial firms’ compensation structure could threaten the “safety and soundness” of the institution.
Of course, the administration denied its statist intentions for the proposal. One official said, “This is not going to be about capping compensation or micro-management. It will be about understanding what is the best way to align compensation with sound risk management and long-term creation.”60 But given an administration that regards profits as immoral, what would stop it from micromanaging and capping compensation once invested with the regulatory power to do so? And the Dodd financial overhaul bill did employ the very rationale of “safety and soundness” to include a compensation provision that applies only to financial firms. The bill would make it an unsafe and unsound practice for the holding companies of depository institutions to provide excessive compensation that could lead to material financial loss, and directs bank regulators to prohibit such unsafe and unsound practices. It would also give bank regulators the authority to impose higher capital charges if an institution’s compensation practices “pose risk of harm.”61
The Cato Institute’s Daniel J. Mitchell expressed concern that the administration’s imposition of limits on executive pay could indeed lead to a slippery slope whereby the government might attempt to assert control over private salaries as well. Mitchell said, “I fear as politicians get a taste for interfering with executive pay for one little subset of companies where you actually could have sympathy for the approach, what’s going to stop them from saying, ‘Hey, this was popular. Let’s do a little demagoguery before the next election and go after all the CEOs.’”62
Obama claims to be a constitutional scholar, but his actions as president show a marked indifference toward legal niceties. Once ensconced in the Oval Office, he no longer seemed interested in concepts like separation of powers and checks and balances. Although he campaigned heavily on promises to roll back the alleged expansion of executive power under President Bush, Obama has exploited his position to steamroll over Congress’s authority, bully ostensibly independent bodies to bend to his will, and to preside over a massive assault on the private sector. This is definitely “change,” but it’s not at all the change many Americans anticipated when they cast their ballots for Obama.
Chapter Seven
THE DICTATOR
CRIMES AGAINST THE CONSTITUTION, RULE OF LAW, AND CIVIL SOCIETY, PART 2
In March 2009, top government representatives from the United States and Europe met at the G-20 summit in London to discuss the global financial crisis. The conference produced a joint commitment to boost International Monetary Fund resources by $750 billion to a total of $1 trillion, with the United States contributing $140 billion.
Not only did Obama summarily agree to this plan without consulting Congress, he flouted the express will of Congress. The IMF was originally established as a lender of last resort to protect nations against balance of trade deficits, but since the world monetary system moved away from the gold standard, the IMF has increasingly focused on redistributing wealth to poorer nations. Along these lines, the London agreement will increase the IMF’s foreign aid role and America’s participation in it—even though for twelve years Congress had been resisting IMF pressure to do so. As the Wall Street Journal editorialized, this additional $140 billion will “amount to a massive expansion in U.S. foreign aid. We can see why the G-20 applauded. But this is the opposite of the ‘transparency’ this Administration has promised, and someone on Capitol Hill should blow the whistle.”1
Obama quickly began fulfilling his unauthorized foreign aid commitment via executive signing statements—ironically, a practice for which the Left had fiercely denounced President Bush. However, while Bush used signing statements simply to express objections to bills or parts of bills he was signing, Obama intended his signing statements to have more teeth. In June 2009 Obama declared he didn’t intend to comply with provisions in a war spending bill that impose conditions on aid given to the World Bank and IMF. Employing Orwellian logic, Obama argued, in effect, that foreign aid fell under the rubric of foreign policy, over which, he implied, he had near-plenary authority.
He insisted he wasn’t “skirting the law,” but defending his executive powers, and he wouldn’t permit the bill to interfere with his authority to conduct foreign policy and negotiate with other governments—as if he had carte blanche authority and the power of the purse to hand out any amount of U.S. money to any nation.2 Even four senior House Democrats—David Obey, Barney Frank, Nita Lowey, and Gregory Meeks—wrote a protest letter to Obama stating they were “surprised” and “chagrined” by his action.
Obama also used signing statements to place his administration above the law with frivolous executive privilege claims. After Obama signed a bill designed to curb financial fraud and created an independent panel (the “Pecora Commission”) with subpoena power to investigate the “root causes” of the financial collapse, he immediately issued a signing statement reserving the right to assert executive privilege over any subpoenaed documents.3 That is, his passion for uncovering the truth stopped short of disclosing any information that might embarrass his administration.
A TRANSFORMATIONAL ADMINISTRATION
Obama liberals are intent not just on remaking government, but on reordering many aspects of our society and culture, from the type of transportation and energy we use, to the food we eat and the condiments with which we season it, to how much time we spend outdoors. They almost always use an environmental excuse to justify these power grabs.
Transportation secretary Ray LaHood is a prime example. As the Daily Telegraph reported in 2010, “In March, Mr Obama’s transportation secretary, Ray LaHood, announced a policy ‘sea change’ that gives biking and walking projects the same importance as automobiles in transportation planning and the selection of projects for federal money.” And LaHood had already put your tax money where his mouth is, more than doubling federal spending on biking and walking initiatives to $1.2 billion.4 What’s more, LaHood, who once bragged that he had joined a “transformational administration,” clearly intends to strictly enforce this risible policy, having announced his explicit intention to “coerce people out of their cars.”5
When asked how he would respond to conservative criticism that this is another example of government intrusion in people’s lives, LaHood flippantly replied, “About everything we do around here is government intrusion in people’s lives. So have at it.”6 LaHood’s unbridled arrogance, including his declaration that “I think we can change people’s behavior,” caught the attention of columnist George Will, who fittingly dubbed him the “Secretary of Behavior Modification.”7
LaHood’s bizarre jihad against traditional modes of transportation extended beyond cars. The airline industry was outraged that $8 billion of federal stimulus money was allocated for high-speed rail projects while air traffic control modernization got a goose egg. Making matters worse, these rail projects were hardly “shovel ready” and may not be in operation for decades, but the next-generation air-traffic control system could reduce flight delays and increase air-travel capacity almost immediately. When airline industry members asked LaHood about the rail projects at an FAA conference, he responded, “Let me give you a little bit of political advice: Don’t be against the high-speed rail. It’s coming to America. This is the president’s vision, this is the vice president’s vision, this is America’s vision. . . . We’re going to get into the high-speed rail business. People want alternatives.... So get with the program.” 8 The Great and Powerful Oz had spoken.
Obama himself clearly aims to insert government into the most minute areas of our personal lives, having once declared, “We can’t drive our SUVs and eat as much as we want and keep our homes on 72 degrees at all times . . . and then just expect that other countries are going to say OK. . . . That’s not leadership. That’s not going to happen.”9 In line with his own enthusiasm for behavior modification, in April 2010, Obama launched the “America’s Great Outdoors” program to conserve land and encourage more Americans to spend time outside. Obama laughably argued the program was an integral part of economic growth because it would allegedly create jobs.10 But in truth, it was just another one of Obama’s intrusive, pie-in-the-sky green schemes. Those tempted to dismiss the initiative as a harmless presidential pet project should consider this question: if it is a proper function of government to put people back in touch with nature, is there anything beyond government’s reach?
Well, apparently not. In June 2010, Obama issued an executive order “Establishing the Prevention, Health Promotion, and Public Health Council,” which will focus on “lifestyle behavior modification” (including smoking cessation, proper nutrition, appropriate exercise, mental health, behavioral health, substance-use disorder, and domestic violence screenings). It will also recommend federal policy changes to reduce “sedentary behavior.” Obama’s propensity to overreach his constitutional authority is only exceeded by his obsession with controlling every aspect of our lives in complete disregard for our individual liberties.11 It seems George Will’s description of Secretary LaHood as “Secretary of Behavior Modification” could apply just as fittingly to LaHood’s boss, Barack Obama, the President of Behavior Modification.
PUTTING HUMAN BEINGS IN THEIR PLACE: LAST
One of the biggest yet least publicized outrages in recent memory is the Obama administration’s assault on California farmers. Environmental regulations purporting to protect endangered species of fish resulted in tens of billions of gallons of water being diverted away from mountains close to Sacramento and into the ocean, greatly exacerbating drought conditions and ruining hundreds of thousands of acres of farmland—a crushing blow to California agriculture.
In August 2009, some fifty mayors in California’s San Joaquin Valley sent Obama a letter requesting him to witness the devastation for himself. But Obama didn’t seem any more open to their appeal than he did to Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger’s request to designate California a disaster area. The administration refused Schwarzenegger’s plea, some believed, because to have granted it would have been an implicit admission that the administration itself had helped cause the drought. But with an administration that sees no limits to its power, why should anyone be surprised that it would effectively seize control of a state’s water supply in order to place the interests of fish above the health of human beings?12
Presidential adviser Rahm Emanuel wasn’t kidding when he said the administration would unleash a raft of executive orders across a number of fronts (read: those few areas where Congress won’t roll over for Obama’s agenda). This became one of Obama’s preferred methods of advancing his green policies. On June 12, 2009, Obama created, by memorandum, an Interagency Ocean Policy Task Force, led by the White House Council on Environmental Quality. The task force “is charged with developing a recommendation for a national policy that ensures protection, maintenance, and restoration of oceans, our coasts and the Great Lakes . . . to make [them] healthier—both environmentally and economically.”13 But one of the key purposes of the task force, and of the “National Ocean Council” that the task force created, was to “deal with the effects of climate change.”14 The task force’s report recommended the government view all ocean policy with an “ecosystem-based approach,” representing a “key philosophical shift” in the nation’s approach.15
Frank Miniter at National Review Online observed that the task force “has decided that the opinions of America’s 60 million anglers aren’t worthy of its consideration,” despite their enormous environmental and tax contributions. Miniter predicted the task force, with its “agenda of federal control and environmentalist ideology,” would recommend closing many of the nation’s saltwater and freshwater recreational-fishing areas. 16 This policy flowed naturally from a president who is closely connected to extreme environmental groups, and whose policy course “precisely mirrors” what the green groups outlined in their position paper, “Transition Green.” Essentially, it would involve the federal government gobbling up wide swaths of land to preserve natural resources, irrespective of the effects on private industry. All these green groups, Miniter observed, share the “conviction that green ideology trumps ordinary human freedoms.”17
EPA’S CARBON END RUN
Obama’s initial failure to push cap and trade legislation through Congress didn’t deter him from skinning the cat another way—showing again that he would not allow constitutional checks and balances to hinder his agenda. After cap and tax, as it’s often rightly called, stalled in Congress, the EPA issued a decree in late 2009 defining carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases as toxic air pollutants subject to regulation under the Clean Air Act. EPA administrator Lisa Jackson declared, “The administration will not ignore science or the law any longer, nor will we avoid the responsibility we owe to our children and our grandchildren.”18
Thus, Obama’s EPA claimed unilateral authority to act, such as setting new carbon emission standards for power plants, factories, and cars, whether or not Congress passes supporting legislation. Environmental groups, naturally, were busting their buttons at this usurpation of congressional authority. Sierra Club chief climate counsel David Bookbinder said, “What it says for the rest of the world is that although Congress has not succeeded in passing the big piece of climate legislation, nevertheless the United States is prepared to move forward in dealing with carbon dioxide.”
The administration showed no concern over the enormous damage to the economy that carbon taxes would cause. As Republican senator James Inhofe noted, “Today the American public are getting a raw deal. All cost and no benefit. Yet the Obama administration is moving forward anyway.” Keith McCoy, with the National Association of Manufacturers, commented, “I’ve heard from every industry sector, I’ve heard from utilities, I’ve heard from large manufacturers, I’ve heard from small manufacturers. There is significant concern from every single manufacturing sector out there.”19 Coal-fired power plants would likely be hardest hit—not that this would concern Obama, who unapologetically boasted during the presidential campaign that under a cap and trade regime, any company that builds a coal-fired plan would go bankrupt.20
Furthermore, seeking to exploit anxiety over the Gulf oil spill, Obama ordered the government in May 2010 to set the first-ever mileage and pollution limits for big trucks and to tighten rules for future cars and SUVs, giving federal agencies until July 2011 to come up with fuel efficiency and greenhouse standards for commercial trucks and buses.21 Former U.S. senator George Allen and the Competitive Enterprise Institute’s Marlo Lewis responded that the EPA “is carrying out one of the biggest power grabs in American history,” having “positioned itself to regulate fuel economy, set climate policy for the nation and amend the Clear Air Act—powers never delegated to it by Congress.”22
“A 2,100-PAGE MONSTROSITY FULL OF SPECIAL DEALS”
ObamaCare was an unmitigated disaster in its own right, but it was also a playground for assorted abuses of power by the Obama administration, beginning with certain ancillary provisions that were smuggled into the bill. An analysis of the Joint Economic Committee and the House Ways and Means Committee minority staff shows ObamaCare will lead to the largest increase in the IRS since World War II, with as many as 16,500 new IRS personnel required to collect, examine, and audit returns.23 Dave Camp, the ranking Republican on the Ways and Means Committee, warned the bill involves “a very dangerous expansion of the IRS’s power and reach into the lives of virtually every American.”24
Under the bill, the IRS will have to ensure Americans comply with the mandatory provision that they acquire health insurance. Taxpayers who fail to prove on their annual tax return that they are policyholders would be subject to a fine of $2,250 or 2 percent of their income, whichever is greater. The IRS would have the authority to confiscate tax refunds for this purpose. Some young Americans will probably gamble on their good health and opt to pay the penalty, but that fine will almost certainly lead to outright noncompliance among many young people, as well as among those in cash-oriented businesses who will have greater incentive to work under the radar.25 So Obama’s IRS will doubtlessly prepare itself to chase down these healthcare recalcitrants.
Republicans contend these changes would fundamentally alter the relationship between an already overly powerful and intrusive IRS and the American taxpayers, making the IRS responsible for “tracking the monthly health insurance status of roughly 300 million Americans.”26 (Note that almost half the mandated coverage will be imposed on people making less than $66,150 for a family of four.) The IRS would also collect hundreds of billions of dollars in new fees assessed against employers, drug companies, and device makers. The IRS budget is expected to increase by some $10 billion over the next decade to help administer this new program. 27
Another IRS-related surprise in the bill is a hidden change in the tax law that will force companies to submit IRS 1099 forms for any individual or company from which they purchase more than $600 in goods or services a year. This will mean the required filing of millions of new forms each year to be sent to vendors and the IRS.28
Also folded into ObamaCare was an insidious federal power grab over student loans. The bill gave the government a monopoly on the student loan industry, with an expected profit to the government—literally robbed from the private sector—of $60 billion over the next decade. In keeping with Obama’s penchant for growing government, he wouldn’t just subsume the student loan business; he would expand it by some $40 billion, which would still leave a profit of around $20 billion that the CBO was required to consider in its scoring of the bill—even though its only relation to healthcare was that it was smuggled into the bill.
Obama snuck this provision into ObamaCare because it probably wouldn’t have been able to secure the sixty votes necessary for passage on its own. The student loan section of the bill also contained a hidden payoff to North Dakota senator Kent Conrad, who happens to be Budget Committee chairman. The bill would “establish a new program for lenders who were chartered before July 1, 2009, and are owned by a state under the control of a board including the governor and offered guaranteed loans prior to June 30, 2010.” For all that fancy and misleading language, the program will only apply to one lender: the Bank of North Dakota .29
The administration presumptuously began transitioning toward the new student loan program half a year before the bill even passed, when Education secretary Arne Duncan sent colleges and universities a letter in October 2009 pressuring them to prepare to transition to the government-run system for the 2010-2011 academic year. At the time, schools generally preferred private lenders to the government-run “public option” available to them, because private firms provided better service. But the administration, possibly as a foreshadowing of what we can expect with ObamaCare, was intent on making the public option the only option.
But not all school administrators were happy with this transition, which was not, as the White House promised, “as simple as throwing a switch.” Dewey Knight, a financial aid officer for the University of Mississippi, called the administration’s approach “an insult to people who spent years getting delivery systems in place. We didn’t just throw a switch to get where we are.” Knight, one of the few financial aid administrators willing to criticize Obama’s student loan machinations, revealed the White House had pressured aid administrators to support the nationalization of student loans by going above their heads to university presidents.
A Republican staffer on the House Education and Labor Committee confirmed Knight’s perspective, noting that financial aid professionals expressed opposition to the plan early in the process, but were pressured to be quiet after the administration refused to satisfy their concerns. The staffer divulged she’d even been told about “specific instances at individual schools where administration officials or members of Congress had contacted school leadership in an effort to tamp down opposition.”30 This strong-arming reflects the same MO Obama has employed with all his significant legislative bills. Shortly after the bill passed, lender Sallie Mae announced it would cut 2,500 jobs due to the government takeover of the student loan program.31
ObamaCare also earned notoriety because the administration resorted to the crudest kind of political bribery to pass it, marking a shocking violation of Obama’s core campaign promises of transparent government and an end to backroom deals. There was the “Louisiana Purchase,” whereby Obama and his Democrats bought Senator Mary Landrieu’s vote with a promise to send $300 million in additional Medicaid funding to Louisiana. There was the “Cornhusker Kickback,” the administration’s disgraceful bribe of Nebraska senator Ben Nelson with a promise to exempt his state from its share of Medicaid expansion, meaning that the other forty-nine states would subsidize Nebraska’s new Medicaid recipients to the tune of about $45 million over the first decade. Obama, in an interview with ABC’s Diane Sawyer, denied he had been involved in the Nelson deal, which was ultimately dropped from the bill due to public opposition. “Let’s hold on a second, Diane. . . . So let’s just clarify. I didn’t make a bunch of deals.”32 But his aid Rahm Emanuel, when asked about the Cornhusker Kickback, told a different story to CBS’s Katie Couric: “Look, we were involved in the legislation all the way through. . . . We were helpful in getting the bill off the Senate floor.”33
Then there was Senator Bernie Sanders, who secured $10 billion in new funding for community health centers for Vermont, though he denied it was a “sweetheart deal.” Nebraska’s Senator Nelson and Michigan senator Carl Levin also secured an exemption for non-profit insurers in their respective states from a significant excise tax, which will be borne by the other forty-eight states. Pennsylvania, New York, and Florida received special protections for their Medicare Advantage beneficiaries when the program was making nationwide cuts.34 Senator Chris Dodd received $100 million in funding for a university hospital—not that his vote was ever in doubt. Vermont and Massachusetts will receive federal subsides for their Medicaid expansion costs.35
Obama silenced Big Pharma’s opposition by agreeing not to further cut Medicare’s payments to them and by abandoning his campaign promise to push for importing drugs from Canada. He allegedly won the support of the American Medical Association by agreeing to cancel all or part of the 21 percent cut in physicians’ reimbursements (the “doc fix”). He seduced AARP with a promise to eliminate subsidies for Medicare Advantage, which was eating into AARP’s side business, the Medi-gap insurance program, which supplements Medicare coverage.36 In exchange for its support and in keeping with Obama’s unsavory alliance with unions, Big Labor earned an exemption from the new Cadillac tax on high-cost insurance coverage.37
But one industry wouldn’t give in to Obama: the medical device industry, which rejected Obama’s Godfather-like offer to cut costs in exchange for his promise not to impose even worse cuts.38 Now those crucial, life-saving companies are facing a 2.3 percent excise tax on sales of medical devices, which is expected to raise $20 billion over ten years to help fund ObamaCare. Industry experts fear the tax will destroy jobs, innovation, and small companies with thin profit margins.39 It will also likely increase the cost, and thus reduce the availability, of such devices as automatic external defibrillators (AEDs), whose wide availability, according to research reported by the New England Journal of Medicine, could significantly improve the survival rates of cardiac arrest patients .40
Perhaps even more disturbing were indications Obama’s parade of bribes and threats at times may have descended into illegality. For example, there was widespread speculation that Obama offered judgeships to secure healthcare votes. The Weekly Standard reported that in March 2010 Obama hosted ten House Democrats who had voted against the House bill the previous November. One of the ten was Utah’s Jim Matheson, whose brother Scott M. Matheson, Jr., was nominated by Obama that very day to the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Tenth Circuit.41
Along the same lines, Human Events reported a “rumor” that two retiring Democratic congressmen from Tennessee, Bart Gordon and John Tanner, were promised positions as NASA administrator and U.S. Ambassador to NATO, respectively, in exchange for their ObamaCare votes.42 (Gordon ultimately voted for ObamaCare, while Tanner opposed it.) And perhaps most inglorious in this sordid process was Obama’s last minute promise to Congressman Bart Stupak and other allegedly pro-life Democrats, as previously mentioned, to issue a counterfeit executive order denying federal funding for abortion in exchange for their “yes” votes.
In addition to all this, Democrats reportedly threatened to strip Connecticut senator Joe Lieberman of his chairmanship of the Homeland Security Committee for opposing Obama’s public option.
Taking in the full ugliness and corruption of this process, Senate Republican leader Mitch McConnell said, “This bill is a monstrosity, a 2,100-page monstrosity full of special deals for people who are willing to vote for it. And they’re playing these kind of games with the nation’s health care. This is an outrage.”43 And indeed it is.
“TARP IS NOT A PIGGY BANK”
Obama has shown a similar disregard for the rule of law in his handling of TARP bailout funds. Obama brags about how much TARP monies have been repaid (notwithstanding his refusal to allow some banks to pay their loans back and his plans to immediately spend recovered funds on yet more quixotic jobs creation programs).44 But it’s hard to take seriously his pledges to safeguard these funds when he frequently treats them as his personal stash.
One particularly egregious example was the administration’s effort to transfer $30 billion of repaid TARP money to a new small-business credit program. Senator Judd Gregg upbraided OMB director Peter Orszag over what would have been an illegal act. Holding up a copy of the TARP bill, Gregg declared, “Let me read to you again, because you don’t appear to understand the law. The law is very clear. The monies recouped from TARP shall be paid into the general fund of the Treasury for the reduction of the public debt.” TARP, said Gregg, is not “a piggy bank.” Heritage Foundation senior legal policy analyst Andrew Grossman agreed. “The administration,” said Grossman, “lacks legal authority” to use TARP monies for anything it chooses outside the bill’s specific intent. “If the authority is as broad as the administration and some lawmakers say, then it is unconstitutional. Congress cannot pass the buck and give unlimited power to the executive.”45
BIG BROTHER
In light of their intolerance of criticism, their belief in behavior modification, and their cavalier rejection of the rule of law, it’s unsurprising this administration sometimes seems like it comes straight out of 1984. For example, one Big Brother-sounding post on the White House blog read as though the administration had declared a private war on U.S. citizens—the ones who opposed ObamaCare, at any rate—and was recruiting “spies” to snitch on the offenders. The post, by White House “new media director” Macon Phillips, said,
Scary chain e-mails and videos are starting to percolate on the Internet, breathlessly claiming, for example, to “uncover” the truth about the President’s health insurance reform positions.... There is a lot of information about health insurance reform out there, spanning from control of personal finances to end of life care. These rumors often travel just below the surface via chain e-mails or through casual conversation. Since we can’t keep track of all of them here at the White House, we’re asking for your help. If you get an e-mail or something on the web about health insurance reform that seems fishy, send it to flag@whitehouse.gov.46
The blog entry brought fire from conservatives. Senator John Barrasso declared, “If you get an e-mail from your neighbor and it doesn’t sound right, send it to the White House? People, I think all across America, are going to say, is this 1984? What is happening here? Is big brother watching?” Accusing the White House of compiling an “enemies list,” Senator John Cornyn sent a letter to Obama, saying, “I am not aware of any precedent for a president asking American citizens to report their fellow citizens to the White House for pure political speech that is deemed ‘fishy’ or otherwise inimical to the White House’s political interests.” Cornyn expressed understandable concern that the White House’s speech monitoring effort could chill citizens’ political expression.47
The more Obama overreached, the more simmering citizen angst boiled into outrage. In response to the snitch program, the Association of American Physicians and Surgeons and the Coalition for Urban Renewal and Education filed a federal lawsuit to prohibit the Executive Office of the President, the White House Office of Health Care Reform and its director Nancy-Ann DeParle, and Macon Phillips from collecting and maintaining data on citizens’ protected speech.48
Eventually, the White House reversed its policy of encouraging citizens to report ObamaCare opponents to the White House. But less than a month later, the White House came under criticism for engaging in another form of data mining and archiving. It had implemented a plan to permanently archive citizen comments posted on the White House’s Facebook, MySpace, YouTube, and Twitter pages. The White House insisted it was just acting “out of an abundance of caution” to comply with the Presidential Records Act, which requires that information generated by the president and his staff be preserved.
A conservative government watchdog group, the National Legal and Policy Center, didn’t buy that excuse. “This is a huge, secretive effort by the White House to capture web material far beyond what is required by the Presidential Records Act, which only requires archiving materials produced by the president and his staff at the Executive Office of the President,” said NLPC chairman Ken Boehm. A spokesman for the Competitive Enterprise Institute said he didn’t share the NLPC’s concern, but believed the government should make extra efforts to inform posters that their contributions will be archived.49
Within a day or two Obama himself got into the act, attempting to use his office to directly mobilize his supporters on the healthcare effort. He sent out his own e-mail castigating opponents of ObamaCare for “filling the airwaves and the Internet with outrageous falsehoods to scare people into opposing change.”50 He later used the same language in a radio address bashing insurance companies for “filling the airwaves with deceptive and dishonest ads.”
During the final push for healthcare reform, Nancy-Ann DeParle, the White House’s pointwoman for ObamaCare, began “feverishly” sending out unsolicited e-mail to federal employees proselytizing for ObamaCare. The chief executive’s allocation of federal dollars to pressure federal employees into supporting his policies was obviously improper, but what’s more, these e-mails were sent to the employees’ official government e-mail accounts for weeks without permission or request. Some of the employees felt threatened by “the overt political language,” according to CBS News. Tellingly, many State Department employees complained privately about the partisan messages but wouldn’t publicly object for fear of retribution. Richard Grenell, a former spokesman for four U.S. ambassadors to the UN, noted, “Federal employees are public servants, not partisan foot soldiers for President Obama and shouldn’t have to decide whether a partisan White House request can be ignored without consequences.”51
A similar incident occurred at the Obama-Holder Justice Department, which formed a secret, in-house blogging group to influence public opinion. Set up and operating out of the Justice Department’s Office of Public Affairs, the “Blog Squad” used liberal bloggers to scour the Internet for news stories, commentaries, and blog posts critical of the administration and then post comments supporting their agenda. Similarly, the administration and its allies enlisted supporters to call conservative radio talk shows to create the appearance of widespread grassroots support of Obama and dissent from conservative positions. The administration is obviously projecting when it falsely depicts the genuine grassroots tea party protests as an “Astroturf” phenomenon—a manufactured, top-down, artificial publicity campaign—because that is precisely the type of activism the administration was sponsoring.
In fact, Cass Sunstein, who “has long been one of Barack Obama’s closest confidants” and is now his head of the Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs, has advocated the government’s use of fake websites and outside 501(c)(3) interest groups to front as independent supporters of government policy and to “cognitively infiltrate” opposing websites. This is especially troubling considering Sunstein’s new position entails him “overseeing policies relating to privacy, information quality, and statistical programs.”
Sunstein had the right background to lead this kind of effort for Obama. While at Harvard Law School in 2008, Sunstein, according to Salon magazine’s Glenn Greenwald, co-wrote a “truly pernicious paper proposing that the U.S. Government employ teams of covert agents and pseudo-‘independent’ advocates to ‘cognitively infiltrate’ online groups and websites—as well as other activist groups—which advocate views that Sunstein deems ‘false conspiracy theories.’” The purpose would be to “increase citizens’ faith in government officials and undermine the credibility of conspiracists.”52
Does this not sound familiar? Is this not precisely the strategy the administration has used to depict tea party protestors as fringe, violent, “conspiracist,” and downright crazy? Based on these factors, Red State’s Eric Erickson speculated the Obama administration could be behind a new anti-tea party website called “The Other 95,” which “defends the government from tea party criticisms and attacks the tea party movement as fringe.” The designer of the site, reported Erickson, is affiliated with MoveOn.org and other leftwing sites and causes. But “most notable,” Erickson said, “the donations page makes donations out to Democracy in Action,” which “is not for individual activists to use,” but for small and medium sized 501(c)(3) organizations and other leftists. Its clients include ACORN and True Majority.53
Given the Justice Department’s duty to enforce the laws of the land impartially, as opposed to campaigning for the administration’s agenda, the Blog Squad is an outrage. It is chilling that a government charged with protecting its citizens instead conceals its identity and surreptitiously trolls among those citizens on the Internet, attempting to sway public opinion by stealth. On National Review Online, Hans von Spakovsky wrote, “I doubt that the Office of Public Affairs (OPA) has received an ethics opinion from Justice’s Professional Responsibility Advisory Office (PRAO) saying that it is acceptable for OPA employees to be harassing critics of the department through postings that deliberately hide their DOJ affiliation (a practice that is not very ‘open’ or ‘transparent’). DOJ lawyers,” continued Spakovsky, should be “aware of” ABA ethical rules that specify as professional misconduct, a lawyer’s engagement “in conduct involving dishonesty, fraud, deceit, or misrepresentation. If the report [about the Blog Squad] is correct, tax dollars are being used directly for such dishonest, deceitful behavior.”54
Meanwhile, the White House continued to use its blog as a cudgel against ObamaCare opponents. When Congressman Henry Waxman’s heavy-handed tactics failed to intimidate companies from accurately reporting the cost increases associated with ObamaCare, Obama’s electronic storm troopers sprung into action. Commerce secretary Gary Locke posted an entry on the White House blog ridiculing the companies and implying they didn’t know what they were talking about. He parroted White House disinformation that ObamaCare “will bend the health care cost curve” and “reduce premiums and increase business competitiveness in the U.S.”55
The Business Insider observed, “We listened to the CEO of one of the biggest healthcare companies say unequivocally on NPR that Obamacare would make premiums go up. He made it sound like the height of obviousness—and it was so obvious that the interviewer didn’t even follow up on it.” So, it was “hardly startling news,” said the Insider, that companies were warning their shareholders and employees about it. “Could it be that the Democrats are only now discovering that Obamacare won’t actually provide more healthcare for less? Or is it just that they’re angry that everyone else has noticed?”56 Locke later appeared on CNBC to intensify his attack on dissenters, suggesting they were acting irresponsibly and prematurely.
The New York Daily News reported in April 2010 that the White House had also employed “Twitter and other social media outlets” to speak “directly to the people.” “Twitter is the rage at the White House,” but is “only one weapon in its communications arsenal. It also liberally employs an interactive Web site, Facebook, YouTube, chat rooms, its own blog, videotaped press releases, Flickr photos and a still growing 13-million-member campaign email list.” All on the public dime, no doubt.
The article confirmed the obvious: the White House doesn’t just use these outlets to augment its communications, but as tools to carefully control its messages through top-down, organized communiqués. Obama is not about transparency; the Daily News noted he hadn’t held a wide-ranging press conference in nine months and “rarely talks to the small press pool following him around.” His aides even admit that this is because “they don’t want to craft ‘message events,’ only to have the press ask about something else that makes news and steps on their spin.”
Obama has gone so far as to bypass conventional media routes and deliver information concerning important events directly through Twitter, such as his decision to forego his trip to Indonesia and Australia to remain in Washington for the final push on ObamaCare. This is some way to show gratitude to the fawning mainstream media! But when some reporters complained, White House press secretary Robert Gibbs arrogantly replied that the whiners should join the 55,000 people who follow Gibbs’s tweets.57
Conservatives also spoke out against another potential invasion of privacy spawned by Democrats. The ObamaCare bill reportedly created a new office under the FDA’s umbrella, the National Medical Device Registry, with authority to engage in “postmarket device surveillance activities on implantable medical devices,” including those with radio-frequency identification. The Washington Times noted “postmarket surveillance” is a term of art in the medical community and that the monitoring in this case is ostensibly to ensure the medical devices are functioning properly. But privacy concerns are nevertheless justified, said the Times, because the White House has publicly supported using innovative techniques to track people. Indeed, the Justice Department argued government agents should be allowed to track citizens by cell phone triangulation without search warrants because citizens have “no reasonable expectation of privacy” when it comes to their “personal communications devices.” The Times argued it’s “not a great leap to believe the same rule would apply to an implanted radio chip,” given the administration’s “incessant drive to expand government power over Americans’ lives.”58
“OBAMA TURNS HIS BACK ON THE PRESS”
At a presser in May 2010, reporter Les Kinsolving asked Gibbs a question that elicited applause from his fellow reporters: why hadn’t Obama held a press conference since July 2009? Instead of answering the question directly, Gibbs made rude, snide, and condescending comments purporting to define what a press conference is.59 About a week later, CBS’s Chip Reid tried to ask the elusive Obama a question immediately following his signing of the Freedom of Press Act. Obama haughtily declared, “I’m not doing a press conference today, but we’ll be seeing you guys during the course of the week.” Reid said the irony of asking Obama a question just as he signed the Freedom of Press Act was too rich to resist, describing it as a way of “expressing frustration from the press corps because Obama does so little in the way of press conferences and answering questions from us.”60
Two days later, as Obama held a so-called “news conference” in the Rose Garden with the president of Mexico, Chip Reid assumed Obama might finally field some questions. But he took only one from the U.S. news media. When Reid shouted a question about the recent election loss of Senator Arlen Specter, Obama ignored him. The New York Times story reporting the incident was aptly titled, “Obama Turns His Back On the Press.”61
Obama treated other media representatives with the same disdain, especially when they pressed him on controversial issues such as the lingering allegation by Pennsylvania Democratic congressman Joe Sestak that the administration offered him a job if he would agree not to go after Arlen Specter’s Senate seat. ABC’s Jake Tapper asked Gibbs to elaborate on conversations Gibbs said occurred in the White House about the charge. Tapper noted, “You never really explained what the conversation was.” Gibbs characteristically snapped back, “Then I don’t have anything to add today.”
When other media tried to follow up, Gibbs became “noticeably irritated”62—even though he was the one being evasive. The Department of Justice, in a letter to Republican congressman Darrell Issa, rejected a Republican request to appoint a special counsel to investigate the allegations, insisting nothing inappropriate had happened. Issa said the DOJ’s refusal was highly improper, commenting, “You have a sitting U.S. congressman who has made a very specific allegation numerous times that someone inside the Obama White House offered him what amounts to a bribe in order to manipulate the Pennsylvania Senate primary. The attorney general’s refusal to take action in the face of such felonious allegations undermines any claim to transparency and integrity that this administration asserts.”63
Despite Obama’s aggressive use of the new media virtually as a propaganda ministry, he still complains when his plebian subjects dare to avail themselves of the same technology. He is uncomfortable when he isn’t in total control of the message. Just as he told congressional Republicans they shouldn’t be paying too much attention to Rush Limbaugh or FOX News, he decried the new tools of the information age, apparently because they make it more difficult for him to act covertly. He whined, “Meanwhile, you’re coming of age in a 24/7 media environment that bombards us with all kinds of content and exposes us to all kinds of arguments, some of which don’t rank all that high on the truth meter. With iPods and iPads; Xboxes and PlayStations, information becomes a distraction, a diversion, a form of entertainment, rather than a tool of empowerment. All of this is not putting new pressures on you; it is putting new pressures on our country and on our democracy.”64 Only a true Alinskyite could talk about a “tool of empowerment” and view the proliferation of information throughout the population as a threat to democracy.
REMAKING THE BROADCAST WORLD
The Obama administration hasn’t tried to hide its intention of using all means at its disposal to shut down conservative talk radio, whether through the Fairness Doctrine, local content, or diversity regulations. If they can’t muzzle Rush Limbaugh through public ridicule, or wedge FOX News out of the White House press pool, or marginalize tea party protestors, they’ll explore other avenues to suppress speech from political opponents, including regulating the Internet through “net neutrality rules,” which some have argued constitute a Fairness Doctrine for the Internet.
Net neutrality rules would prohibit Internet operators from treating some online traffic differently than others. Many conservatives and libertarians fear regulators would exploit these rules to get their foot in the door under the seductive pretense that they are protecting all Internet users. Once in, they would seek to impose their content-based regulations.
In 2009, the FCC issued rules to force Internet service providers to conform to net neutrality principles, but when Comcast challenged the rules, a three-judge panel of the Court of Appeals for the D.C. Circuit unanimously decided the FCC didn’t have the power to enforce its rules against the firm. But this was just a temporary setback for liberal regulators, whose congressional backers have vowed to look at legislation to further expand FCC regulating powers. Predictably, Gibbs said Obama was still committed to net neutrality, despite the court’s ruling.65
Obama’s FCC also has a “National Broadband Plan,” which includes such gems as taxpayer-funded broadband as well as a plan for the FCC to recapture almost half the radio spectrum currently being used by 1,600 TV stations and rededicate it to broadband services. Some speculate the FCC really aims to end all broadcasting and move all news, information, and entertainment to the Internet. From there the government could regulate content beyond that contemplated by the administration’s proposed “net neutrality” rules. As Mark Hyman, commentator for Sinclair Broadcast Group, Inc. wrote, “It would be much easier for a president to shut down the Internet than to turn-off 1,600 individual television transmitters and whose content is much more cumbersome to monitor.” Hyman’s warning seemed eerily prescient in June 2010, when the technology website CNET reported that “a new U.S. Senate bill would grant the president far-reaching emergency powers to seize control of or even shut down portions of the Internet.”66
The administration’s overreaching has not gone unnoticed by major broadband providers. When the FCC voted to continue considering broadband regulations that would grant it greater authority to regulate the Internet and classify it as a telecommunications service, AT&T, Comcast, and Verizon “lashed out” at the administration. AT&T senior executive vice president Jim Cicconi said, “This is impossible to justify on either a policy or legal basis, and we remain confident that if the FCC persists in its course—and we truly hope it does not—the courts will surely overturn their action.”67
According to Mark Hyman, the administration’s plans don’t end with the National Broadband Plan and its “net neutrality” initiative. The FCC, says Hyman, “has dived headlong into another topic: manipulating news and information.”68 A major player in administration efforts to manipulate news is Mark Lloyd, the FCC’s Chief Diversity Officer, known as the “diversity czar.” This Obama appointee has a frightening view of free speech, arguing that “the purpose of free speech is warped to protect global corporations and block rules that would promote democratic governance.” Like a good totalitarian, he believes the First Amendment can impede the greater societal goals that only government can bring about. Lloyd greatly admires Venezuelan dictator Hugo Chavez and has written favorably of his two-year war against the private media, in which Chavez closed most of those outlets down in order to suppress criticism of the government. Obama’s appointment of Lloyd is a truly ominous sign, especially from a president who laments the proliferation of information enabled by new technology.
Then there’s Obama’s new Supreme Court nominee, Elena Kagan, who has also shown the radical’s proper approach to free speech, remarking, “If there is an ‘overabundance’ of an idea in the absence of direct governmental action—which there well might be when compared with some ideal state of public debate—then action disfavoring that idea might ‘un-skew’, rather than skew, public discourse.”69
David Martin of the Media Research Center translated Kagan’s jargon: “So, if talk radio suffers from an ‘overabundance’ of conservative voices, government action to ‘un-skew’ this particular public discourse is acceptable according to Kagan.” Martin added that Kagan has also taken the position that “government can restrict speech if it believes that speech might cause harm, either directly or by inciting others to do harm.”70 Hmmmm . . . Tea party, anyone? The Washington Times also sounded the alarm on Kagan, noting her “First Amendment work repeatedly promotes the idea that speech rights are granted by government rather than inherent in the God-given nature of man.” Then again, to many liberals, government is a substitute for God .71
Under Obama, even the simple calculating of radio listenership has become a politicized issue requiring government involvement. In 2007 Arbitron adopted the Portable People Meter (PPM), a new, more accurate measurement system for radio listenership. But there was a problem, at least for the Left: PPM produced higher conservative talk ratings and lower ratings for urban and minority-owned stations. Unsurprisingly, just as leftists have squealed about the loss of their media monopoly with the advent of conservative talk and FOX News, they cried foul at the new ratings system. At the urging of the National Association of Black Owned Broadcasters, Obama’s FCC ordered an inquiry into the PPM data collection process—in the name of “diversity.”
The Radio Equalizer’s Brian Maloney opined that the Left’s goal was to “restore hip-hop’s ratings and undo the newly-precise measurement of Rush Limbaugh’s statistics. Combined with a White House-led effort to destroy the talk titan, ratings have recently gone through the roof.”72 Newsbusters’ Seton Motley aptly noted, “If [Obama] is willing to take on this most ridiculous of claims in the name of media ‘Diversity,’ we are naturally left to think that there is nearly nothing he won’t do to ensure that the broadcast world is remade in the manner he thinks it should be.”73
POLITICIZATION OF THE DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE
The Department of Justice under Obama and Attorney General Eric Holder has been acutely politicized, from its appeasement approach to the war on terror to its denunciation of Arizona’s sovereign immigration law. But perhaps its most inexcusably politicized action was its dismissal of the voter intimidation case against New Black Panther Party members. The case arose when voters complained that nightstick-wielding Black Panthers were guarding the door of a Philadelphia polling station. The Bush Justice Department filed suit against NBPP leader Malik Shabazz and two other NBPP members, none of whom even filed an answer to the lawsuit. Rather than accepting a default judgment against the defendants, Obama’s DOJ dismissed the case against two of the three. Justice claimed it dropped the lawsuit “after careful review,” but was never forthcoming about its reasons.
