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By Michael Grunwald

O n Wednesday, Democratic leaders unveiled
their new security strategy at an event in
Union Station, surrounded by American flags,
“REAL SECURITY” banners and other

campaign-style props. The Republican National
Committee quickly dismissed the new platform as “No
New Ideas.” The New York Times agreed: “Most of
the proposals are not new.”

Indeed, the Democrats rehashed their usual litany
of security cliches, declaring their opposition to
terrorism, proclaiming their support for the troops.
And instead of offering voters a positive new agenda,
they mostly complained about the Bush
administration — its approach to Iraq, its response to
Hurricane Katrina, its “rank incompetence.” It could
be argued they offered little but obstructionist
boilerplate and tired old ideas.

But is that really such an awful strategy?
It has become a truism of American politics that

elections are about bold new ideas, that criticism and
complaints are never enough to win, that Democrats
will never regain power until they articulate a fresh
and forward-looking vision that will inspire voters,
like the Republicans did with their Contract With
America in 1994. The Democrats, according to this
conventional wisdom, must move past the petty
obstructionism that President Bush has derided as
“the philosophy of the stop sign, the agenda of the
roadblock.”

Set aside the point that as obstructionists, the
Democrats have been about as effective as the New
Orleans levees. The real question is why an opposition
party should be expected to devise a bold new
philosophy in order to return to power. With Bush’s
approval ratings sagging into the 30s, why shouldn’t
Democrats be content to run against “Bush
Republicans”? Polls suggest that as Iraq has
disintegrated, the national debt has soared, New
Orleans has withered, Republicans have been
embroiled in lobbying scandals, Bush’s Social Security
plan has collapsed and Bush’s prescription drug plan
has foundered, Americans are increasingly
sympathetic to the philosophy of the stop sign.

Perhaps some Democratic genius will figure out
how to solve all these problems. But after six years of
Republican control of Washington, it shouldn’t take a
genius to make the case that they’re Republican
problems. So the obvious Democratic strategy would
rely on musty old standbys: Don’t start wars without a
postwar plan. Don’t spend money the government
doesn’t have. Don’t be incompetent or corrupt. And
that was the basic message Senate Minority Leader
Harry Reid (D-Nev.) and House Minority Leader
Nancy Pelosi (D-Calif.) delivered on Wednesday.

That’s folly, the wise men say: If Bush-bashing was
enough, we’d be debating the Kerry administration’s
approach to Iraq. And much of the REAL SECURITY
platform does echo the 2004 presidential campaign of
Sen. John F. Kerry (D-Mass.), who stood silently in
the back of Wednesday’s event like one of those Easter
Island statues.

But the downfall of the Kerry campaign was its
candidate, not its ideas; Democrats with similar ideas
ran far ahead of Kerry down ballot in GOP-leaning
states like Colorado and Kentucky. Bush’s approval
ratings were below 50 percent in 2004, but he
successfully created a “choice election” that was as
much about his opponent’s flip-flops as his own
record. As a presidential candidate, Kerry could not
avoid the spotlight, and his tendency to straddle issues
was on full display. The Republicans will surely try to
make 2006 another “choice election,” but it’s hard to
see why Reid and Pelosi would want to jump into that
briar patch by unveiling any truly new ideas.
Democratic pollster Geoffrey Garin says that
historically, the best predictor of congressional
elections has been presidential approval ratings. 

“That’s as true today as it was in 1994,” Garin says. 

Ah, 1994. That was the annunciation moment for
the Church of New Ideas, alleged proof that a
bold agenda can turn the partisan tide. In recent

months, as Reid and Pelosi repeatedly delayed the
rollout of their new strategy, pundits repeatedly
contrasted their bumbling with the GOP’s
mobilization behind the Contract With America. But
Republican leaders did not formally unveil the
contract until late September 1994, and even then it
was only a House of Representatives strategy; the
GOP took back the Senate without it. 

After the voting that November, exit polls suggested
that with President Clinton’s popularity at its lowest
ebb and congressional Democrats seen as calcified and
corrupt, the Republican sweep was mainly motivated
by an idea as old as democracy itself: Throw the bums
out. Indeed, the linchpin of the contract was a timeless
pledge to “end the cycle of scandal and disgrace.”