A year after the dismissal, Todd Gaziano, a member of the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, told the Washington Times he believes “a racist application of the voting rights laws may have been at play” in the decision to dismiss the case. Gaziano said he “wanted to believe” there were “wrongheaded but not racist reasons” leading to the dismissal, but “there apparently is a culture in the civil rights division” of the Justice Department where section chiefs and other supervising attorneys “don’t believe the voting rights laws should ever be enforced against blacks and other minorities.” If there were a “good reason for something (dismissal), and the reason has been called into question, a decent law enforcement agency . . . would want to provide the reasonable explanation—and they still haven’t done that.” Additionally, the DOJ refuses to allow the commissioners to interview key department employees they have subpoenaed and others.74
Chris Coates, the DOJ career voting section chief, reportedly shocked his coworkers at his going-away luncheon by reciting a written defense of his decision to file the case against the NBPP members. In the memo, Coates said he did his best “to enforce all our voting statutes for all Americans, and I leave here with my soul rested that I did the right thing to the best of my ability.” Republican congressman Frank Wolf, speaking before the Commission on Civil Rights, said, “Although the Attorney General will not allow the career attorneys to testify before this commission, I believe this anecdote helps to convey the ardent opposition of the department’s career attorneys to the dismissal of this voting rights case.” Wolf called on the Attorney General to comply with the subpoenas and permit the career attorneys to testify.75
Christian Adams, a trial attorney with the DOJ’s voting rights section, later resigned over the government’s refusal to prosecute the case or to allow him and his colleagues to testify before the commission despite being subpoenaed. In his resignation letter, Adams cited the “explicit federal statute” upon which the subpoena is based. He also invoked the increasing belligerence of the NBPP defendants toward the attorneys who brought the case, and his intimate knowledge of “the criminal character and violent tendencies of the members of the New Black Panther Party.”76
Adams later made the explosive allegation that the Justice Department had dismissed the case because under Holder, it simply refuses to prosecute voting rights cases when the victims are white. As Adams ominously noted, the dismissal “raises serious questions about the department’s enforcement neutrality in upcoming midterm elections and the subsequent 2012 presidential election.”77
The New Black Panther Party’s methods are hardly worse than those of the Obama administration. Though Obama doesn’t use a nightstick to intimidate people from voting, his subordinates protect those who do. Though Obama doesn’t shove a gag into his opponents’ mouths, he presides over agencies that are furiously searching for ways to silence his critics. He talks a good game of transparency while using secretive and corrupt methods to pass legislation; he speaks of openness, while avoiding questions and sometimes mocking the once starry-eyed White House press corps; and he insists on bipartisanship while White House operatives troll the Internet to malign and snitch on everyday citizens who dissent from his agenda. It is no wonder his cynical, ruthless administration has ushered in among Americans a seething discontent with the governing majority in Washington.
Chapter Eight
OBAMA THE IMPERIOUS
CRIMES AGAINST THE PRIVATE SECTOR, PART 1
Obama’s assault on the private sector began early in his term. His main tactic was pitting people against people and groups against groups with unprecedented stridency. He couldn’t just push for a “fairer” tax system; he first had to vilify lobbyists, “special interests,” the wealthy, and corporate America. When he called for an end to tax breaks for U.S. corporations doing business abroad, he blamed “a broken tax system, written by well-connected lobbyists on behalf of well-heeled interests and individuals.”
While advocating almost any legislation, Obama identified some nefarious, private-sector villain he claimed needed to be put in line. Introducing his plan to revamp the student loan program, he said, “We have a student loan system that’s rigged to reward private lenders without any risk.” During his efforts to strong-arm a restructuring of Chrysler, he accused the firm’s secured creditors of 201 seeking “an unjustified taxpayer-funded bailout”—when they were just trying to defend their legal rights that the administration was trampling in favor of Chrysler’s union. He accused credit card companies of dishonestly imposing “all kinds of harsh penalties and fees,” and he lambasted large U.S. companies for diverting some of their profits overseas. Jade West, a lobbyist for the National Association of Wholesale-Distributors commented, “It is traditional class-warfare rhetoric. It’s a little bit frightening.”1
DEMONIZING BIG PHARMA
When ObamaCare was being debated, Obama was determined not to repeat the mistakes of the Clintons, who had been outmaneuvered by opponents of socialized medicine in the early nineties. One thing he would do more effectively was to shore up support, or at least nullify major opposition from, certain sectors such as the American Medical Association and pharmaceutical companies. He was willing to do whatever it took to pass healthcare, including resorting to the bullying and bribery described in previous chapters.
While campaigning, Obama talked tough against the drug companies, saying, “We’ll tell the pharmaceutical companies ‘thanks, but no, thanks’ for the overpriced drugs—drugs that cost twice as much here as they do in Europe and Canada.”2 But in summer 2009, he reached a mutually shameful deal with the drug-makers’ main lobbying group, Pharmaceutical Research and Manufacturers of America (PhRMA), whereby drug-makers agreed to cut drug costs by $8 billion a year for ten years in exchange for Obama’s commitment not to further cut Medicare’s payments to them and not to push for importing drugs from Canada3—directly contradicting his campaign promise. “It’s got to be a little awkward,” said Senator Tom Carper, in reference to Obama’s about-face.4
An unlikely source, the Left-wing website the Huffington Post, exposed the shady deal’s details based on an internal memo “prepared by a person directly involved in the negotiations.” The White House agreed to oppose any congressional attempts to push for lower drug prices or to import drugs from Canada. It also pledged “not to pursue Medicare rebates or shift some drugs from Medicare Part B to Medicare Part D, which would cost Big Pharma billions in reduced reimbursements.” Both PhRMA and the White House denied the memo’s accuracy, but critics nevertheless accused Obama of reneging on his promises both to use government to reduce drug costs to Medicare and to conduct his negotiations in the open.5
Other mainstream media sources cast further suspicion on the White House’s denial of a backroom deal. The New York Times’ David Kirkpatrick reported that the White House “assured drug makers that the administration stood by a behind-the-scenes deal to block any congressional effort to extract cost savings from them beyond an agreed-upon $80 billion.” Reports that the White House wasn’t standing behind the deal led Billy Tauzin, a former congressman and PhRMA’s lead lobbyist, to publicly confirm a deal had been struck: “We were assured: ‘We need somebody to come in first. If you come in first you will have a rock-solid-deal. . . . Who is ever going to go into a deal with the White House again if they don’t keep their word? You are just going to duke it out instead.” The Times reported that White House deputy chief of staff Jim Messina had confirmed Tauzin’s version of the deal.6
Tauzin was firm about the White House’s involvement in the deal. He said the White House had tracked negotiations from the beginning and had “assented” to the deal’s basic components: not negotiating prices or importing drugs from Canada in exchange for the $80 billion—“no more, no less. Adding other stuff changes the deal.” Tauzin even said he met twice at the White House on the matter with top Obama operatives Messina, Rahm Emanuel, and Nancy-Ann DeParle. “They blessed the deal,” said Tauzin.7
But another complication developed. House Democrats were miffed at being cut out of the negotiations, though their counterparts in the Senate Finance Committee (primarily represented by Senator Max Baucus) had been included. Raul M. Grijalva, the Democratic co-chairman of the House progressive caucus, called the deal “disturbing.” “We have all been focused on the debate in Congress, but perhaps the deal has already been cut. That would put us in the untenable position of trying to scuttle it,” he said.
Grijalva was concerned Congress was being ignored in favor of lobbyists, and that this might set a precedent for the Obama White House to follow on other issues. “It is a pivotal issue not just about health care,” said Grijalva. “Are industry groups going to be the ones at the table who get the first big piece of the pie and we just fight over the crust?” Adding further tension, House Speaker Nancy Pelosi reportedly asserted the House was not bound by any deals between the White House and the Senate.8
The White House was forced to distance itself from its own deal amidst public criticism after the terms had been leaked. Communications Director Linda Douglass, for example, confirmed PhRMA’s commitment to reduce drug costs by $80 billion but, incredibly, denied PhRMA was promised anything in return—as if the $80 billion were a spontaneous act of altruism. “The issue,” claimed Douglass, “was not discussed.”9
Her denial contradicted Tauzin’s account as well as the statements of White House press secretary Robert Gibbs. According to ABC News’ Political Punch, Gibbs tacitly confirm the deal when he told CNN’s Ed Henry, “We feel like $80 billion is—is an appropriate amount.” When Henry asked if “there is a deal that you won’t squeeze any more?” Gibbs responded, “Well, I hate to blow our cover here, but we announced it publicly.” When Henry asked why the White House had privately told Democratic senators there was no such deal, Gibbs replied, “I don’t know where that’s coming from. I don’t know what that’s being based on.”10
Given Obama’s reputation for brilliance, it’s surprising he failed to foresee the drug companies would raise their prices in anticipation of the promised cost cutting. As the Boston Globe reported in November 2009, “Big Pharma has taken savings off the table. A new AARP analysis has found that drug companies raised their prices for prescription drugs by 9.3 percent over the last year, amounting to $10 billion in revenues. That is $2 billion more than the promised annual cost cuts.”11
One explanation of the drug-makers’ apparent double-cross is that perhaps they had never agreed to any cost cutting measures at all. In other words, Obama might have merely been trying to make it appear he had extracted concessions to give him cover for a unilateral bribe—promising not to negotiate prices or import drugs from Canada in exchange for PhRMA’s support for ObamaCare. Perhaps that explains why drug companies had given up their longstanding support for Republicans to endorse Obama. 12
Regardless of what PhRMA had ultimately promised, the deal showed the White House to be a hardball player of Chicago-style politics, willing to violate campaign pledges or political deals to accomplish its goals. It was all on display here. Obama promised he would make no deal with pharmaceuticals, and he reneged. He presented Big Pharma’s support of the bill as a result of some magical conversion they’d undergone toward his socialized medicine scheme, when in fact they were simply bought off. He said he would operate openly, but this deal was so secretive even his own staff couldn’t get their stories straight, and his congressional allies were kept out of the loop. He said he would reduce the influence of lobbyists. Instead, he elevated their influence on a deal involving one-sixth of the U.S. economy, giving unelected people he had previously demonized a bigger seat at the table than the elected members of the House of Representatives, thereby empowering the “special interests” he routinely decried.
There is also a lesson in this story for drug companies and others who deal with Obama: as soon as he gets what he wants and doesn’t need you anymore, you’re expendable. For shortly after the deal was allegedly struck, the drug companies found themselves targeted again by the administration—this time over exclusive rights to produce drugs called “follow-on biologicals (FOB)” that treat certain major diseases. Biologicals are not, according to a FOX News report, drugs like Prozac, which the company patents for a period of years until other companies are allowed to replicate generic forms of the drug. They are among a group of some 600 “cutting-edge, new-wave drugs derived from living plant and animal cells and can cost upwards of $20,000 to $25,000 per year.”
So far Congress had supported “data exclusivity” for these biologicals for twelve years, when other companies could not develop similar versions. The administration was pushing to reduce the data exclusivity period to seven years, but the drug companies were resisting, based in part on the enormous cost of bringing a biological to market—an average of $1.2 billion, which doesn’t count another $250 to 500 million to build a facility and manufacture the drug.13
Eventually, the drug companies threatened to withdraw their support for ObamaCare if the White House persisted. Billy Tauzin said, “We are letting everyone we know hear that we could not support the bill if this happens.” PhRMA senior vice president Ken Johnson added, “This well-intentioned effort will ultimately fail if it becomes a roadblock to medical progress in America.”14 The administration must have taken Tauzin’s and Johnson’s threats seriously, as the final ObamaCare bill did not reduce the twelve year data exclusivity period.15
WAR ON INSURANCE COMPANIES
The drug companies were lucky enough to strike a deal with Obama early, thus avoiding his presidential wrath. The insurance companies, in contrast, became the quintessential bogeyman. Even before he realized how unpopular socialized medicine was in this freedom loving country, Obama had demonized health insurers. But after his healthcare scheme encountered heavy resistance, he ratcheted up his assault on them, reframing his entire healthcare reform as “insurance reform.” At one point, he implied Americans didn’t understand the implications of their own preferences. After acknowledging some polls revealed as many as 80 percent of Americans were satisfied with their health insurance, Obama scoffed, “The only problem is that premiums have been doubling every nine years, going up three times faster than wages.”16
In addition to deliberately inflating the number of uninsured as described in chapter three, Democrats bludgeoned health insurance companies for their “obscene profits.” House Speaker Nancy Pelosi declared, “I’m very pleased that [Democratic leaders] will be talking, too, about the immoral profits being made by the insurance industry and how those profits have increased during the Bush years.” Congressman Chris Van Hollen argued, “Keeping the status quo may be what the insurance industry wants. Their premiums have more than doubled in the last decade, and their profits have skyrocketed.” The vilification reached something of a crescendo with a MoveOn.org ad claiming, “Health insurance companies are willing to let the bodies pile up as long as their profits are safe.”17
During the healthcare debate, Obama vehemently denied he favored government-run healthcare. But his right-hand lady, Health and Human Services secretary Kathleen Sebelius, was not so circumspect in May 2009, when she told a House panel that a government-run plan was needed to exert better control over private insurers that often allegedly fail to serve the public interest. She said, “The president is committed to—and I’m committed to—a design that needs to level the playing field, and it’s on two fronts.”
The two fronts were a more regulated private sector and a government-run public option insurance plan, which Obama was selling at the time under the Orwellian argument that it would enhance competition.18 Obama claimed the public option was “an important tool to discipline insurance companies,” which “have been spending more time thinking about how to take premiums and then avoid providing people coverage than they have been thinking about ‘how can we make sure that insurance is there, healthcare is there, when families need it.’”
Obama also promoted the myth that Medicare and other government-run plans have lower administrative costs than private healthcare plans, saying if the government-run program “is able to reduce administrative costs significantly . . . I’d like the insurance companies to take note and say, ‘Hey, if the public plan can do that, why can’t we?’”19 In her book The Top Ten Myths of American Health Care: A Citizen’s Guide, Sally Pipes cites this as the very first myth. Pipes demonstrates the inaccuracy of studies purporting to show lower administrative costs for Medicare, studies that also fail to account for Medicare’s enormous hidden costs. For example, unlike the Medicare Trustees report, private healthcare providers include such items as marketing costs and managers’ and administrators’ salaries as administrative expenses. Additionally, because of its low reimbursement rates, Medicare passes off a huge portion of its costs to private payers .20
It was against this disgraceful backdrop that Obama, during a prime-time news conference in July 2009, launched his assault on insurance companies for making too much money. “There have been reports just over the last couple of days of insurance companies making record profits, right now,” he declared. “At a time when everybody’s getting hammered, they’re making record profits, and premiums are going up. What’s the constraint on that?...Well, part of the way is to make sure that there’s some competition out there.”
The entire campaign against insurers was based on a lie—insurance industries profits were not at a record high. The St. Petersburg Times’ fact-checking operation, PolitiFact.com, found that United-Health Group, one of the largest publicly traded health insurance companies, had net income for the previous quarter of $859 million, which was far short of the $1.23 billion it had earned during the same quarter in 2007. Rating Obama’s claims as “false,” Polit-Fact reported, “We reviewed the income statements of the other largest publicly traded health insurance companies—WellPoint, Aetna, Cigna, Humana and Coventry Health Care—and found similar trends.”21
Other evidence refuted Obama’s inflammatory claims. Fortune 500’s annual ranking of America’s largest corporations for 2008 showed “Health Care: Insurance and Managed Care” to be ranked 35th in profitability, with a modest profit of 2.2 percent for 2008 .22 The AP’s “Fact Check” likewise threw cold water on Obama’s contentions. Obama, according to Fact Check, attacked insurers “as rapacious profiteers making ‘immoral’ and ‘obscene’ returns while ‘the bodies pile up.’ Ledgers tell a different reality. Health insurance profit margins typically run about 6 percent, give or take a point or two. That’s anemic compared with other forms of insurance and a broad array of industries, even some beleaguered ones. Profits barely exceeded 2 percent of revenues in the latest annual measure.” 23 Yahoo’s industry browser also contradicted Obama’s claim. It showed in August that “Health Care Plans” ranked 86th in terms of profit margin with 3.3 percent. In other words, eighty-five industries were more profitable.”24
In early August 2009, the New York Times reported that Obama and congressional Democrats were preparing for “an August offensive against the insurance industry as part of a coordinated campaign to sell the public on the need for reform.” It would be “a campaign of increasingly harsh rhetoric against the insurance industry” designed “to drive home the message that revamping the health care system [would] protect consumers by ending unpopular insurance industry practices, like refusing patients with preexisting conditions.”
Obviously the administration was unable to sell Obama’s plan through the magic of his silver tongue, because facts are stubborn things—facts that he was misrepresenting, as people could easily discover through the Internet and the new media. The public knew he couldn’t reduce costs while expanding coverage. They knew he couldn’t increase patient choice with a “public option” and government bureaucracies and an official health care czar (“Health Choices Commissioner”) who would have control over treatments based on their “cost effectiveness.” People also rightfully doubted Obama’s promise that they could keep their own insurance, since his plan would eventually drive private insurers out of business.
Obama had to demonize the insurance companies to divert attention from the facts and replace them with the divisive rhetoric of class warfare. Obama adviser David Axelrod unleashed a harsh salvo, saying, “This is going to give people who have insurance a degree of security and stability, the protection they don’t have today against the sort of mercurial judgments of insurance bureaucrats.” Despite drawing first blood against the insurance industry, the administration and its congressional allies portrayed insurers as the aggressor in the media battle. House Speaker Nancy Pelosi said there would be a “drumbeat across America” to hit back at the health insurance industry for its “shock and awe, carpet-bombing . . . to perpetuate the status quo.”25
In a New York Times op-ed, Obama said the “system” often works better for health insurers than for millions upon millions of Americans. He cited a 2007 national survey that, in his words, showed insurance companies had “discriminated against more than 12 million Americans in the previous three years because they had a pre-existing illness or condition.” (emphasis added) Thus, Obama used civil rights language to slander private insurance companies simply for enforcing lawful provisions in their contracts excluding coverage for pre-existing conditions. In Obama’s America, to enforce a contract is to “discriminate.”26
Obama soon sharpened his rhetoric, accusing insurers of “denying coverage” to sick people and holding America “hostage. It’s wrong. It’s bankrupting families. It’s bankrupting businesses. And we are going to fix it when we pass health insurance reform this year.”27 Turning up the heat even further, Obama threatened legal action against insurance companies for ostensibly trying to scare seniors into believing they would lose coverage benefits under his reform.28 The Centers for Medicare and Medicaid sent a notice to Humana and other companies saying, “As we continue our research into this issue, we are instructing you to immediately discontinue all such mailings to beneficiaries and to remove any related materials directed to Medicare enrollees from your Web sites.”
Consider the sheer magnitude of this abuse of power: the government threatening legal action against a company for informing policyholders about the likely effect of an administration policy. It would be like the administration threatening a private company for telling its clients that Obama’s stimulus package wouldn’t create jobs. Surely we haven’t strayed so far from our constitutional roots that we find it acceptable for the government to criminalize speech.
The administration’s warning came just as ObamaCare was reaching a critical phase in a Senate committee and as public polls revealed seniors were skeptical of the plan. With ObamaCare’s fate in doubt, Obama’s congressional allies joined the attack on the insurers. Democratic senator Max Baucus proclaimed, “It is wholly unacceptable for insurance companies to mislead seniors regarding any subject—particularly on a subject as important to them, and to the nation, as healthcare reform.”29 Indeed, how dare insurance companies try to get their side of the story out when Obama wanted to dominate the debate with charges of their villainy!
Under criticism that Obama’s government was trampling free speech, the administration was forced to back off. It announced private insurers could send seniors information on health-related issues—so long as they permitted recipients to opt out of receiving the communications. Medicare official Teresa DeCaro wrote, “While we feel it is important to protect Medicare beneficiaries from potentially unwelcome marketing and other communications, we also recognize the plan’s interest in contacting their enrollees on issues unrelated to the specific plan benefit that they contract with CMS [Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services] to provide to those enrollees.”
But some Republicans were not satisfied with the administration’s qualified retreat. Congressman Dave Camp, the senior Republican on the House Ways and Means Committee, stated, “I remain concerned that CMS overstepped in issuing its gag order as a result of undue political pressure to penalize anyone who dare speak out against the Democrats’ healthcare bill. We still need to get the answers to how and why this gag order was issued.”30
The administration was hardly repentant for its Stalinist tactics. At a townhall event in New Orleans, Obama gloated over falling health insurance stocks, declaring, “This is when the insurance companies are really going to start gearing up. Their stock went down when the Senate Finance Committee voted out that bill. Now they’re getting nervous and, by the way, they have been wildly profitable over the last decade.”31
Moreover, in a weekly radio address in October 2009, Obama accused insurers of resorting to “smoke and mirrors” in their “last-ditch” effort to defeat healthcare reform. “There are still those who would try to kill reform at any cost,” he said, suggesting insurance companies were unfairly earning extraordinary profits while “enjoying a privileged exception from our anti-trust laws, a matter that Congress is rightfully reviewing.”32 He accused them of “filling the airwaves with deceptive and dishonest ads” and funding “phony studies” to “mislead the American people.”33 “This is the unsustainable path we’re on, and it’s the path the insurers want to keep us on,” he claimed. “In fact, the insurance industry is rolling out the big guns and breaking open their massive war chest—to marshal their forces for one last fight to save the status quo. But what I will not abide are those who would bend the truth—or break it—to score political points and stop our progress as a country.”34 Progress toward socialism, that is.
First lady Michelle Obama joined the assault. In a White House event marking National Breast Cancer Awareness Month, she said, “We have a health care system in this country that simply is not working for too many people with breast cancer and too many people who are surviving with breast cancer. And I’m not just talking about women without insurance . . . I am talking about people in this country who have insurance who have breast cancer—folks who all too often find themselves also paying outrageous out-of-pocket costs.”
The Washington Examiner’s Byron York noted Mrs. Obama was implying “the insurance companies make life miserable even for those with coverage.” She said there are “those annual lifetime caps that insurance companies set,” with “one recent survey show[ing] that ten percent of all cancer patients report hitting a cap on their benefits.” Furthermore, a patient in remission gets stuck “with a target on your back for the rest of your life with a ‘preexisting condition, ’ which means that insurance companies can deny you coverage or charge you higher rates for coverage—sometimes much higher.” Women, she said, “are living in fear of losing their jobs or changing jobs or even moving, because they worry they won’t be able to find affordable insurance.” But of course, she assured her audience, all these problems would be eliminated under ObamaCare. There would be “no more denying coverage to people like women we heard from today because of so-called preexisting conditions like having survived cancer.” “But first,” she said, “we have to get it passed.”35
In January 2010, President Obama employed combative language similar to that he would soon use against “Wall Street fat-cat bankers.” While scolding Democratic House members who were concerned over the political price they would pay for supporting ObamaCare, he said, “If Republicans want to campaign against what we’ve done by standing up for the status quo and for insurance companies over American families and businesses, that is a fight I want to have.”36
In February he unveiled his plan to give the federal government broad authority to restrict “excessive” health insurance rate increases. Politico reported that Obama was “seeking to play off voter anger toward recent double-digit increases by Anthem Blue Cross of California.” Of course, much of the anger toward insurers was obviously caused by Obama persistently vilifying them.37
In his weekly radio address on February 20, 2010, Obama said some Californians buying individual plans from Anthem Blue Cross are “likely to see their rates go up anywhere from 35 to 39 percent.” He used the same rhetoric on March 8 at a health reform rally at Arcadia University in Glenside, Pennsylvania. “How much higher do premiums have to rise before we do something about it?” asked Obama. “We can’t have a system that works better for the insurance companies than it does for the American people.”38
The Cato Institute’s Alan Reynolds noted Obama was using these figures to justify preempting state regulation “by ensuring that, if a rate increase is unreasonable and unjustified, health insurers must lower premiums, provide rebates, or take other actions to make premiums affordable.” So, it was a twofer: Obama demonized the insurers and the state governments that failed to crack down on them, thus justifying his intervention on behalf of the wonderfully omniscient federal government to protect consumers.
Reynolds also provided another tidbit about Obama’s ploy. “So, how many Californians have actually been faced with a 39 percent increase in their premiums?” Reynolds asked. “Exactly zero. How many are really ‘likely’ to be faced with even a 35 percent increase after state insurance regulators have their say? My forecast: Zero.” As Obama continued to suggest insurers were extorting exorbitant profits from their customers, Reynolds pointed out the profits of Anthem’s parent company WellPoint were close to 3 percent—hardly excessive by any standard.39
The administration tried, with less and less restraint, to dictate the rates and policies of private insurers. Twice in February, Obama’s Health and Human Services secretary Kathleen Sebelius wrote insurance company executives asking them to justify their rate hikes. In a letter to WellPoint, she attacked the company for proposing a 39 percent premium increase in California when the company had taken in more than $2.7 billion in the final quarter of 2009. She said the “extraordinary” proposal would be fifteen times higher than the rate of inflation.
Insurance companies blamed the increases on the recession and fewer insurance purchasers—simple supply and demand. Later in the month Sebelius “asked” top insurance company CEOs to come to Washington to explain their planned premium increases. “I’m concerned about these increases, which make it harder for people to access the health care they need, and eager to hear the justification for these increases and steps we can take to create a more stable system that keeps premium costs down for all Americans,” she wrote .40
In early March, Obama crashed a meeting between Sebelius and executives from five of the largest insurance companies to intimidate the executives again—this time with more anecdotes about alleged health insurance victims whose premiums went up dramatically in their time of need. Obama told the CEOs, “This clearly is unacceptable and unsustainable.”41 Treating the insurers as if they’d already been reduced into public utilities, Sebelius asked the executives to “follow up with an official letter that they file online their rate requests along with the actuarial data that supports those rate requests: what they’re paying out, what they are collecting for overhead costs, what they’re collecting for administrative costs.” After the meeting, apparently forgetting the administration’s betrayal of its own promises for transparency, Sebelius said she wanted “to shine a bright light and hop[ed] that the CEOs respond to the call for putting their information up in public. Put it on a website.”42
A few weeks later Obama took another swing at the insurers. Two days before the House was planning to vote on the Senate bill—or some modified version of it—Obama warned the bill’s failure would allow the insurance industry to “continue to run amok.”43 “At the heart of this debate,” he intoned,
is the question of whether we will continue to accept a health care system that works better for the insurance companies than it does for the American people. Because if this vote fails, the insurance industry will continue to run wild in America. They will continue to deny people coverage. They will continue to deny people care. They will continue to jack up premiums 40% or 50% or 60% as they have in the last few weeks without any accountability whatsoever. They know this. That’s why their lobbyists are stalking the halls of Congress as we speak. That’s why they’re pouring millions of dollars into negative ads. That’s why they’re doing everything they can to kill this bill.44
Shortly after ObamaCare was signed into law, the New York Times reported that insurance companies were claiming the law, as written, did not require them, prior to 2014, to write insurance for children, including those with pre-existing conditions. No problem for this administration. If there was a loophole in the law, why bother fixing it with an amendment when you could just browbeat insurance companies into submission? Accordingly, Sebelius fired off another letter—this one to Karen Ignagni, chair of America’s Health Insurance Plans—warning, “Now is not the time to search for nonexistent loopholes that preserve a broken system.”
After denying any loopholes existed, Sebelius immediately announced she planned on issuing regulations that would close the loopholes so that no later than September 2010, children with preexisting conditions could not be denied access to their parents’ health insurance plan.45 Revealingly, House and Senate staffers on the committees that drafted the bill acknowledged the loophole, though House leaders issued a statement saying it was inadvertent. But Obama doesn’t have to concern himself with such trifles. If he can ignore the Constitution and Senate rules on such procedures as “reconciliation,” he can certainly use his bully pulpit to write into the law any missing stipulations. And Obama’s bullying worked, as health insurers wrote Sebelius the very same day saying they wouldn’t resist his efforts to fix the loophole.46
Obama’s campaign against insurance companies was not simply meant to facilitate passage of his woefully unpopular bill. He wanted to stoke the public’s anger enough that they would swallow his scheme for the government ultimately to subsume the private insurance industry. His plan—that the government would assume broad regulatory control over premium increases and preclude insurers from denying coverage based on pre-existing conditions—can only be achieved by turning insurance companies into public utilities.
Of course, this was supposed to occur alongside the introduction of the public option—a measure Obama only dropped from his plan after it became clear it couldn’t pass the Senate. But Obama denied his overall goal was to displace private insurers, asking rhetorically, “Why would (the public option) drive private insurance out of business?” If private insurers “tell us that they’re offering a good deal, then why is it that the government, which they say can’t run anything, suddenly is going to drive them out of business? That’s not logical.”47
What Obama’s snarky analysis omits is that the government will stack the deck against private insurers to the advantage of its public plan. If a private insurance company is prohibited from excluding coverage for individuals with pre-existing conditions, it ceases to be a risk management evaluator and becomes a business ward of the state. When it is forced to keep its premiums below a level that would allow it to earn profits, it is a government utility, not an insurer. ObamaCare will force insurance companies to act as welfare agencies, which will eventually drive them out of business. At that point, Obama or his acolytes will ride in on a white horse and save the day with the public option.
Our foot-in-mouth vice president, Joe Biden, let the cat out of the bag in an interview with ABC’s Jake Tapper, saying,
Some of them . . . say, well, Joe, look, man, I mean, you know, you guys haven’t massaged this very well. And, you know, this thing has gone on so long, I don’t know. And my response is, hey, man, the proof of the pudding is in the eating. I’m telling you, you know, pre-existing, they’re going to be covered. You know we’re going to control the insurance companies. You know people aren’t going to lose their health care with their employer like is being advertised. So you’ve got to if you really want to make sure that you get the benefit of what you’ve already done, vote for the bill.48 (emphasis added)
The lynchpin of ObamaCare is the “individual mandate”—a constitutionally dubious law requiring all Americans to buy health insurance whether they want it or not. This is the mechanism that is supposed to allow health insurers to remain solvent while complying with Obama’s mandate to cover pre-existing conditions. At a New Hampshire townhall meeting on February 3, 2010, Obama stumbled into admitting as much. “You can’t [demand] insurance companies . . . take somebody who’s sick, who’s got a pre-existing condition, if you don’t have everybody covered,” he said. “And the reason, if you think about it, is simple. If you had a situation where not everybody was covered but an insurance company had to take you because you were sick, what everybody would do is they’d just wait till they got sick and then they’d go buy insurance. Right? And so the potential would be there to game the system.” 49
Thus, Obama tacitly admitted that without the individual mandate, health insurers could not survive financially if they were required to cover pre-existing conditions. Yet for an entire year, before the individual mandate was passed, Obama demonized insurance companies for denying exactly that coverage—when by his own admission they could not afford it.
ATTACKING DOCTORS
At his news conference on July 22, 2009, Obama unleashed a stunning indictment of medical practitioners, revealing his profound ignorance and ill-will toward the medical profession. He declared, “Right now, doctors, a lot of times, are forced to make decisions based on the fee payment schedule that’s out there. So if they’re looking and—and you come in and you’ve got a bad sore throat, or your child has a bad sore throat, or has repeated sore throats, the doctor may look at the reimbursement system and say to himself, ‘You know what? I’ll make a lot more money if I take this kid’s tonsils out.’”50
In case anyone mistook that for a solitary gaffe, he made a similarly malicious claim against surgeons the following month. At another townhall meeting in New Hampshire he said, “Let’s take the example of diabetes.... If a family care physician works with his or her patient to help them lose weight, modify diet, monitors whether they’re taking their medications in a timely fashion, they might get reimbursed a pittance, but if that same diabetic ends up getting their foot amputated, that’s thirty thousand, forty, fifty thousand dollars immediately the surgeon is reimbursed. Why not make sure we’re also reimbursing the care that prevents the amputation?”51
Consistent with his usual divide-and-conquer methods, Obama has favored general practitioners while penalizing medical specialists who, in President Obama’s Washington, “are slightly more popular than the H1N1 virus,” as the Wall Street Journal noted.52 The Obama administration is using Medicare regulations to increase payments to general practitioners, internists, and family physicians, but there would be an 11 percent overall cut in the field of cardiology and 19 percent in radiation oncology. The Wall Street Journal editors pointed out these cuts were made on cost considerations alone, because they couldn’t be based on sound medical judgment. The editors wrote, “Two-thirds of morbidity or mortality among Medicare patients owes to cancer or heart disease.”53
Obama’s war on specialists is also reflected in ObamaCare. Obama’s distant cousin, Dr. Milton R. Wolf, writing in the Washington Times, described a financial penalty “aimed at your doctor if he seeks the expert care he has determined you need. If your doctor is in the top 10 percent of primary care physicians who refer patients to specialists most frequently—no matter how valid the reasons—he will face a 5 percent penalty on all their Medical reimbursements for the entire year.” This “scheme,” wrote Wolf, “is specifically designed to deny you the chance to see a specialist.”54
Beyond that, experience in government-run healthcare systems shows that access to medical specialists is severely reduced. Stanford University Medical Center professor Scott W. Atlas says that independent, peer-reviewed studies show there are far longer waiting times for patients seeking care from cardiologists, orthopedic surgeons, and neurologists “under government-run health systems.”55
Obama and his supporters glibly dismiss accusations that the president harbors socialist goals. But looking at the short record he’s compiled as president, it’s hard to come to any other conclusion. While most United States presidents of our lifetime have reserved their harshest rhetoric for our foreign enemies, Obama delights in bashing American businesspeople—corporate executives, insurers, drug-makers, and even medical professionals. Incessantly denouncing companies for generating “excess profits,” he clearly believes making a certain amount of money is immoral. In his view, that money doesn’t rightfully belong to those who earned it, but to the government, in other words, to Obama himself, who is responsible for spreading that wealth around to those who supposedly deserve it.
There’s plenty of room to debate which branch of socialism he adheres to, but one thing’s for sure: Obama can’t abide the free market.
Chapter Nine
OBAMA THE IMPERIOUS
CRIMES AGAINST THE PRIVATE SECTOR, PART 2
Shortly after he took office, Obama initiated a campaign that would become a major theme of his presidency: castigating Wall Street bankers. On January 29, 2009, he called them “shameful” for giving themselves $20 billion in bonuses when the economy was dragging and the government was giving them bailout money. “There will be time for them to make profits, and there will time for them to get bonuses,” he imperiously declared. “Now’s not that time.... That is the height of irresponsibility. It is shameful. And part of what we’re going to need is for the folks on Wall Street who are asking for help to show some restraint and show discipline and show some sense of responsibility.” Not to be outdone, Vice President Biden exclaimed, “I’d like to throw some of these guys in the brig. They’re thinking the same old thing that got us here, greed. They’re thinking, ‘Take care of me.’”1
But the following year, Obama told Bloomberg he didn’t “begrudge” bonuses worth $17 million and $9 million for J. P. Morgan Chase CEO Jamie Dimon and Goldman Sachs CEO Lloyd Blankfein, respectively. It wasn’t hard to figure out why Obama was suddenly singing a different tune. As he stated, “I know both those guys; they are very savvy businessmen.”2 But more than that, Blankfein has given more than $100,000 to Democrats, while Dimon, though donating less, has given exclusively to Democrats, plus he’s from Chicago, and he’s Obama’s personal friend and “favorite banker,” as the New York Times called him.
Naturally, it is the prerogative of a potentate to treat his friends differently, but Obama’s double standard still raised some eyebrows. New Hampshire Union Leader editorial page editor Andrew Cline pointedly observed, “As Obama has accidentally admitted, taking a big bonus during a recession is not shameful. Pitting Americans against each other for purely political purposes is.”3 Despite forgiving his rich buddies, Obama made clear he hadn’t softened his animus toward free enterprise when, at an appearance in Quincy, Illinois, he proclaimed Democrats don’t begrudge success that’s “fairly earned,” but “I do think at a certain point you’ve made enough money.”4
It’s not clear exactly how much money is “enough,” but apparently it’s quite a lot—at least for certain special people; the Washington Post website reported that in 2008, as he campaigned for president, Obama reeled in a cool $2.5 million just on his book royalties.5
FIGHTING OFF THE PITCHFORKS
At a March 2009 townhall meeting in Costa Mesa, California, after defending the government bailout of AIG, Obama went on to compare AIG and big banks to suicide bombers. “It’s almost like they’ve got a bomb strapped to them, and they’ve got their hand on the trigger,” he said. “You don’t want them to blow up. But you’ve got to kind of talk them, ease that finger off the trigger.”6 Obama also savaged AIG for its “recklessness and greed” as he promised to try to block its executives from collecting multi-million dollar bonuses. “Excuse me,” he muttered, “I’m choked up with anger here.”7 And like our wealth, Obama seemed determined to spread his anger around. “I don’t want to quell anger,” he said angrily. “People are right to be angry. I’m angry. What I want us to do is channel our anger in a constructive way.” Obama later deflected an uncomfortable question about whether he regretted his campaign having accepted in excess of $100,000 from AIG executives8—perhaps he was too angry to muster an answer.
Obama next summoned bank executives to the White House to make them justify their salaries and bonuses. When J. P. Morgan’s Jamie Dimon told Obama his company wanted to pay back the TARP money as soon as practical and asked him to “streamline” that process, Obama insisted that government money remain in the system to generate growth—a position that belied his later, phony condemnation of banks for not repaying TARP monies. Obama said, “This is like a patient who’s on antibiotics. Maybe the patient starts feeling better after a couple of days, but you don’t stop taking the medicine until you’ve finished the bottle.”
Obama worried that paying the money back too quickly could send a bad signal. But some CEOs at the meeting disagreed, arguing it was their duty to repay the funds now that they no longer needed them and that doing so would inspire the market’s confidence. 9 Eventually the administration instituted a “test” to determine whether it would permit banks to repay their TARP loans. If banks had plenty of capital and demonstrated an ability to raise fresh money, they would ostensibly be permitted to repay—providing the administration deemed that repayment would be in the wider economic interest.10
There was no mistaking the president’s harsh tone toward the bankers. One attendee commented, “The only way they could have sent a more Spartan message is if they had served bread along with the water. The signal from Obama’s body language and demeanor was, ‘I’m the president, and you’re not.’”11 Sounds familiar, does it not?
When the subject turned to the salaries and bonuses, one CEO explained, “We’re competing for talent on an international market.” But Obama, the self-described “listener,” was uninterested. He interrupted them and warned with his signature haughtiness, “Be careful how you make those statements, gentlemen. The public isn’t buying that. My administration is the only thing between you and the pitchforks.” If that was true, it was only because Obama had stoked the flames against banks and corporate executives in the first place.
More than a half year later, in December 2009, Obama was still blasting Wall Street bank bonuses, declaring on CBS’s 60 Minutes, “I did not run for office to help out a bunch of fat cat bankers on Wall Street. The people on Wall Street still don’t get it. They’re still puzzled why it is that people are mad at the banks. Well, let’s see. You guys are drawing down $10 (million), $20 million dollar bonuses after America went through the worst economic year in decades and you guys caused the problem.” He also accused the banks of “fighting tooth and nail with their lobbyists” to oppose financial regulatory control .12
But once again, “excessive CEO salaries” were only a problem for certain bankers unconnected to Obama; it came to light in February 2010 that government-run GM was providing its CEO, Ed Whitacre, a pay package valued at $9 million—a package approved by U.S. Treasury pay czar Kenneth Feinberg.13
SQUEEZING THE “FAT CATS”
In a December 2009, meeting with the CEOs of large banks, Obama all but ordered them to increase their loans to small businesses and their assistance to troubled homeowners. In a statement, he again referred to the financial collapse being “a predicament largely of their own making, oftentimes because they failed to manage risk properly.”
But in fact, with its myriad regulations and programs pressuring banks to offer mortgages almost regardless of the recipient’s ability to repay, the government was a greater contributor to the crisis than “Wall Street.” Both parties, though Democrats far more than Republicans, embarked on this loose lending policy, placing their “good intentions” above good financial sense, and forced banks to make uncreditworthy loans in the name of compassion.
But when the Bush administration warned as early as 2003 of the systemic risks posed to the entire economy by the expansion of Fannie and Freddie and recommended the creation of a new federal agency to regulate them, Democrats, such as Congressman Barney Frank, would have none of it. Frank said that critics “exaggerate a threat of safety” and “conjure up the possibility of serious financial losses to the Treasury, which I do not see.” Frank sneered at the idea that the government’s lending policy had been too liberal, saying it had “probably done too little rather than too much . . . to meet the goals of affordable housing.”
In June 2004, seventy-six House Democrats, including Barney Frank and Nancy Pelosi, sent President Bush a letter defending Fannie and Freddie and insisting that “an exclusive focus on safety and soundness” would likely come “at the expense of affordable housing.” Similarly, in 2007 when the Bush administration discovered some $11 billion of accounting errors on the books of Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac and demanded a “robust reform package” for these companies as a condition to their expanding their mortgage portfolios, Senator Chris Dodd, chairman of the Banking Committee, scoffed that Bush should “immediately reconsider his ill-advised” demand. Dodd continued this reckless obstinacy into July 2008, when he pronounced that Fannie and Freddie were “on a sound footing.”14
An analysis by George Mason University economics professor Lawrence H. White found the financial crisis and ensuing recession were not the result of “financial deregulation and private-sector greed,” but “misguided monetary and housing policies: . . . the expansion of risky mortgages to underqualified borrowers . . . encouraged by the federal government.” Additionally, “the government-supported mortgage lenders, Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae, grew to own or guarantee about half the United States’ $12 trillion mortgage market.” This caused monumental distortions in the mortgage market because the guarantees artificially eliminated the risk of purchasing bad mortgages, thus catalyzing their rapid expansion. Congress exacerbated the problem and virtually guaranteed a meltdown by pushing Fannie and Freddie to continue to “promote ‘affordable housing’ through expanded purchases on nonprime loans to low-income applicants.”15
However, Obama not only refused to acknowledge the government’s role in the collapse, but he took credit for rescuing the dastardly banks from it: “We took difficult and, frankly, unpopular steps to pull them back from the brink, steps that were necessary not just to save our financial system, but to save our economy as a whole.”
With that predicate, he told bankers they owed it to the country to help lift the economy out of crisis. He leaned on them to show their gratitude for his magnanimity by making loans he wanted them to make, as opposed to those consistent with managing risk properly. In other words, he pressured them to do more of the very kind of politicized, irresponsible lending for which he was condemning them. Obama said, “So my main message . . . was very simple: that America’s banks received extraordinary assistance from American taxpayers to rebuild their industry, and now that they’re back on their feet we expect an extraordinary commitment from them to help rebuild our economy.”
“We expect?” The Central Planner in Chief concluded, “That starts with finding ways to help credit-worthy small and medium-size businesses get the loans that they need to open their doors, grow their operations and create new jobs.”16 The next week Obama met with CEOs and other officers of a dozen community banks to pressure them to increase their small-business lending and lobby them to support his regulatory overhaul plans. 17
Obama continued the executive branch assault on the banks into 2010. In January he unveiled a proposal for a Financial Crisis Responsibility Fee—a euphemism for a bank penalty tax, a version of which he had first suggested months before. The tax would apply to the nation’s largest financial institutions (banks, thrifts, and insurance companies with more than $50 billion in assets) for the ostensible purpose of “recover[ing] every single dime the American people are owed” for bailing out the economy. Obama said it would remain in effect until the TARP losses, estimated at $117 billion, were recovered, in ten or twelve years. As if working in tandem with Obama, a number of congressional Democrats proposed a 50 percent tax on bonuses above $50,000 at banks that received bailout money.
After Obama announced his tax proposal, even the New York Times admitted he “spoke in some of his harshest language to date about the resurgent financial industry.” Obama said, “My determination to achieve this goal is only heightened when I see reports of massive profits and obscene bonuses at the very firms who owe their continued existence to the American people—who have not been made whole, and who continue to face real hardship in this recession.”18 He further claimed,
We’re already hearing a hue and cry from Wall Street suggesting that this proposed fee is not only unwelcome but unfair. That by some twisted logic it is more appropriate for the American people to bear the cost of the bailout rather than the industry that benefited from it, even though these executives are out there giving themselves huge bonuses. What I say to these executives is this: Instead of sending a phalanx of lobbyists to fight this proposal or employing an army of lawyers and accountants to help evade the fee, I suggest you might want to consider simply meeting your responsibilities. 19
It couldn’t have been more disingenuous for Obama to frame this retroactive penalty as an effort to “recover” money “owed” to Americans, when most of the affected banks had already repaid their bailout debts with interest. When the banks protested, the White House responded that the measure was aimed at the institutions whose risk-taking had caused the financial crisis, which was tantamount to an admission that it was, in fact, a retroactive penalty.20
It was also dishonest for Obama to call his tax a “fee.” As the Heritage Foundation’s Retirement Security and Financial Markets guru David C. John said, the “responsibility fee” is neither responsible nor a fee. However, “The White House needs a villain to blame for the nation’s continuing economic woes, and Treasury desperately needs revenues to reduce the massive deficits caused by the Obama administration’s spending policies.” A more candid explanation of the targets of the “fee,” suggested John, would mirror Willie Sutton’s answer to why he robbed banks: “Because that’s where the money is.”21
Obama didn’t cotton to backtalk from the banks, slamming them again in his weekly radio address. “Like clockwork, the banks and politicians who curry their favor are already trying to stop this fee from going into effect. We’re not going to let Wall Street take the money and run. We’re going to pass this fee into law. . . . If the big financial firms can afford massive bonuses, they can afford to pay back the American people. Those who oppose this fee have also had the audacity to suggest that it is somehow unfair. The very same firms reaping billions of dollars in profits, and reportedly handing out more money in bonuses and compensation than ever before in history, are now pleading poverty. It’s a sight to see.”22
With Obama’s proposed tax, we saw, once again, that he was trying to pick the winners and losers, taxing some banks that had paid their debts in full, with interest, and exempting government-connected ones such as Fannie Mae, Freddie Mac, GM, and Chrysler, that still owed billions. Heritage Foundation expert on government regulation James Gattuso observed that while Obama claimed his new tax would “pay back the taxpayers who rescued them in their time of need . . . in truth, the new tax would do nothing of the kind. Mr. Obama knows that almost every major bank has paid back their bailout funds, with interest. Taxpayers made substantial profits on those repayments.” Heritage presented a chart, reprinted below, to illustrate Gattuso’s point that many banks that paid their debt would be taxed, and many who didn’t would be exempted.23
Source: PmPublica. at http://bailoutpropublica.org/main/list/index. The Heritage Foundation
This bank “fee” is manifestly unfair and ill-advised for other reasons as well. It would be imposed irrespective of whether a bank was profitable. Furthermore, the fee would come on top of other new proposed fees on the same institutions and of corporate income taxes they pay. Nor was the fee structured to deter further irresponsible risk taking. And, of course, who can possibly believe the White House’s claim that the fee would sunset after TARP deficits are eliminated a decade from now?24
“TARP ON STEROIDS”
Obama’s proposed bank tax was eventually rolled into a sweeping plan, unveiled in June 2009, to overhaul the financial system. Treasury secretary Tim Geithner—in keeping with the administration’s philosophy that Alinksyites should never let a crisis go to waste—emphasized that the banking system “was fundamentally too fragile and unstable and it did a bad job of protecting consumers and investors.... The damage of the crisis was just too acute. We are trying to move very, very quickly while the memory of the crisis is still in the forefront of people’s memory.”
It was a stunningly candid admission. Furthermore, as a good central planner, Geithner complained that America’s financial system is much less centralized than other “mature” economies, and that we need a more centralized regulatory system to make this vast system accountable. The proposed bill would give a new council of regulators the authority to identify and monitor large financial firms (those “too big to fail”) that were in trouble, seize control of them, and wind them down to avoid their collapse, a scenario Geithner claimed would be limited to “extraordinary circumstances.”25 The plan contemplated covering the costs of such dissolutions by imposing a “fee” on firms with assets of $10 billion or more .26
Obama and Geithner’s plan wasn’t initially well received in Congress. At a House Financial Services hearing, Republicans objected, Democrats were skeptical, and regulators were ambivalent. There was bipartisan concern that the plan would give both regulators and the executive branch unprecedented power. “I’m not a man that fears this administration or you,” said Democratic congressman Paul Kanjorski. “But I do fear the accumulation of power exercised by someone in the future that can be extraordinary.” Labeling the proposal “TARP on steroids,” fellow Democrat Brad Sherman told Giethner, “You’ve got permanent, unlimited bailout authority.” Geithner tendentiously objected that “the only authority we would have would be to manage their failure.”27
In January 2010, Obama refined his “reform” plan, proposing what the Financial Times described as “the most far-reaching overhaul of Wall Street since the 1930s.”28 In addition to his new bank tax proposal, Obama proposed new bank regulations that would limit a bank’s investments and restrict the total size of financial institutions. The stated purpose of the regulations was to shore up financial institutions against another financial meltdown.
ABC News’ Jake Tapper reported that Obama introduced the new regulations with “fiery, populist rhetoric . . . almost daring the financial sector to take him on.” Castigating profits and the private sector, Obama blamed deregulation and bank speculation for the financial crisis. He said, “As we dig our way out of this deep hole, it’s important we not lose sight of what led us into this mess in the first place. This economic crisis began as a financial crisis, when banks and financial institutions took huge, reckless risks in pursuit of quick profits and massive bonuses.” He said Wall Street was still operating by the same rules that led to the near-disaster, rules which allow “firms to act contrary to the interests of customers, to conceal their exposure to debt through complex financial dealings, to benefit from taxpayer-insured deposits, while making speculative investments; and to take on risks so vast that they pose threats to the entire system.”29
Obama denounced the banks with the derogatory and bellicose language he had earlier used against insurance companies, declaring, “Never again will the American taxpayer be held hostage by a bank that is ‘Too Big to Fail.’” (emphasis added) Wall Street, he said, was “fighting reforms,” while there are “soaring profits and obscene bonuses at some of the very firms claiming that they can’t lend more to small businesses, they can’t keep credit card rates low, they can’t pay a fee to refund taxpayers for the bailout without passing on the cost to shareholders or customers—and that’s the claims they’re making.” He then lashed out at the “army” of Wall Street lobbyists who opposed his reform efforts (though it turned out they didn’t oppose it much, as described below).
Once again echoing his attacks on insurers, he said, “If those folks want a fight, it’s a fight I’m ready to have.”30 He also asserted, “In recent years, too many financial firms have put taxpayer money at risk by operating hedge funds and private equity funds and making riskier investments to reap a quick reward. And these firms have taken these risks while benefiting from special financial privileges that are reserved only for banks.”31
Not everyone swallowed Obama’s cavalier claim that deregulation caused the financial meltdown. The Heritage Foundation’s James Gattuso wrote, “Financial services were not deregulated during the Bush administration. If there ever was an ‘era of deregulation’ in the financial world, it ended long ago.... Not only was there little deregulation of financial services during the Bush years, but most of the regulatory reforms achieved in earlier years mitigated, rather than contributed to, the crisis.”32
Obama’s reverse Midas touch kicked in as his ominous financial reform announcement caused the markets to plummet, losing 213 points and 216 points on two consecutive days.33 Despite the damage to stockholders—or perhaps because of it—leftists applauded the move.34
“GET IN OUR WAY, AND WE’LL MOW YOU DOWN”
Meanwhile, the House, led by Democratic congressman Barney Frank, passed its version of financial reform on December 11, 2009, by a margin of 223 to 202. Senator Dodd introduced the Senate version—the Restoring American Financial Stability Act of 2010—the following March, hewing closely to Obama’s reworked reform plan. The Senate Committee on Banking, Housing, and Urban Affairs, on a straight party line vote of 13 to 10, rushed the bill through after only a twenty-one-minute markup. Republican senator Bob Corker commented, “It is pretty unbelievable that after two years of hearings on arguably the biggest issue facing our panel in decades, the committee has passed a 1,300 page bill in a 21-minute, partisan markup. I don’t know how you can call that anything but dysfunctional.” Senator Dodd warned Republicans that if they resisted his bill, they would suffer the same fate they did on the healthcare bill. In other words, as National Legal and Policy Center’s Carl Horowitz noted, “Get in our way, and we’ll mow you down.”35
The administration threw its full weight behind the bill, which some began to call the “Obama-Dodd financial reform bill.” Treasury secretary Geithner argued the administration’s case in the Washington Post. He bragged that the Financial Crisis Responsibility Fee would make “the cost to American taxpayers . . . zero.” So banks that subsidize these losses are not American taxpayers? And they won’t pass these penalties on to consumers, who happen to be taxpayers? Why should banks that paid back their loans bear the cost more than anyone else? Indeed, in his piece, Geithner said, “A clear lesson of this crisis is that any strategy that relies on market discipline to compensate for weak regulation and then leaves it to the government to clean up the mess is a strategy for disaster.” Translation: free market bad, government good. Geithner closed with the administration’s typical Chicago-style machismo. “As the bill moves to the floor, we will fight any attempt to weaken it.”36
As Geithner promised, the White House pushed the bill aggressively. White House blogger Jen Psaki wrote, “The reality is that there’s a clear choice in this debate: to stand with American families or stand on the side of big Wall Street banks and their lobbyists who are defending the status quo. Opponents of reform are protecting the big banks at the expense of American families—so they’re going to do whatever they can to keep the present system in place and leave the American taxpayer with the bill.”37
This was the same Alinskyite strategy the White House employed against insurers when it was pushing ObamaCare, only this time its target was “fat-cat” Wall Street bankers. As was the case with ObamaCare, the administration claimed their opponents were in Wall Street’s pocket defending the status quo at the expense of the taxpayers. And whereas Obama called ObamaCare “insurance reform,” he called financial reform “Wall Street reform,” to capitalize on his demonization of the respective scapegoats of his “reform” efforts. He also deceitfully argued, as he had with ObamaCare, that insufficient regulation led to the problems, although the opposite was much more accurate.
In the campaign against the bill’s opponents, the Chamber of Congress emerged as a key target. Obama attacked the Chamber for “spending millions on an ad campaign” opposing a Consumer Financial Protection Agency that the bill would create. Doing what he loves most, he attacked businesses, profits, “Wall Street” and lobbyists, claiming, “They’re doing what they always do—descending on Congress and using every bit of influence they have to maintain the status quo that has maximized their profits at the expense of American consumers . . . We have already seen and lived the consequences of what happens when there is too little accountability on Wall Street and too little protection for Main Street, and I will not allow this country to go back there.”38
The next week, Politico reported that the White House and congressional Democrats were working to circumvent the Chamber of Commerce by going directly to the CEOs of major U.S. corporations. Since June, administration officials had met with executives from more than fifty-five companies. The Chamber accused the administration of launching a “frontal assault against free enterprise and the Chamber of Commerce” and trying to divide the business community in order to weaken opposition to ObamaCare, just as it had done with the cap and trade bill. Democrats painted the Chamber’s opposition as ideological rather than a matter of promoting the most favorable business environment.39 But admittedly, the modern liberal establishment’s hostility to the free market makes such a distinction moot.
With Obama’s newfound confidence and a new spring in his step following passage of ObamaCare, he proceeded even more aggressively with his statist agenda. In March 2010, he renewed his attack on the Chamber for continuing to resist the financial reform package. Deputy Treasury Secretary Neal Wolin essentially accused the Chamber of lying in its opposition to “reform.” Wolin said, “The chamber has every right to oppose those policies with which its members disagree. But as a leading, respected institution, the chamber also has an obligation to be honest with you, its members, and with the American people.” It should “engage in a debate on the merits, not on the basis of misinformation.”40 He added, “It is so puzzling that despite the urgent and undeniable need for reform, the Chamber of Commerce has launched a $3 million advertising campaign against it.” Following Wolin’s remarks, Bruce Josten, the chamber’s top lobbyist, issued a statement describing the speech as “political grandstanding and distortion of facts.”41
Administration officials announced Obama planned on leading a series of outside-the-beltway rallies for his financial regulatory reform efforts and to pressure Senate Republicans to get on board, in the same way he did with ObamaCare. Convinced Obama had regained policy momentum after passing healthcare, his aides believed the push for financial reform would boost his approval ratings. Obama’s campaign arm, Organizing for America, would coordinate the effort. “We cannot delay action any longer,” said Obama in an e-mail.42
Seeking to create a sense of urgency, Obama argued a crisis would recur if all the essentials of his proposal were not passed immediately. In his radio address on April 17, 2010, he declared, “Every day we don’t act, the same system that led to bailouts remains in place, with the exact same loopholes and the exact same liabilities. And if we don’t change what led to the crisis, we’ll doom ourselves to repeat it.” If another crisis occurs, he claimed, “taxpayers” would be left “on the hook.” Obama also threatened to veto the financial overhaul bill if it didn’t include his proposal to authorize the government, for the first time ever, to regulate “derivatives.” As with ObamaCare, he paid superficial lip service to a call for bipartisanship, but stated in plain terms that Democrats were prepared to go forward by themselves. “One way or another, we will move forward,” he insisted. “This issue is too important.”43
UNLIMITED BAILOUT AUTHORITY
So what exactly would the Senate bill do? According to Carl Horowitz, it is “an unabashed attempt to bring virtually the entire financial services industry under federal heel—the portion not already under it.” The bill would create a new regulatory agency, the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, that would have rule-making authority and enforcement powers apart from those of the Fed to monitor financial firms that have at least $10 billion in assets. The bill would also codify “the Volcker Rule,” which would restrict banks from making certain types of speculative investments, such as hedge funds and derivatives, that are not made on behalf of consumers.
Most important, Dodd’s bill would create a new bureaucracy called the Office of Financial Research, which would be the driving force behind a new body called the Financial Stability Oversight Council (FSOC). A nine-member board, the council would be empowered to place risky financial firms—at its discretion—in receivership. It would monitor the entire financial services marketplace to assess threats to financial stability and recommend new regulations to be written by the appropriate federal financial agencies. The FSOC would have subpoena power and the authority to collect any and all information from “any financial company” to analyze whether its business practices might threaten financial stability. In fact, it would monitor the entire financial services marketplace to identify potential risks to the financial stability of the United States.
For its part, the Office of Financial Research could require companies to submit periodic and other reports to assess whether they could be a threat to the financial stability of the United States. This is a dangerous expansion of federal power in an effort that has little hope of success—Heritage Foundation expert James Gattuso notes that no regulators have successfully predicted threats to financial stability in the past. Gattuso dismisses all this “process” in the bill as mere political theater by Dodd and company.44 Alternatively, Obama and Dodd may understand the data won’t be useful, but that the expansive powers the bill authorizes will make it that much easier for the government to assert control of companies and micromanage them at will based on subjective judgments that they pose an economy-wide threat.
Initially, the bill would establish a revolving emergency loan fund of up to $50 billion for “emergencies” (as defined by Congress) to use to close or restructure distressed financial firms.45 Promising the fund would only be used to wind down failing firms, Democrats claimed the regulators would have little flexibility in how it was allocated because its purpose was not to bail out companies, but to keep firms afloat while the government liquidated them. At any rate, the provision authorizing the fund was later removed in an effort to mollify opponents who argued it would amount to a permanent TARP fund since Congress would have the fund at its disposal, without having to pass authorizing legislation each time.
But while many Republican critics argued that this $50 billion fund was the main problem with the bill, others, such as Senator Bob Corker, warned unlimited bailout powers would still exist apart from the fund. In an interview with National Review Online, Corker said the real danger is in the fine print, which confers on regulators the power to bail out firms that aren’t yet technically insolvent. Even without the fund provision, the government could still exercise its unlimited discretion to break up or bail out firms not yet insolvent via the Fed making loans and accepting “the shadiest of assets (such as subprime-mortgage-backed securities) as collateral,” or through FDIC guaranteed loans. National Review Online’s Stephen Spruiell commented, “The only difference is that, rather than being able to ‘pre-fund’ the resolution authority and cap it at $50 billion, the government would ‘post-fund’ the resolution of a failed firm by borrowing whatever it needs from the Treasury and then sending Wall Street the bill.”46
“A CURE FAR WORSE THAN THE DISEASE”
Like ObamaCare, the financial reform bill would likely yield results exactly opposite from those Obama promised. He said he wanted to end the “too big to fail” era, but experts believe his reform would enshrine that very concept into law. This new “all-powerful bureaucracy,” says Heritage expert David C. John, would “actually make future crises—and bailouts—more likely.”47 The bill makes it “more likely that those same institutions that made risky bad bets before will make the exact same mistakes again.” This is because the government’s advance promise to bail out companies “too big to fail” reduces the checks creditors naturally exercise over banks by, for example, demanding higher interest rates on loans to banks that are highly leveraged. With the government’s backing, creditors would be less cautious about making riskier loans.48
Carl Horowitz agrees, noting that the command-and-control model envisioned by the Dodd bill is “a cure far worse than the disease, triggering major misallocations of resources. Rewarding political allies and punishing enemies would become prime criteria for making business decisions.”49 Under this bill, the risk of collapse will intensify, because big financial firms will be spared the risk that encourages them to act responsibly. The Dodd bill, says David John, “does nothing to reduce the systemic risk of today’s ‘too big to fail’ financial institutions or to prevent this risk in the future.”50 What it does do, ironically, is enhance the government’s sweetheart protection for the very firms from whom Obama claims he’s protecting us—quite the sophisticated hustle.
Heritage’s James Gattuso prepared a non-exhaustive list of “14 Fatal Flaws” in Senator Dodd’s bill, a bill which, Gattuso argues, would make “another financial crisis or bailout more likely to occur.” According to Gattuso, the bill would:51
• Create a protected class of firms that would be subject to “enhanced regulation.” This would send a signal that these firms are too big to fail and encourage them to take “undue risk.” It “will be like creating Fannies and Freddies in every sector of the economy.”
• Provide for seizure of private property without meaningful judicial review.
• Create permanent bailout authority. As David John wrote about Obama’s earlier plan—and the same essential arguments would apply to Dodd’s bill—the Fed would have power to consider “unspecified factors” in its determination and “exercise discretion” in evaluating those factors, which translates into “openended power” that “would be difficult to constrain and should be resisted.” Under such a law, investing the government with broad authority to assume control of banks and inject them with cash, coupled with the power to assess penalties on bigger firms to pay for the intervention and cash injections after the fact, just imagine the temptation of a statist like Obama “exercising his discretion” to step in even in marginal cases, knowing that costs could be covered by penalties imposed in the future. What a seamless scheme for further wealth redistribution!52 The bottom line, in John’s view, is that Obama’s financial plan “would give government regulators almost unlimited powers to take over or micromanage financial institutions.”
It’s hard to argue with John’s conclusion when you consider the words of Senator Dodd, himself: “Cracking down on the biggest players is critical to ending bailouts. And if a Wall Street firm does become too large or too complex and poses a grave threat to our financial stability, the Federal Reserve has the power to restrict its risky activities, restrict its growth, and, Mr. President, even to break up those institutions.”53 Obama-finance will mean expanding federal control over financial institutions in the name of economic stability and preventing future economic catastrophes caused by firms deemed “too big to fail.” Democratic congressman Brad Sherman, in an interview with Politico, confirmed, “The Dodd bill has unlimited executive bailout authority. That’s something Wall Street desperately wants but doesn’t ask for. The bill contains permanent, unlimited, bailout authority.”54
• Open a “line of credit” to the Treasury for additional government funding, which provides additional taxpayer financial support.
• Authorize regulators to guarantee the debt of solvent banks, if regulators determine there is a liquidity crisis.
• Give the Bureau of Consumer Financial Protection broad powers to limit what financial products and services can be offered to consumers. The stated purpose is to protect consumers, but the effect would be to reduce consumer choice—reminiscent of ObamaCare.
• Give this bureau its own staff and autonomous rule-making authority, and the ability to examine financial institutions with more than $10 billion in assets. John warns with this autonomy it could pass regulations that could endanger the stability of the financial system with Congress having no ability to veto such regulations in advance—before the damage is done.
• Subject non-financial firms to financial regulations. This could lead to “a broad swath of private industry” being “ensnared in the financial regulatory net.”
• Do nothing to address problems at Fannie and Freddie. “There is still nothing in this bill that addresses the perverse incentives and moral hazard that is created when the federal government sticks its nose into the housing market.”55
Another major problem with the bill, highlighted by National Review’s editors, is that it would give unions “proxy access... under the guise of bolstering shareholder rights.” This would “greatly expand Big Labor’s influence over American corporations,” because it would facilitate consolidated voting by large and politically powerful shareholders, such as union pension funds. “Big labor’s agenda will often conflict with the goal of maximizing shareholder value” and “sound corporate management, which the unions would seek to undermine.”56
Despite the bill’s myriad dangerous provisions, the Senate passed it on May 20, 2010, by a 59 to 39 vote with just three Republicans voting for it, after which it headed to a House-Senate conference committee. Senate majority leader Harry Reid bragged, “When this bill becomes law, the joy ride on Wall Street will come to a screeching halt.” After all his savaging of banks, Obama, with a straight face, announced, “Our goal is not to punish the banks.”57 Republican senator Judd Gregg added, “This bill is a disaster because it doesn’t address the fundamental underlying causes of the economic issue, which were real estate and underwriting.” Of the bill’s newly formed Consumer Protection Agency, he said, “It’s going to become an agency which defines lending on social justice purposes . . . versus on safety and soundness of purposes.”58
Gregg couldn’t be more correct. Just as with the subprime mortgage fiasco, government bureaucrats will be forcing banks to make loans to people and institutions that are poor credit risks, which will likely have the same disastrous consequences as the Democrats’ similar policies toward Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac.
GOLDMAN NEEDS NO PROTECTION FROM ITSELF
For all of Obama’s demonizing of banks, it was his party that sided with Wall Street on this issue. Heritage’s Conn Carroll wrote, “It is ‘the big Wall Street banks’ that are supporting the Geithner permanent bailout plan.” It was Obama, not some Republican, who “raised about a million dollars from Goldman Sachs employees and executives in 2008, the most any politician has raised from a single company since McCain-Feingold.” Indeed, just as Obama’s push for his financial overhaul package was intensifying, Goldman Sachs promoted the bill in their annual report to shareholders. Goldman CEO Lloyd Blankfein and President Gary Cohn stated in their introductory letter accompanying the report, “Given that much of the financial contagion was fueled by uncertainty about counter-parties’ balance sheets, we support measures that would require higher capital and liquidity levels, as well as the use of clearing-houses for standardized derivative transactions.”59
Goldman’s support for the overhaul plan was suspicious, just as was the ultimate support of pharmaceutical companies for ObamaCare. As usual, an element of sleaze appears to have oozed into an Obama “reform” proposal. So what did Goldman have to gain in exchange for folding? According to the Washington Examiner’s Timothy Carney, Goldman “want[s] the government to reduce the risk that Goldman’s debtors or insurers will run into trouble.”
Blankfein’s statements lend support to that view. He wrote, “The biggest beneficiary of reform is Wall Street itself. The biggest risk is risk financial institutions have with each other.”60 In other words, Blankfein appears to have no objection to the government propping up his fellow “fat cats.” This was, said Carney, an “odd function of government: making Goldman Sachs feel safer in its business dealings.” Also enticing to Goldman, noted Carney, was that these stricter government requirements were designed to renew American investors’ confidence in the stock market, which would hopefully lead to financial firms lending more and Goldman type firms thriving on the “free-flowing capital.”61 The Obama administration employs many Goldman alumni-lobbyists, including Chief of Staff Rahm Emanuel, White House economic advisor Larry Summers, and Treasury chief of staff Mark Patterson. “So who,” asks Carroll, “is really on the side of the American people and who really is doing the work of Wall Street lobbyists?”62
Another wrinkle arose when the government filed civil fraud charges against Goldman. The timing of the suit, just as Senate debate on the bill was ready to begin, was highly suspicious, though the SEC claimed it was acting entirely independently from the administration. The White House professed not to have known in advance about the SEC’s plans to file the suit, but Press Secretary Robert Gibbs nevertheless admitted the complaint helped the cause of financial reform, because it “is a prescient reminder of what’s at stake.”
The White House’s denial of a link between the SEC charges and its efforts to pass the financial reform bill became more suspect when the Democratic National Committee bought online ads capitalizing on the Goldman case.63 Internet surfers entering “Goldman Sachs SEC” in Google were directed to the president’s website by way of a sponsored link titled “Help Change Wall Street.” The web page had a photo of Obama with the quote, “We’ve seen and lived the consequences of what happens when there’s too little accountability on Wall Street and too little protection for Main Street. It’s time for real change.”64 Even if there was no collusion between the White House and the SEC, the political exploitation of a civil suit by the administration was unconscionable.
Obama’s furious attacks on Wall Street were a natural outgrowth of his anti-corporate ideology, but they were also a cynical ploy to whip up public support for his policies by stoking outrage at “fat-cat bankers” and other evil capitalists who seemed to come straight out of a comic book. Amidst all the heated rhetoric, the fact was largely ignored that his signature financial reform bill would benefit the very bankers and other Wall Street veterans who have deep connections to his administration. Denying that government policies and regulations helped spark the financial meltdown in the first place, Obama sought to solve the problems of big government with the only approach he knows: creating more big government. That these policies will depress competition and institutionalize the damaging practices of the past is apparently of little concern to this administration. They don’t necessarily want a successful America; they want a transformed America—and with the financial reform bill, that is what they’re trying to deliver.
Chapter Ten
THE COMMISSAR
CRIMES AGAINST AMERICAN INDUSTRY
Obama has exerted power beyond that of any previous U.S. president. On March 29, 2009, his Treasury secretary Tim Geithner made the Sunday talk show circuit to explain that some banks would have to take new TARP monies against their wishes—which was consistent with Obama preventing J. P. Morgan executives from repaying their TARP funds. Later that same Sunday, Obama made another extraordinary move, firing General Motors CEO Rick Wagoner. As an indication of widespread opposition to federal control over the auto industry, GM’s stock fell 25 percent the next day upon news of Wagoner’s firing. But Obama and Geithner were unchastened. Geithner told CBS News’ Katie Couric that “of course” he was open to the option of pressuring CEOs of “troubled banks” to resign as well. The government, he said, “has had to do exceptional things.”1
Republican senator Bob Corker called the Wagoner firing “a major power-grab by the White House on the heels of another power-grab from Secretary Geithner, who asked last week for the freedom to decide on his own which companies are ‘systemically’ important to our country and worthy of taxpayer investment, and which are not.” He said it was “a marked departure from the past,” “truly breathtaking,” and “should send a chill through all Americans who believe in free enterprise.”2 CNBC economist Larry Kudlow noted that this was the proper domain of bankruptcy courts, not the executive branch. Corker agreed, telling Kudlow that “today, a bright line was crossed.... Now, in essence, they have taken over these companies.” He accurately predicted that soon the executive branch would be deciding which GM plants would stay open and which would close.3
A few days after the firing, Obama and Treasury secretary Giethner were reportedly weighing a plan to divide the “good” and “bad” assets of GM and Chrysler before putting them into bankruptcy. This would effectively nationalize a major portion of the auto industry—an action unprecedented in American history and, in the words of the Wall Street Journal, one which would “represent one of the biggest-ever government incursions into private enterprise.” Obama and his henchmen were deeply immersed in micromanaging a wholesale restructuring of the companies, planning on allowing Chevrolet and Cadillac to remain independent while selling the equity in Chrysler to Fiat SpA. Obama played both ends against the middle, warning the automakers they had only brief windows to formulate plans to justify government support, then saying he would do all he could to salvage the industry. “We cannot, we must not, and we will not let our auto industry simply vanish,” he vowed.4
Just as Obama would later duplicitously claim his healthcare plan would not interfere with patients’ choice of their doctors as he signed into law a bill contradicting his assertion, he insisted he had no intentions of taking over GM at the very same time he was cementing plans to do just that. Obama had another motive to subsume the auto industry beyond his claim that automakers were “too big to fail” and jobs had to be preserved. As with his redirection of the space program, he aimed to push his environmental agenda from the inside—to force automakers into producing more energy efficient vehicles.5 As Peter Kaufman, president and head of restructuring at investment bank Gordian Group LLC, said, “The big question is whether the government, as a shareholder, will be focused on GM making money, or it making clean and green cars, or whatever other political agenda they have for the auto space.”6
That question was answered when Brent Dewar, Chevrolet vice president, told dealers they should learn to sell small cars, based on projections that smaller cars will overtake trucks and SUVs as GM’s best sellers.7 On the other hand, we saw an interesting glimpse of liberal hypocrisy at work as the “New GM” conspicuously withdrew from an environmental partnership called the End of Life Vehicle Solutions (ELVS). ELVS was created to collect toxic parts from scrapped cars to prevent the release of mercury emissions into the environment when vehicles are crushed and shredded. But the new government managers weren’t so concerned about the environment when their own credibility was at stake in making the new company a financially viable entity. New GM basically said the mercury in the old vehicles wasn’t its problem, as those vehicles remained with Old GM.
New GM’s environmental callousness was rather untimely, as Obama’s “cash-for-clunkers” program was expected to lead to the trade-in and recycling of an estimated 750,000 vehicles, some of which contain mercury switches whose destruction could cause mercury pollution. Clearly, it’s always easier to preach environmentalism to the other guy than to abide by the rules yourself. ELVS executive director Mary Bills commented, “We’re surprised that GM, who wants to have this great green image, would do this.” New GM’s spokesperson dismissed the company’s culpability, claiming the responsibility for participating in the partnership remained with Old GM. But that was small comfort to other partners, as Old GM was but a composite of GM’s liabilities and under-performing assets.8
Without any semblance of constitutional authority, Obama announced he would unilaterally guarantee federal warranties for all new GM and Chrysler vehicles. Why should taxpayer dollars guarantee—retroactively, no less—the quality of a car? Why should the federal government offer to make such a guarantee without any inquiry into whether it was a prudent decision? But being a politician with no business experience, Obama unilaterally declared carte blanche responsibility on behalf of the federal government, as if he had an endless supply of money. Obama also expressed support for a congressional bid to offer large tax incentives for new-car purchases from stimulus monies, without bothering to justify that expenditure either. At least he was being consistent: since he didn’t have to justify his use of bank bailout money to keep Chrysler afloat with emergency loans, why should he have to justify using “stimulus” funds for a purpose not contemplated by the law?
UAW’S SWEETHEART DEALS
A major supporter of Obama, the United Auto Workers got sweetheart deals in both the GM and Chrysler restructurings. In the case of GM, the UAW and the bondholders were both unsecured creditors with equal rights under bankruptcy law, although GM contended that it had made a deal in 2007 that gave a preference to the UAW’s unsecured claims. The bondholders, however, reportedly never agreed that their claims would be subordinated to those of UAW. Because GM’s debt to the UAW (estimated at $20-30 billion) and to the bondholders ($27 billion) were roughly equal, it would follow they would each receive a similar percentage of shares in the new company. But Obama’s proposed restructuring contemplated UAW receiving about 39 percent of the stock while the bondholders would get just 10 percent, with the other 50 percent going to the government.9 New York attorney and financial expert Norman Kinel noted, “To say it’s unusual is an understatement. The government doesn’t ever get involved this way.” Dan Seiver, a San Diego State University finance professor, said, “We’re in a new era where the government is calling a bunch of shots.”
Other experts pointed to the government’s conflict of interest as a shareholder on the one hand and, on the other, its interest in protecting jobs and benefits. Some also expressed concerns about the government’s heavy-handed tactics and the possible unstated consequences of disobeying its directions. Dartmouth’s Tuck School of Business professor Syd Finkelstein noted allegations by Bank of America Chief Executive Ken Lewis that the government had pressured him to complete a merger with Merrill Lynch.10
GM Bondholder Advisers issued a statement saying they were “deeply concerned with today’s decision by GM and the auto task force to offer only a small, inequitable percentage of stock to its bondholders in exchange for their bonds.” Calling the offer “neither reasonable nor adequate,” they said it amounted to using taxpayer money “to show political favoritism” for certain creditors over others.11
A month later, UAW’s proposed share was cut to approximately 20 percent of GM’s common stock, with 17.5 percent to be transferred immediately, along with a warrant for an additional 2.5 percent. The bondholders’ share was to remain at 10 percent. When GM was asked whether the bondholders’ deal would be “sweetened,” it responded that the government was preventing it from offering them more than 10 percent. 12 As it happened, a deal could not be consummated, and GM filed for bankruptcy on June 2, 2009.13 Within a month of the filing, the government was trying to sell the company to a “New GM,” the majority share of which would be owned by the government. The bondholders were still objecting, however. Their attorney, Michael Richman, accused the government of being “overbearing” and of circumventing the law. Richman contended that the sale had not been negotiated as an arms-length sale to an independent party because the government, essentially, was dealing with itself and otherwise dictating—not negotiating—the terms of the deal.
The government was allegedly manipulating the deal and determining the price not through good faith negotiations, but by first determining how much its “favored parties” needed from the deal and then backing into the price. The sale, if approved, would result in the union initially owning a 17.5 percent interest, Canadian governmental entities 12 percent, the bondholders 10 percent, and the government 60 percent. 14 Obama, of course, said the government needed such a large stake because the financial health of the auto industry affected the financial health of the nation—the “too big to fail” argument. He insisted he really didn’t want to nationalize the companies. “We could have simply offered the company more loans,” he said. “But . . . piling on irresponsibly large debt on top of the new GM would mean simply repeating the mistakes of the past.”15 Ultimately the sale proceeded—much to the chagrin of the bondholders, who had made the mistake of lending their money to a private company in the age of Obama. 16
THE MADMAN THEORY OF THE PRESIDENCY: OBAMA WANTED TO BE FEARED
The Chrysler case was even worse. The creditors competing against the UAW were secured creditors, presumably entitled to priority over the unsecured union workers. But the secured creditors were being heavily pressured to accept just a fraction of the amount of their claims: $2.25 billion of the $6.9 billion they were owed (29 cents on the dollar), while the unsecured UAW was offered some 50 cents on the dollar. The UAW agreed to concessions to freeze wages, cut retiree health benefits, and not to strike for at least six years. Chrysler executives still hoped to avoid bankruptcy and possibly merge with GM. But Obama’s inside man, Steven Rattner, the head of Obama’s Auto Industry Task Force, had virtually pre-ordained the outcome—bankruptcy—while publicly claiming he was studiously seeking to avoid that result. Chrysler’s CFO Ron Kolka said Rattner told him how it would go: bankruptcy, followed by a restructuring with the creditors, the union, and Fiat—not GM, even though Robert Manzo, a financial consultant for Chrysler, said he believed “the valuations of an alliance with GM were higher than those of a deal with Fiat.” It didn’t matter to Rattner, who had already decided as of March 30 that his task force would only authorize taxpayer money to be used for a deal with Fiat.
In an e-mail to Chairman Bob Nardelli, Vice Chairman Tom LaSorda, and Robert Manzo, Kolka wrote, “We need a deal with Fiat today. We were told to pretty much take it.” Nardelli said that Rattner and his politically radical colleague Ron Bloom—Obama’s manufacturing czar—“will call the union and tell them what will happen. Then they’ll tell the banks, ‘Here’s the deal: take it or liquidate it.’”17 In other words, Don’t bother us with valiant efforts to save your sorry company when we have plans to take it over and do with it as we please. And don’t try to negotiate better terms—or any different terms—any of you. We are the government and we’re calling the shots.
The four primary creditors, J. P. Morgan Chase, Citigroup, Goldman Sachs, and Morgan Stanley, agreed to the Treasury’s plan, but other lenders—mostly hedge funds—weren’t on board. Obama maneuvered himself into position to call these shots, because a condition of the TARP loans to GM and Chrysler was that the government would have the right to convert its claim to debtor-in-possession status, which has first priority under bankruptcy law.18 Reportedly, one of the lawyers on Rattner’s team, Matthew Feldman, got his nose out of joint in negotiations with Chrysler and refused to allow Manzo to sweeten the offer to the reluctant investors in a final attempt to avert bankruptcy. Feldman reportedly told Manzo, “I am not talking to you. You went where you shouldn’t.” Even after Manzo apologized—who knows what for—Feldman highhandedly replied, “It’s over. The president doesn’t negotiate second rounds. We’ve given and lent billions of dollars to your team, so your team could manage this properly. I’ve protected your management and board, and now you’re going to put me in a position to have to bend to a terrorist like Lauria. That’s B.S.”19 “Lauria” was Tom Lauria, an attorney representing Perella Weinberg Partners, one of Chrysler’s secured creditors unhappy with the proposed deal. He offered an unflattering account of the administration’s capricious actions in the process. Lauria, Global Practice Head of the Financial Restructuring and Insolvency Group at White & Case, a highly reputed international law firm, told ABC News that Steven Rattner informed an official of Perella Weinberg that the administration would embarrass the firm if it opposed Obama’s plan .20 In an interview with FOX News’ Megyn Kelly and Neil Cavuto, Lauria said, “One of my clients was directly threatened by the White House and, in essence, compelled to withdraw its opposition to the deal under the threat that the full force of the White House press corps would destroy its reputation if it continued to fight.”