“New” is always overrated in politics. The New Deal
had its roots in the Progressive Era; the New Frontier
had its roots in the New Deal. The ideas in the
Contract With America seemed new only after four
decades of Democratic control of the House: term
limits, balanced budgets, open government and “the
end of government that is too big, too intrusive, and
too easy with the public’s money.” 

Of course, Republican rule has not brought about
term limits. The budget is less balanced than ever; the
government is bigger and less open than ever;
Congress is mired in a new cycle of scandal and
disgrace. So it is not too surprising that the majority
party would like the next congressional elections to be
about the minority’s lack of new ideas. 

History will judge President Bush’s bold (if not
exactly new) ideas about promoting democracy,
expanding executive power and cutting taxes. But in
2006, voters will have a chance to decide whether they
want a more effective roadblock to those ideas in
Congress. That would be a “choice election” for the
Bush era, even if it’s not the kind of choice that
Republican leaders or Beltway chatterers have in
mind. 

There may not be anything new in the philosophy of
the stop sign, or even anything particularly bold. But
it’s a philosophy. And if Bush fatigue continues to
spread, Democrats might be able to ride that
roadblock to victory.
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“A-Team” Turnover for Two-Term Presidents
NUMBER OF STAFF MEMBERS CHANGING JOBS OR LEAVING, FIRST 5 YEARS OF EACH ADMINISTRATION

     = 1 staff member

Reagan Clinton

Year 1

The White House fi nally got an infusion of new 

blood last week when President Bush tapped

budget director Joshua B. Bolten to replace

Andrew H. Card Jr. as his chief of staff. About 

time, right? Well, actually, wrong.

The faces in the inner circle around Bush 

haven’t changed much in the last fi ve years, 

though they’ve played some musical chairs. 

Take Bolten himself—he was a top adviser 

from the beginning, and is now merely moving 

into his third job. But while the president remains 

surrounded by a small group of diehard loyal-

ists who never jump ship, his White House on 

the whole, like Bill Clinton’s and Ronald Reagan’s 

before it, has had constant turnover. Sure, Karl 

Rove still has pretty much the same job, but more

than 80 percent of Bush’s “A-Team”—the 64 key 

staffers identifi ed by National Journal in June 

2001—have moved to another position or left 

the administration altogether.

Extraordinarily high turnover is in fact the norm

for the modern president, especially two-term-

ers. But that isn’t necessarily a good thing. Too

much turnover comes with costs—the loss of

institutional memory, policy expertise and long-

term relationships with other political players 

and institutions. And for a second-term president

in troubled waters, that means that fresh blood

might just help keep the sharks circling.

  —Kathryn Dunn Tenpas
 Nonresident senior fellow, the Brookings Institution 

West Wing Shuffl e

Year 2

Year 3

Year 4

Year 5

Bush

Original staff still 
in same job after

5 years

8%
5 of 60

Original staff still 
in same job after

5 years

23%
16 of 71

Original staff still 
in same job after

5 years

19%
12 of 64
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By Michael Benson

I n 1996, for the first time since Balboa spotted the shimmering Pa-
cific from a high Panamanian hill in 1513, a vast new ocean was dis-
covered — an ice-covered body of water that entirely envelops Jupi-
ter’s enigmatic moon Europa. The divining of a huge

extraterrestrial ocean in our very solar system seemed both improbable
and fortuitous, as the robot Galileo — named after the astronomer who
first discovered Jupiter’s four largest moons nearly 400 years ago — was
the first spacecraft ever to orbit one of the outer planets.

Then just last month, the second outer-planets orbiter, Cassini, cur-
rently looping around Saturn, sent back headline news. Cassini scien-
tists announced they’d spotted unmistakable evidence of liquid water
venting from the south polar region of Saturn’s moon Enceladus.

Given the clear signs of organic compounds, sources of energy and
liquid water on Europa, many believe life to be more likely there than on
Mars. And preliminary analysis of Enceladus’s south pole indicates that
it, too, may well have been warm enough, for long enough, that sub-
surface water could have fostered life there.

In other words: Eureka! We’ve discovered not one, but two, potential
extraterrestrial biospheres. Enceladus will now be a prime focus of Cas-
sini’s attention for the rest of its mission, which should last many more
years. And it would seem a no-brainer that NASA should be using its sci-
entific and engineering talent to launch a mission dedicated to further
exploring Europa. After all, finding life there wouldn’t just be one of the
most monumental discoveries in human history; it could surely provide
a massive boost to all our space exploration efforts. (Failing to find it, on
the other hand, would give us something else to chew over: how a liquid
water ocean could exist for millennia and not give rise to life.)