The plot thickened when Perella officials curiously denied Lauria’s account, without elaboration. But unnamed witnesses corroborated Lauria’s version of events. John Carney, writing for Business Insider, reported that the sources, who insisted on anonymity for fear of political reprisals, said they represented creditors of Chrysler and were taken aback by the hardball tactics the Obama administration employed to compel their acceptance of the restructuring plans. One described the White House as the most shocking “end justifies the means” group they had ever encountered. Another source claimed Obama was “the most dangerous smooth talker on the planet—and I knew Kissinger.” Both had voted for Obama. Another participant in the negotiations described Obama’s tactics as employing a “madman theory of the presidency,” where Obama wanted to be feared as someone who was “willing to do anything to get his way.” This witness said his firm took the strategy very seriously.21
“SHAKING DOWN LENDERS FOR THE BENEFIT OF POLITICAL DONORS”
As had become his practice, Obama attacked his critics personally as well as ungraciously and unpresidentially. Although he didn’t name Perella specifically, those following the negotiations knew exactly who he was talking about when he released a statement saying, “While many stakeholders made sacrifices and worked constructively, I have to tell you some did not. In particular, a group of investment firms and hedge funds decided to hold out for the prospect of an unjustified taxpayer-funded bailout. They were hoping that everybody else would make sacrifices, and they would have to make none.”22 Here was the president of the United States, again, attacking the reputation and integrity of a private firm merely for asserting its rights in a negotiation.
The statement also outraged hedge funds which, after all, weren’t the ones being bailed out. Hedge fund executive Cliff Asness passionately denounced Obama’s bullying in Business Insider:
The president screaming that the hedge funds are looking for an unjustified taxpayer-funded bailout is the big lie writ large. Find me a hedge fund that has been bailed out. Find me a hedge fund, even a failed one, that has asked for one. In fact, it was only because hedge funds have not taken government funds that they could stand up to this bullying. The hedge funds were singled out only because they are unpopular, not because they behaved any differently from any other ethical manager of other people’s money. The president’s comments here are backwards and libelous. . . . This is America. We have a free enterprise system that has worked spectacularly for us two hundred plus years. When it fails it fixes itself. Most importantly, it is not an owned lackey of the oval office to be scolded for disobedience by the President.23
In his statement, Obama took another thinly veiled swing at Perella and at hedge funds:
I don’t stand with them. I stand with Chrysler’s employees and their families and communities. I stand with Chrysler’s management, its dealers, and its suppliers. I stand with the millions of Americans who own and want to buy Chrysler cars. I don’t stand with those who held out when everyone else is making sacrifices.... But it was unsustainable to let enormous liabilities remain on Chrysler’s books, and it was unacceptable to let a small group of speculators endanger Chrysler’s future by refusing to sacrifice like everyone else.24
Investment bankers are “speculators?” This was stunningly distorted and abusive language. Obama’s use of the first person indicated this was very personal to him. What we were witnessing was a public temper tantrum from an egomaniac who enjoys a reputation for being cool, calm, and unflappable. Cliff Asness weighed in on Obama’s lecturing hedge funds about “sacrifice,” noting that it’s the job of all investment managers to maximize their clients’ return. They may choose to be charitable with their own money, but they have no right to give away their clients’ money in the name of “sacrifice.” That, said Asness, is “stealing.” He continued, “The managers have a fiduciary obligation to look after their clients’ money as best they can, not to support the president, nor to oppose him, nor otherwise advance their personal political views.” Obama, said Asness, took money from bondholders and gave it to labor, which “delivers money and votes for him. Why is he not calling on his party to ‘sacrifice’ some campaign contributions, and votes, for the greater good . . . [S]haking down lenders for the benefit of political donors . . . is recycled corruption and abuse of power.”25
The Economist had similarly harsh language for the administration. “America’s government, keen to protect workers, is providing taxpayer’s cash to keep the lights on at both firms. But in its haste, it has vilified creditors and ridden roughshod over their legitimate claims over the carmakers’ assets.... Bankruptcies involve dividing a shrunken pie. But not all claims are equal: some lenders provide cheaper funds to firms in return for a more secure claim over the assets should things go wrong. They rank above other stakeholders, including shareholders and employees. This principle is now being trashed.”26 Even self-described left-leaning author Douglas Rushkoff condemned the administration’s “misguided” tactics. “The people who bought GM bonds over the past few years,” he said, “were bailing out GM’s health plan for very low returns—but a high level of security,” he said. “Now, as government continues to bail out the auto giant, those consumer-grade debtors are being pushed to the back of the line. They’ll not only pay for GM’s bailout through their bond investments, but through their taxes as well.”27
Tom Lauria said Obama’s assertion that “I don’t stand with you” sounded like “You’re fair game.” People, said Lauria, “are scared. They have gotten death threats. Some have been told people are going to come to their houses. God forbid if some nut did something, I’m just wondering how the president would feel.” Query: Was Obama’s language the type of speech the Left has in mind when it so often accuses conservatives of inciting violence just by registering their dissent with this administration?
Lauria is almost certainly telling the truth. What motive would a widely respected attorney like Lauria have to lie, and especially in a way that would misrepresent what his clients had experienced? And Lauria was not some rock-ribbed Republican. A self-described independent, he donated $10,000 to the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee in 2008 and $1,000 to then-Senator Hillary Clinton in 2006.28 Moreover, given the undisputed facts, the White House acted capriciously by skewing the deal in favor of Obama’s labor union allies with utterly no legal justification.
GANGSTER GOVERNEMNT
Washington Examiner writer Michael Barone commented on the plausibility of Lauria’s claim that the White House threatened to savage Perella in the press unless it cooperated. Barone said that while the threat “sounds just a tad bit bizarre,” Rattner’s involvement raised the possibility that the principals understood Rattner was a former New York Times reporter who was “reputed to be one of the best friends” of the paper’s publisher, Arthur Sulzberger, Jr. Barone cites blogger Mickey Kaus’s observation that hedge funds (such as Perella) are squeamish about negative publicity or any publicity at all, because it could lead to investors withdrawing their funds. Additionally, investors read the New York Times every day.29
Rattner abruptly resigned as head of the auto task force after leading GM and Chrysler into and out of bankruptcy. Not unbeknownst to the Obama administration when it appointed him for this position, Quadrangle Group, the investment firm Rattner had founded, had been under a two-year investigation by the Securities and Exchange Commission.30
Obama’s claim that Perella was unwilling to make any sacrifice was absurd on its face. Lauria said his clients, in fact, were willing to take 50 cents on the dollar from Chrysler. Obama was offering to give his UAW buddies 50 cents on the dollar for their unsecured debts while only offering Perella 33 or fewer cents for its secured debts, which was both outrageously unfair and contrary to fundamental bankruptcy law. Under the plan, the UAW would eventually own 55 percent of the stock in a restructured Chrysler LLC, Fiat SpA would own 35 percent, and the federal government and Chrylser’s secured creditors, together, would own the remaining 10 percent.31 This was an especially hard pill to swallow when a compelling argument can be made that one of the major factors contributing to the auto dealers’ financial difficulties was over-priced labor that put the Big Three at a competitive disadvantage with foreign auto makers.
Perella denied it was being unreasonable; it would have received as much, and probably more, under bankruptcy proceedings. And while Obama accused the firm of helping to bankrupt Chrysler, even the New York Times said this “boutique investment bank, a latecomer to Chrysler, played only a small role in the slow-motion wreck of the Detroit carmaker.” Indeed, the Times quoted certain industry executives who contended that Obama needed “political cover” for the “mess in Detroit”—and “Wall Street provided a handy scapegoat.”32
Obama picks the winners and losers based on political allegiance and abject cronyism—the rule of law be damned. This is the danger of the government being involved as both a party and an arbiter, in effect, of the final outcome—a flagrant conflict of interest that worked strongly against its ability to be fair and objective. The entire episode was aptly described by Michael Barone as “Gangster Government.”33
“I HAVE NO INTEREST IN RUNNING GM”
Obama’s dealings with General Motors and Chrysler opened some previously skeptical eyes about his statist tendencies. At the end of May 2009, Rasmussen Reports showed only 21 percent of voters nationwide supported a plan for the federal government to bail out GM as part of a bankruptcy reorganization, while 67 percent opposed. The proposal involved the government loaning GM $50 billion in exchange for a whopping 70 percent ownership interest in the business. Poll participants had clearly thought through the consequences of their responses. When asked whether they would still oppose the bailout if it meant GM going out of business, it only brought the support up to 32 percent, with 56 percent opposing. An earlier survey showed 76 percent of voters did not believe the “too-big-to-fail” hype of the political class—that economic recovery depended on GM’s survival.34 Other polls revealed a majority of Americans still distrusted the government. One survey discovered only 18 percent believed the government would do a good job running GM,35 and another found 57 percent expected the government would use its power to give unfair advantage to companies it owned.36 Only 12 percent said they would prefer a car from a bailed-out automaker .37
But Obama doesn’t share the public’s affinity for capitalism. When announcing GM’s bankruptcy, he laughably said, “What we are not doing—what I have no interest in doing—is running GM.” Yet, just the night before, he had called Detroit mayor Dave Bing to reassure him that New GM would be headquartered in Detroit.38 Furthermore, Obama’s auto task force had earlier pressured General Motors Corp. to get rid of the GMC brand,39 which was an odd move for an administration insisting it had no interest in managing the business. In another odd move for a group appointed by someone disinterested in running car companies, Obama’s task force cut in half Chrysler’s planned expenditures for its “We’re Building a New Car Company” campaign.40
The story of Chrysler’s government-nudged degeneration into bankruptcy is not a pretty tale. And in the end, Obama prevailed, as the Supreme Court lifted a stay on the sale of Chrysler to the group including Fiat SpA, clearing the way for the sale to proceed. As part of the restructuring ordeal, Obama’s auto task force closed down nearly 2,500 GM and Chrysler dealerships at the cost of some 100,000 jobs.
There was much suspicion about Obama’s partisan favoritism in his decisions as to which dealerships would be closed and which would remain open.41 The Washington Examiner’s Mark Tapscott wrote that “evidence appears to be mounting” that the administration “systematically targeted for closing Chrysler dealers who contributed to Republicans.” One example he cited was the closing of a dealership of a GOP congressman as well as competitors of a dealership whose owners included former Clinton chief of staff Mack McLarty.
Tapscott argued the basic issue was how to account for millions of dollars that were contributed to GOP candidates by Chrysler dealers who were being closed, while only one Democrat-contributing dealer had been shuttered. Leonard Bellavia, a lawyer representing a group of Chrysler dealers set to be closed, told Reuters he believed the closings had been forced on the company directly by the White House.
In fairness, Tapscott, in an update to his piece, conceded that certain credible bloggers disputed the notion that partisan considerations determined the closings. It could have just been a result of more dealerships being owned by Republicans. But he also cautioned that suspicion remained because the White House had not made public the criteria it used to make decisions on terminating dealerships. Tapscott also raised this provocative question: even if more dealerships were owned by Republicans, which had not been proven, “If 88 percent of all car dealers were Democratic contributors, rather than GOPers, how likely is it that the Obama folks would be delivering such an egregious economic blow to the group, a blow that put thousands of people out of work and deprives hundreds of Democratic donors of their means of making contributions?”42
Later, Congress reversed Obama on many of these dealership closings—over the stringent opposition of his administration. At the time, the White House warned this could set a “dangerous precedent.” What—Congress failing to rubber stamp one of the president’s edicts? The closings, according to the White House, were “a critical part of their overall restructuring to achieve long-term viability.” But nearly a year later, when jobs were created after this new legislation, Obama brazenly took credit for them. Obama told Democratic Party donors in Boston, “A year later, GM is hiring again, on the verge of reopening hundreds of dealerships,” which proved his $50 billion bailout of GM “was the right thing to do.” Bailey Wood, a spokesman for the National Automobile Dealers Association, remarked, “Now he is touting the fact that jobs were created after dealer arbitration legislation, which his administration opposed, forced GM/Chrysler to reevaluate closing these dealerships.” The White House declined to comment.43
It was expected that taxpayers would incur enormous losses on the auto bailout. The administration told Congress in December 2009 it expected to lose some $30 billion of the $82 billion used in the bailout. And yet, the administration was bragging about it. Gene Sperling, Treasury secretary Timothy Geithner’s senior counsel, said, “The real news is the projected loss came down to $30 billion from $44 billion.”44 The government also recklessly lost an estimated $6.3 billion of the $17.2 billion bailout of GMAC, a principal financing arm for the auto dealers that needed money to keep the floor plans in place. According to Harvard law professor Elizabeth Warren, chair of the Congressional Oversight Panel, the money was extended to GMAC with far fewer conditions than those imposed on the automakers themselves. “Treasury missed many opportunities to improve accountability and protect taxpayer money,” said Warren. She said Treasury did not require GMAC to show how it would return taxpayer money or even how the investment would increase credit to consumers. Warren added, “These decisions mean that Treasury is now struggling to deal with a GMAC that is not financially rehabilitated, Treasury has no exit strategy and taxpayers are not fully protected.”45
No exit strategy and a lack of taxpayer protection—quite a fitting summary of many of Obama’s intrusions into the private sector.
Chapter Eleven
THE CASE OF GERALD WALPIN AND AMERICORPS
CRIMES AGAINST THE PUBLIC INTEREST
Obama campaigned on a promise to protect and empower whistleblowers against government corruption. On his website he said that the best source of information about government waste, fraud, and abuse is often “existing government employee(s) committed to public integrity and willing to speak out.” Arguing that these “acts of courage” should be “encouraged rather than stifled,” he vowed to ensure that federal agencies “expedite the process for reviewing claims of whistleblowers and that they would have full access to courts and due process.”
His actions, however, haven’t quite lived up to his promises. The White House counsel’s office proposed legislation that would actually weaken whistleblower protection for FBI employees and reduce access to jury trials for national security workers who sue for protection from retaliation.1 But much more significant was the Obama administration’s treatment of AmeriCorps inspector general Gerald Walpin—a chilling tale of lawlessness, cronyism, and a patent disregard for government transparency and accountability.
ANATOMY OF A SCANDAL
On July 11, 2009, Obama abruptly announced his decision to fire Gerald Walpin. He sent letters to leaders of the Senate and House notifying them of the termination, to take effect in thirty days. His stated reason? He had lost “the fullest confidence” in Walpin, which is “vital” in “the appointees serving as Inspectors General.”
This was not your ordinary executive firing of an at-will staffer. The Inspector General is a highly sensitive position that acts as a watchdog against government corruption and must not be occupied by a lapdog who provides cover for wrongdoing. To be fired by the leader of the very branch of government one is assigned to investigate is enough to create a presumption of suspicion.
Obama would have preferred to fire Walpin quietly, but the recently passed Inspectors General Reform Act, designed to enhance the independence of IGs and provide them protection to do their jobs free of undue influence, required him to provide thirty days prior written notice to both Houses of Congress and to explain his decision. (Notably, Obama was among the co-sponsors of the bill.) He provided notice, but it was meaningless because he immediately placed Walpin on paid administrative leave and stripped him of his authority, which is precisely what the notice provision is intended to prevent. Nor did Obama outline his reasons beyond vague generalities.
Obama, in fact, had tried to circumvent the act altogether by nudging Walpin into resigning on his own. Senator Charles Grassley reported that the White House had called Walpin and given him one hour either to resign or be fired. Walpin refused to play.2 Grassley sent a letter to the president reminding him of the purpose of Inspectors General—to combat “waste, fraud, and abuse and to be independent watchdogs” to ensure that federal agencies are “accountable”—and that they are to be “free from undue political pressure” so they can operate “independently.”
Suspicion immediately arose that Obama was firing Walpin because of Walpin’s investigation of Kevin Johnson, a former NBA star and the Mayor of Sacramento, California, who is a strong Obama supporter and personal friend. Before becoming mayor, Johnson had established a non-profit called St. HOPE to help “revitalize inner-city communities through public education, civil leadership, economic development and the arts.” After opening an investigation into whether St. HOPE had misused an $850,000 AmeriCorps grant,3 Walpin discovered that Johnson had used AmeriCorps funds to pay volunteers to participate in political activities involving the school board and to run personal errands for Johnson like washing his car.4
In a letter to Senator Grassley, White House counsel Gregory Craig offered a few details about Walpin’s firing, saying that a U.S. attorney, while communicating with an integrity committee for inspectors general, had criticized Walpin’s handling of the St. HOPE investigation. Craig wrote, “We are aware of the circumstances leading to that referral and of Mr. Walpin’s conduct throughout his tenure and can assure you that the president’s decision was carefully considered.” Walpin had referred the case to the U.S. Attorney’s office upon discovering anomalies in grant expenditures. The U.S. Attorney said Walpin’s assessment of misconduct seemed overstated and did not accurately reflect all the information. St. HOPE’s board chairman, Kevin Heistand, issued a statement saying it was “about time” Walpin was removed and that his “allegations were meritless and clearly motivated by matters beyond an honest assessment of our program.”
Nevertheless, something improper had occurred, even in the eyes of acting U.S. Attorney Lawrence Brown, or his office wouldn’t have worked out a settlement with St. HOPE whereby it would repay almost half the $850,000 grant money.5 In addition, the Integrity Committee of the Council of Inspectors General on Integrity and Efficiency had issued no negative findings against Walpin, and Walpin had “identified millions of dollars in AmeriCorps funds either wasted outright or spent in violation of established guidelines.” Meanwhile, Kevin Johnson and St. HOPE were temporarily cut off from receiving any new grant monies. As the Washington Examiner’s Byron York said, “The bottom line is that the AmeriCorps IG accused a prominent Obama supporter of misusing AmeriCorps grant money,” and “after an investigation, the prominent Obama supporter had to pay back more than $400,000 of that grant money.” Yet, “Obama fired the AmeriCorps IG.”6
The controversy was just beginning for President Obama. Democratic senator Claire McCaskill, a strong Obama ally, expressed concern that Obama hadn’t complied with the law requiring 30-day notice prior of termination (though she later reversed herself).
Norm Eisen, Special Counsel to the President, provided more details on Walpin’s termination in a letter to senators Joe Lieberman and Susan Collins, with a copy to Senator McCaskill. Eisen stated that Walpin was terminated following a review that had been unanimously requested by the “bipartisan Board of the Corporation.” He wrote that in a board meeting in May 2009, Walpin was “confused, disoriented, unable to answer questions and exhibited other behavior that led the Board to question his capacity to serve.” Furthermore, Eisen said acting U.S. Attorney Brown had filed a complaint about Walpin’s alleged failure to disclose exculpatory evidence about St. HOPE. Finally, Eisen claimed Walpin had insisted—over the objections of the Board—on working from his home in New York; that he “exhibited a lack of candor in providing material information to decision makers; and that he had engaged in other troubling and inappropriate conduct. Mr. Walpin had become unduly disruptive to agency operations, impairing his effectiveness, and, for the reasons stated above, losing the confidence of the board.”7
Gerald Walpin refused to go quietly, accusing the White House of “grasping at nonexistent straws” to justify his firing. He said the more diligently he investigated St. HOPE, along with the alleged waste of AmeriCorps money at the City University of New York (CUNY), the more resistance he encountered from the board of the Corporation for National and Community Service, which oversees AmeriCorps. “But that’s exactly why the IG position was created,” said Walpin.
Walpin argued that far from being confused, he simply gave the board information it didn’t want to hear and chastised it for “what appeared to be the board’s refusal to perform its duty, independent of management, in overseeing what management was doing, particularly as it regards determining the merits of the two reports I had issued.” He told the board it was its duty to evaluate all the evidence objectively and not “just to accept what management says.” He claimed the board was “angry” at his “temerity in telling them they should not be acting in the manner of many for-profit boards, which have been recently criticized.”8
As for his alleged confusion at the May meeting, Walpin said he had not been feeling well that day, and that board members repeatedly interrupted him as he was delivering his prepared presentation. At one point they asked him to leave the room so they could handle unrelated business. When he returned, he found the board had rifled through his papers and left them in disorder, but board members wouldn’t allow him time to reassemble his notes. He said the only confusion in the room was that of board members “as to their responsibilities.” Besides, as Byron York noted, Walpin’s confusion or lack of it would not have excused the president’s failure to comply with the statutory 30-day notice period.
Many Republican investigators denied Walpin was mentally impaired at all, finding him instead “collected and coherent.” One investigator said, “What the White House described is not the experience that we have had in dealing with him.” After talking to Walpin for two hours, Byron York corroborated the GOP investigators’ findings, further observing that Walpin had “performed well in recent high-profile media appearances.”9 Walpin also denied he was working from home at the displeasure of the board. He said the CEO and general counsel of the corporation had “expressly approved” the arrangement, and that he had also cleared it with the chairman and vice chairman of the board. Walpin called the charge that he lacked candor in providing material information to decision makers “a total lie.” As for the allegation that he had engaged in “other troubling and inappropriate conduct,” Walpin retorted, “From their viewpoint, my criticisms of the Corporation’s operations and the board of directors’ failure to perform its duties is troubling.”10
A CORROBORATING WITNESS
The Washington Times reported that it had located a witness who directly contradicted multiple aspects of the official White House explanation for the firing. “The witness,” reported the Times, “whose bona fides are unimpeachable, is on the agency’s payroll, and thus spoke on grounds of anonymity.” The Times contacted the witness on its own, without Walpin’s input or knowledge. The witness, who claimed to have first-hand knowledge, corroborated Walpin’s statement that the agency’s general counsel, Frank Trinity, and acting CEO Nicola Goren, had no objection to him working from home. As to the allegation that he was “confused” and “disoriented,” the witness said Walpin opened up the meeting by castigating the board for “particularly weak oversight of the grants” for both St. HOPE and CUNY, eliciting “considerable hostility and repeated interruptions” from board members. The witness also confirmed Walpin’s account of being denied time to reorder his papers after they had been rifled in his absence. The witness said he had never before or since seen Walpin the slightest bit confused, but he agreed Walpin and the board “weren’t connecting” at the meeting after the board badgered him and wouldn’t let him reorganize his notes.
The Times uncovered another damning tidbit against the White House’s claim that Walpin was confused. On June 9, 2009, one day before the White House asked him to step down and several weeks after the fateful May 20 board meeting, the agency asked him to deliver an important speech in San Francisco on June 23 to an expected audience of 2,000 staff members and grantees. Walpin said, “They begged me to come. Why would they do that if they thought I am incapacitated?”11
Once again, the MO of the Obama White House was on full display: exploit and abuse executive power to benefit or protect your cronies and political allies, and punish or slander anyone who gets in your way. Walpin was sniffing too close to the stench of corruption.
WHITE HOUSE STONEWALLING
Congressional investigators began to look into the reasons for Walpin’s firing. White House special counsel Norman Eisen stonewalled Senator Grassley’s investigators, revealing very little and refusing to answer many questions. Grassley followed up with a letter to White House counsel Gregory Craig complaining of Eisen’s lack of cooperation. He then restated the unanswered questions in the letter.12
Key congressional Republicans accused the White House of providing “incomplete and misleading” information to investigators. But the White House hinted that its documents on the case were privileged, which just added to Republican suspicion; for if the White House had conducted a thorough investigation of the facts before firing Walpin, as it claimed, then why the need for secrecy? It looked more like the White House had fired Walpin for political reasons and built its case after the fact.
Next, a bipartisan group of congressional investigators questioned the general counsel for the Corporation for National and Community Service, Frank Trinity, who also refused to provide any details about Walpin’s firing. A congressional aide said Trinity claimed he didn’t feel at liberty to discuss the firing because it was the White House’s prerogative. When investigators pressed Trinity to justify his refusal to cooperate, reminding him that executive privilege had to be asserted by the president, he declined to respond. The issues Trinity refused to address included details on the contacts between the White House and CNCS prior to or after the firing; which members from CNCS had communicated with which White House officials; and whether CNCS officials had discussed with the White House the specific reasons for the firing.13 At one point, the White House added new allegations to justify the firing: Walpin supposedly demonstrated racial and gender insensitivity based on a parody newsletter that originated from his office commemorating the retirement of an employee. But there was no indication Walpin had any involvement in the newsletter, which had been published a year earlier, in May 2008.14
Walpin fought back by filing a federal lawsuit against the CNCS and some of its corporate officials. Requesting to be reinstated, he alleged he had been unlawfully terminated for political and other reasons in circumvention of the Inspectors General Reform Act of 2008. Walpin argued he was denied his job protections in three instances when the White House attempted to terminate him, once orally on June 10 and twice in writing on June 11 and June 16. He also asserted the White House acted so fast that it didn’t even bother to substantiate its own stated reasons for firing him, for example, by interviewing Walpin or any of the board members.15
Senator Jeff Sessions, the ranking Republican on the Senate Judiciary Committee, requested that Vermont Democratic chairman Patrick Leahy institute a hearing on the AmeriCorps/Walpin case, and particularly the role of U.S. Attorney Brown and his Department of Justice superiors. What got Sessions’ attention was an offhand statement in a TV interview in March by Doris Matsui, the congresswoman representing Sacramento, concerning the likelihood that the investigation into Kevin Johnson could interfere with Sacramento’s receipt of stimulus money. Matsui said that upon Johnson’s request, she had “been in conversation with officials at the White House and OMB and others to ensure that we don’t lose any money at all.”16
Fishier still was the government’s settlement with Johnson whereby his temporary suspension from participating in federal contracts or grants was lifted, but he and St. HOPE were required to repay part of the AmeriCorps grant. Mayor Johnson had to pay $72,836.50 of the $423,836.50 that St. HOPE was required to refund.17 Acting U.S. Attorney Brown had issued a press release celebrating the fact that the settlement would remove any cloud over Sacramento that might prevent it from receiving stimulus funds.
It was uncharacteristic and inappropriate of a U.S. attorney to issue that kind of political statement, which had nothing to do with the merits of the case he was investigating. Reacting to Brown’s statement, Senate Judiciary Committee Republicans demanded, “We need to hear whether the settlement in this case was tainted in any way by political influence or political factors.” House Committee on Oversight and Government Reform ranking Republican Darell Issa, on two occasions, submitted questions to Brown, which were ignored.18
Apparently frustrated at the administration’s stonewalling, Senator Grassley decided to block the White House’s nomination of CNCS chairman Alan Solomont as U.S. ambassador to Spain. He cited the CNCS’s lack of transparency and cooperation in the Walpin investigation, including its failure to provide a list of the documents it was refusing to deliver and the reasons for the refusal.19 Solomont was a major Democratic donor and Obama supporter and, when chairman of CNCS, personally went to the White House to report the board’s meeting with Walpin and recommend he be fired.
“AN AFTER-THE-FACT SMEAR CAMPAIGN”
On October 19, 2009, the Integrity Committee of the Council of the Inspectors General for Integrity and Efficiency cleared Walpin of the complaint filed against him by acting U.S. attorney Lawrence Brown. Committee Chairman Kevin L. Perkins wrote, “After carefully considering the allegations described in the complaint together with your response, the IC determined that the response sufficiently and satisfactorily addressed the matter and that further inquiry or an investigation regarding the matter was not warranted.” In an interview following the dismissal Walpin said, “It takes away any basis belatedly set forth by the White House as a reason for my termination. So I am certainly looking forward to a final determination by the court and to be reinstated.”20
The White House had filed a motion to dismiss Walpin’s lawsuit, and on November 6, Walpin’s attorneys filed a legal brief that the Washington Times’ editors asserted “convincingly refutes the arguments” contained in the White House’s motion to dismiss. Walpin pointed out that one of the bases upon which the White House fired him was that acting U.S. attorney Brown had filed his complaint against Walpin. Now that that complaint had been resolved in Walpin’s favor, the White House’s justification for terminating him was significantly weakened. About a week later, White House officials met with Senator Grassley to discuss the congressional investigation, but after the meeting the parties were still at odds over the release of documents. The White House had delivered several hundred pages of material but withheld as many, claiming they were protected by various legal privileges.
The Times editors opined that beyond the investigation terminating in Walpin’s favor, “the rest of Mr. Walpin’s brief makes mince-meat of the White House motion to dismiss the lawsuit.” The White House’s specious defense for circumventing the statutory 30-day notice period for termination was that Walpin was put on paid administrative leave, which did not constitute “removal.” As the Times editors pointed out, this was quite odd since the entire purpose of the notice was to prevent IGs from being blocked from investigating an administration—exactly what happened here. In addition, Walpin alleged in his brief that even before the White House notified Congress about its dissatisfaction with Walpin, it “terminated his access to his own e-mail account and office, and denied him access to his staff. Mr. Walpin was prevented from performing even the most rudimentary steps in order to ensure that his termination did not prevent the Office of the Inspector General from performing his duties.” Moreover, the White House sent a letter six days later actually saying, “Mr. Walpin was removed.” But “removed,” according to the administration, does not constitute “removal.”21
The scandal broadened with the release of a congressional report of the Walpin matter prepared by Senator Grassley and Congressman Issa. The report revealed allegations of sexual misconduct against Kevin Johnson (alleged inappropriate advances toward three young women involved in the St. HOPE program), and that St. HOPE board member and now Johnson’s fiancé, D.C. schools Chancellor Michelle Rhee, handled “damage control.” (It later came out that Rhee had reportedly visited Walpin to vouch for Johnson and to fish for information on the investigation, though she already knew of the many allegations of Johnson’s misconduct and was actively engaged in attempting to put a lid on them.22)
Among the allegations reported to Walpin’s investigators was that Johnson had offered at least one of the three women money to keep quiet. An attorney—mentioned as Johnson’s personal attorney—allegedly visited the girl and offered her $1,000 a month for as long as she remained at St. HOPE, which led investigators to “reasonable suspicions about potential hush money payments and witness tampering at a federally funded entity.” Walpin included these allegations in his criminal referral to the U.S. Attorney’s Office in Sacramento, which went nowhere. Not only did these cover-ups assist Kevin Johnson in his successful mayoral bid in November 2008, but in Sacramento receiving stimulus funds in 2009 despite major abuses of St. HOPE funds.23
The congressional report vindicated Walpin, strongly suggesting he was fired not because of any disorientation or confusion, but because of his whistle blowing on St. HOPE and Obama crony Kevin Johnson. It suggested the White House had indeed “orchestrated an after-the-fact smear campaign to justify” Walpin’s firing, adding, “The content of the referral tends to undermine any notion that the [inspector general’s] investigation was driven by inappropriate motives on the part of Walpin. Rather it appears to have been driven by non-political, career investigators simply following the facts.”24
Senator Grassley issued a statement on the report that read, in part, “The allegations uncovered by the inspector general are very serious and they deserve to be investigated, not swept under the rug. It seems a lot of people might have been interested in protecting the AmeriCorps program and the Mayor of Sacramento from an IG who was discovering some unpleasant facts. I’m not sure whether the IG was fired for political reasons. The evidence points in that direction, but since the White House is asserting privilege over its decision-making process, we can’t be sure. The report details everything we were able to learn, so people can judge for themselves.”25
“SERIOUS QUESTIONS ABOUT THE VERACITY OF YOUR TESTIMONY”
Shortly after the congressional report was released, the White House finally produced many of its withheld documents on the Walpin-St. HOPE affair. The Washington Examiner’s Byron York reported that the newly released documents support the Republican investigators’ conclusion that the White House’s version of its firing of Walpin was “a public story cobbled together after Walpin was fired, not before.” In other words, Walpin wasn’t fired because he was incompetent; he was fired because he was too competent in investigating misconduct involving Obama’s friends and supporters. Walpin was apparently so persistent that the White House couldn’t afford even to comply with the statutory notice period; it had to terminate Walpin on the spot and then smear his good name to cover its actions.
Earlier, White House counsel Norman Eisen had told House and Senate staffers that the administration had engaged in an “extensive review” of the complaints against Walpin before making its decision to terminate him. But the new report revealed Eisen had told Congress that “his investigation into the merits of removing Gerald Walpin involved contacting members of the Corporation for National and Community Service [CNCS] board to confirm the existence of a ‘consensus’ in favor of removal.” But, according to York, Republican investigators discovered later that during this so-called “extensive review,” the White House didn’t even check with the board—so it couldn’t have learned of any consensus supporting Walpin’s termination.
Moreover, “no member of the CNCS board had any substantive input about whether the removal of Gerald Walpin was appropriate” other than major Democratic donor and Obama supporter Alan Solomont. The White House had called one other board member just prior to Walpin’s firing: Stephen Goldsmith, who informed investigators the White House had already made its decision to axe Walpin and wanted Goldsmith’s after-the-fact blessing.26
It gets worse. The newly released documents reveal the White House was hurrying to coordinate with board members an explanation for the firing that would be presented publicly. Within a day of Eisen’s ultimatum to Walpin, board members had conferred by telephone. The following day, Ranit Schmelzer, a member of CNCS’s press office, sent out talking points to all board members to use if any reporters called. Among the points: “Indicate that you support the president’s decision to remove IG Walpin”; “If asked why he was removed, indicate that the president lost confidence in Mr. Walpin”; “If the reporter continues to press, say that you can’t get into details on a personnel matter, but you understand there were some performance-based issues”; and avoid “getting into any specifics about IG Walpin’s performance-based issues. The WH has stayed away from this and has counseled us to do the same.”
Obviously, the White House’s fingerprints were all over this. Scandalously, it wasn’t until the next day that the White House actually asked the board members for their views on the matter. About a week after the firing, Solomont, apparently believing CNCS had weathered the storm, wrote an e-mail to board member Eric Tanenblatt saying, “I understand how much work you are doing to prevent and control damage from the IG matter. I want you to know how much I personally appreciate all your efforts.”27 This from the man Obama would nominate to be ambassador to Spain.
Another troubling matter for the administration arose as investigators pored through the recently released White House documents. Alan Solomont had earlier denied to investigators that he had met with First Lady Michelle Obama’s chief of staff, Jackie Norris, about the Walpin case, but White House visitor logs show he met with her on June 9, the day before Walpin was fired, and two previous times as well. Solomont attempted to explain away his visit to Norris as a meeting on CNCS business, but when further pressed said he may have mentioned the Walpin matter in passing. Congressman Issa followed up with a letter to Solomont expressing his “serious questions about the veracity of your testimony.” Grassley expressed similar concerns. In another bizarre twist, Solomont suddenly claimed he had previously disclosed his meetings with Norris. Issa wrote to Solomont, “This is simply false. The notes and recollections of multiple staff in the room at the time are clearly contrary to your recollection.”28
Congressional investigators sought to interview Norris about his meetings with Solomont, but the White House counsel’s office barred the interview. Issa wrote to Norris, “Our request to meet with you was denied by [CNCS] general counsel Frank Trinity. Mr Trinity told my staff that the White House counsel’s office has advised him that they were not permitting the Corporation to make you available for an interview.” Issa added, “The White House has averred that you had no role whatsoever in the president’s decision to remove Mr. Walpin. In light of these representations, it is hard to understand a decision to prevent your testimony. If the information provided by the White House officials is true, it follows that no colorable claim of executive privilege should impede your cooperation with the committee.”29
Three months later, new revelations threatened to blow the lid off this seemingly bottomless scandal. For months observers wondered why acting U.S. attorney Lawrence Brown had so cavalierly dismissed Walpin’s prosecutorial referral concerning Kevin Johnson. Brown not only declined to investigate, but virtually appointed himself Johnson’s PR man, reporting his investigation results in such a way as to rehabilitate Johnson’s reputation and thus his chances for election, and to enhance Sacramento’s likelihood of receiving stimulus funds in the wake of the damning allegations against Johnson. Investigators later learned that while Brown had been actively running interference against Walpin’s investigation of Johnson, he was also seeking a White House appointment as a permanent U.S. Attorney. In their supplemental report, Republican investigators for the Senate Finance Committee and the House Committee on Oversight and Government Reform said the contents of Brown’s letter seeking a presidential appointment raised “new questions about his potential motivations. It would be reasonable for an already skeptical public to wonder whether Brown excluded Inspector General Walpin from negotiations and settled the St. HOPE matter with Johnson in order to curry favor with the White House because Brown wanted the president to appoint him U.S. Attorney.”
Investigators also found troubling e-mails between Brown and Kevin Johnson’s attorney, Matthew Jacobs, in which Jacobs recommended that Brown “should either (1) call out Walpin publicly, or (2) Tell him to take his case back home.” After complaining about Walpin, Jacobs said, “WTF is wrong with this guy! First, he tried to effect [sic] the election; now he’s messing around with the entire region’s federal funding! Over this case?!” He told Brown he should “stand up and say this isn’t right.” Within minutes, according to Byron York, Brown replied, “Message heard loud and clear, Matt. I am at a complete loss and do in fact plan to speak to Gerald.” Brown was not appointed for the position, but now serves as a Sacramento Superior Court judge.
The Republican investigators’ supplemental report concluded that the e-mails showed Brown “was actually parroting to CIGIE supposed grievances first presented to him by Kevin Johnson’s attorney.... Together with his efforts to obtain a political appointment from the president, Brown’s communications with Johnson’s attorney contribute to the appearance that Walpin’s removal was more about his vigorous pursuit of the St. HOPE matter than about any other legitimate, unrelated factors.”30
Meanwhile, the Washington Times editors shined the spotlight on Walpin’s investigation of AmeriCorps’ teaching fellowship at the City University of New York (CUNY), which Walpin said had wasted “upwards of $80 million in taxpayer money.” In the aforementioned e-mail from CNCS’s Ranit Schmelzer providing talking points to board members, Schmelzer also briefly addressed the CUNY issue. He said, “If asked whether this was connected to Walpin’s action in the CUNY case, say no. The decision was made before Walpin’s reports on CUNY were issued.”
But that assertion is false, the Times’ editors pointed out. The timeline irrefutably contradicts the e-mail’s claim. Walpin issued his draft report, which was critical of CUNY and the CNCS board, on April 2. CUNY responded on April 30, and the CNCS board on May 4. Walpin shared with Senate staffers on May 5 his concern that CNCS would “retaliate” against him for his report. On May 20 Walpin strongly criticized the board members in the first half of the meeting—before they contend he became “confused” and “disoriented” upon returning to the meeting room. The editors said it was highly suspicious that the e-mail would advise board members to stonewall about an issue that was completely ignored elsewhere in the e-mail. They wrote, “Defensiveness about one issue, and only one, when nobody has yet raised the issue, is often a telltale sign that there is something to hide. This is especially the case when the information provided is demonstrably false.”31
“THIS NEEDLESS DISTRACTION”
Gerald Walpin was not the only government watchdog that got crossways with President Obama. Neil Barofsky, the special inspector general for the $700 billion TARP program, also ended up in a dispute with Obama’s Treasury Department. According to the Los Angeles Times, the Treasury Department claimed Barofsky’s role as “Sigtarp” was not completely independent from Treasury. There was a “dispute over certain Treasury documents” being withheld from Barofsky by Treasury, over what Senator Charles Grassley called a “specious claim of attorney-client privilege.”
When he was appointed, Barofsky was praised for his credentials, being a former prosecutor who would rigorously protect the taxpayer’s interest in the bailout funds. But it appears Treasury was withholding information from Barofksy, prompting him to write a memo defending the independence of his position and disputing that attorney-client privilege was a legitimate bar to information he was requesting from Treasury. 32 Grassley observed, “The grassroots is furious about the way TARP dollars have been used and what looks like a lack of accountability for this massive infusion of tax dollars. It’s added injury to hear about the Treasury Department putting up hurdles to slow down the work of the watchdog who’s supposed to track the money. One of the biggest lessons of the last year is that the public deserves more transparency and, in turn, accountability from New York and Washington.”33 Treasury officials said Sigtarp fell under their domain and sought an opinion from the Justice Department’s Office of Legal Counsel.34
Eventually Treasury backed down. Barofsky, in a letter to Congress, reported that Treasury had withdrawn an earlier request to the Justice Department seeking a legal opinion on the degree of Sigtarp’s independence. Barofksy said, “We view such withdrawal as Treasury’s acknowledgment that Sigtarp is an independent entity within Treasury, and that my office and I are not subject to the supervision of the secretary.” He referred to the now-ended dispute as “this needless distraction.” The episode led Congressman Issa to argue the incident reflected the “arrogance” of Treasury officials “who are wielding immense power over our economy.” While Sigtarp was technically a part of the Treasury Department, there was little genuine legal question as to his access to Treasury documents. Congress, in establishing the office, set clear directives that gave him broad access and placed the burden on Treasury secretary Giethner to explain why he would refuse to follow any of Sigtarp’s recommendations.
Secrecy, stonewalling, and spurious claims of executive privilege have become the hallmarks of the Obama administration. Notwithstanding his campaign vows to “restore” openness and transparency to the presidency, Obama has treated the office almost as his personal fiefdom, running roughshod over Congress and willfully ignoring vital checks on his authority.
Gerald Walpin’s firing was just one of many such examples, but it has already set a dangerous precedent. Less than a month and a half after Obama fired Walpin, congressional Democrats proposed to give Obama the power to appoint inspectors general at five financial regulatory agencies, a move that could greatly compromise the independent oversight of portions of the federal bureaucracy. The Washington Times editors warned this move “would only serve to further politicize these positions”: the Federal Reserve, Commodity Futures Trading Commission, National Credit Union Administration, Securities and Exchange Commission, and Pension Benefit Guaranty Corp. Supporters of the move argued, deceitfully, that the IGs’ independence would not be undermined because they would not be investigating the president personally. But with Obama’s governmental powers growing every day, this was not the time to be reducing checks and balances against abuses.35
Furthermore, in June 2010 a federal judge dismissed Walpin’s wrongful termination lawsuit—incredibly, the judge upheld the administration’s bogus claim that Obama did not technically fire Walpin when Obama removed his authority and placed him on “administrative leave.” As Byron York noted, the decision “means the president can remove future inspectors general immediately, without reason or notice to Congress, simply by placing an inspector general on immediate administrative leave.... The inspector general would be out of his office immediately, stripped of his authority, and the president could claim that he had not actually been fired, and thus the law had not been violated.”36
In the end, although Obama made room in his administration for everyone from the former Communist Van Jones to the environmental extremist Steven Chu, he could not tolerate the presence of an aggressive watchdog of government malfeasance.
PART III
OFFENSES AGAINST AMERICA’S GENERAL WELFARE AND NATIONAL SECURITY
Chapter Twelve
TAXING AND SPENDING AMERICA INTO BANKRUPTCY
CRIMES AGAINST OUR POSTERITY
It was ironic that during the very week that Obama was, once more, cynically urging a “bipartisan” effort to control our soaring deficits, a survey of economists revealed their belief that Obama’s vaunted stimulus package had not contributed much toward an economic recovery. This “stimulus,” which hemorrhaged borrowed money to prime the economy’s pump, accomplished little more than political payoffs, expanding the public sector, and proving the government was still the king of colossal waste.
The quarterly survey by the National Association for Business Economics polled sixty-eight of its members who work in economic roles at private-sector firms. About 73 percent of them said employment at their companies was neither higher nor lower as a result of the stimulus act. Backing up their assessment were the hard facts that millions of jobs have been lost since the stimulus bill was passed, and that Obama himself had implicitly admitted its failure when he convened his “Jobs Summit” as a prelude to passing his $17.7 billion jobs bill.1 The same week economic experts inside the Health and Human Services Department confessed that contrary to Obama’s claim, ObamaCare would increase healthcare costs.2
As if an innocent bystander observing our exploding national debt, Obama piously warned against the deficits that threaten to erode America’s standard of living as he addressed members of the “bipartisan” National Commission on Fiscal Responsibility and Reform. Later he would similarly show his limitless gall in presuming to give Germany’s Chancellor Angela Merkel economic advice—that “Europe needed to try something big,” implying his own “big” actions had restored America’s economy.3 Then, at the G-20 conference in Toronto in June 2010, when other nations were focusing on deficit reduction, Obama urged them to continue reckless deficit spending. Even the Washington Post recognized that Obama’s remarks “tempered the Group of 20’s headline achievement at the summit, a deficit-reduction target that had been pushed by Canadian Prime Minister Stephen Harper, the host of the meeting and a fiscal conservative.”4
These remarks came from the same guy who refused to let TARP CEOs pay down their debts; who planned a systematic expansion of our national deficits and debt in order to “spread the wealth around” and shore up his reelection efforts; who wasted billions in the stimulus package and the auto bailouts; who was hell-bent on passing the bankrupting cap and trade bill and the financial overhaul debacle; and who rammed through Cash for Clunkers, the mortgage bailout bill, and ObamaCare. It was becoming cartoonish—in a tragic sort of way.
Obama is the guy who arranged for the U.S. to contribute billions of dollars to an international bailout of Greece over the objections of Congress at a time when we were undergoing the most severe debt crisis in our history. As critics noted, just as with Obama’s various domestic bailout schemes, this would encourage other European countries in financial straits to request even larger bailouts from the United States. Calling the bailout “absurd,” Newt Gingrich rightly asked, “Why should the American taxpayer put up 14 percent of the money, billions and billions of dollars, to bail out a Greek government . . . [that] has terrible work rules, has massive corruption, [and] has government employees rioting in the streets over the idea that they’re going to lose anything? The Greeks are telling us that they don’t want to take care of themselves but they don’t mind us sending them more money. I think that’s just fundamentally wrong.”5
But when it comes to proposed bailouts, there is no satiating Democratic appetites. Democratic senator Bob Casey has introduced legislation to bail out troubled union pension funds to the tune of $165 billion—which would be just the beginning. Obama’s manipulation of the Chrysler and GM restructurings to benefit the unions was apparently not enough payback for their tireless work in getting Democrats elected and promoting their agenda.
STIMULUS
Vowing to “jump start the economy,” Obama unleashed on America his stimulus bill—The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act. He claimed it would cost $787 billion—on the heels of the $700 billion TARP bailout program. Even casual students of government knew it would cost more than promised. Less than a year later, the Congressional Budget Office upped its estimate to $862 billion, though some said that with interest the bill would cost $1.3 trillion. The greatest factor contributing to CBO’s miscalculation was its assumption that unemployment would not exceed 9 percent. After all, Obama promised his stimulus would keep unemployment from surpassing 8 percent, but joblessness rose above 10 percent in October and thereafter hovered between 9 and 10 percent. With unemployment numbers dwarfing Obama’s predictions, unemployment compensation costs soared far above CBO’s estimates.6
Although the bill was pitched as a way to stimulate the economy and create jobs, it was actually a disgraceful boondoggle full of waste, pork, political payoffs, temporary green jobs, and other programs designed to further expand government. Obama and his Democratic allies stuffed years’ worth of their legislative wish lists into this monstrous vehicle, exploiting the economic crisis to covertly enact legislation as sweeping as reversing the successful welfare reforms of the 1990s.
But even a committed Keynesian would be hard-pressed to describe the stimulus as primarily designed to stimulate. If the only way out of the economic crisis were to infuse nearly a trillion dollars into the economy, then why did Obama intentionally hold back such a great portion of the funds for expenditure in later years? Why did he recklessly waste so much of the money on programs and initiatives that couldn’t conceivably have been expected to stimulate anything, other than liberal euphoria over long-awaited spending on their pet projects and Democratic reelection efforts?
In early February 2009, Republicans published a list of some of the wasteful items in the bill. Among the items:
• $2 billion for FutureGen, a near-zero emissions coal power plant in Illinois from which the Department of Energy pulled funding in 2009 after determining the project was inefficient.
• A $246 million tax break for Hollywood movie producers to buy motion picture film.
• $88 million for the Coast Guard to design a new polar icebreaker ship.
• $448 million for constructing the Department of Homeland Security headquarters and $248 million for the building’s furniture.
• $600 million to buy hybrid vehicles for federal employees.
• $400 million for the Centers for Disease Control to screen and prevent STDs.
• $1.4 billion for rural waste disposal programs.
• $125 million for the Washington sewer system.
• $150 million for the Smithsonian museum facilities.
• $1 billion for the 2010 Census, which has a projected cost overrun of $3 billion.
• $75 million for “smoking cessation activities.”
• $200 million for public computer centers at community colleges.
• $75 million for salaries of FBI employees.
• $25 million for tribal alcohol and substance abuse reduction.
• $500 million for flood reduction projects on the Mississippi River.
• $10 million to inspect canals in urban areas.
• $6 billion to turn federal buildings into “green buildings.”
• $500 million for state and local fire stations.
• $650 million for wildland fire management on forest service lands.
• $1.2 billion for “youth activities,” including youth summer job programs.
• $88 million for renovating the headquarters of the Public Health Service.
• $412 million for CDC buildings and property.
• $500 million for building and repairing National Institutes of Health facilities in Bethesda, Maryland.
• $160 million for “paid volunteers” at the Corporation for National and Community Service.
• $5.5 million for “energy efficiency initiatives” at the Department of Veterans Affairs National Cemetery Administration.
• $850 million for Amtrak.
• $100 million for reducing the hazard of lead-based paint.
• $75 million to construct a “security training” facility for State Department security officers (who can actually be trained at existing facilities of other agencies).
• $110 million to upgrade computer systems at the Farm Service Agency.
• $200 million to lease alternative energy vehicles for use on military installations.7
Is it any wonder this bill was immediately dubbed “Porkulus?” This list illustrates so much of what’s wrong with socialism and expanding government into areas never contemplated by the framers of our Constitution. If you submitted this list to the people and itemized how much each taxpayer’s share would be, few items would be approved.
There’s also a lot of politically correct environmentalism and make-work projects that are obscenely wasteful, especially on the heels of the similarly extravagant TARP bill. This legislative act was unconscionable, considering that it was largely funded by exacerbating our growing debt problem. That the bill passed both chambers of Congress is a testament to how far Democrats will go if possessed, albeit temporarily, of virtually unchecked power.
The stimulus proved to be disorganized, out of control, and beyond the ability of government to account for, despite promises from Obama and Biden that they would vigilantly monitor the money.8 The federal government’s Recovery.org website, which is supposed to have tracked the expenditures, listed some $9.5 million in stimulus money as going to fourteen zip codes in Virginia that did not exist or are in other states, according to Old Dominion Watchdog. 9 New Mexico Watchdog discovered $27 million of federal money went to nonexistent zip codes in New Mexico.10 In addition to these disgraceful developments, the Atlanta Journal-Constitution reported that the stimulus delivered some $2.2 billion in tuition grants to massage and beauty schools, online universities, and other for-profit colleges in Georgia and across the nation.11
As detailed in chapter three, the stimulus did not cause a jobs spurt, but an enormous job loss. A Bureau of Labor statistics chart shows, state by state, that through December 2009, 3,179,328 jobs were lost—while the administration claims 638,825 jobs were “created or saved.” Veronique de Rugy, a senior research fellow at the Mercatus Center at George Mason University, notes this means that for every job “created or saved”—a concept she mocks as “a completely fictitious and unverifiable metric”—six jobs were lost as shown in this chart:
Impact of the Stimulus Jobs toss Dominates Job Creation
Source: Bureau of Labour Statistics, Recovery.gov
Of the few jobs that were actually created, most were in the public sector, contradicting another administration claim. De Rugy said data from Stimulus Watch revealed only 140,765 of the 638,825 jobs the administration claimed to have created or saved with stimulus funds were private sector jobs. To the extent the stimulus was stimulating anything, it was government—the last thing we need. Going from bad to worse, the Bureau of Labor Statistics reported that since the stimulus bill was passed, the private sector had suffered a net loss of 2,610,000 employees, while the government had only lost 46,000 employees. The number of private jobs lost compared to private jobs created is “far greater than 6.” Dr Rugy concluded that since the CBO had recently admitted it was “impossible to determine how many of the reported jobs would have existed” without the stimulus, “it seems clear that for the sake of taxpayers and for the sake of job creation, a second stimulus is absolutely the wrong idea.”12 Yet such common sense didn’t deter Obama and Congress, which passed the second stimulus bill, offensively called the “Jobs Bill,” on March 17, 2010.13
Moreover, the pathetic results of Obama’s stimulus also did not prevent Vice President Joe Biden from declaring the stimulus an “absolute success.” Nor did it keep Obama from deceitfully boasting in a speech in Wisconsin in June 2010 that without his stimulus the economy would have been much worse—an argument that is at odds with the evidence and, at any rate, is impossible to conclusively prove. He also declared, “Every economist who’s looked at it has said that the [stimulus] did its job.” That’s quite an interesting claim in light of the Heritage Foundation’s statement earlier that month that “for objective observers the failure of President Obama’s $862 billion stimulus package has become increasingly difficult to deny.”14
EXPLODING DEFICITS AND NATIONAL DEBT
It appears that the only thing the stimulus bill created—other than public sector jobs—was astronomical federal debt. Indeed, the ultimate scandal of the Obama administration—and this is a tough call, given ObamaCare as well as Obama’s virtual surrender in the war on terror—is its exponential growth of the national debt to unsustainable levels that put the nation on a path to bankruptcy. One would have expected that after the extraordinary TARP expenditures, prudent politicians would have pulled the reins in for the sake of the nation’s fiscal stability. But Obama did the opposite with his myriad indulgent initiatives, as listed above. He never intended to pull back government spending, but obviously planned on perpetuating the economic crisis and milking it to redistribute every dollar he could from certain citizens and companies to others. While mouthing phony bromides about fiscal stewardship, he is continuing to spend at a breakneck pace, with the apparent strategy to get us into such debt that our only way out will be to increase taxes, possibly even enacting a Value Added Tax (VAT), as noted in chapter three.
A VAT is especially insidious because it is invisible; it’s incorporated in the price of goods and services, which makes it easier for government to raise the rates. Every European nation began promising a low VAT rate, but all have raised their rates to at least 15 percent—and some much higher for the ostensible purpose of balancing their budgets. The problem is that the VAT, along with other tax hikes, simply won’t extricate us from our fiscal imbalance and unprecedented debt. These tax increases (as the Bush tax cuts expire and the new ObamaCare taxes kick in) would smother an already ailing economy, just as it needs to be unshackled.
The 2009 fiscal year deficit of $1.41 trillion—as compared with the 2008 fiscal year deficit of $454.8 billion—could be blamed largely on TARP and other items, and much of it occurred during President Bush’s last year in office, albeit under a Democratic congressional majority. But Obama had no such excuses for his profligacy in FY2010. In February 2009 Obama presented a projected budget deficit of $1.258 trillion for FY2010, and a cumulative, ten-year deficit of $7.107 trillion for FY2010-2019. Just a year later, he had to revise those figures dramatically upward, offering a projected FY2010 deficit of $1.56 trillion, some $300 billion higher. His revised projected cumulative deficit for fiscal years 2010-2019 was $9.086 trillion, almost $2 trillion higher, as shown on the Heritage Chart on the right.
President Proposes $2 Trillion More in 2010-2019 Deficits Than Last Year
Proposed Budget Deficits, in Billions, by Fiscal Year | ||
---|---|---|
LastYear’s Budget Proposal | ThisYear’s Budget Proposal | |
2010 | -$1, 258 | -$1,556 |
2011 | -$929 | -$1,267 |
2012 | -$557 | -$829 |
2013 | -$512 | -$727 |
2014 | -$536 | -$706 |
2015 | -$528 | -$752 |
2016 | -$645 | -$778 |
2017 | -$675 | -$778 |
2018 | -$688 | -$785 |
2019 | -$779 | -$908 |
Total | -$7,107 | -$9,086 |
Source: Table S- of President Obama’s FY 2010 and FY 2011 budgets.
Obama unveiled his FY2011 budget in February 2010, with his Office of Management and Budget (OMB) projecting the cumulative deficit for FY2011-2020 at $8.53 trillion. The CBO projected it would be $9.75 trillion—almost $1.2 trillion higher. This difference in calculation, according to Brian Riedl, “represents an additional debt of $10,000 per household above and beyond the federal debt they are already carrying.”15
The Washington Times reported that the federal public debt was $6.3 trillion when Obama took office, amounting to $56,000 per household. It now totals $8.2 trillion ($72,000 per household) and is headed toward $20.3 trillion by 2020 (more than $170,000 per household and more than triple the debt of $6.3 trillion when Obama took office). According to the CBO, this would increase the national debt to 90 percent of the nation’s total economic output by 2020, compared to 40 percent of GDP at the close of fiscal year 2008,16 as illustrated on the chart on the opposite page.
Some experts believe the forecast is much worse: that if we don’t repeal the Obama tax and regulatory policies and reform entitlements substantially we’ll end up with a ruinous debt-to-GDP ratio of 104 percent by 2019.17
At any rate, this projected tripling of the national debt, though based on Obama’s fiscal agenda, wouldn’t finally occur until 2020, four years after the end of Obama’s second term, should he be re-elected. But Riedl looks at the projections for Obama’s hypothetical two terms and finds that just in his eight years, Obama would more than double the national debt. Riedl notes Obama “harshly criticized” Bush for the $3.3 trillion in budget deficits he accumulated in his eight years in office, but the conservative projected deficits for Obama’s eight years total $7.6 trillion (averaging almost $1 trillion per year), which is almost two and a half times Bush’s cumulative total and easily more than the total debt to date of $6.3 trillion when Obama took office.18 And this is without even considering the recent upward revisions to ObamaCare, his cap and tax dream, or a host of other expensive proposals he seeks to enact.
Obama’s Budget Would Send Federal Debt to Levels Not Seen Since World War II
In 2008, publicly held debt as a percentage of the economy (GDP) was 40.8 percent, nearly five points below the post-war average. Under President Obama’s budget, this figure would more than double to 90 percent by 2020. Continued structural debt poses serious economic risks.
Source: Congressional Budget Office and White House Office of Management and Budget
Obama said he wouldn’t be able to bring the deficit down “overnight,” but claimed he’d be well on his way to reductions once the recovery took hold. But Heritage’s Conn Carroll observed, “Not only does President Obama’s budget fail to reduce deficits ‘overnight,’” it “actually moves them in the opposite direction.” Obama’s budget would “permanently expand the federal government by nearly 3 percent of GDP over pre-recession levels . . . and leave permanent deficits that top $1 trillion in as late as 2020.”19
While Obama glibly dismisses his bankrupting deficits as being caused by (and no greater than) those generated by President George W. Bush, nothing could be more misleading. We’ve already noted Congressman Jeb Hensarling’s point that Democrats took control of Congress in 2006 and that CBO numbers show that the Democrats’ and Obama’s budgets dwarf those of the Republican-controlled congresses of the preceding twelve years. And simply comparing the Bush deficits to the Obama deficits presents a similar picture. Bush’s budgets averaged some $300 billion20—and it wasn’t until his last year in office, when the economic downturn and financial crisis hit hard and sparked the TARP program, that he (and Congress) produced the type of outrageous deficit Obama is routinely generating as far as the eye can see. This Heritage Chart brings this into clear perspective:
Obama Deficits Will Exceed Previous Deficits
Sources: Congressional Budget Office and Office of Management and Budget.
Obama whines about inheriting a $1.3 trillion deficit “when I walked in the door” and forever uses that as an excuse to crank up spending even further. But as Dick Morris points out, Bush’s projected deficit for FY2008 was about $485 billion and grew another $100 billion by the start of the fiscal crisis to about $600 billion. TARP raised it $700 billion to around $1.3 trillion, though revised figures showed the deficit ended up being around $1.41 trillion, as noted. But as Morris correctly observes, most of the TARP money was paid back, so in reality the Bush deficit for that year was much lower, maybe $800 billion .21
Regardless, it’s absurd to use the $1.3 trillion or $1.41 trillion figure as a baseline, since it included the extraordinary TARP bailout monies, which would hopefully be a one-time occurrence. As Brian Riedl said, “President Obama’s pledge to halve the budget deficit by 2013 is hardly ambitious.” After quadrupling the deficit in 2009, to cut it in half “would still leave deficits twice as high as under President Bush.” Furthermore, three expected developments—“the end of the recession, withdrawal of troops from Iraq, and phase-out of temporary stimulus spending—would halve the budget deficit by 2013.” But Obama’s deficits will more than double, possibly triple Bush’s “even after the economy recovers and the troops return home from Iraq.” Obama deceitfully used that FY2009 deficit as a baseline when he made the preposterous pledge to cut the deficit in half, a pledge that he still wouldn’t be able to fulfill and wouldn’t even really try to—because, as mentioned above, his projected annual deficits are $1 trillion for the foreseeable future.
And Obama’s budget hits just keep coming. The CBO reported that for just the first five months of FY 2010, the budget deficit was already $655 billion—$65 billion greater than the deficit at that point in the previous budget year, which was horrible enough. Even though bailout spending had decreased, the deficit continued to increase because of lower tax receipts, increased spending on unemployment benefits, interest on the public debt, and increased spending on other programs. The April deficit was $82.7 billion—the largest ever April deficit—compared to last April’s deficit of $20 billion.22
Riedl also notes before the recession started, annual federal spending totaled $24,000 per household, but under Obama’s projected budgets that figure would reach $36,000 per household by 2020—“an inflation-adjusted $12,000 per household expansion of government.” The chart on the following page illustrates these increases.
In the American Thinker, Steve McCann argued there is a “very high probability” that we’ll see a repeat of the financial meltdown that preceded the TARP bailouts in 2008. The current administration, however, has engulfed us in such debt that we won’t have a fallback position. Meanwhile, instead of shoring up our own financial stability to avoid Greece’s fate, we are bailing Greece out with money we don’t have and pursuing more of the reckless policies that got us into this mess in the first place. McCann remarked, “The Obama administration and its fellow travelers in Congress appear to care little for the long-term survival of this country. They are in the process of squandering the nation’s wealth and thus its well-being, in their headlong determination to ‘fundamentally change the country.’” 23
President Obama Would Push Spending $12,000 Per Household Above Pre-Recession Levels
Source: Office of Management and Budget, HistoricalTables, Budget of the United States Government, Fiscal Yeor 20 (Washington. D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 2010), p.22,Table 1-1, and U.S. Office of Management and Budget, Budget or me United States Government, FiscQJYear 2011 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 2010 pp. 146, Table 5-L Spending totals are adjusted to include the House-passed cap-and-trade bill, which President Obama endorsed yet excluded from his budget tables. All figures are then adjusted for inflation and the number of households.
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If this pattern continues and our debt-to-GDP ratio does soar into the range of 90 to 104 percent or more by 2019 or 2020, the United States would “become the next Greece,” but “unlike Greece, will not have the European Union or the IMF to turn to.... Can we expect our traditional allies, who will find themselves in a similar situation, to come to our aid? As to a dramatic economic downturn, the traditional tools used to come through a recession or depression will not be available.”24 Yet Obama continues to fiddle as he burns our dollars.
As Obama announced his record budget for FY2011 of $3.83 trillion, he declared the federal government could not “continue to spend as if deficits don’t have consequences” and that it was unacceptable to act “as if the hard-earned tax dollars of the American people can be treated like Monopoly money.”25 As surreal as those statements were, his excuses were even worse. He blamed the deficit on President Bush, previous Congresses, and on the unavoidable actions his administration had supposedly taken to prevent an economic collapse. He specifically blamed Bush and previous Congresses for creating a new drug program, implementing “tax cuts for the wealthy, and funding two wars.”26
Obama’s Treasury secretary, Timothy Geithner, took the same tack when appearing before Congress—blaming Bush and having no explanation for why the administration was multiplying the spending of its predecessor. Republican congressman Paul Ryan told Geithner that all economists, including those of the administration, say “that the medium and long-run budget deficits have to get below 3% of GDP, yet this budget plan that you’re bringing to us doesn’t even get close to it.” Ryan was saying the administration knew we couldn’t afford these budgets but was presenting them anyway, without proposing meaningful reductions. Instead, it was passing off the problem to a “partisan commission, with a 2 to 1 ratio of Democrats and Republicans, that will give us a report after the election.”
Geithner responded, á la Obama, by blaming Bush and accepting no responsibility even for future budgets, saying, “We’re going to solve our part of the mess we inherited.” Ryan shot back, “Why don’t you [solve this problem] in your Budget? You guys run the government, if you are going to solve our fiscal situation, why don’t you do that? Why don’t you give us a budget that actually gets the deficits to a sustainable level?” Giethner pathetically repeated his mantra: “Congressman, we are proposing a budget that takes the huge mess we inherited and cuts the deficit dramatically.” But Ryan had the last word. “You can blame Bush only so long,” he said. “You obviously inherited a tough situation, [but] you are making it worse by your own admission.”27
Ryan was exactly right. Obama is tied to a socialist ideology and Keynesian economic theory compelling him to continue outrageous spending in order to transfer wealth from the “rich” to the “poor” regardless of the devastating debt he accumulates. But Keynesian theory doesn’t work. The money government spends, to reiterate Brian Reidl’s point, “doesn’t fall from the sky. The only way Congress can inject spending into the economy is by first taxing or borrowing it out of the economy. No new demand is created; it’s a zero-sum transfer of existing demand.”28 So increasing government demand decreases private sector demand.
ENTITLEMENTS
Democrats once acknowledged our entitlements would eventually bankrupt the nation, but when President Bush tried to reform Social Security, they engaged in scaremongering to downplay any problems and successfully shut down reform efforts. The problem is much more urgent now with our economic downturn and rising debt. The first chart on the opposite page shows how dire the situation is. Congressman Paul Ryan has proposed substantial entitlement reform, as shown in the second chart, which could go a long way toward restoring the nation’s fiscal solvency, though it is unlikely to gain traction as long as Democrats are in control.
ALMOST $3 TRILLION IN ADDITIONAL TAXES
As noted in chapter three, Obama flagrantly broke his no new taxes pledge on families making less than $250,000 a year. But his real tax punishment is reserved for those making $250,000 or more. He will raise the top two income tax brackets from 33 percent to 36 percent and from 35 percent to 39.6 percent, respectively. He’ll raise capital gains and dividends tax rates from 15 percent to 20 percent. He’ll phase out personal exemptions and limit itemized deductions. He’ll reduce the value of tax deductions by about one-fourth.
National Debt Set to Skyrocket
In the past, wars and the Great Depression contributed to rapid but temporary increases in the national debt. Over the next few decades, runaway spending on Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid will drive the debt to unsustainable levels.
Source: Heritage Foundation compilations of data from U.S. Department of the Treasury, Institute for the Measurement of Worth (Alternative Fiscal Scenario), Congressional Budget Office, and White House Office of Management and Budget.
Entitlement Reform Would Eliminate Long-Term Deficits
In January 2010, Representative Paul Ryan (R-WI) re-introduced the Roadmap for Americans Future, legislation that would improve America’s long-term budget situation by reforming entitlements. Compared to the current trajectory, the bill would eliminate long-term deficits.
Source: Congressional Budget Office.
Collectively, these measures will amount to a $1 trillion tax increase on just 3.2 million tax filers, which is an average of $300,000 per filer over ten years on those who already pay a disproportionate share of the taxes, notwithstanding Obama’s demagogic misrepresentations to the contrary. But there’s more: businesses and wealthy individuals would pay most of the proposed $743 billion in new taxes imposed by ObamaCare; Obama will institute some $468 billion in new taxes on America’s businesses;29 and cap and tax, if implemented, could cost $843 billion in additional taxes. The following Heritage Chart itemizes the specifics:
The President’s $2.9 Trillion Tax Increase
Proposal | Ten-Year Revenue Impact (in Billions) |
---|---|
Cap-and-trade energy tax* | $843 |
Health reform tax | $743 |
Tax increase for upper-income families and small businesses | $968 |
Raise income tax rates for upperincome taxpayers. | $364 |
Raise capitol gains and dividends rates for upper-income taxpayers | $105 |
Reinstate the personal exemption phaseout and limitation on itemized deductions for upper-income taxpayers | $208 |
Limit itemized tax deductions to 28% value for upper-income taxpoyers | $291 |
Tax Increases for businesses | $468 |
Reform U.S. international tax system | $122 |
Bank tax | $90 |
Other business, financial and energy tax increases | $256 |
Various tax cuts for families and busineses | -$172 |
New stimulus tax cuts | -$61 |
Extensions of expiring tax cuts | -$47 |
Other proposals | $111 |
Total Tax Increase | $2,853 |
*Figures represent the cost of House-passed bill, which President Obama endorsed yet excluded from his budget tables. Note: Policies are net of outlay effects of proposals. |
Source: Office of Management and Budget. Budget of the United States Government, Fiscal Year 2011 (Washington, D.C.: US Government Printing Office. 2010). pp. 146-179, Table S-B.
As Brian Riedl observes, Obama might plausibly argue his $3 trillion in new taxes were necessary to balance the budget. But even if you assume no economic slowdown as a result of these taxes, his numbers don’t add up because he is planning on at least $1.6 trillion in new spending for healthcare, cap and trade, another stimulus bill, and additional education entitlements. Riedl concludes, “Simply put, surging spending is driving the budget deficits.”30
SMOTHERING SMALL BUSINESSES
The “soak the rich” strategy, though appealing to Obama’s fellow class warriors, has a proven track record of failure because it depresses the number of high-income producers—these are people, often small business owners, who benefit the economy by creating jobs. Tax economist Curtis Dubay of the Heritage Foundation testified before the House Committee on Small Business, warning that many small businesses are now struggling to survive in this strained economy. Punitive new taxes, he argued, will impede any recovery, while reducing taxes, lifting regulations, and reducing government spending would re-energize small businesses and benefit the overall economy.
But Obama plans on doing the opposite by raising the two top income tax rates. Dubay says it is a myth that only a small percentage of small businesses are affected by such a move. The “number of businesses that pay top rates,” he said, “is economically meaningless because so many small businesses represent the part-time efforts of their owners.” While 8 percent of small businesses pay the highest two tax rates, those businesses earn 72 percent of all small business income and pay 82 percent of all income taxes paid by small businesses. And those small businesses “employ most workers hired by small businesses.”
Furthermore, “It is these businesses that the economy needs to create new jobs and ramp up economic growth after the severe recession. Higher taxes would drain the businesses of cash flow, the lifeblood of any business, and would diminish the incentives to grow and add other workers. Raising rates on these successful businesses would damage the economy at any time, but doing so now when the unemployment rate is starkly elevated and the recovery just underway is stunningly foolish.” Dubay also says the resurrection of the death tax will be another major drag on small businesses, as it “will destroy jobs, and lower wages while raising little revenue.”31
OBAMA’S FORECLOSURE PREVENTION PLAN
The day after Obama signed the stimulus bill, the indefatigable spender announced his $75 billion plan ostensibly to prevent nationwide mortgage foreclosures, a situation he described as a “crisis unlike we’ve ever known.” As with ObamaCare, he billed it as an effort to bring the economy out of recession, but it was actually—like ObamaCare—another enormous wealth redistribution scheme. Declaring another urgent crisis, he proclaimed, “If we act boldly and swiftly to arrest this downward spiral, then every American will benefit.” Promises, promises.
The plan was to draw $50 billion from existing bailout money and $25 billion from government-backed entities such as Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac. It directed Fannie and Freddie to automatically approve refinancing at current rates, which was expected to give 4 to 5 million people an immediate reduction in their mortgage payments, according to an administration official. At no time did anyone in the administration explain on what law or constitutional provision they based their authority for such a sweeping move. Nor did they explain how they could force contracting parties to alter the terms of their existing contracts. They just issued the edict. Period. Obama promised the plan would “give millions of families resigned to financial ruin a chance to rebuild.” He said it would reward those who played by the rules. The ultimate goal was to save 7 to 9 million mortgages.32
One of the primary causes of the financial meltdown in the first place was the government’s mania for incentivizing and pressuring lenders to make uncreditworthy loans. But Obama, instead of belt-tightening, applied a little hair of the dog, and the housing industry got drunk all over again. In the end, Obama’s extravagant plan didn’t quite turn out as he’d predicted. The New York Times reported in January 2010 that the plan had “been widely pronounced a disappointment, and some economists and real estate experts now contend it has done more harm than good.”33 The program was believed to have raised false hopes among people that they could keep homes they still couldn’t afford, causing them to waste payments on inevitably failed mortgages they could have used to move into cheaper homes or apartments. Many borrowers were surprised to find that participating in the program had damaged their credit ratings.
Despite the manifest failure of the program, Obama’s tone-deaf Treasury Department insisted the program was on track and “meeting its intended goal of providing immediate relief to homeowners across the country.” It was a crass denial of responsibility for egregious recklessness that not only further damaged the nation’s fiscal condition, but harmed the very homeowners it was designed to help—just more liberalism 101. To get an idea of just how miserably the program failed, by mid-December 2009, some 759,000 homeowners had received loan modifications on a trial basis that lasted 3 to 5 months. But only 31,000 received permanent modifications. The administration maintained the temporary users were benefitting, but mortgage experts and lawyers said trial participants often ended up worse off.34
And the bad news didn’t stop there. In June 2010, it was reported that more than a third of the 1.24 million borrowers who enrolled in the mortgage bailout program had already dropped out. One major reason for this is that the Obama administration pressured banks to sign up borrowers without insisting first on proof of their income and ability to repay.35 That month CNN Money also reported that “between 65% and 75% of loans that are modified through [Obama’s] Home Affordable Modification Program but not backed by the federal government are likely to go bad, according to a report released by Fitch Ratings, a N.Y.-based credit-rating agency.”36
CAP AND TRADE
Global warming alarmists in the administration and Congress tried to foist on the nation another boondoggle called the American Clean Energy and Security Act of 2009, a.k.a. the “Waxman-Markey bill,” the “cap and trade bill,” or “cap and tax.” This bill, with its Draconian provisions, was based on the increasingly discredited view that man-made global warming will produce catastrophic, even apocalyptic consequences. But accepting the premise for purposes of argument, the salient questions are whether the bill would effect significant improvements and, even assuming it would, whether it would be worth the enormous costs it would generate. The inescapable fact is that the bill would involve colossal de facto tax increases (as documented in chapter three) and other prohibitive expenses while producing negligible results, at best.
Climate scientist Chip Knappenberger of New Hope Environmental Services has calculated that Waxman-Markey would reduce the earth’s temperature by just 0.1 to 0.2 degree Celsius by 2100. Ben Lieberman, Senior Policy Analyst for Energy and the Environment at the Heritage Foundation confirms he has seen no “decent refutation of the assertion that the temperature impact (of the bill) would be inconsequential.”
But the negative impact of the bill would not be inconsequential—it would be devastating. It would cause estimated net “job losses averaging 1,145,000 at any given time from 2012-2030.” Some of the jobs would be lost completely and others outsourced to China and India, two nations that have made it quite clear they will not sabotage their own economic growth as we’re proposing to do to ourselves with this bill. Projecting the bill would cause a loss in GDP of $9.4 trillion by 2035, Lieberman predicted it would increase each family of four’s share of the national debt by 26 percent, or $115,000, and this is irrespective of the other bankrupting programs of bailouts, stimulus, and ObamaCare.37 Even the liberal Brookings Institution projects the bill would reduce GDP by 1.8 percent by 2035 and 2.5 percent by 2050.
The recklessness of the bill is truly staggering. As Heritage’s Foundry blog said, “Economists from liberal think tanks and industry associations agree that Waxman-Markey will reduce income by hundreds of billions of dollars per year.” Yet Obama liberals nevertheless tout their coveted transition to a green economy as if it were actually going to be a boon to economic growth. Lieberman said, “If truth-in-advertising laws applied to politics . . . you’d have to replace the word ‘clean’ with ‘costlier’” in the phrase “clean energy economy,” and that is why “this agenda is actually very bad news for jobs and the economy.”38
If all this weren’t bad enough, the American Issues Project notes that Section 204 of the bill, called the “Building Energy Performance Labeling Program,” gives the federal government unprecedented authority over our homes. It would mandate that new homes be 30 percent more energy-efficient than under current building codes—starting the very day the bill is signed into law—and the requirement jumps to 50 percent by 2014 and continues to rise until 2030. The bill would also cover existing properties by requiring states to assess their efficiency ratings and make the results public. The ratings could lead to a number of circumstances that would allow the state to inspect a property, such as with planned renovations. Another enormously wasteful provision in the bill sets up a fund that would reward homeowners for making their properties more environmentally friendly—up to $12,200.
Also tucked into Waxman-Markey is another Obama standby: a major redistributionist scheme. The Foundry blog reported Obama is counting on $650 billion in revenues for selling carbon permits (an energy tax by another name) and only $150 billion of that will be assigned to alternate energy production. The rest will be transferred to people “who don’t pay income taxes.”39 This isn’t as much about the environment as it is about socialism.
And all this for what? As Lieberman contends, “Virtually everything one hears about global warming that sounds terrifying is not true, and what is true is not particularly terrifying. The risks of global warming are outweighed by the risks of ill-advised global warming policy like Waxman-Markey. . . . The bill would have a trivial impact on future concentrations of greenhouse gases (and) . . . it only binds the U.S., and trends in the rest of the world clearly show that emissions are rising.” It is “free markets,” argues Lieberman, “that provide us with the best way forward.”40
Just as with ObamaCare, Waxman-Markey was so problematic, even for some Democrats, that some holdouts had to be bribed with taxpayer goodies to support it—for example, Ohio Democratic congresswoman Marcy Kaptur was offered a new federal power authority, according to the Washington Times, “stocked with up to $3.5 billion in taxpayer money available for lending to renewable energy and economic development projects in Ohio and other Midwestern states.” Apparently unable to conjure enough of these bribes, however, the administration watched Waxman-Markey bog down in Congress.
But liberals won’t give up easily on such a transformative program. In May 2010, senators John Kerry and Joe Lieberman proposed a new version of cap and tax, The American Power Act (APA). They initially had the support of Republican senator Lindsey Graham, who thankfully retreated from his folly.
According to climate scientist Chip Knappenberger, the new bill, like its predecessors, “will have no meaningful impact on the future course of global warming.” The APA has “identical” long-term benchmarks to the Waxman-Markey bill, and while the APA relaxes Waxman-Markey’s near-term reduction target slightly from 20 percent to 17 percent below 2005 emissions levels by 2020, both bills include targets of 42 percent below by 2030 and 83 percent by 2050. Moreover, like Waxman-Markey, the “global temperature ‘savings’ of the Kerry-Lieberman bill is astoundingly small—0.043ºC (0.077ºF) by 2050 and 0.111ºC (0.200ºF) by 2100. In other words, by century’s end, reducing U.S. greenhouse gas emissions by 83% will only result in global temperatures being one-fifth of one degree Fahrenheit less than they would otherwise be”—a “scientifically meaningless reduction.”41
Similarly, the Cato Institute’s Patrick Michaels argues the APA “mandates the impossible, will not produce any meaningful reduction of planetary warming, and it will subsidize just about every form of power that is too inefficient to compete today.” The bill will allow the average American the same carbon dioxide emissions enjoyed by “the average citizen back in 1867, a mere 39 years from today.” The bill’s sponsors, he says, have “no idea how to accomplish” their goals. “Instead, they wave their magic wands for noncompetitive technologies like carbon capture and sequestration (clean coal), solar energy and windmills, and ethanol among many others.” Ultimately, Michaels says, the bill is “yet another scheme to make carbon-based energy so expensive that you won’t use it.”42
Now that’s something our coal industry-destroying president can support—and indeed, he is hyping the bill with the same propaganda flourish he’s employed for the rest of his disastrous agenda. Michaels presents two charts, one using his projections for APA climate impact by 2050 and the other by 2100. Each illustrates three different scenarios: the first assumes the APA or its equivalent is not enacted (“business as usual”), the second that it’s passed only in the U.S., and the third, that it’s passed in “Kyoto countries.” Michaels concludes, “As you can plainly see, APA does nothing, even if all the Kyoto-signatories meet its impossible mandates.”
OBAMACARE
Obama promised he would bend the cost curve down with his healthcare reform plan. He promised he would “not sign a plan that adds one dime to our deficits—either now or in the future.” Even as he signed ObamaCare in March 2010, he declared it would “lower costs for families and for businesses and for the federal government.”
We’ve already detailed in chapter six the gimmicks and deceits the administration used to secure a favorable, but ultimately fraudulent, CBO scoring for the bill. And lo and behold, we learned a month after the bill was passed that the CBO said the bill would cost an additional $115 billion due to discretionary spending that wasn’t counted in the initial scoring. Plus, a study inside his administration showed the bill was going to cost substantially more. The Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) issued a report finding that ObamaCare would not only fail to reduce the deficit, but the bill would actually raise spending by about 1 percent and cause healthcare costs to rise $311 billion over the next decade—and that’s without even factoring in the CBO’s $115 billion discretionary spending revelation or the other gimmicks and distortions in the administration’s accounting.
Another study following the bill’s passage estimated ObamaCare will add more than $500 billion to the deficit over the next ten years and $1.5 trillion in the following decade.43 And, as far as could be determined, none of these follow-up studies were even considering an analysis by the Center for Studying Health System Change, which found another flagrant underestimation of costs: ObamaCare doesn’t allocate nearly enough money to cover the estimated 5.6 to 7 million Americans with pre-existing medical conditions who will qualify for temporary high-risk insurance pools. According to MoneyNews.com, “The gap will force policymakers to freeze enrollment in the new pools, limit access and benefits, or increase premiums.”44
The CMS report also indicated more than 7 million seniors could lose their current Medicare coverage and as many as 15 percent of hospitals, nursing facilities, and home health agencies could be forced out of the Medicare system. Further, the funds derived from the new 3.8 percent Medicare tax (Obama’s tax on unearned income) will not be paid into the Medicare trust funds. The report might as well have directly described this provision as fraudulent advertising. It said, “Despite the title of this tax, this provision is unrelated to Medicare; in particular the revenues generated by the tax on unearned income are not allocated to the Medicare trust funds.”45 Instructively, Obama dispatched his hit-squad staff to attack CMS chief actuary Richard Foster and his findings. Both Nancy-Ann DeParle, director of the White House Office of Health Reform, and White House communications director Dan Pfeiffer criticized Foster’s analysis on the White House website, but Foster stood by his work.46
Following passage of the bill, dozens of companies have reported to the Securities and Exchange Commission—more than just the few that Henry Waxman tried to intimidate—the losses they expect to incur from ObamaCare. Companies that offer drug benefits to their retiring employees will be taxed on the federal subsidies they receive for those retirees. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce has projected that some forty large companies will sustain losses totaling $3.4 billion.47
Furthermore, about a month after the bill was signed into law, Senate Democrats debated in the health committee a bill that would confer on states the power to reject premium increases that state regulators deemed to be “unreasonable.” This could not be included in the actual ObamaCare bill due to procedural rules. The Wall Street Journal editors opined that the reason for this new proposal is that “Democrats are petrified they’ll get the blame they deserve when insurance costs inevitably spike” under ObamaCare. “So the purpose of this latest Senate bill is to have a pre-emptive political response on hand.... As Democrats are showing by trying to pass a new insurance bill, they want all U.S. health care to function like price-controlled Medicare.”48
But the real shocker was that the administration had this information more than a week before Congress voted on the bill, at a time when Obama and his congressional Democrats were still maintaining what they knew to be false: that their bill would not increase the deficit. The economic report was submitted to HHS secretary Kathleen Sebelius, and she sat on it until after the House vote. Inside sources said that Sebelius’s staff refused to review the document beforehand, saying they didn’t want to influence the vote. But as the source correctly observed, that’s the entire “point of having a review like this.” Obama was not going to let anything get in the way of this bill, not least the facts concerning costs.