Given the stakes, and that NASA receives almost $17 billion a year for
the specific purpose of exploring the cosmos — not to mention that the
agency’s own mission statements emphasize the search for extraterres-
trial life — we should probably be reading about such a mission right
now, correct? Unfortunately, we’re not. NASA unveiled its 2006 budget
with a sharp intake of breath in February, and among other things, it im-
mediately became clear that the agency had canceled plans for a dedicated mission to Europa
— for the third time in less than a decade. 

To the consternation of scientists everywhere, the agency plans to slash its science budget,
which covers deep space exploration, by a total of as much as 25 percent over this year and
next, with a massive $3 billion cut in the projected budget over the next five years. If you cut off
one-quarter of a table’s legs, it tends to fall down. And that means a lot of damage.

Among the broken crockery is NASA’s much-anticipated Terrestrial Planet Finder, a fasci-
nating mission designed to discover possible abodes for life orbiting other stars. It is being “in-
definitely deferred” — a crafty way of saying “canceled.” Also in fragments is the agency’s
Space Interferometry Mission, a key project in the search for other planetary systems; it will be
“delayed indefinitely.” These are among the missions the scientific community has had the
highest hopes for, and has been gearing up to supply with personnel.

By effectively robbing its Science Directorate to the benefit of space-
flight involving astronauts, NASA is creating a catastrophe for American
solar system and deep space exploration. For the past three decades, true
space exploration, which is by far the most popular of NASA’s activities,
has been conducted by the crewless missions of the Science Directorate. 

If allowed to go forward, these cuts will result in the immediate and
long-term loss of key scientific personnel. A generation of young people
who could train to become planetary scientists and astronomers is in dan-
ger of moving on to other careers. And what’s at stake isn’t just American
leadership in space science. Without a credible alternative (because the
European Space Agency, for all its achievements, doesn’t have anything
like NASA’s budget or experience), it’s the very future of such explora-
tions.

So why are the cuts considered necessary? NASA officials point to
the costs of developing a new Crew Exploration Vehicle, or CEV, as
well as the higher-than-expected costs of the remaining years of the

space shuttle program and the completion of the International Space Sta-
tion. The shuttle program is clearly doomed, and while the space station
may continue to be a destination for U.S. astronauts following its comple-
tion (to the tune of $100 billion), it will most likely be handed over to the
Russians to manage. In short, NASA is making the inexplicable decision
to transfer funds from highly popular, productive and cost-effective pro-
grams to extremely expensive ones of little scientific value that are sched-
uled for termination.

Although a good case can be made for continuing human spaceflight
— particularly if astronauts are sent out of low Earth orbit to conduct
true exploration for the first time in three decades — this doesn’t have to
involve gutting NASA’s science programs. In fairness to agency Adminis-
trator Michael Griffin, he has been put in the impossible position of being
asked to accomplish all these ambitious goals simultaneously and with-
out a substantial budget increase. But since only six months ago he said
that “not one thin dime” would be taken from the agency’s science pro-
grams to accommodate human spaceflight, it’s a bit much to hear him
now characterize those warning of the dire effects of the proposed cuts as
“hysterical.”

Something’s broken at NASA if such important and forward-looking goals as studying Euro-
pa’s ocean and searching for planets with signs of liquid water elsewhere in our galaxy are can-
celed in favor of programs that are clearly on their way out. Congress should direct the agency
to restore its science programs, and it should establish a firewall protecting them from the fis-
cal demands of crewed spaceflight. 

Yes, let’s send human beings into deep space again. But let’s also follow the water, investigate
Europa and see what we can discover about extraterrestrial life. To do otherwise wouldn’t just
be a bad mistake — it would violate NASA’s own stated reasons for existing.

michael.benson@pristop.si

Michael Benson is a science writer and the author of “Beyond: Visions of the
Interplanetary Probes” (Abrams).
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Water signs: Could
there be life in deep
space? Images of a
fine spray over the
south polar region of
Saturn’s moon
Enceladus, left, sent
back by the Cassini
orbiter . . . 
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. . . as well as the
1996 discovery of
an ice-encrusted
ocean on Jupiter’s
moon Europa, left,
have excited
speculation that
there could be. But
further exploration
seems out of the
picture now.
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