The analysis was performed by Medicare’s Office of the Actuary, a non-political office. An HHS staffer said, “We know a copy was sent to the White House via their legislative affairs staff and there were a number of meetings here almost right after the analysis was submitted to the secretary’s office. Everyone went into lockdown, and people here were too scared to go public with the report.”49 So despite knowing full well he was lying through his teeth, Obama declared, as he was signing the bill, that it would “lower costs for families and for businesses and for the federal government.”
This is the way the Obama government operates, and this is the kind of fear they strike in civil servants to intimidate them from doing the right thing. Sadly, this was Obama’s behavioral pattern throughout the ObamaCare debate. In the beginning, he set up false premises to establish a false need for his particular fix, he distorted the facts all the way through the process, he badgered, bullied, and demonized his opponents, he refused to budge or compromise, and he blamed his opponents for the very tactics he was employing.
Universal healthcare was a crown jewel for Democrats and, in their minds, both a historical jinx and an avenue to political hegemony. In their penchant for misreading and revising history, they have assumed their failure to pass HillaryCare was the primary reason for their loss of Congress in 1994—much more than the Republicans’ Contract with America. In part they were right: HillaryCare did have a lot to do with their thrashing, but not in the way they thought. The lesson the liberals took away from that experience was that if they had succeeded in passing this socialists’ dream they would have ushered in a new era of Democratic dominance, if for no other reason than it would have created a major entitlement on which more and more voters had to depend on Democrats to sustain.
Today’s Obama liberals weren’t about to repeat those mistakes. But liberals, as usual, misread the reality. Voters, whom Democrats characteristically underestimate, did understand socialized medicine, and they rejected it, as well as the high-handed and secretive manner by which the Clintons attempted to shove it through—with the same arrogance Obama later evinced.
Sure, Obama succeeded in passing his bill, but it was not because he correctly read the tea leaves. Americans flat out rejected socialized medicine every bit as much as they did in the 1990s, but he was able to hang on to the congressional majority Democrats won in November 2008 long enough to shove the bill through Congress via legislative trickery. Barring unforeseen events, Obama’s despicable abuse of power in this process should play a great part in the Democrats’ coming electoral smackdown in November 2010.
Already state legislators representing half the nation have introduced bills to exempt their residents from the dysfunctions of ObamaCare. Idaho, Utah, and Virginia have passed laws, while Missouri will vote on a referendum to nullify the provision man-dating participation in the healthcare system. As the Washington Times editors wrote, “It is a testament to the health of our democracy that so many states are fighting back.”50 In addition, attorneys general from at least fourteen states as well as the National Federation of Independent Business will challenge the law, arguing that it’s unconstitutional for the federal government to force its citizens, under penalty of law, to obtain insurance coverage.51
EXORBITANT COSTS AND QUALITY OF CARE
One of Obama’s central premises in demanding universal healthcare was his oft-repeated statement that Americans spend more on healthcare (one and a half times more per person) than citizens of any other country, “but we aren’t any healthier for it.” His corollary statement drips with bitterness toward this country: “We are the only democracy—the only advanced democracy on Earth—the only wealthy nation—that allows such hardships for millions of its people.” Do you get that? America is immoral for allowing these hardships. Almost everything in his two statements is wrong.
While America does spend more on healthcare than any other nation, that’s not necessarily a bad thing. We get what we pay for, and we get the best. Of course, there are exorbitant costs in many cases, but as we’ve demonstrated, these will only increase further under ObamaCare. One major reason medical costs have risen dramatically in recent decades is that the introduction of employer-provided insurance interfered with market forces. When Americans didn’t have to pay out of pocket for their medical care, the costs became invisible to them and demand soared, while the normal functioning of price was taken out of the equation. Further interfering with the operation of the market, obviously, was the advent of the various government programs now in place for medical care.
Another major reason Americans have higher medical costs is that we demand the best in medical advancements and in treatment of deadly diseases—and we get it, which is why people from across the world want to come to America for treatment when they get seriously ill. According to Cato’s Michael Tanner, most of the world’s best doctors, hospitals, and research facilities are located in this country. Eighteen of the last twenty-five Nobel Prize winners in medicine are either U.S. citizens or work here. U.S. companies have developed half of all the major new medicines that have been introduced on the market over the last two decades. Americans have played major roles in some 80 percent of the most important medical advances of the last three decades.
While Obama happily cites biased statistics showing America to have poorer quality healthcare than it really has, the fact is that comparative statistics on infant mortality rates and life expectancy are skewed and misleading. Other nations often exclude high-risk, low-birth-weight infants in tabulating their statistics on infant mortality, while America includes them, which greatly distorts the numbers in our disfavor. Life expectancy numbers, likewise, are misleading because of extra-medical factors, such as violent crime, poverty, obesity, tobacco, and drug use. But when you isolate and compare—apples to apples—our outcomes on serious illnesses like heart disease and cancer, the United States easily outperforms the rest of the world.52 America has the best quality healthcare in the world, but ObamaCare will make it worse. As Heritage Foundation expert Robert Moffit says, the uniform experience of other nations proves that you can’t deliver universal access to high-quality health care.
Consider Obama’s other central reasons for promoting Obama-Care—the numbers of uninsured, the inadequate patient choice, and access to care—and you will see not only the distortions in the premises, but also the fraud in his promises to fix the very problems he mischaracterizes.
THE UNINSURED CANARD
As we noted, Obama finally had to revise his false claim of 47 million uninsured Americans to 30 million because the higher number included millions of non-citizens, among others. Let’s look more closely at the actual numbers. In the first place, Obama conflates health insurance coverage with access to healthcare. All Americans, by law, have access to emergency room care. Plus, many of the uninsured lack coverage by choice—they can afford it but choose not get it, as explained below, but they still have access to care if they need it. Finally, the poorest Americans are eligible for government assistance for healthcare.
The Cato Institute’s Michael D. Tanner noted that the Census Bureau’s latest figures show 45.6 million Americans lack health insurance. But Tanner says we must account for the fact that only some 30 percent of the uninsured lack insurance for more then a year, 16 percent for two years, and less than 2.5 percent for three years or more. About half are uninsured for no more than six months (some have said four months). Much of this, says Tanner, is due to changing jobs and switching coverage through different employers.53
Putting aside the issue of the temporarily uninsured, if we begin with the 45.6 million number, we must first subtract 10 million people who are not U.S. citizens, including an estimated 5.6 million illegal immigrants and 4.4 million legal immigrants who are foreign citizens. Additionally, some 12 million are eligible for Medicaid and the State Children’s Health Insurance Program (S-CHIP) but haven’t enrolled. (For all the handwringing about the millions of uninsured children, this figure includes 64 percent of all uninsured children and 29 percent of parents with children.) Tanner notes if these people went to the hospital for care they’d be instantly enrolled, and thus it’s essentially fraudulent to say they’re uninsured.
There are also millions among the “uninsured” who can afford health insurance but choose not to buy it. These are referred to as the “young invincibles”—those who have decided to gamble on their good health and forego the expense of health insurance. Healthcare expert Sally Pipes wrote that almost 18 million people fall into this category and earn more than $50,000 annually, and almost 10 million of those make more than $75,000 a year.54 Former CBO director June O’Neill prepared a study finding that 43 percent of the uninsured have incomes greater than 250 percent of the poverty level ($55,125 for a family of four), and the income of more than a third of them exceeds $66,000. Another study, produced by Mark Pauly of the University of Pennsylvania and Kate Bundorf of Stanford, found that almost 75 percent of the uninsured could afford insurance but choose not to get it. Moreover, writes Tanner, most of these uninsured are in fact, as noted above, young and healthy: the CBO says some 60 percent are younger than thirty-five, and 86 percent claim to be in good health.
There is overlap among these different categories, making it difficult to determine accurately the number of U.S. citizens who are chronically uninsured and both ineligible for government assistance and unable to afford coverage. Estimates vary, but Sally Pipes estimates the number of these “chronically uninsured working poor” at about 8 million.55
If Obama were truly interested in providing health insurance for these people who fall through the cracks, he could do so with dramatically less cost and without wrecking the quality and access of healthcare for the rest of Americans. Many of these chronically uninsured could be aided by portability reform—by tying insurance to the person rather than the job. One Health Affairs study in 2003 found that only 12 percent of the uninsured were chronically so, with the rest falling in and out of coverage. Many experts maintain if you enacted portability reform—like we do in every other insurance market—the number of uninsured would drop drastically at a reasonable cost to taxpayers. As for any remaining uninsured, we could provide aid at a fraction of the cost of ObamaCare, and without destroying the quality, quantity, and choice of care.
CHOICE AND ACCESS TO CARE
In economic terms it is axiomatic that when you increase demand (which ObamaCare will do by force of law, among other things), and control prices (which ObamaCare will do out of necessity and the sheer force of government inertia), you will end up with rationing. In fact, ObamaCare sets up a board that will make decisions about our choices of care, and the bureaucrats will base their reimbursements on obedience to the prescribed choices. As much as anything else, these realities expose the fraud in ObamaCare. It was promoted on the basis of increasing access, as we’ve detailed. And yet, for all its “fixes,” ObamaCare, after forcing people to procure coverage, will reduce access and quality because it will result in rationing. The choices for care will be made by top-down bureaucrats instead of those who know best: the doctors directly treating the patients. Obama said he wouldn’t interfere with the relationship between doctors and their patients, just as he was pushing through his bill that would empower bureaucrats to direct these very decisions.
But Obama’s own words betray his true intent on controlling healthcare choices. Not only does he favor bureaucratic intervention in intimate decisions between patients and their doctors, he has an embarrassingly unsophisticated perspective concerning it. Recall his statement, “If there’s a blue pill and a red pill and the blue pill is half the price of the red pill and works just as well, why not pay half-price for the thing that’s going to make you well?”56 Or how about this gem from Dr. Barack: “We’re going to start encouraging paying doctors not based on how many tests they take, but based on the quality of the outcome—does somebody end up healthy.... If you go to the doctor you get one test. Then (you are) referred to a specialist, you get another test. Then maybe you go to a third person, the surgeon, you get a third test—it’s all the same test but you’re paying three times. So . . . we’ll pay you for the first test and then e-mail the test to everybody. Right? Or have all three doctors in the room when the test is being taken.”57
Obama appointed Donald Berwick, CEO of the Institute for Healthcare Improvement, to be the administrator for the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS). According to Robert M. Goldberg of the Center for Medicine in the Public Interest, the role of the CMS will be expanded under ObamaCare to define “the quality of health care for every insurance plan, set reimbursement rates for physicians in Medicare and Medicaid, and decide what treatments are more ‘valuable’ than others.” Goldberg surmises, “Berwick will get control of the practice of medicine.”
The CMS will have the sweeping power “to unilaterally write new rules on when medical devices and drugs can be used, and how they should be priced” as part of ObamaCare’s strategy of “retaining costs through controls on specialist physicians. Based on the government’s premise that they often make wasteful treatment decisions,” ObamaCare “will subject doctors to a mix of financial penalties and regulations to constrain their use of the most costly clinical options.”58
It would be disturbing enough for any person to have such broad authority, but Obama’s choice—Donald Berwick—is not just any person. Like Obama, he believes in radical wealth redistribution and that socialized medicine is an ideal vehicle to achieve it. Don’t take my word for it, take Berwick’s: “Any health care funding plan that is just, equitable, civilized and humane must ... redistribute wealth from the richer among us to the poorer and the less fortunate,” he said, adding, “Excellent health care is, by definition, redistributional.” Berwick also idealizes the ineffectual, scandal-plagued British healthcare system, condemning America’s system for running in the “darkness of private enterprise.”59
Writing of Britain’s National Health Service rationing, Berwick said, “You plan the supply; you aim a bit low; historically, you prefer slightly too little of a technology or service to much too much; and then you search for care bottlenecks, and try to relieve them.” Goldberg notes that in 2008 Berwick’s pet British system “denied cutting edge cancer drugs to 4,000 people, forcing thousands to remortgage their homes to pay for treatment. Love is blind. With regard to Dr. Berwick’s devotion to the NHS, it’s deaf and dumb as well.”60
ObamaCare’s architects ultimately intended to ration care because that was the only way these command-control types knew to reduce costs. They are philosophically on board with Obama’s idea that a bureaucracy’s payment determination can’t be influenced by a person’s spirit and “that at least we can let doctors know and your mom know that... this isn’t going to help. Maybe you’re better off not having the surgery, but taking the painkiller.”61 They believe in substituting their value judgments for the freedom of choice of American healthcare patients as to whether they need care. Under a free system, a patient can spend as much or as little on healthcare as he wishes. But under a government-run plan—for which ObamaCare lays the groundwork—the government will reduce, deny, and ration care based on a compassionless bureaucratic chart designed by “compassionate” liberals. So while ObamaCare may marginally decrease the numbers of uninsured—though that’s not guaranteed—it will greatly reduce access to quality care.
All government-run healthcare systems ration care, either directly, by denying or limiting certain types of treatment, or indirectly, by imposing cost constraints through budgets, waiting lines, and/or limited technology. One million British people are awaiting admission to government-run hospitals at any given time, and shortages result in the cancellation of some 100,000 operations annually. New Zealanders experience similar troubles. Swedes can wait for heart surgery up to twenty-five weeks, and 800,000 Canadian patients are on waiting lists.62
Moreover, an Investors Business Daily poll found ObamaCare will cause up to 45 percent of doctors to retire early. Similarly, the National Center for Policy Analysis reported that ObamaCare “could impact physician supply in such a way that the quality of health care would suffer. The reality is that there may not be enough doctors to provide quality medical care to the millions of newly insured patients.” Why? Because it would make practicing medicine “more trouble than it’s worth.” This reduction in the physician workforce, according to the doctors surveyed, could “result in a significant decline in the overall quality of medical care nationwide.”63
Perhaps the most ominous predictor of rationing in ObamaCare involves so-called end-of-life counseling. Sarah Palin took a lot of flack for arguing that various provisions in the healthcare bill, including end-of-life counseling, could establish “death panels.” Regardless of whether ObamaCare would lead to death panels, one is entitled to ask why such a provision is in the bill at all. What business does the government have insinuating itself into intimate, end-of-life matters? The answer is quite clear: it has no business at all making such decisions, but as the government takes over more and more of the healthcare system, it gains a bigger interest in containing costs in every part of the system.
Furthermore, ObamaCare, as noted above, also expands the role of the CMS over healthcare decisions. These provisions, together with the fact that a number of the bill’s architects, such as Obama’s close advisers on the matter, Tom Daschle and Ezekiel Emanuel, firmly believe in rationing care to the elderly, makes speculation about death panels more than plausible. But there’s more.
Before ObamaCare was passed, Democrats slipped into the stimulus bill a provision to establish a $1.1 billion fund for a Federal Council for Comparative Effectiveness Research, a brainchild of former Democratic senator Tom Daschle. Former New York lieutenant governor Betsy McCaughey warned about this panel when the stimulus bill was being considered. According to McCaughey, the council was based on ideas Daschle had sketched out in his 2008 book Critical: What Can We Do about the Health Care Crisis, in which he explained that such a panel is meant to empower an unelected bureaucracy to make hard decisions about healthcare rationing that elected politicians might lack the courage to make. He suggested Americans would be better served if they passively accepted “hopeless diagnoses” like Europeans do. Daschle’s argument, said McCaughey, was that “seniors should be more accepting of the conditions that come with age instead of treating them.” Yet Obama claims conservatives are hyperventilating over this issue.64
Joseph Ashby, in the American Thinker, wrote that Rahm Emanuel’s brother, Dr. Ezekiel Emanuel, is on this council. Emanuel’s credo concerning rationing to the elderly is: “Unlike allocation by sex or race, allocation by age is not invidious discrimination; every person lives through different life stages rather than being a single age. Even if 25 year olds receive priority over 65 year olds, everyone who is 65 years now was previously 25 years.” Some comfort. Some logic. Some values.
It is thus preordained that ObamaCare will ultimately go into cost-cutting mode, saving money by curtailing treatment. As frighteningly long and complex as the ObamaCare legislation is, Ashby warns the regulations promulgated under it could be vastly worse and give regulators enormous power to interpret the law and regulations. This is certainly consistent with our experience in the entire field of administrative law.
Ashby says that if that happens, regulatory czar Cass Sunstein would doubtlessly play a major role in crafting and administering the regulations and thus in controlling medical care. And how does Sunstein view “end of life care?” It should be no surprise, given Obama’s chosen cast of macabre characters, that Sunstein once wrote a paper for the AEI-Brookings Joint Center for Regulatory Studies in which he posited that human life varies in value, which is hardly a principle one would find in the Book of Genesis. It gets worse. Sunstein advocates the government employing “statistical methods that give preference to ‘quality-adjusted life years,’” as determined by the government. In Ashby’s words, “If the government decides the life is not worth living, it is the individual’s duty to die to free up welfare payments for the young and productive.”65
Contrary to Obama’s claims, America has the best healthcare system in the world, with far fewer chronically uninsured than he says. If Obama truly wanted to reform the system and bring down costs, he would initiate a series of market-based reforms, such as those offered by conservative Republicans, including expanding health savings accounts, reducing costly government mandates and regulations, permitting health insurance purchases across state lines, amending the tax code’s discriminatory treatment militating in favor of employer provided healthcare, tort reform, and portability solutions. As Dr. David Gratzer wrote in his book The Cure: How Capitalism Can Save American Health Care, “Capitalism is not the cause of America’s health-care problem. It is the cure.”
But instead of market-based reforms, Obama has forced through a system that will not ameliorate, but exacerbate the problems of access to care, choice, and quality. Finally, ObamaCare comprised more unsustainable spending on top of all the crushing debt our president has already lassoed onto our children. Nevertheless, he is determined to create a new entitlement to vastly expand the dependency class on whom he and other Democrats increasingly rely for their votes, their careers, and their resulting political power. What this is ultimately about is expanding government control—it’s about crimes against our liberties.
Chapter Thirteen
THE ANTI-AMERICAN
CRIMES AGAINST THE NATION
At the April 2010 nuclear summit in Washington, D.C., Obama uttered a single sentence that encapsulated his approach to foreign policy: “Whether we like it or not, we remain a dominant military superpower, and when conflicts break out, one way or another we get pulled into them; and that ends up costing us significantly in terms of both blood and treasure.” Outraged, Senator John McCain declared this statement was a “direct contradiction to everything America believes in.”1
Obama’s disdain for American exceptionalism and for America’s history—as viewed in his eyes—is palpable. He has made that clear with his manifold apologies on both U.S. and foreign soil. He believes America unfairly consumes a disproportionate share of the world’s resources; that we have projected our power imprudently, imperiously, unfairly, arrogantly, and dismissively; and that America has been too nationalistic and too resistant to what he believes are the inevitable forces of globalism.
He believes we must radically change course and share much more of our resources, especially with third world countries. In his view, America should reach out to other nations, adopt more of their enlightened and progressive values, and make amends for our past wrongs. He thinks our already deplorable international record was exacerbated by his predecessor’s “cowboy diplomacy.” This, coupled with Bush’s record in the war on terror—including his invasion of Iraq, his approval of enhanced interrogation techniques, and his enabling of Gitmo—resulted in the proliferation of terrorists. He is convinced that by drawing a line in the sand between the forces of good and evil and by refusing to engage terrorists and terrorist sponsoring states, we have lost ground in the war. His approach to foreign policy and national security can only be understood against this backdrop.
“A SPRAWLING, PROFANE BEAR OF A PREACHER”
How do we know Obama harbors the attitudes we’ve described? Well, he sat approvingly at the feet of his pastor, Jeremiah Wright, for years. Wright’s incendiary sermons were legendary. ABC News, in its “review of dozens of Rev. Wright’s sermons, offered for sale by the church, found repeated denunciations of America based on what he described as his reading of the Gospels and the treatment of black Americans.” How could anyone sit in Wright’s pews and be indifferent to his indictments of America, especially a man aspiring to be president of the United States?
Wright’s doctrine of choice, Black Liberation Theology, is arguably more Afrocentric and Marxist than Biblical in its orientation. While many have quoted Wright, a few of his statements bear repeating here, not for their inflammatory tone, but for the race-oriented grievance mentality against “White America” that they reveal. If Obama hadn’t adopted domestic and foreign policies consistent with this mindset (and with the principles and attitudes ingrained in him by his mother and his Communist mentor Frank Marshall Davis, among others), there would be no point in quoting Wright. But he has.
Wright said in a 2003 sermon, “The government gives them the drugs, builds bigger prisons, passes a three-strike law and then wants us to sing ‘God Bless America.’ No, no, no, God da** America, that’s in the Bible for killing innocent people. God da** America for treating our citizens as less than human. God da** America for as long as she acts like she is God and she is supreme.” On the Sunday following the 9/11 attacks, Wright implied America had invited the massacre. “We bombed Hiroshima, we bombed Nagasaki, and we nuked far more than the thousands in New York and the Pentagon, and we never batted an eye. We have supported state terrorism against the Palestinians and black South Africans, and now we are indignant because the stuff we have done overseas is now brought right back to our own front yards. America’s chickens are coming home to roost.”2
Wright has referred to “the U.S. of KKK A”3 and has declared, “Racism is how this country was founded and how this country is still run.... We [in the U.S.] believe in this white supremacy and black inferiority and believe it more than we believe in God.” He also wrote in a church-affiliated magazine, “In the 21st century, white America got a wake-up call after 9/11/01. White America and the western world came to realize that people of color had not gone away, faded into the woodwork or just ‘disappeared’ as the Great White West kept on its merry way of ignoring black concerns.”4
Given to anti-Israel and anti-Semitic riffs, Wright referred to Nation of Islam leader Louis Farrakhan, with whom Wright traveled to Libya to visit the country’s crackpot leader, Muammar al-Gaddafi, as “one of the most important voices in the 20th and 21st centuries.” Beyond sympathizing with Palestinians, Wright also frequently condemned Israel directly, as when he said, “The Israelis have illegally occupied Palestinian territories for almost 40 years now,” and denounced “the injustice and racism under which the Palestinians have lived because of Zionism.”5 He also once claimed in an interview that “them Jews” were keeping Obama from speaking to him.6
Wright had been unleashing these racist, anti-capitalist, anti-Semitic, and anti-American screeds for decades—and certainly as long as Obama had been affiliated with his church. In a much earlier sermon, Wright had claimed we live in “a world where cruise ships throw away more food in a day than most residents of Portau-Prince see in a year, where white folks’ greed runs a world in need, apartheid in one hemisphere, apathy in another hemisphere.... That’s the world! On which hope sits!” We learned of this sermon in Obama’s autobiography, Dreams from My Father,7 written by a man who later claimed to be unaware of Wright’s invective.
Indeed, during his presidential campaign, Obama insisted he “personally” hadn’t heard “such incendiary language.” Wright, he said, “always preached the social gospel.” Had he heard these sermons he “would have quit.” Not only did these denials fail the laugh test, but we have independent proof that Obama knew. A New York Times story from March 2007 reported that the Obama campaign had rescinded its invitation to Wright to deliver a public invocation at the ceremony announcing Obama’s candidacy. Wright reported that Obama called him “fifteen minutes before Shabbos” and told him “one of his members had talked him into uninviting me.”
Obama, citing a Rolling Stone article about his ties to Wright, reportedly told Wright, “You can get kind of rough in the sermons, so what we’ve decided is that it’s best for you not to be out there in public.”8 The article, titled “The Radical Roots of Barack Obama,” described Wright as “a sprawling, profane bear of a preacher, a kind of black ministerial institution,” and cited Wright’s “10 essential facts about the United States,” which were caustic and unflattering, to say the least. As ABC News’ Jake Tapper later asked with extreme understatement, “This [Rolling Stone piece] was more than a year ago. So ... what did Obama know then and what did he just all of a sudden learn?”9
Based on Obama’s statements, policies, and performance in office, it is clear he shares Reverend Wright’s basic worldview, which is why Wright’s statements are still relevant today—they are directly impacting our nation. But Obama knew the public would be mortified if they were aware of his relationship with Wright, which is why he decided it would be “best” for Wright not to be “out there in public.”
If Obama hadn’t exhibited knee-jerk racism (as in the case of siding with Harvard professor Henry Gates against the Cambridge police before hearing both sides of the story, and as with his stunning protection of the New Black Panther Party); if he hadn’t exhibited such obvious hostility to our ally Israel; if he hadn’t been doing everything in his power to redistribute wealth among Americans in ways he believes are fair; if he hadn’t pushed through socialized medicine against the will of the people; if he weren’t trying to effect a redistribution of America’s resources to other nations to further settle what he perceives as our injustices toward the world; if he hadn’t appointed a slew of radicals as czars and advisers; and if he hadn’t apologized for and condemned America at almost every turn, we could dismiss his voluntary association with Reverend Wright. But based on what we know, we do so at our peril.
As noted, Obama’s worldview leads him to scorn American exceptionalism and American sovereignty in favor of a globalist approach. At a speech at West Point in May 2010, he pledged to shape a new “international order” as part of a national security strategy that emphasizes his faith in global institutions and international cooperation as the best vehicles for securing America’s interests.10 Obama’s words caused some to question how much U.S. sovereignty he was willing to cede in exchange for global “cooperation.” KT McFarland, former deputy assistant secretary of defense for Ronald Reagan, worried Obama was rejecting American exceptionalism. “It’s a very international sense,” said McFarland, “that America is just one of many, that we are not going to be a superpower in leading the world and I think it’s a very dangerous mindset and trend.”11
Obama is suspicious of our traditional allies and sympathetic to our rivals and enemies. A simple, three-framed cartoon from the comic strip titled “Hope n’ Change,” by Stilton Jarlsberg, placed it in graphic perspective. All three frames depict a smiling Obama with these captions: 1) Obama: “Okay, I admit that I’ve backed down from Russia, Iran, and North Korea. But I got really tough with Israel.” 2) An un-pictured questioner: “Isn’t Israel our ally?” 3) Obama: “Define ‘our’”...
WE’RE SO SORRY
Once sworn in, Obama wasted little time in making amends for what he viewed as America’s many sins against the world. He couldn’t trot the globe fast enough to apologize on behalf of America. Having dealt almost exclusively in the world of words throughout his life, he thought his utterances alone could move diplomatic mountains. Whether delivered on American or foreign soil, his message was the same: America has been bad in the past, including the recent past. I had nothing to do with it, of course, but as its current leader I apologize. And I expect the slate to be wiped clean because I’m in charge now.
Thus, on April 2, 2009, at the G20 meeting in London, he declared, “I would like to think that with my election and the early decisions that we’ve made, that you’re starting to see some restoration of America’s standing in the world.” Similarly, White House press secretary Robert Gibbs said, based on Obama’s apologetic rhetoric, Obama had “changed the image of America around the world” and made the United States “safer and stronger.”
Patronizingly, Obama told the CIA it had made “mistakes” in its Bush-era counter-terrorism policies. He told the Arabic-language Al Arabiya TV network that America “dictates” without knowing “all the factors involved.” He told the G20 group America needs to account for “inadequacies” in its “regulatory system.” He accepted blame and “responsibility” on our behalf for the economic crisis having begun in the United States—“even if I wasn’t president at the time.” He told the French that America failed “to appreciate Europe’s leading role in the world,” and that we’d shown “arrogance” and been “dismissive” and “derisive.”
And the apologies kept on coming. He apologized to Latin America for our failure to pursue “sustained engagement with our neighbors.” He repeated in Trinidad that we had been “disengaged” and “dictatorial.”12 Echoing Reverend Wright, he said in Prague America had “a moral responsibility to act” on arms control because we were the only nation that had ever “used a nuclear weapon.”13 Then in May 2010, the administration went so far as to apologize for Arizona’s immigration law to the Communist Chinese, whose civil rights violations are legendary. Assistant Secretary of State Michael Posner reported that during a meeting with Chinese leaders, U.S. representatives, on their own initiative, repeatedly denounced the Arizona law as a “troubling trend in our society, and an indication that we have to deal with issues of discrimination or potential discrimination.”14
Likewise, Obama, in a Rose Garden press conference with Mexican president Felipe Calderón, declined to reply after Calderón blasted Arizona for its immigration law—a reticence widely interpreted as signaling agreement. If anything, Obama should have encouraged Calderón to reform the dismal conditions in Mexico that lead his people to storm our borders. Or perhaps Obama could have addressed Mexico’s brutal treatment of its own illegal aliens, who Amnesty International found are subject to “extortion, beatings, kidnap, rape and murder by officials or criminal gangs that often [operate] with the complicity of local authorities.”15
The Rose Garden event was remarkable, for as one writer noted, this might have been the first time “a foreign head of state who is promoting an ongoing, aggressive, illegal, and often violent invasion of America came to our country, met with our president, and, from the White House itself, received our president’s implicit but obvious public support for that invasion.”16
With such a warped view of America, Obama doesn’t seem familiar with America’s benevolent actions toward other nations, such as fighting the spread of Communism, liberating peoples—including many Muslims—from oppressive governments, helping to defeat the Imperial Japanese and the Nazis in World War II, or rebuilding vanquished nations through the Marshall Plan.
Through abject apologies, Obama aims to rectify the damage President Bush supposedly caused to our image. As he tilts at diplomatic windmills, he believes he is showing the world he is not the unsophisticated rube his predecessor was.
IRAN
The antiwar Left regularly mocked President Bush for viewing Iran as a nuclear threat. They smugly claimed vindication when the now-discredited National Intelligence Estimate reported in 2007, “We judge with high confidence that in fall 2003, Tehran halted its nuclear weapons program.”17 Fast forward to 2009 and the Left’s hand-picked president, Barack Obama, was desperately searching for a way to end Iran’s supposedly non-existent nuclear program. He had unleashed his negotiators in Vienna to try to strike a deal with the Iranians that would delay the mullahs’ ability to build a nuclear weapon for about a year, “buying more time for President Obama to search for a diplomatic solution to the Iranian nuclear standoff.”
The proposed deal contemplated Iran sending three-quarters of its uranium fuel, which it claimed it needed for peaceful purposes, to Russia for further enrichment. Russia would return it to Iran in the form of metal fuel rods, which could only be used for nuclear reactors, not for weapons. This depletion of uranium would slow down any Iranian plans to produce a nuclear weapon. The New York Times reported that administration officials were cautiously optimistic they could reach a “broader diplomatic accord” with Iran.18
It didn’t take long for Iran to renege and for Obama’s enlightened method of engagement to prove a failure. And as this charade unfolded, Iran bought more time to advance its nuclear program and earned U.S. diplomatic engagement—all for violating UN Security Council declarations and giving nothing in return. Investors Business Daily’s editors asked, “How can a theocratic government with a stone-age worldview take the most sophisticated, modern, industrialized nation in the world for a ride, as if we just fell of the turnip truck?” Answer: “Because those who run Iran realize they are engaged in a global war. Those who now run American foreign policy, on the other hand, think ‘war on terror’ is passé.” Obama’s approach sounds nice, “but it is the naïveté of Neville Chamberlain and the piece of paper he waved bearing Hitler’s autograph.”19
Obama added failure on top of failure as he doggedly clung to his engagement strategy. Playing bad cop to his good cop, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton had issued Iran an ultimatum in March 2009 to disband its nuclear program by year’s end, warning of “real consequences” unless Iran complied.20 No response. In July she threatened to beef up the military capabilities of our Persian Gulf allies if Iran continued to develop its nuclear program.21 Again, no response. Obama had said in May, in his “diplomatic” way, “The important thing is to make sure there is a clear timetable, at which point we say these talks don’t seem to be making any serious progress. By the end of the year, we should have some sense whether or not these discussions are starting to yield significant benefits, whether we are starting to see serious movement on the part of the Iranians.”22
Iran contemptuously dismissed Obama’s end-of-year deadline. On December 22, 2009, Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad asked defiantly, “Who are they to set us a deadline? We set them a deadline that if they do not correct their attitude and behavior and literature we will demand from them the Iranian nation’s historic rights....They must know that the Iranian nation and all the world’s nations will continue resisting until the complete (nuclear) disarmament of America and all arrogant powers.”23
The Obama administration cravenly responded by disavowing its own deadlines. Hillary Clinton said, as if the administration’s previous words meant nothing, “Now, we’ve avoided using the term ‘deadline’ ourselves. That’s not a term that we have used, because we want to keep the door to dialogue open.” Tellingly, she even admitted the administration’s efforts at “engagement” had not succeeded.24 Iran triumphantly acknowledged the administration’s abandonment of its deadline. An Iranian foreign ministry spokesman crowed, “We share the same idea with [Clinton]. Deadlines are meaningless. We hope other countries return to their natural path, too.”25
Obama claimed there was a method to his engagement madness. If his efforts ultimately failed, he argued, countries previously resistant to sanctions—Russia, China, and Germany—would come on board. Secretary Clinton said, “We actually believe that by following the diplomatic path we are on, we gain credibility and influence with a number of nations who would have to participate in order to make the sanctions regime as tight and as crippling as we would want it to be.”
But by all indications, that strategy was not working too well, either. While Germany might have been playing lip service to supporting sanctions, Russia, which has considerable economic interests in Iran and is helping to build Iran’s nuclear reactors, resisted all but the most toothless sanctions. Similarly, with “a rapidly growing stake in Iran’s energy sector,” China had decreed that Iran’s nuclear program did not represent a threat and therefore diplomacy should be given more time. China declined to send a high ranking official to talks among the United States, Britain, France, Russia, and Germany, and it even stopped using the word “sanction.” Without Russia or China’s cooperation, the prospect of meaningful sanctions was negligible because, among other things, both countries have a Security Council veto at the United Nations. Thus, the only sanctions to emerge from the UN—and greeted with mocking contempt by the Iranians—have been largely symbolic measures that Russia and China allow to pass only because of their meaninglessness.
As both prongs of Obama’s Iran strategy—engagement and sanctions—were failing, even some of his defenders, such as an anonymous “Hill Democrat” quoted by Time, were asking, “What exactly did your year of engagement get you?” According to Obama-friendly Time, “The very fact that the U.S. and its allies are even thinking of going it alone is a sign of just how much trouble Obama’s policy is in.”26
Columnist Charles Krauthammer wrote that Iran’s thuggish president, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, didn’t simply reject Obama’s “feckless floating nuclear deadline...he spat on it.” Krauthammer sighed, “So ends 2009, the year of ‘engagement,’ of the extended hand, of the gratuitous apology—and of spinning centrifuges, two-stage rockets and a secret enrichment facility that brought Iran materially closer to becoming a nuclear power.”27
In May, Iran announced it had reached an accord with Turkey and Brazil to exchange a portion of its low enriched uranium to more highly enriched uranium to fuel its medical research reactor in Tehran. It was a clever move on Ahmadinejad’s part: while it wouldn’t satisfy the UN Security Council’s demands to halt Iran’s uranium enrichment processes, but it could further undermine Obama’s efforts to impose sanctions, demonstrating yet again the futility of his engagement efforts.28
As the Washington Times editors observed, during the campaign Obama
made light of what he saw as his [Bush’s] lack of diplomatic skills. As Wednesday’s U.N. Security Council vote on sanctions over Iran’s nuclear program showed, Mr. Obama’s team could learn a few things about diplomacy from George W. Bush.... President Obama is losing the international consensus that Mr.
Bush once had.... Talk is cheap, but true diplomacy is difficult.... Perhaps [Obama] should take a trip to Dallas to pick up a few pointers from Mr. Bush about how to rally the world behind the policies that are in America’s best interests.29
MUSLIM OUTREACH
A centerpiece of Obama’s foreign policy and national security policy strategy has been to improve our relationship with the Muslim world. Obama seems obsessed with the idea that Muslims believe we are at war with them instead of with radical Islamists. Perhaps more accurately, he believes it—and is intent on rectifying it.
President George W. Bush, on countless occasions, declared we are not at war with Muslims. But Obama’s insistence that he needed to correct the record lent credence to the notion that we are. Obama also seems to believe he has a certain duty to engage on this issue, given his childhood in Indonesia and his lineage from Muslim family members. He can relate to Muslims—and he wanted to tell them so in a forum where the entire world was watching. In his vaunted Cairo speech of June 2009, he apologized for America again, gave legitimacy to Muslim grievances, inflated the number of Muslims in America three-fold, and exaggerated Islamic accomplishments in world history and in American history. He implied the war in Iraq was an unjustified act of aggression by the United States and that we had earned our poor reputation among Arab and Muslim peoples, and assured his audience that we were not at war with Islam.
After all this pandering, what did Obama have to show for it? In November 2009, one Saudi academic in Jeddah who had previously been enamored with Obama said of him, “He talks too much.” Fouad Ajami, a professor at Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies, thought the Obama mystique had already worn off. “He has not made the world anew, history did not bend to his will, the Indians and Pakistanis have been told that the matter of Kashmir is theirs to resolve, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is the same intractable clash of two irreconcilable nationalisms, and the theocrats in Iran have not ‘unclenched their fist,’ nor have they abandoned their nuclear quest.”
Moreover, Pew polling confirmed that for all his posturing, Obama hadn’t improved our Muslim relations at all. Only 15 percent of those in the Palestinian territories had a favorable view of the United States, while 82 percent had an unfavorable one. In Turkey—after Obama gave a speech in Ankara—14 percent favorable and 69 percent unfavorable. In Egypt, 27 percent favorable, 70 percent unfavorable. In Pakistan things got worse, with unfavorables rising from 63 percent in 2008 to 68 percent in 2009,30 which is an ominous sign given Pakistan’s nuclear capability and the precariousness of Pakistan’s current leadership. “There were a lot of illusions about Obama because he has African and Muslim roots,” said Aya Mahmoud, a Cairo University student. “Turns out the [Cairo] speech was all just hype.”31
Obama’s primary failure here lies not in his inability to cure this region of its endemic anti-Americanism, but in his profoundly naïve assumption that he could, and in wrongly castigating the Bush administration for causing Middle East animus toward the United States, which predated Obama’s presidency by decades, is thriving during his term, and will last long after he vacates the Oval Office.
Under Obama, America is no longer proud of its liberty. Instead, we are peddling American guilt and doing penance. Professor Ajami says this approach has been ill-advised. “No one,” says Ajami, “told Mr. Obama that [in] the Islamic world, where American power is engaged and so dangerously exposed, it is considered bad form, nay a great moral lapse, to speak ill of one’s own tribe in the midst, and in the lands, of others.”32
THUG OUTREACH
Rejecting the Bush administration’s focus on supporting international democratic movements, Obama adopted a policy of appeasing the world’s tyrants and dictators—also with no dividends to show for it. At the Americas Summit in April 2009, he boasted that reaching out to U.S. enemies “strengthens our hand” and claimed the notion that his approach projects weakness “doesn’t make sense.”33 Illustrating his new tack, he snuggled up to anti-American Venezuelan dictator Hugo Chavez at the summit, graciously accepting Chavez’s gift—a book by Uruguayan author Eduardo Galeano, Open Veins of Latin America: Five Centuries of the Pillage of a Continent— which is a scathing attack on American and European involvement in Latin America. Galeano wrote, “Our defeat was always implicit in the victory of others; our wealth has always generated our poverty by nourishing the prosperity of others.”34 Was Reverend Jeremiah Wright also Chavez’s mentor?
Also at the summit, following a nearly hour-long tirade against the United States by far-left Nicaraguan president Daniel Ortega, Obama elected not to defend his own country, instead saying he was “grateful that President Ortega did not blame me for things that happened when I was three months old.” In other words, America might be terrible, but it’s not my fault. And anyone who thought Obama might at least have his secretary of state rebuke Ortega and stand up for America was mistaken. As FOX News reported, “Secretary of State Hillary Clinton ignored two questions about Ortega’s speech, instead offering lengthy praise of a cultural performance of dance and song opening the summit.”35
Besides Ortega and Chavez, other Latin American leaders took swipes at Obama at the summit. Brazilian president Luis Inácio Lula warned Obama that another summit without Cuba’s Communist leaders would be unacceptable, and Argentine president Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner detailed a host of grievances against America, from the drug war to U.S. support for counterinsurgencies during the 1980s.36
After a full year of Obama’s enlightened diplomacy, Chavez did-n’t seem to warm up any further. At the Copenhagen summit in December 2009, he called the United States “the great polluter,” which was responsible “for having threatened, for having killed, for genocide as well.” Having called President George W. Bush a “devil” whose podium “still smells of sulfur” in 2006, Chavez said of Obama in 2009, “I still smell sulfur. I still smell sulfur in this world.” He referred to Obama’s recently received Nobel Peace Prize as the “Nobel prize of war” and called Washington’s offer to contribute $10 billion to an annual fund for developing countries “laughable.”37
THE ANTI-DEMOCRAT
Like most leftists, Obama sees himself as a champion of democracy but proves otherwise, not just on domestic policy, where he routinely thwarts the people’s will, but on the world stage as well, where he instinctively sides with tyrants, thugs, and dictators, and turns his back on true democratic movements. Nowhere was this on clearer display than with Obama’s appalling handling of the Iranian uprising of 2009.
Here it was not just his leftist instinct toward tyranny, but also his fear that showing any sympathy to the people might displease the dictator he was trying to court. When outraged Iranians took to the streets in summer 2009 to protest the corrupt “election” of President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, Obama largely remained neutral, even in the face of the regime’s widespread beatings and killings of peaceful protestors. The administration’s initial response was not to stand with the Iranian people and denounce the fixed election, but rather to insist the engagement policy would continue regardless of the election’s outcome.38
Everyone knew the election was disgracefully fraudulent. As Senator Joe Lieberman declared, “Through intimidation, violence, manipulation and outright fraud, the Iranian regime has once again made a mockery of democracy and confirmed its repressive and dictatorial character.” Senator John McCain urged Obama to “speak out forcefully” against the “sham, corrupt election” and the “depravation of [the Iranian people’s] fundamental rights,” and to “speak up for the people of Iran” and “make sure the world knows America leads.”39
But Vice President Joe Biden said on Meet the Press, “We’re going to withhold comment.... I mean we’re just waiting to see.” Secretary of State Hillary Clinton offered the same, saying, “The United States has refrained from commenting on the election in Iran.” White House press secretary Robert Gibbs, unwittingly approaching Saturday Night Live absurdity, said the administration was “impressed by the vigorous debate and enthusiasm this election generated.”
The administration’s feckless response brought derision from critics around the world. British political commentator Nile Gardiner called America’s response “cowardly, lily-livered and wrong” and said it was “undermining America’s standing as a global power.” He denounced it as a “cynical exercise in appeasement that will all end in tears.... As blood flows on the streets of Tehran, the United States government remains as silent as a Trappist Monk.” Even the German government, he said, was “showing more backbone than the White House.”40
But Iranian democratic protestors persisted. They turned the pressure up a notch on November 4, the thirtieth anniversary of the Iranian leadership’s takeover of the U.S. embassy in Tehran, when they gathered in the streets and called Obama out. “Obama, Obama, you are either with us or with them,” they yelled. He answered them again, emphatically, with his silence.
That very day Obama was scorned by the brutal leaders whose favor he was seeking. Iran’s supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, spurned Obama’s numerous direct overtures to him and warned that negotiating with the United States would be “naïve and perverted,” and that Iranian political leaders must not be “deceived” into engaging in negotiations. Khamenei acknowledged Obama’s outreach, but dismissed it as, essentially, empty rhetoric. He said Obama had “said nice things.... He has given us many spoken and written messages and said: ‘Let’s turn the page and create a new situation. Let’s cooperate with each other in resolving world problems.’” However, “What we have witnessed is completely the opposite of what they have been saying and claiming. On the face of things, they say, ‘Let’s negotiate.’ But... they threaten us and say that if these negotiations do not achieve a desirable result, they will do this and that.” Unmoved by Obama’s acclaimed personal charm, Khamenei said, “Whenever they smile at the officials of the Islamic revolution, when we carefully look at the situation, we notice that they are hiding a dagger behind their back. They have not changed their intentions.”41
Obama employed the same hapless, morally bankrupt approach toward the true democratic forces in Honduras. He instinctively sided with the country’s socialist thug president, Manuel Zelaya, when Zelaya launched a referendum without the backing of his Congress to organize an assembly to draft a new constitution. The move, which was declared illegal by the Honduran Supreme Court, was a clear attempt to extend his power beyond the constitutionally prescribed term—a tactic previously employed by his ally, Hugo Chavez. Lawlessly, Zelaya and his supporters seized millions of ballots from a military base, but before he could implement his scheme, the Supreme Court ordered his arrest. He was then sent to Costa Rica, and Congress appointed an interim successor.
Although Zelaya’s leftwing sympathizers denounced his removal as a coup, it was nothing of the sort. The military acted under color of law, by order of the Supreme Court. If anyone was attempting a coup it was Zelaya, who had even terminated a top military leader, General Romeo Vasquez, because he wouldn’t join the conspiracy to commandeer the crooked referendum.
The Obama administration, which had refused to “meddle” in the internal affairs of Iran, was all too pleased to inject itself into the Honduran crisis, and as usual, on the side of the thug. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton fretted that the situation had “evolved into a coup.” She stated, “It’s important that we stand for the rule of law”—just as she was siding with the very forces who were defying the rule of law in Honduras.
Obama continued to violate his own admonition against meddling by pressuring the interim regime to restore Zelaya to power. Claiming Zelaya’s ouster could set a “terrible precedent,” he joined with other Latin American countries—Costa Rica, Peru, Panama, and Colombia—to condemn the move as an illegal coup. To add some teeth to his declarations, Obama slashed military aid by $16.5 million to Honduras, cut off various kinds of economic aid, and suspended issuing most visas to Honduran citizens.
The interim Honduran government, however, refused to yield to the pressure, even after Zelaya snuck back into the country and took refuge in the Brazilian embassy. Four months after Zelaya’s removal, the Honduran Congress decided by an overwhelming 98 to 12 majority not to reinstate him.42 Honduras instead held a presidential election that, in a shocking turnabout from America’s historic support for democracy, the Obama administration had repeatedly threatened not to recognize unless Zelaya presided over it.
Granted safe passage out of the country by newly elected Honduran president Porfirio Lobo, Zelaya went into exile in the Dominican Republic.43 In the end, Honduran democracy proved strong enough to resist anti-democratic pressure from most of the international community, including, shamefully, the United States.
THE INSPECTOR CLOUSEAU OF FOREIGN POLICY
Obama’s foreign policy failures have not been limited to his inability to convert jihadists into America-lovers. They’ve been much broader than that. The Left assured us Obama would restore class and dignity to the Oval Office after they had to endure eight years of embarrassment with Cowboy George. Finally, America could hold its head high again. The trouble is, like most everything else from this pseudo messiah, the reality didn’t quite square with the hype. Obama managed to offend leader after leader through awkward, insensitive, clueless, and sometimes rude and boorish behavior—as if oblivious to proper protocol.
Obama promised he would “repair” our relations with Europe, but he’s succeeded only in alienating the continent. When British prime minister Gordon Brown visited Washington in March 2009, Obama so blatantly disrespected him that British newspapers decried Obama’s “rudeness” and “appalling” behavior. Removing a bust of Winston Churchill from the Oval Office was Obama’s initial misstep. Then, he gave embarrassingly trite gifts to the Brown family. Brown had given Obama a penholder made from the timbers of the nineteenth-century British warship HMS President. (The Oval Office desk is made from the wood of its sister ship, HMS Resolute.) Obama reciprocated with twenty-five DVDs of Hollywood movies, prompting one Daily Telegraph staffer to remark, “Oh, give me strength. We do have television and DVD stores on this side of the Atlantic.” The Times of London found Michelle Obama’s “solipsistic” and “inherently dismissive” gifts to the Browns’ two little boys—toy models of Marine One, the president’s helicopter—just as insulting.44
Beyond the gifts, which many Brits interpreted as a calculated snub, the world noticed Obama acted distinctly indifferent toward the leader of our closest ally. Not even bothering to deny the slight, the administration casually passed off Obama’s rudeness on his being “too tired” to give Brown a proper welcome because of his focus on the economic crisis. Obama was reportedly so busy with domestic issues that he had little time to deal with international matters, “let alone the diplomatic niceties of the special relationship,” according to the Sunday Telegraph. One source told the Telegraph he was concerned that Obama had failed to “even fake an interest in foreign policy.”45 Obama also offended our ally yet again by turning down five requests from the Brits in September 2009 to hold a bilateral meeting, either at the UN building in New York or at the G20 summit in Pittsburgh.46
Obama’s distaste for Britain was also evident in his West Point speech on Afghanistan, of which Nile Gardiner wrote, “One subject was conspicuous by its total absence ... there wasn’t a single mention of America’s main ally in the region, Britain. Never mind that we have 10,000 troops on active service there—far more than any other of America’s so-called allies—and never mind that 237 of our brave soldiers have already lost their lives there, Great Britain wasn’t even a footnote.” Condemning what he called “the most extraordinary and insulting oversight,” Gardiner noted this wasn’t just a one-time occurrence, which “might have been overlooked as a careless mistake,” but in all of Obama’s speeches “neither Britain nor the special relationship have merited a single mention”—a relationship, said Gardiner, that is “certainly dying.”47
But nothing has alienated Brits from America as much as Obama’s relentless bullying of BP over the Gulf Oil spill. At one point in June 2010, Obama’s public trashing of BP had helped to erase nearly half the market value of BP stock—a serious problem for Britain’s elderly, since almost every pension fund in the UK owns BP shares. The Financial Times suggested Obama’s “attack on BP” and “increasingly aggressive rhetoric” could damage transatlantic relations.48
Summing up the state of U.S.-British relations, the London Daily Telegraph’s Alex Singleton wrote, “Let me be clear: I’m not normally in favour of boycotts, and I love the American people. I holiday in their country regularly, and hate the tedious snobby sneers against the United States. But the American people chose to elect an idiot who seems hell bent on insulting their allies, and something must be done to stop Obama’s reckless foreign policy, before he does the dirty on his allies on every single issue.”49 So much for recasting America’s global image—with Britain, anyway.
Aside from the Brits, Obama miffed the Europeans when he promised the Russians to cancel a planned anti-missile system in Poland and the Czech Republic. This unsettled Eastern Europe, given its history under Russian domination, but more than that, it signaled to these nations and others that under Obama, the United States cannot be relied on to honor its commitments. In the naïve, false hope that Russia would cast aside its security, nuclear, economic, and military interests in Iran and repay us by helping us thwart Iran’s nuclear program, Obama effectively threw under the bus two emphatically pro-American allies who had supported the anti-missile system in the face of thinly veiled threats from Russia.
Nor has French president Nicholas Sarkozy been spared Obama’s insolence. When Sarkozy met with Obama in April, he told Obama France and the United States were “the same family.” He had been strongly pro-America during the Bush presidency, even being nicknamed at one point “Sarko the American.” But as time passed Sarkozy began to lose respect for Obama. When the Obamas went to Paris in June 2009 for the sixty-fifth D-Day anniversary, they embarrassed the Sarkozys by declining their dinner invitation. Nor was it particularly beneficial to their relationship when the French media mocked Sarkozy over Obama’s “coolness” toward him.
Perhaps Obama was getting back at Sarkozy for what the Times of London characterized as his grabbing “the limelight at the G20 summit in April” and talking “condescendingly” of Obama in private. Mr. Sarkozy reportedly had told colleagues he found Obama to be inexperienced and uninformed, particularly on climate change.50 He also reportedly said Obama was naïve in his call for a world free of nuclear weapons.51 Though doubtless of little consolation to Sarkozy, Obama proved to be an equal opportunity snubber when he avoided Berlin during his trip to Germany—a sign of disrespect for German chancellor Angela Merkel.52
The Sarkozy-Obama freeze continued as Sarkozy appeared to have little patience for what one writer aptly described as Obama’s “apology tour of weakness.”53 After Obama outlined his childlike ideas on international cooperation in an address to the UN, Sarkozy came close to mocking him, saying, “We live in a real world not a virtual world. And the real world expects us to make decisions. President Obama dreams of a world without weapons ... but right in front of us two countries are doing the exact opposite.” Sarkozy was referring to Iran and North Korea—countries whose nuclear proliferation programs are advancing despite Obama’s urgent pleas for them to stop.
Sarkozy hit Obama in a particularly sensitive spot when he indicted his engagement policy. Sarkozy said, “I support the extended hand of the Americans, but what good has proposals for dialogue brought the international community? More uranium enrichment and declarations by the leaders of Iran to wipe a UN member state off the map.”54 It is doubtful that Obama’s snubs were the only reason for Sarkozy’s disrespect, for during the presidential campaign Israeli sources reported that Sarkozy viewed Obama as “arrogant” and his stance on Iran as “utterly immature” and comprised of “formulations empty of all content.”55
Obama has even managed to turn altruistic offers of assistance from our allies into sources of contention and distrust. Three days after the Deepwater Horizon oil rig exploded off the Louisiana coast, the Dutch offered, free of charge, to send ships to help suck up the polluted water. Although each ship had more cleanup capacity than all the ships combined that the U.S. then had in the Gulf, the Obama administration refused the offer—and similar offers of assistance from twelve other nations—claiming the Dutch ships’ operations violated environmental regulations. After they realized the monumental stupidity of this decision, the administration partly relented. However, they delayed the operation to cater to labor unions—instead of simply allowing the Dutch ships to come and help, they insisted the Dutch equipment be retrofitted onto U.S. ships and that U.S. crews be trained to operate it.
Similarly, although the Dutch offered to build sand berms to protect coastal areas—a task they can accomplish twice as fast as U.S. firms can—Obama once again put his union pals first, insisting, as the oil slick spread every day, that the Dutch burn valuable time training U.S. workers to do the job. A spokesman for the Dutch embassy in Washington observed, “Given the fact that there is so much oil on a daily basis coming in, you do not have that much time to protect the marshlands.” According to the Financial Post, the spokesman was “perplexed that the U.S. government could be so focused on side issues with the entire Gulf Coast hanging in the balance.”56
As it turns out, resentment of Obama’s high-handedness is quite widespread in international circles. The New Delhi Sunday Pioneer called Obama “arrogant,” in a headline no less, because he “alienates friends,” i.e., Israel, with his “abrasive style of diplomacy, which has become the signature tune of the Obama administration.” The Pioneer noted it might have been understandable had Obama’s abrasiveness been directed toward Iran and Venezuela, who always “take swipes at the U.S.” But instead, “Obama appears to have reserved his acid tongue for those who are considered close allies of the US.”
Then came the zinger, the crowning judgment on Obama’s brand of diplomacy: “How Obama chooses to turn his machismo into political advantage in his battle with the Republicans is a matter best left to the American voters. It is of academic concern to India. But when his combativeness is transferred to the global stage and, furthermore, is accompanied by gratuitous discourtesy, it is time for a country like India to consider diplomatic alternatives to over-dependence on the U.S. The experiences of Netanyahu and Karzai are clear writings on the wall.”57
It would be hard to devise a more concise indictment of Obama’s foreign policy: his treatment of U.S. allies is so feckless that nobody wants to become one anymore. Less than halfway into Obama’s term, one thing is clear about his foreign policy: for all his talk about rehabilitating America’s image in the world and “resetting” our relationships with other nations—which he never proved were as strained as he said they were—Obama is visibly failing throughout the globe, from France, Britain, and Germany to Iran, Venezuela, and North Korea. He is finding—or more accurately, Americans are finding—that talking has its limitations, and talking about talking even more so.
Chapter Fourteen
BETRAYING ISRAEL
CRIMES AGAINST AMERICA’S ALLY
During the presidential campaign, many feared Obama had an anti-Israel bias because of his Muslim family roots, his reported ties to pro-Palestinian groups, and his overall leftist orientation. The mainstream media dutifully ignored any and all suspicious Obama ties, including a reported connection to Islamic extremist Khalid Al Mansour, which the Obama campaign denied.
But the media went the extra mile in covering up his relationship with Rashid Khalidi. Having served as a PLO operative at a time when the group was a designated terrorist organization, Khalidi is a virulent critic of Israel who, just days after the 9/11 attacks, denounced the media’s “hysteria about suicide bombers.”1
The Los Angeles Times reportedly was in possession of a damning video of Obama effusively toasting Khalidi at a dinner. Despite acknowledging thousands of phone calls and e-mails requesting the release of the video, they refused. Responding to demands from the McCain campaign to release it, the Times said it was ethically bound to honor a promise to a confidential source not to share the video. Reportedly, the dinner featured heavy Israel bashing, including one young woman who accused the Israeli government of committing terrorism. Obama reportedly “adopted a different tone and called for finding common ground,” yet the Times wouldn’t release the video to verify his statement.2
Apart from the video, however, Times staff writer Peter Wallsten had already written about Obama’s ties to Khalidi and the mysterious dinner toast. According to Wallsten, Obama, “Khalidi’s friend and frequent dinner companion,” gave a “special tribute” to Khalidi at a send off dinner when Khalidi was about to leave Chicago for New York. Wallsten said Obama “reminisced about meals prepared by Khalidi’s wife, Mona, and conversations that had challenged his thinking.” Obama said the talks were “consistent reminders to me of my own blind spots and my own biases.”
Despite Obama’s claims during his presidential campaign that he was a strong supporter of Israel, according to Wallsten, some Palestinian-American leaders believed he was “more receptive to their viewpoint than he is willing to say,” based on his “warm embrace” of Khalidi and his dinner toast. Wallsten wrote, “Their belief is not drawn from Obama’s speeches or campaign literature, but from comments that some say Obama made in private and from his association with the Palestinian American community” in Chicago, “including his presence at events where anger at Israeli and U.S. Middle East policy was freely expressed.” Wallsten obviously wasn’t referring to Reverend Wright’s Trinity Church there.3
Speaking of Obama’s long-time church, WorldNetDaily reported that in its newsletter Pastor’s Page, the Trinity United Church of Christ published a terror manifesto by Hamas “that defended terrorism as a legitimate resistance, refused to recognize the right of Israel to exist and compared the terror group’s official charter—which calls for the murder of Jews—to America’s Declaration of Independence.” Hamas, of course, is listed as a terrorist group by the U.S. State Department.4 Similarly, Trinity’s Trumpet newsletter reportedly expressed the church’s strong support of the terrorist group Hezbollah during Israel’s incursion into Lebanon in 2006.5
OMINOUS SIGNS
Some Israel supporters were also troubled that candidate Obama assembled a group of foreign policy advisers who signaled that, as president, “Obama would likely have an approach towards Israel radically at odds with those of previous presidents” of both parties. A group of experts cited by the Israeli newspaper Haaretz deemed Obama to be the candidate least likely to support Israel, and that he was the one most favored by the Arab-American community.6
In June 2008, someone purporting to represent Socialists for Obama published an article on Organizing for America, Obama’s official campaign website, titled, “How the Jewish Lobby Works.” The article was later removed, but NewsBusters posted some of the content, which included shockingly anti-Semitic language, such as the following:
NO LOBBY IS FEARED MORE or catered to by politicians than the Jewish Lobby. If a politician does not play ball with the Jewish Lobby, he will not get elected, or re-elected, and he will either be smeared or ignored by the Jewish-owned major media.
All Jewish lobbies and organizations are interconnected and there are hundreds upon hundreds of them. The leaders of the numerous Jewish Lobby Groups go to the same synagogues, country clubs, and share the same Jewish investment bankers. And this inter-connectedness extends to the Jews who run the Federal Reserve Bank, US Homeland Security, and the US State Department.
In other words, “Jews stick together.” Americans must know how extremely powerful the Jewish Lobby is and how it operates to undermine America’s interests both at home and abroad. At home—by corrupting America’s political system, and abroad—by dictating American Foreign Policy against America’s best interests.7
This was no one-off event; NewsBusters provided links to other anti-Jewish posts on the website.8 While some may be reluctant to hold Obama responsible for what others posted on his website, one wonders how these apparent anti-Semites got posting privileges, assuming Obama’s own people didn’t write these missives themselves. The MSM, unsurprisingly, declined to investigate the question; Obama always gets a presumptive pass, whether for Jeremiah Wright, William Ayers, or anti-Semitic contributors to his website.
“CAN ISRAEL STILL CALL THE UNITED STATES ITS BEST INTERNATIONAL FRIEND?”
After winning the presidential election, Obama made moves even before he assumed office that cast doubt on his campaign pose as a friend of Israel. In December 2008 he appointed as his national security adviser James Jones, a man, according to reports, who is “not known as a friend of the Jewish State.” In his new position, Jones lived up to his reputation, assembling Brent Scowcroft and Carter-era anti-Israel stalwart Zbigniew Brzezinski to meet with Obama and urge him to impose a solution on Israel. Furthermore, in a keynote speech at the Washington Institute for Near East Policy, Jones kicked off his remarks with a joke invoking stereotypes about greedy Jewish merchants. As Red State’s Jeff Dunetz pointed out, the White House tried to whitewash the joke by omitting it from the transcript it sent to reporters.9
From its inception, the Obama administration treated Israel not as a sovereign nation and an ally, but as a pawn to be ordered around in pursuit of their vision of a Middle East peace agreement. In his first week in office, Obama signaled his Palestinian sympathies by authorizing $20 million in aid to help the Hamas-ruled Gaza Strip recover from damage caused in an Israeli offensive provoked by Hamas rocket fire into Israel.10 In his second week, Palestinian Authority officials, after meeting with Obama’s Mideast envoy, George Mitchell, said they believed that under Obama the Palestinians could extract from Israel much bigger concessions than under previous administrations, and that Obama wanted to see Israel withdraw from nearly the entire West Bank.11
This indicated Obama sought even more Israeli concessions than were made at Bill Clinton’s Camp David summit in 2000—concessions which then-Palestinian leader Yassir Arafat rejected in favor of a new war against Israel. A few months later, as a further sign Obama was moving the goalposts on Israel, the State Department ducked the question of whether it would honor a promise by the George W. Bush administration to former Israeli prime minister Ariel Sharon that Israel would retain sovereignty over large Jewish areas in Judea and Samaria (the West Bank) if a new Palestinian state were created.12
A little over a month in office, Obama pledged more than $900 million—not just $20 million—to rebuild Gaza13 and to shore up the Palestinian Authority. The stated purpose was to strengthen Palestinian moderates to facilitate the Israeli-Palestinian peace process, but experts warned the aid could be diverted to Hamas and other terrorist groups. Additionally, UNRWA, the main UN body administering this aid, is widely considered corrupt, it operates without internal or external audits, and it is known to be infiltrated by Hamas supporters and other radicals. As Republican congressman Mark Kirk noted, “To route $900 million to this area, and let’s say that Hamas was only able to steal 10 percent of that, we would still become Hamas’s second-largest funder after Iran.”14
Shortly thereafter, in an abrupt change of tone from her pro-Israel declarations when she was senator of New York, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton angered Jewish leaders by denouncing Israel’s treatment of Palestinians in Gaza. For some observers, Clinton’s condemnation brought back memories of her controversial kiss of Yassir Arafat’s wife Suha, after Suha had unleashed a shocking anti-Israel tirade, including outlandish accusations that Israel was poisoning the Palestinian water supply and attacking Palestinians with poison gas. Some Jewish leaders wondered out loud “who the real Hillary Clinton is.” One said, “She is pro-Palestinian 100 percent, really. Of course, we always knew it.”15
In March, the United States returned to the UN Human Rights Council, which it had left nine months earlier primarily because the Bush administration objected to its obsessive focus on denouncing Israel while overlooking the horrific abuses that occur every day in the Middle East’s assorted dictatorships.16 Also in March, tension arose between the United States and Israel following a surprise visit by Hillary Clinton to Israel, where she was once again “highly critical” of the Jewish state, this time over the demolition of Palestinian homes in Eastern Jerusalem. Israel strongly defended its actions, insisting they were a matter of law enforcement that had been approved following a hearing at the Israeli Supreme Court.
By April, reporters were asking the question, “Can Israel still call the United States its best international friend?” Israel’s primary security threat is Iran’s ambition to get a nuclear weapon—a logical focus in light of the Iranian president’s vow to wipe Israel off the map—but White House chief of staff Rahm Emanuel told Israeli leaders if they wanted to defuse the Iranian threat they better start evacuating settlements in the West Bank. This drew accusations that the Obama administration was exploiting Israeli anxiety about Iran’s nuclear ambitions to pressure Israel into making more concessions to the Palestinians.
Meanwhile, the administration canceled a scheduled meeting between Obama and Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu and announced it would end Bush’s tradition of hosting Israeli prime ministers whenever they were in town. Adding to Israel’s unease, Obama demanded a complete settlement freeze in the West Bank and reversed the Bush policy of opposing Hamas’ inclusion in a future Palestinian government.17
The administration’s dictatorial tone continued with Mideast envoy George Mitchell’s assertion, after meeting with Palestinian president Mahmoud Abbas, that a “two-state solution is the only solution” to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. This was an unmistakable rebuke of Netanyahu, who had shortly beforehand expressed his misgivings to Mitchell about Palestinian statehood. More significant, Mitchell adopted the controversial 2002 Arab peace initiative, which called for Israel to withdraw from Eastern Jerusalem, the entire West Bank, and the Golan Heights, and to accept the influx of millions of foreign Arabs as Israeli citizens as part of the “right of return,” in exchange for promises of peace with the Arab world. Mitchell proclaimed, as if wholly ignoring any Israeli aspirations or security concerns, “The U.S. is committed to the establishment of a sovereign, independent Palestinian state, where the aspirations of the Palestinian people to control their own destiny are realized. We want the Arab peace initiative to be a part of the effort to reach this goal.”18
Unsurprisingly, a PA negotiator reportedly declared that President Obama was intent on creating a Palestinian state “more quickly than anybody could imagine.”19 The administration also irked Israel when they cavalierly rejected Netanyahu’s insistence that the Palestinians recognize Israel as the state of the Jewish people as a condition to renewing peace talks.20
Administration demands on Israel persisted with the U.S. State Department’s command that Israel engage in negotiations with Syria, one of the primary sponsors (along with Iran) of the Hezbollah terrorist group. This was just two days after Syrian foreign minister Walid Muallem praised a speech by Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in which the Iranian leader called the Israeli government “the most cruel and repressive racist regime.”21
INTENSE AND UNPRECEDENTED PRESSURE
In May, Rahm Emanuel upped the ante against Israel. Whereas the administration had been linking U.S. pressure against Iran to Israel’s discontinuation of West Bank settlements, it now took the position that America’s ability to confront Iran was solely dependent on progress toward creating a Palestinian state.22
Reports also surfaced in May that Obama’s nuclear arms reduction efforts “threatened to expose and derail a 40-year-old secret U.S. agreement to shield Israel’s nuclear weapons from international scrutiny by pressuring Israel to join the Non-Proliferation Treaty, which would require Israel to declare and relinquish its nuclear arsenal.”23 The United States joined Britain, Russia, France, and China in voicing support for making the Middle East a nuclear-weapons-free zone. This would ultimately force Israel to surrender what is perhaps its biggest deterrent against another Arab invasion—its never-declared nuclear arsenal.24
Identifying the apparent goal underlying all of Obama’s policy reversals, journalist Caroline Glick reported in the Jerusalem Post on May 8 that U.S. national security adviser James Jones “told a European foreign minister that the US is planning to build an anti-Israel coalition with the Arabs and Europe to compel Israel to surrender Judea, Samaria and Jerusalem to the Palestinians.” Haaretz, wrote Glick, had quoted Jones in a classified foreign ministry cable as saying, “The new administration will convince Israel to compromise on the Palestinian question. We will not push Israel under the wheels of a bus, but we will be more forceful toward Israel than we have been under Bush.”
This was consistent with earlier reports that the United States supported the 2002 Arab peace initiative, whose “right of return” clause, Glick observed, would mean “Israel would effectively cease to be a Jewish state.”25 This, of course, is precisely the Palestinians’ goal, which is why they refused Netanyahu’s insistence on recognizing Israel as a state of the Jewish people.
Author Joel Rosenberg similarly reported that his sources were telling him the Obama administration had been “applying intense and unprecedented pressure on the Netanyahu government to make huge unilateral concessions to the Palestinians even before direct peace talks begin.” Obama had even contacted the leaders of Germany, Britain, and France to get each to agree to the strategy. But
Netanyahu held his ground.26 Indeed, in a speech marking the annual Jerusalem Day, Netanyahu insisted that Jerusalem would always remain united under Israeli sovereignty—a contradiction of the 2002 Arab peace plan, which called for Israel to surrender Eastern Jerusalem to the Palestinians. “United Jerusalem is Israel’s capital,” said Netanyahu. “Jerusalem was always ours and will always be ours. It will never again be partitioned and divided.”27
Meanwhile, as his efforts to end Iran’s nuclear program foundered, Obama sternly warned Netanyahu against Israel’s exercising its own self-defense by attacking Iran’s nuclear facilities.28
A few weeks later, Hillary Clinton delivered another harsh warning from Obama for Israel to halt all construction in settlements on the West Bank. “He wants to see a stop to settlements—not some settlements, not outposts, not ‘natural growth’ exceptions,” said Clinton, who indicated she had communicated that message “very clearly.” This was an in-your-face rebuke to Israel, which had recently told the administration it wanted to preserve the right to undertake some limited new construction in West Bank settlements. 29 Aaron David Miller, who served under both Democratic and Republican administrations, told AFP that Obama’s toughness against Israel was “almost unprecedented” and represented “something of a radical break with past administrations.”30
WorldNetDaily reported that just days after Netanyahu’s speech, the Obama administration told the Palestinian Authority Jerusalem could not remain united under Israeli sovereignty. A top PA official said the United States was cooperating with the PA to “thwart Israel’s plans in Jerusalem.” This report was consistent with the State Department, just one day earlier, saying the future status of Jerusalem would be determined through peace negotiations—a contradiction of Netanyahu’s vow that Jerusalem would “never be divided.”31
Obama then met with Palestinian president Abbas, whose adviser, Nimer Hamad, reported that Obama “was very friendly to the position of the PA” and had told Abbas that the United States foresees the creation of a Palestinian state with Jerusalem as its capital, which Obama said was “in the American national and security interest.” Another PA official reportedly said that Obama informed Abbas that he would not let Netanyahu “get in the way” of normalizing U.S. relations with the Arab and greater Muslim world.32
Obama’s hostility toward Israel continued as his administration reportedly blocked the sale of six AH064D helicopters to Israel while approving twelve for Egypt. This was revealed in a January 2010 Jewish Institute for National Security Affairs report concluding that the Obama administration had refused for the past year to approve any major Israeli weapons requests while approving more than $10 billion in arms sales to Arab League states.33 Caroline Glick had confirmed the administration’s limitations on arms sales to Israel in a June 2009 interview with National Review Online. Should the Palestinian army attack Judea and Samaria, said Glick, and the U.S. side with the Arabs against Israel, “Israel will have to move quickly to find other suppliers.”34
“I CONDEMN THE DECISION BY THE GOVERNMENT OF ISRAEL”
As the months ticked by, Obama’s pressure on Israel was unrelenting. Showing its enthusiasm for dictating the most minute aspects of Israeli domestic policy—even in Israel’s own capital city—the State Department in July warned Israel not to permit construction of a 20-apartment building on a piece of privately owned land in Eastern Jerusalem. Netanyahu flatly rejected the demand, saying Israeli sovereignty meant that any Jerusalem resident, whether Jewish or Arab, could choose to live in any part of the city. “Jerusalem,” he said, “is not a settlement.” Another Israeli official called the Obama demand “odd,” saying he’d never heard of a similar demand against an Arab citizen building in Jerusalem.35
Relations between the United States and Israel reached a low—maybe an all-time low—in March 2010, when Israel announced its plan to build 1,600 homes in an Israeli settlement in Eastern Jerusalem—the announcement occurring when Vice President Joe Biden was in Jerusalem for meetings with Prime Minister Netanyahu. After he heard of the announcement, a petulant Biden kept Netanyahu waiting ninety minutes before dinner as the administration contemplated how to respond. They decided to use the harsh word “condemn,” which is rarely used by countries when discussing their own allies. “I condemn the decision by the government of Israel to advance planning for new housing units in East Jerusalem,” Biden said. “The substance and timing of the announcement, particularly with the launching of proximity talks, is precisely the kind of step that undermines the trust we need right now and runs counter to the constructive discussions that I’ve had here in Israel.”36
The relationship continued to deteriorate from there. Biden delivered a speech a few days later in Tel Aviv looking as though he were seeking an approving pat on the head from Obama. After paying lip service to our “unbreakable bond” with Israel, he again scolded Israel over the housing project. By marked contrast, he lauded Palestinian president Abbas and prime minister Fayyad as willing partners for peace and again accused Israel of having “undermined the trust required for productive negotiations.” As Leo Rennert wrote in American Thinker, Biden’s slamming Israel while not mentioning “anything about Abbas’s multiple impediments to advancing the peace process makes a mockery of Obama-Biden pledges to hold all sides equally accountable when they get out of line.” If they had, said Rennert, Biden would have condemned “Abbas’s incitement campaign against Israel in Palestinian Authority media, schools and mosques; and Abbas’s retention of clauses in the PLO/Fatah charter that call for the total elimination of the Jewish state. He also might have ‘condemned’ Fayyad for joining Abbas in legitimizing terrorist murderers. Doesn’t such conduct also ‘undermine trust required for productive negotiations?’”37
UNFORESEEN CONSEQUENCES
Many astute observers, including Rennert, have noted that Obama’s bias toward the Palestinians and against the Israelis has been counterproductive to his stated goal of peace. By highlighting and magnifying any and all alleged Israeli infractions and wholly ignoring those of the Palestinians, Obama left the Palestinians with no incentive for cooperating toward peace, effectively encouraging them to remain intransigent and allow Obama to do their negotiating for them. Although Obama’s strategy has proven counterproductive, we can’t expect anything else from him, for that’s Obama’s typical MO: he must have his way, and he will bully anyone that gets in his way, including our longest and most loyal Middle East ally.
Even the reliably pro-Palestinian New York Times chided the “rare and decidedly undiplomatic language” with which Obama and Biden condemned Israel’s housing policies, though it said the administration was “understandably furious.” The Times acknowledged “Obama seriously miscalculated last year” in demanding the complete halt of all new settlements, and faulted Obama and Mitchell for failing to extract any concessions from Arab leaders in exchange for Obama’s demanded Israeli settlement freeze.38
For all Obama’s posturing about bringing a new era of diplomatic relations, he has single-handedly made a royal mess of our relationship with Israel—and for nothing. The peace process was, if anything, set back by his antics. Israel’s ambassador to the United States Michael Orin said ties between Israel and the United States were the worst they’d been since 1975. But Obama was unrepentant, demanding a monopoly on the claim to being offended. His aide David Axelrod reiterated that Israel’s housing announcement was an “affront” and an “insult” to the United States.39
ISRAEL: A BIPARTISAN CAUSE NO MORE
Caroline Glick argued that “bipartisan support for Israel has been one of the greatest casualties of U.S. President Barack Obama’s assault on the Jewish state.” Today, said Glick, Republican support for Israel is at an all-time high, but it is a minority position among Democrats. She cited evidence demonstrating a remarkable change in the Democratic attitude pre- and post-Obama. Eleven days before Obama’s inauguration, the House passed Resolution 34, which sided with Israel against Hamas during Operation Cast Lead—the Israeli offensive to stop Hamas from firing rockets into Israel. Of the 390 yea votes, five nays, and thirty-seven abstentions, Democrats cast four nays and twenty-nine abstentions. In November 2009, Congress passed a resolution urging Obama to disregard a report that falsely accused Israel of committing war crimes during Cast Lead. There were 344 yea votes. Of the thirty-six nay votes, thirty-three were Democrats, and forty-four of the fifty-two abstentions were from Democrats.
In February 2010, fifty-four congressmen—all Democrats—sent Obama a letter encouraging him to pressure Israel to open the borders of Hamas-ruled Gaza and also accusing Israel of engaging in collective punishment. Moreover, when Obama was berating Israel over the Jerusalem construction issue, 327 congressmen signed a letter to Secretary of State Clinton demanding the administration quit publicly attacking Israel. Of the 102 refusing to sign the appeal, ninety-four were Democrats. Glick concluded that the numbers point to a 13-point decline in the number of congressmen supporting Israel, with the entire decrease coming from the Democratic side. Meanwhile, the number of Democratic congressmen willing to attack Israel has tripled. Even the pro-Israel initiatives the other Democrats do support are “less meaningful than those they supported before Obama entered office.”40
BACKLASH
Eventually, Obama’s mistreatment of Israel began to backfire, as there is just so much good will a fallen messiah can squander. Conservative and even some liberal commentators criticized Obama’s dogmatic position against Israeli settlements. The left-leaning Washington Post, while also critical of Netanyahu, said that by insisting on “a total construction ban” in the settlements, the administration risked “bogging itself down in a major dispute with its ally, while giving Arab governments and Palestinians a ready excuse not to make their own concessions.”41
Reminding Obama that he has always insisted the United States not “dictate” to other countries (as he alleged his predecessor did), columnist Charles Krauthammer noted he was doing just that with Israel, especially in demanding it stop the settlements. No “natural growth,” wrote Krauthammer, meant “strangling to death the thriving towns close to the 1949 armistice line ... no babies. Or if you have babies, no housing for them—not even within the existing town boundaries. Which means for every child born, someone has to move out. No community can survive like that.” All that would be required for both Jews and Arabs to stay in their existing homes, noted Krauthammer, is for the 1949 armistice line to be “shifted slightly into the Palestinian side to capture the major close-in Jewish settlements” and “then shifted into Israeli territory to capture Israeli land to give to the Palestinians.”
This was agreed to by both Democratic and Republican administrations for the past decade, said Krauthammer, and agreed to in writing by Israel and the United States in 2004 and endorsed by a congressional resolution. Yet Obama wouldn’t even promise to honor the agreement when he is constantly berating politicians for not living up to their commitments. Krauthammer also criticized Obama’s Cairo speech for stating that the Palestinian people’s “situation” is “intolerable.” Yes, but it is not intolerable because of Israel, implied Krauthammer, but because of “60 years of Palestinian leadership that gave its people corruption, tyranny, religious intolerance and forced militarization; leadership that for three generations rejected every offer of independence and dignity, choosing destitution and despair rather than accept any settlement not accompanied by the extinction of Israel.”42
The American Jewish Committee also spoke up, urging the administration to halt its public denunciations of the Israeli government and return to using language befitting close allies. It wasn’t just Obama’s demands that were distasteful, the AJC noted, but that he was making such a public spectacle of the issue and attempting to humiliate Israel.
The AJC said, “Ideally, differences with allies, which do occur even between the closest of friends, should be discussed and resolved in private. We urge the White House to reconsider its latest, repeated verbal assaults on the Israeli government. It is not beneficial to pummel Israel with language that has rarely been used in U.S. foreign policy. And it may, however unintentionally, send the wrong signal to Israel’s adversaries in the region, further complicating an already complex landscape.”43
Obama’s betrayal of Israel also earned a stunning denunciation from Democratic former New York City mayor Ed Koch, who wrote,
I weep as I witness outrageous verbal attacks on Israel. What makes these verbal assaults and distortions all the more painful is that they are being orchestrated by President Obama. ... I weep today because my president, Barack Obama, in a few weeks has changed the relationship between the U.S. and Israel from that of closest of allies to one in which there is an absence of trust on both sides. The contrast between how the president and his administration deals with Israel and how it has decided to deal with the Karzai administration in Afghanistan is striking.
According to Koch, Obama treats the “corrupt and opiate producing state” with complete respect but, “on the other hand, our closest ally—the one with the special relationship with the U.S., has been demeaned and slandered, held responsible by the administration for our problems in Afghanistan and Iraq and elsewhere in the Middle East.” Koch said he supposed Obama’s plan was to “weaken the resolve” of Israel to make it easier to impose on it a peace plan that will ultimately leave “Israel’s needs for security and defensible borders in the lurch.” Koch concluded by expressing his “shock” at “the lack of outrage on the part of Israel’s most ardent supporters,” including “members of Congress in both the House and Senate” who “have made pitifully weak statements against Obama’s mistreatment of Israel, if they made any at all.”44
In another op-ed, Koch called out by name New York Democratic senator Chuck Schumer, a pro-Israel stalwart who had kept noticeably quiet about Obama’s Israel policies. Koch wrote, “President Obama’s abysmal attitude toward the State of Israel and his humiliating treatment of Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu is shocking.... I have not heard or read statements criticizing the president by New York Senators Charles Schumer and Kirsten Gillibrand or many other supporters of Israel for his blatantly hostile attitude toward Israel and his discourtesy displayed at the White House” as well as his berating and “degrading” attitude toward Netanyahu. “It is one thing to disagree with certain policies of the Israeli government,” wrote Koch. “It is quite another to treat Israel and its prime minister as pariahs, which only emboldens Israel’s enemies and makes the prospect of peace even more remote.”45
Schumer may have been keeping silent out of loyalty to Obama, but he eventually reached his breaking point. He joined with a majority of members of the House and Senate in urging Obama to keep his disagreements with Israel private. Politico, however, reported that his tone was “dramatically” sharper on a radio talk show where he called the White House stance “counter-productive,” and said he had threatened to “blast” the administration if the State Department did not refrain from further “terrible” tough talk toward Netanyahu. Schumer rightly noted that “Palestinians don’t really believe in a state of Israel.”46
Unsurprisingly, Obama’s popularity among U.S. Jews overall has plummeted. He garnered 78 percent of Jewish voters in the presidential election, but Arutz Sheva reported that a poll by the McLaughlin Group found that today only 42 percent said they would vote to re-elect him.47 Caroline Glick reported that American and European Jews are “belatedly awakening to the threat of divestment from Israel.” They are now seeing that Israel’s constant compromising of its rights in exchange for promises of support and peace have made matters worse—where Israel’s peace is in greater jeopardy and its “very legitimacy is being called into question throughout the world.” As Glick correctly observes, “It is impossible to reconcile the rights of the Jewish people and the demands of the Obama administration and the alliance of the international Left and the Islamic world it leads in their common campaign to undermine Israeli control over Jerusalem.”48
The Obama administration’s heavy-handed treatment of Israel, especially its wildly exaggerated reaction to Israel’s housing policies and its demands for a complete freeze in settlement construction, bespeaks a pre-planned policy. Obama’s approach to the Israeli- Palestinian issue has been completely one-sided and strikingly unfair—as if he has inflexible, preconceived notions about the conflict and is impervious to the facts and history.
How can an objective witness to Obama’s behavior fail to conclude that he has bought into Palestinian propaganda and its skewed view of history? What else would account for his meting out harsher treatment to one of our best allies and the world’s finest and most honorable democratic societies than to the world’s dictatorial regimes that are not only enemies of freedom, but hostile to the United States? What is it that Obama resents so much about Israel?
In light of his constant apologies for American history and his endless flattery of third world grievances, it’s clear that for Obama, a distant outpost of Western, democratic values like Israel is not something worthy of admiration. Instead, he seems to believe the Jewish state is just another Western imposition on noble, innocent Muslim societies for which we must apologize and make amends.
Chapter Fifteen
SEE NO EVIL
CRIMES AGAINST NATIONAL SECURITY
In keeping with his view that America, not Islamic extremism, is the world’s agitator, President Obama is deeply ambivalent about the war he now leads. From his perspective, if we hadn’t historically behaved so badly toward the Muslim world by supporting Israel, invading Iraq in a “war of choice,” and “abusing,” torturing,” and “illegally detaining” enemy prisoners, al Qaeda might not be attacking us. But our excessive, misguided response to the 9/11 attack, in his view, alienated the entire Muslim world and swelled the terrorist ranks. Only he, with his unique background and proper understanding of the real America, can rectify our missteps and restore our relationship with Muslims, repair our damaged world image, and ultimately redeem this nation.
As columnist and military expert Ralph Peters, wrote, “The Obama administration has ducked all unwelcome evidence that such appeasement doesn’t work. Instead, it goes to absurd lengths to convince Muslim radicals that we respect their views. Our counterfactual assumption is that, if we’re really, really nice, the fanatics will stop being grumpy and blowing us up. But Islamic extremists haven’t read our actions (or inactions) as an admirable exercise in tolerance. They view our bowing and scraping and apologizing as weakness.”1 Victor Davis Hanson had a similar take:
To paraphrase the president himself, “words matter.”... Our enemies are simultaneously also waging a symbolic war in which imagery, vocabulary, and perceptions matter as much as battlefield realities. So when Obama and his team were dreaming up euphemisms like “overseas contingency operations”... and magnifying our own past misdemeanors while downplaying the felonies of Islam ... perhaps a subtle message was delivered to radical Islamists that we either would not or could not any longer wage war against them.... Words matter.... Our enemies may look far more to words than deeds—and see in them a radical loss of our deterrence ability. So the Hasans, Abdulmutallabs, and Shahzads of the world interpret our new philological magnanimity as weakness, regardless of whether it is or not. And that seems to me very dangerous indeed.2
With these instincts for appeasing our enemies, it’s a small step to trivializing the horror of terrorist attacks—even the 9/11 attacks. Incredibly, Obama’s nominee for the number two man at the Justice Department, James Cole, takes exactly this approach, writing in a 2002 op-ed, “Our country has faced many forms of devastating crime, including the scourge of the drug trade, the reign of organized crime, and countless acts of rape, child abuse, and murder. The acts of Sept. 11 were horrible, but so are these other things.”3
In other words, terrorism is bad, but so is crime and many other things, so let’s not get caught up in spending too much time and energy fighting terrorists.
PAPER TIGER
Obama’s worldview blinds him to the facts and to human nature. Osama bin Laden himself said our feckless reaction to the massacre of U.S. soldiers in Somalia by al Qaeda terrorists emboldened him to attack us. In 1996 he declared, “You have been disgraced by Allah and you withdrew. The extent of your impotence and weaknesses became very clear. When people see a strong horse and a weak horse, by nature they will like the strong horse.” He repeated this argument in 1998: “Muslim fighters ... were surprised at the low morale of the American soldiers and realized, more than before, that the American soldier was a paper tiger and after a few blows ... would run in defeat.”4
In April 2010, we heard from a former bin Laden associate that bin Laden was stunned that the United States—the “paper tiger”—reacted with such force following the 9/11 attacks. Norman Benotman, head of the Libyan Islamic Fighting Group, said, “I’m 100 percent sure they had no idea about what was going to happen. What happened after the 11th of September was beyond their imagination.” Benotman reported that al Qaeda leader Ayman Al-Zawahiri laughed when Benotman told him the United States would react ferociously to the attack. Since we responded to the bombings of their embassies in East Africa with seventy-five cruise missiles, Zawahiri predicted we would simply respond with 200 after 9/11.5
Obama has pursued an ostentatious policy of retreat from the War on Terror. Despite all we’ve learned about our vulnerabilities prior to the September 11 attacks, Obama made a conscious decision to revert to our pre-9/11 mindset and approach the war as a criminal law enforcement matter. Henceforth, we would no longer treat terrorists as the enemy. We wouldn’t even treat them as criminals, but more like criminal suspects.
Attempting to definitively reject Bush-era policies and reclaim the “moral high ground” in the War on Terror, Obama issued three executive orders on January 22, 2009, his second day in office. He said the United States does not have “to continue with a false choice between our safety and our ideals,” as he issued an order to close the prison in Guantanamo Bay.
“Guantanamo became a symbol,” said Obama, “that helped al Qaeda recruit terrorists to its cause.” Closing the facility would “restore the standards of due process and the core constitutional values that have made this country great even in the midst of war, even in dealing with terrorism.” His second order formally banned “torture” by requiring the Army field manual to guide terrorism interrogations, which would preclude controversial enhanced interrogation techniques such as waterboarding. Obama declared, “We can abide by a rule that says we don’t torture, but ... still effectively obtain the intelligence that we need.” His third order established an interagency task force to systematically review detention policies and individual detainees’ cases.6
Obama also undertook other actions, symbolic as well as concrete, that further signaled our retreat in the war. By April 2009, the administration had ordered an end to the use of the phrase “Global War on Terror”—another infernal reminder of the Bush administration—and replaced it, per Defense Department memo, with “Overseas Contingency Operation.” Perhaps the administration was responding to pressure from the International Commission of Jurists, which argued the phrase “war on terror” had given the Bush administration “spurious justification to a range of human rights and humanitarian law violations,” such as controversial detention practices and enhanced interrogation techniques.7
Another casualty of Obama’s vernacular purge was the Bush-era phrase “enemy combatants.” But there was more to this move than mere symbolism. As if acting as advocate for the constitutional rights of our nation’s enemies, Obama and Attorney General Eric Holder said the term was too broad and allowed the government to detain almost any terrorism suspect indefinitely. Holder said we would only seek to hold suspects who “substantially supported” the groups against us and not those who “provide unwitting or insignificant support” to al Qaeda and the Taliban.8 Next, Secretary of Homeland Security Janet Napolitano told the German newspaper Der Spiegel that she was abandoning use of the word “terrorism” because it “perpetuates the politics of fear”—as if fearing jihadists is an irrational thing. She would replace it with the meaningless, widely ridiculed locution “man-caused disasters.”9 Finally, Obama made the mind-numbing decision to Mirandize terrorists on the battlefield, claiming this unprecedented, woefully impractical legalism would help “to preserve the quality of the evidence obtained.”10
A THWARTED ATTACK
For all his posturing, Obama didn’t have a plan to close our expensive, state-of-the-art detention facility at Gitmo, nor for relocating its terrorist detainees or funding the relocation. He also failed to substantiate his claim that we could obtain the same information without enhanced interrogation and be just as safe. Though Obama dismisses the reliability of information obtained through such means because the victims will allegedly say anything to stop the procedures, our experience teaches differently. In fact, we indisputably extracted life-saving information from 9/11 mastermind Khalid Sheikh Mohammed via waterboarding, the most “controversial” technique of all.
Before he was waterboarded, KSM defiantly told CIA interrogators that “soon you will know” about planned attacks on the United States. But the CIA has repeatedly confirmed that after undergoing enhanced interrogation techniques, KSM sang a different tune, producing information that helped prevent a planned attack that would use “East Asian operatives to crash a hijacked airliner into a building in Los Angeles.”11 The Chicago Tribune reported that KSM offered so much information it took 100 footnotes to reference it all in the final report of the 9/11 investigative commission. Much of the information was corroborated through other captured al Qaeda prisoners.12
For all the Left’s sanctimonious sermonizing on waterboarding, the United States reportedly only administered the technique against three al Qaeda terrorists: KSM, Abu Zubaydah, and Abd al-Rahim al-Nashiri. According to a May 30, 2005 Justice Department memo, the CIA applied very restrictive rules on waterboarding and did not operate like the lawless cabal the Left has depicted. It only used the technique against “high value” detainees if it had “credible intelligence that a terrorist attack is imminent.” This is the ticking time bomb scenario, when there are “substantial and credible indicators that the subject has actionable intelligence that can prevent, disrupt or deny this attack, and [o]ther interrogation methods have failed to elicit this information within the perceived time limit for preventing the attack.” In the memo, a Justice Department official named Bradbury told a CIA official, “Your office has informed us that the CIA believes that ‘the intelligence acquired from these interrogations has been a key reason why al Qa’ida has failed to launch a spectacular attack in the West since 11 September 2001.’”13
Obama continued to bend over backward to accommodate terrorists, this time in his decision to declassify and release the opinions of the Bush Justice Department’s Office of Legal Counsel (OLC) on the legality of the CIA’s interrogation techniques. There was no legal requirement that they be released, and there were considerable damaging national security consequences in doing so, including the revelation of the precise techniques themselves. Even Obama’s CIA chief, Leon Panetta, objected to the release, as did former Homeland Security secretary Michael Chertoff. In an op-ed, former CIA director Michael Hayden and former Attorney General Michael Mukasey noted that the disclosure compromised the techniques by assuring that “terrorists are now aware of the absolute limit of what the U.S. government could do to extract information from them, and can supplement their training accordingly.” Well aware of the partisan nature of this exercise, former vice president Dick Cheney argued the memos didn’t tell the whole story and urged the administration to release other classified documents that detailed the success of the enhanced interrogation techniques.
Whether Obama’s primary motive was to embarrass the Bush administration or to attempt to further prove to terrorists he would take a softer approach toward them, the net effect of the disclosures was to subject the United States to yet further bashing from foreign and domestic detractors and to enhance terrorists’ intelligence on us. The notion that this reckless gesture would earn us good will from Islamic extremists—especially in view of bin Laden’s redoubled resolve upon any display of our weakness—is pathetically absurd. As Hayden and Mukasey wrote, “It seems unlikely that the people who beheaded Nicholas Berg and Daniel Pearl, and have tortured and slain other American captives, are likely to be shamed into giving up violence by the news that the U.S. will no longer interrupt the sleep cycle of captured terrorists even to help elicit intelligence that could save the lives of its citizens.”14
“MY DUTY IS TO EXAMINE THE FACTS AND TO FOLLOW THE LAW”
The administration was seriously considering prosecuting Bush-era CIA operatives for administering enhanced interrogation techniques as well as Bush officials for their legal opinions approving them. But as they released the “torture memos,” Obama and Attorney General Eric Holder said they wouldn’t prosecute the CIA officials, as long as they were acting according to the legal advice they were given.15 A few days later, White House chief of staff Rahm Emanuel indicated that “those who devised the policies” also “should not be prosecuted.”
But Obama’s left hand must not have known what his right hand was doing, for the New York Times reported that White House aides “did not rule out legal sanctions for the Bush lawyers who developed the legal basis for the use of the techniques.” Indeed, when AP’s Jennifer Loven put the question directly to Obama, he would not rule out the possibility of prosecuting those who “formulated those legal decisions,” and he passed the buck to Holder.16 He proclaimed, “With respect to those who formulated those legal decisions, I would say that this is going to be more of a decision for the attorney general within the parameters of various laws, and I don’t want to prejudge that. I think that there are a host of very complicated issues involved there.”17
A few months later, Holder threw yet another curveball, announcing he would appoint a prosecutor, John H. Durham, to investigate CIA interrogators and contractors over nearly a dozen alleged interrogation abuses. Holder said, “As attorney general, my duty is to examine the facts and to follow the law.”18 Holder maintained his decision to reconsider prosecution of the CIA interrogators and operatives was not a reversal of the administration’s position against prosecuting those interrogators who followed guidelines written by their superiors. He insisted he was basing his decision to open the investigation on troubling abuse allegations from a CIA inspector general’s report. The only problem was that this report was five years old, and congressional leaders had been aware of it for years. Moreover, professional prosecutors had already investigated the allegations and declined (per “declination memos”) to prosecute all but one of the cases—and that one resulted in an acquittal.
Obama pretended he had nothing to do with this decision as well, a decision that reportedly provoked CIA director Leon Panetta to consider resigning.19 Given the political nature of this White House, however, many didn’t believe the attorney general operated with the autonomy the two were implying. Seven former CIA directors, from both Democratic and Republican administrations, wrote Obama a letter urging him to heed his own promise to look forward, not backward. They expressed concern that Holder’s decision would “seriously damage the willingness of intelligence officers to take risks to protect the country.” Furthermore, they argued, “Attorney General Holder’s decision to re-open the criminal investigation creates an atmosphere of continuous jeopardy for those whose cases the Department of Justice had previously declined to prosecute.” They added, “Those men and women who undertake difficult intelligence assignments in the aftermath of an attack such as September 11 must believe there is some permanence in the legal rules that govern their actions.”20
What’s more, Holder did not open the investigation based on any alleged flaw in the work of the professional prosecutors who had already refused the cases, nor had any newly discovered evidence emerged.21 What had changed was that this Justice Department likely had political motivations to reopen the case. Former federal prosecutor Andy McCarthy called Holder’s probe “a nakedly political, banana republic-style criminalizing of policy differences and political rivalry.”
McCarthy theorized that Holder’s reversal might have to do with the administration’s bent toward transnationalism—“a doctrine of post-sovereign globalism in which America is seen as owing its principal allegiance to the international legal order rather than to our own Constitution and national interests.” McCarthy cited Obama’s appointment of Yale Law School dean Harold Koh—“the country’s leading proponent of transnationalism”—as the State Department’s legal adviser. Holder had hinted to the German press he would consider cooperating with efforts by foreign or international tribunals to prosecute U.S. officials who carried out the Bush-era post-9/11 counterterrorism policies. “Obviously,” said Holder, “we would look at any request that would come from a court in any country and see how and whether we should comply with it.”
When you “put it all together,” said McCarthy, transnationalists in the United States and other countries “have been ardent supporters of prosecutions against American officials” who carried out the Bush counterterrorism policies that protected this nation after 9/11. While Obama and Holder may not want to risk the political fallout from directly prosecuting these people—despite Obama’s adamant advocacy for such during the campaign and the hard Left’s pressure to hold him to his promise—they have a way out of this dilemma, said McCarthy. The Justice Department will continue investigating and churning up “new disclosures,” which can be used by detainees’ lawyers to press the UN and European authorities to file charges. Then, if these international and foreign authorities issue formal requests to the administration for evidence, “Holder will piously announce that the ‘rule of law’ requires him to cooperate with these ‘lawful requests’ from ‘appropriately created courts.’ Finally, the international and/or foreign courts will file criminal charges against American officials.”22 Whether or not this scenario plays out, careful observers understand McCarthy has accurately pegged where Obama and Holder’s sympathies lie.
Six months later, House Democrats tried to sneak a provision into the intelligence authorization bill to criminalize the use of certain interrogation tactics. After the plot was exposed largely through McCarthy’s efforts, however, Democrats pulled the entire bill.23
In his next extravagant gesture to atone for Bush’s supposed sins, Obama issued an edict to transfer KSM and others to New York to stand trial in our civilian courts without any consideration of the costs and security implications, and without consulting New York officials on the matter. (The Bloomberg administration later placed the price for security operations for the trials at more than $200 million a year). Aside from the enormous expense and security problems, legal experts warn that in the trial, prosecutors will be forced to reveal valuable U.S. intelligence concerning KSM’s relationships with fellow al Qaeda members. This will inform terrorist groups which of their plans have been compromised, and will also give them further insight into our intelligence gathering processes. Amidst popular outrage and bipartisan opposition in Congress, the administration backed off, but did not definitively renounce, its plan for a KSM trial in New York. And while some administration officials have also softened their insistence on a civilian trial, Holder remains adamantly opposed to convening a military tribunal.24
Obama’s plan to close Gitmo was similarly impulsive, compulsive, and was formulated without fully considering the costs, consequences, or complications, and without any plan for relocating the prisoners. As a symbol of Bush-era policies, not to mention all the chest-thumping Obama had engaged in about closing it, Gitmo had to be shut down. He asked Congress for $80 million to close the facility by early 2010. But just as with so many other policy initiatives, Obama had no plan to present to Congress. Details are not his strong suit; only pre-written speeches.
And once again he ran into opposition from Congress, which initially wouldn’t agree to have any of the 240 prisoners relocated in U.S. prisons. But that prohibition risked sparking resistance from European nations, which might refuse to accept any prisoners on their soil if the U.S. banned any from its own prisons. Objections from both sides of the aisle were also beginning to resurface against closing Gitmo at all. Democratic senator James Webb remarked, “We spent hundreds of millions of dollars building an appropriate facility with security precautions on Guantanamo to try these cases. I do not believe they should be tried in the United States.”25
But as usual, Obama was not to be denied. Just a month after he had made the precipitous decision to give KSM a civilian trial in New York, he announced his plan in December to purchase the Thomson Correctional Center in northwestern Illinois and transfer some of the prisoners there. Illinois Democratic senator Dick Durbin strongly supported the move, even claiming it would be good for the local job market. Durbin said, “We have an opportunity to bring thousands of good-paying jobs to Illinois where we need them the most.”26 Tennessee Republican senator Lamar Alexander, by contrast, declared, “I have yet to hear one good reason why moving these terrorists from off our shores right into the heart of our country makes us safer.”27 But liberals don’t need reasons or evidence; they just need their good intentions.
Eventually, however, the relocation problems forced Obama to admit he couldn’t close Gitmo by the end of the year—another broken campaign promise over which we should rejoice.
“THE PUBLIC IS VERY, VERY SAFE”
Obama’s ill-conceived plan to close Gitmo and the disastrous consequences it could bring were brought into full relief when news broke of the Christmas Day “underwear bombing” attempt on a Northwest Airlines flight approaching Detroit. ABC News reported that two of the jihadist leaders behind the failed attack were released Gitmo prisoners, which was hardly an eye-opener—it’s not as though there’s any such thing as a moderate jihadist. Indeed, we learned a month later from Congressman Mark Kirk, a veteran of the war in Afghanistan, that “all of the major leaders of the Taliban in the south of Afghanistan are former Gitmo releasees—all of them.”28 Additionally, the Times of London reported that at least a dozen former Gitmo prisoners had rejoined al Qaeda to fight in Yemen.29 Democratic senator Dianne Feinstein estimated seventy-four Gitmo detainees “have gone back into the fight.”30 Then again, this might not have been as offensive to some as the fact that four released Chinese Uighurs were sent to the island paradise of Bermuda at considerable U.S. taxpayer expense.
It turns out Homeland Security secretary Janet Napolitano was just as clueless in the aftermath of the Christmas Day bombing attempt as she had been in announcing new terms for our politically correct lexicon. Ignoring what the New York Daily News called “the glaring mistakes that allowed a Nigerian bomber onto a U.S.-bound plane,” Napolitano claimed security functioned “like clockwork” and that the “system worked” to foil the attack. “The public is very, very safe,” she insisted, with a deer in the headlights expression. This was despite the authorities’ ignoring a warning from the terrorist’s father that his son might be plotting an attack, and the screening flaws that permitted the bomber to board the plane with his weapon.
Dismissing the administration’s fantastic rationalizations, Republican congressman Pete King told CBS’s Face the Nation what had really happened: “The fact is the system did not work. He got to the one-yard line.” Indeed, the plot almost killed 289 people that day. Making matters worse, instead of treating Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab like the enemy combatant he was, the administration allowed the Christmas bomber to lawyer up after only fifty minutes of interrogation, which guaranteed, many believe, we would extract no further information from him. Only after the fortuitously failed Times Square bombing plot in May did Attorney General Holder finally announce he wanted to work with Congress on possible limitations on constitutional rights afforded to terrorism suspects—even for U.S. citizens—to make sure law enforcement agents had the “necessary flexibility” to gather information.31
The administration continues to promote their dangerous fable that America is safer under their retreat-and-surrender approach to the war. Meanwhile, Americans are beginning to notice, despite the White House’s best efforts to deny it, that incidents of terrorism are rising on U.S. soil. In addition to the Christmas Day and Times Square bombing attempts, there was the fatal shooting at an Army recruiting station in Arkansas; an attempted jihadist car bombing in Dallas; an attempted bombing of a federal building in Spring-field, Illinois, by an American convert to Islam; the Fort Hood massacre; the arrest of five Virginians in Pakistan for terrorist activities; the arrest of Pennsylvania’s Jihad Jane and Colorado’s Jamie Paulin-Ramirez; the arrest of a Brooklyn-born man along with twelve others for supporting an al Qaeda-affiliated group and for plotting several attacks in New York; another New York plot to blow up a synagogue; a planned suicide attack at Grand Central Station; and others.32 Nor does Obama’s Muslim outreach seem to be impressing Pakistan jihadist leader Hakimullah Mehsud who, according to the Middle East Media Research Center, recently released a YouTube video declaring, “From now on, the main targets of our Fidaeen [armed fighters] are American cities.”33
ADMINISTRATION ROADBLOCKS
As part of his pandering to the Muslim world, Obama has increasingly refused to identify obvious acts of terrorism by Islamist extremists for what they are. After radical Muslim U.S. Army major Hadal Malik Hasan gunned down twelve U.S. soldiers and a security guard and wounded thirty-one others while shouting “Allahu Akbar,” Obama could not bring himself to call the Fort Hood massacre “terrorism,” much less Islamist terrorism. This, despite his awareness of these important facts about Hasan:
• He had business cards marked “SoA,” or “Soldier of Allah.”
• He had e-mail communications with Anwar al-Awlaki, an al Qaeda recruiter who inspired at least two other North American terror plots and was a fugitive from U.S. justice. He had been Hasan’s “spiritual leader at two mosques,” and later praised Hasan for the massacre.
• Hasan had routinely signed his e-mails with “Praise Be to Allah,” and reportedly said that infidels should be beheaded and have boiling oil poured down their throats.
• Key psychiatric authorities at Walter Reed reportedly met to discuss whether Hasan was psychotic because his Islamist proclivities were so undeniable that one such official reportedly feared “that if Hasan deployed to Iraq or Aghanistan, he might leak secret military information to Islamic extremists.”
• He had contacted jihadist websites through various email addresses and screen names.
Obama simply would not declare the obvious, claiming, “We cannot fully know what leads a man to do such a thing.”34 On this point the administration is pathetically consistent. Eric Holder outdid himself in his congressional testimony following the attempted terrorist car bombing in Times Square. Despite leading questions, he repeatedly refused to acknowledge that radical Islam had inspired the attack. Agents, he said, were trying to understand Faisal Shahzad’s motivation. “There are a variety of reasons why I think people have taken these actions,” he stammered. “I think you have to look at each individual case.... I don’t want to say anything negative about a religion.”35
Throughout the investigations of both the Christmas bomber and the Fort Hood massacre, the administration was particularly secretive, not so much to protect national security, it seemed, but to cover up the Islamist role at play in both. Congressman Pete Hoekstra, the top Republican on the House Intelligence Committee, released a statement on January 7 welcoming the release of the administration’s report on the Christmas bomber, but criticizing it for refusing to release its reports on Guantanamo Bay terrorist detainee recidivism or the Fort Hood attack. “Congress needs the analysis of both attacks,” said Hoekstra, “to help prevent the next attack.” But the administration, he said, “continues to put up roadblocks and hurdles to prevent us from getting information or answers to even basic questions.”
He laid these roadblocks squarely at the feet of the White House, pointing to its “absolute refusal ... to meet the requirement that Congress be kept fully and currently informed.” Instead, the administration was employing a “go-it-alone approach after the Fort Hood attack” that “did not work before and it will not work now.” He said that our national security depends on the executive and legislative branches working together, “but the president and congressional Democrats have to be willing to reach out and accept our repeated offers of help.”36 Hoekstra added, “The White House review on the attacks was completed on November 30th. Despite our requests, the administration has yet to brief us on the findings of that report. This is inexcusable and contradicts the many promises from you and the Intelligence Community to brief us in a timely manner.”37
REFUSING TO CONNECT THE DOTS
It wasn’t until January 15, 2010, that the administration finally released its report on the Fort Hood attack and an Obama administration official called the murders “an act of terrorism.” But even then, it was a diluted description focusing on the tactic that was used. As for the theological or ideological motivation, the report professed ignorance, claiming, “We are still acquiring knowledge about different people involved, and whether or not there was any type of direction, control, inspiration that led to the events of the day.”38
Tellingly, the 86-page report did not once mention the shooter, Major Nidal Hasan, by name, or make any reference to his strong Islamic faith. As Time magazine asked, “The Fort Hood Report: Why No Mention of Islam?” Time’s Mark Thompson wrote, “The apparent lack of curiosity into what allegedly drove Hasan to kill isn’t in keeping with the military’s ethos; it’s a remarkable omission for the U.S. armed forces, whose young officers are often ordered to read Sun Tzu’s The Art of War with its command to know your enemy.” Yet the heads of the review, former Army Secretary Togo West and the Navy’s former top admiral, Vernon Clark, simply refused responsibility for investigating Hasan’s motives, claiming, “Our concern is with actions and effects, not necessarily with motivations. . . . We certainly do not cite a particular group.”
Whether it was a matter of the politically correct culture or of a top-down edict from the White House to whitewash Islam lest Obama’s theories of appeasement be compromised, one thing is for certain: this type of willful denial is suicidal to our homeland security and represents a mindset toward Islamist terrorism that is perhaps even more reckless than our pre-9/11 orientation.
The administration’s report, according to Thompson, lumped in radical Islam with other fundamentalist religious beliefs and, contrary to all evidence, even asserted that “religious fundamentalism alone is not a risk factor,” and that “religious-based violence is not confined to members of fundamentalist groups.” These people may be fooling themselves, but they’re not fooling the American people, or even less, adequately protecting us. Thompson noted that many believe this attitude means that the lessons of 9/11, Afghanistan, and Iraq, “where jihadist extremism has driven deadly violence against Americans, are being not merely overlooked but studiously ignored.”39
As a further striking example of the administration’s mentality, Eric Holder compared Osama bin Laden to mass murderer Charles Manson40—as if the al Qaeda leader is just another maniac, with no particular affiliation or motivation worth discussing. Another example was the government’s acceptance of a UN decision to send some 6,000 Somali refugees from Uganda to the United States in 2010, despite our recession, the ever growing national debt, and the even grimmer reality that these refugees are reportedly turning into jihadist fighters throughout many cities in the world. The reason they are being moved is even more ominous: their failure to integrate with other refugee groups.41
The administration goes to great pains to narrowly describe our enemy—when it will even concede having an enemy—as only “al Qaeda and its affiliates,” thus ignoring the inconvenient fact that many branches of Islamist terrorists beyond the al Qaeda network are warring against us. The administration also refuses to acknowledge that jihadists can operate independently, without direct orders from some hierarchical authority and without affiliation with al Qaeda or any other outside group. The Washington Times cited the example of Lloyd R. Woodson, who was arrested on January 25 in rural New Jersey with “a cache of weapons, body armor, a map of a military installation and jihadist personal effects.” Most Americans, argued the Times, “assume the situation is terrorist-related. The Obama administration said otherwise.”42
Does anyone remember all the Democratic posturing and handwringing following the 9/11 attacks over the Bush administration’s failure “to connect the dots?” Here we have not just a failure, but an adamant refusal.
Still, there are a few individuals in the administration who do suspect jihadists can become self-radicalized. Defense secretary Robert Gates, in announcing the Defense Department report on the Fort Hood shooting, admitted, “Military supervisors are not properly focused on the threat posed by self-radicalization and need to better understand the behavioral warning signs.”
Walid Phares, author and terrorism expert, warned it is ideology that is behind the radicalization. But our government is reluctant to recognize that for fear of “theological entanglement.” Phares wrote, “Washington disarmed its own analysts when bureaucrats of the last two years banned references to the very ideological indicators that would enable our analysts to detect the radicalization threat.” Ironically, he said, the very fact that Hasan “fully displayed the narrative of Jihadism” is why he “was not spotted as a jihadist.”43
In April, Congressman Hoekstra voiced his concern that the administration was withholding information on the Fort Hood attack. But Defense secretary Gates denied it, claiming, “What [is] most important is the prosecution, and we will cooperate with the committee in every way with that single caveat—that whatever we provide does not impact the prosecution. That is the only thing in which we have an interest.”44 Considering this massacre was an act of war by a jihadist, one would think the administration would be interested in the factors behind Hasan’s radicalization, his contacts with Anwar al-Awlaki and any other Islamists, and other relevant information. It takes a stunning willful blindness to believe the government’s only interest should be in criminal prosecution.
THE NO-NUKE COMMITMENT
On the campaign trail, our appeasement-oriented president, in addition to vowing not to weaponize space and to cut investments in “unproven” missile defense systems, said he would “slow our development in future combat systems,” and in pursuing his goal of a world without nuclear weapons he “will not develop new nuclear weapons.”45
For once Obama has been true to his word, as he has been hell-bent on unilaterally disarming the United States of its nuclear arsenal. He doesn’t present it as unilateral, but given the absence of verification measures with the Russians in his recently signed START agreement, it might as well be. In early April, Obama announced he was reformulating our nuclear strategy to substantially narrow the conditions under which the United States would use nuclear weapons. The New York Times reported that “for the first time, the United States is committing not to use nuclear weapons against nonnuclear states that are in compliance with the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty, even if they attacked the United States with biological or chemical weapons or launched a crippling cyberattack.” His strategy, of a piece with his naïve fantasy that being kind to terrorists will tame them, was to make nuclear weapons obsolete by incentivizing nations not to develop them. Apparently, our scaling back of our own nuclear deterrent would encourage them not to do so.
Amidst charges that the policy was recklessly destructive to our national security, the administration claimed it has carved out exceptions for certain rogue states like Iran and North Korea, and reserved the option of reconsidering the use of nuclear retaliation against a biological attack. Obama announced this “Nuclear Posture Review” just over a week before he signed the new Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START) with Russia in Prague.46 In that treaty, Obama agreed with Russia to reduce our nuclear arsenal by historic amounts: nuclear warheads would be reduced by one-third and the missiles and other delivery vehicles would be cut in half. Senators from both parties called the agreement troublesome .47 Obama also disclosed details about the size and scope of our atomic stockpile—5,113 nuclear warheads—as part of his campaign to get other nuclear nations to be more forthcoming, which he believed would improve his bargaining position against Iran’s pursuit of nuclear capabilities. Once again, Obama’s recklessly childlike naïveté was on full display.
Retired Army lieutenant colonel Robert Maginnis, a national security expert, warned that by reducing our nuclear umbrella, Obama could prompt other nations that have relied on us to produce their own arsenal—the opposite of his stated intent. Meanwhile, Russia gets the deal of a lifetime: we unilaterally reduce our nuclear stockpile to equal Russia’s, and they get to save money by reducing a stockpile they can scarcely afford anyway. It also leaves Russia with thousands more tactical nuclear weapons than we have. Former Czech president Vaclav Havel had warned Obama we should not make too many concessions to Russia based on a narrow understanding of Western interests48—but as with almost every other issue falling within his ideological orbit, Obama knew better.
It soon became apparent that the administration and Russia had dramatically different interpretations of the treaty’s stipulations on missile defense. The White House released a fact sheet on March 26, 2010, saying the agreement “does not contain any constraints on testing, development or deployment of current or planned U.S. missile defense programs.” But Russian foreign minister Sergei Lavrov said on April 6 that Russia would opt out of the treaty if “the U.S. build-up of its missile defense strategic potential in numbers and quality begins to considerably affect the efficiency of Russian strategic nuclear forces.... Linkage to missile defense is clearly spelled out in the accord and is legally binding.”
In an April 8 fact sheet, the State Department affirmed the U.S. position, but on April 21, State’s new fact sheet showed considerable movement toward Russia’s interpretation, proclaiming, “The New START Treaty does not constrain the United States from deploying the most effective missile defenses possible.” While this may sound definitive, experts believe there is a big difference between the administration’s initial position that the treaty “does not contain any constraints on testing, development or deployment of current or planned U.S. missile defense programs,” and its new view that the treaty “does not constrain the United States from deploying the most effective missile defenses possible.”49 And the revised fact sheet is certainly a far cry from Secretary of State Hillary Clinton’s statement that “nothing in the treaty will constrain our missile defense efforts.”50 It’s just more smoke and mirrors from an administration whose chief, President Obama, has repeatedly expressed his disapproval of America’s pursuit of robust missile defense systems.
In May 2010, as Obama was puffing himself up over his progress toward a nuclear free world, we were treated to a real-time, bird’s eye glimpse of the “success” of that policy as well as his strategy of engagement. Just as Obama and Russia were agreeing the United States should disarm, Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad spoke in New York at the beginning of the UN conference reviewing the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty. Ahmadinejad openly defied the United States and the entire world, going so far as to advocate America’s suspension from the UN. The Wall Street Journal’s editors put it quite poignantly: “The truly humiliating spectacle is the sight of the world’s leading powers devoting a month to updating a treaty designed to stop nonproliferation even as Mr. Ahmadinejad makes a mockery of that effort before their very eyes.”51
Anyone who thinks Obama is a conventional, pragmatic politician should take a hard look at his national security policies. He certainly does not want America to suffer another terrorist attack, but his slavish adherence to ideology results in policies that make that horrifying outcome much more likely. These policies flow naturally from a worldview that holds America responsible for many, if not most, of the world’s ills. Because we are historically a brutal exploiter of other nations, in Obama’s view, the animus terrorists hold toward us is at least somewhat deserved. Therefore, by apologizing to the world; by treating captured terrorists better and sympathizing with their grievances; by refusing to acknowledge any connection between Islam and Islamic terrorism; and by unilaterally reducing America’s strategic defense capabilities, Obama believes he is making America safer by proving our new good will under his enlightened, benevolent presidency.
Judging solely by the string of terrorist attacks—both successful and unsuccessful—that have occurred during his presidency, however, the terrorists seem unimpressed by his overtures and sycophancy. Tragically, Obama doubtlessly interprets this result as an indication he has not taken his appeasement policies far enough.
CONCLUSION
In July 2010, I came across a heartbreaking post on Free Republic , a popular conservative forum visited by thousands upon thousands of patriots every day. The author wrote,
In the 55 years of my life as a proud citizen of the United States of America, this is the first time I’ve felt that a president of our country holds his fellow Americans and the United States in contempt. I don’t think I’ve ever felt such an overwhelming feeling of rejection as I do with this administration. It’s as though everything that I was raised so proudly to hold dear and true has been denigrated. Every single day we hear something else that is a slap in the face of every patriot. I pray that we will see relief in November because I know that I’m not the only American who feels the frustration. It is unimaginable to me what might happen if we cannot find some relief in November.
It seems to me these sentiments are now widely held in this country. My friends and acquaintances, and even strangers I meet during my travels, often don’t want to talk about politics anymore. Some say they can’t bear to watch the news because of Obama’s daily assaults on all we hold dear. And yet he continues, deliberately and unapologetically, to force his abject will on the nation.
This book has meticulously documented Obama’s efforts to systematically undermine America’s founding principles and its heritage of liberty in his quest to transform our economy and very form of government. The facts speak for themselves, as does Obama’s destructive record.
For all his posturing about bipartisanship and his openness to all ideas, this book has shown just how partisan, close minded, and determined he is to implement his agenda at any cost. And it has detailed the deplorably corrupt and high-handed tactics he has used in the process.
Obama doesn’t listen to the people; he brazenly ignores our wishes, indeed our pleas, that he cease and desist from his reckless course. But far from showing the normal concern a politician—even a statesman—would have toward his own rising unpopularity, Obama moves forward at double-time pace, never looking back and never revealing the slightest inkling of self-doubt—an alleged trait of President George W. Bush that earned him the Left’s everlasting contempt.
In his monomania for socialism, Obama will brook no challenge. In response to the miserable results of his economic charlatanism, he maintains things would have been much worse without his initiatives. And after he failed to keep his grandiose promises to improve American diplomacy, he gave us more of the same: weak-kneed engagement and Chamberlainesque appeasement. In the meantime he continues to insult and sell out our allies and coddle our enemies, as Iran races unimpeded to cross the nuclear threshold.
Does it worry him that America is in decline under his leadership? Obviously not, as he voices contempt for American exceptionalism and pledges to rectify our allegedly unfair consumption of the world’s resources. In fact, one can’t help but notice that a declining America actually meshes with his ideology quite well.
His colossally wasteful stimulus and mortgage bailout packages, along with his foisting nationalized healthcare on this nation, are just the beginning. He is hell-bent on passing a cap and trade bill that will further destroy our prospects for economic recovery and future growth. His plan to boost taxes, including a possible VAT, is also on the front burner, and we shouldn’t be surprised if he ultimately tries to enact a wealth tax whereby he taxes not just our income and sales transactions, but our constitutionally protected private property. Many reasonably fear their pension funds are vulnerable and ripe for the taking. If that happens, you can be sure the debt-exploding Obama will insist he’s doing us a favor by confiscating our life’s earnings to rectify the debt crisis for which he himself is largely responsible. Small businesses and producers everywhere wait in anxiety for the next series of shoes to drop from the socialist centipede of Obama’s agenda.
If all this weren’t bad enough, his “urgent” push for comprehensive immigration reform has just gotten underway. Expect this initiative to be loaded with more than the normal amount of demagoguery and populism, as this supposedly post-racial president plays the race card on steroids en route to decimating the rule of law and what remains of America’s unique culture.
Some maintain Obama is intentionally wreaking havoc on America as part of a Cloward-Piven or Alinskyite strategy to manufacture a crisis in order to destroy the nation as we know it and rebuild it in a socialist image. Others argue Obama just believes so deeply in socialist dogma that he is impervious to the manifest evidence of its failure. Regardless of which scenario may be correct, the outcome would be the same.
Americans, even former skeptics on the right side of the aisle, should now understand how committed Obama is to his far-left agenda. They should finally grasp how far the Left is willing to go when they’re in power. Their talk of moving past divisive partisanship is a veneer designed to cover their radical designs. They are precisely the opposite of what they hold themselves out to be: freedom loving, compassionate, pro-economic growth, bullish on America, democratic, tolerant, and compromising.
America is in a dangerously rapid nosedive under Obama’s navigation. The key to our delivery from this systematic assault is for the American people to understand Obama’s extremist agenda, to get engaged, and to do everything we can to peaceably remove him and his supporters from office at election time and replace them with constitution-revering, liberty-loving public servants who respect the rule of law.
No matter how bleak conditions look now, we have reason for optimism, as the American people, like no other people in world history, love and appreciate the liberty bestowed upon us by our founding fathers and preserved by the blood of our patriotic ancestors.
God bless America.
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