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Memorandum

To:

Republican Leaders


From:

David Winston

Date:

March 3, 2005
Subject:
March 2005 Democracy Corps Survey and Analysis

Survivor:  George W. Bush
Reading the Democracy Corps ’ (DC) latest screed which used the word “crash” five times in the first six paragraphs to refer to Bush’s Social Security proposal, I wondered if this was a new Democrat strategy to attract the elusive NASCAR dads.  Then I realized it was just the same old, same old --  the Democracy Corps back on the attack with the kind of overheated hyperbole that didn’t work last November and has put the Democrat Party in the minority position they find themselves in today.  
As they wondered why Republicans have not “crashed and burned”, Messrs. Shrum, Carville, and Greenberg sounded a lot like losers in the latest reality show – Survivor: Bush -- who can’t understand how they got voted off the island.  They need look no further than their own analysis for the answers. 
Social Security:  Boldly Go Where No Democrat Has Gone Before
Start with Social Security.  It’s a little premature to announce, as the Democracy Corps does in their analysis, that “the President’s Social Security reform proposal is “crashing against the wall of the public’s deep doubts” when no proposal has even been offered.  More to the point, the Democracy Corps’ acknowledges that the more the public knows about possible Social Security reform options, the more supportive they become.  
Most polling data shows that the Democrats have already lost the battle over whether the program is in trouble.  Even the Democracy Corps’ admits that the Democrats’ original denial strategy – arguing that there was no problem with Social Security – has failed.   
“To say there is no problem, simply puts the Democrats out of the conversation for the great majority of the country that want political leaders to secure this very important government retirement program. Voters are looking for reform, change and new ideas, but Democrats seem stuck in concrete.”  Democracy Corps Analysis

Bush took the issue of Social Security’s financial problems to the people in his State of the Union address, and the Democracy Corps survey shows he made the sale.  When Democracy Corps asked voters whether Social Security would be there when they retired, respondents by a margin of 56%-38% said that the benefits would not be there for them.  The President’s argument leads by a wide margin.  
But the Democrats are also losing the trust issue on Social Security reform to Bush.  The Democracy Corps analysis cites a recent NPR study which ought to be a wake-up call for Democrats – or “progressives” as the DC likes to refer to them now.  The survey asked people to choose between Bush and the Democrats on a series of trust statements concerning Social Security.   Contrary to the assertions of the Democrats in their Social Security media offensive of the last week, Democrats are not gaining ground on the President.  
	
	Bush
	Democrats

	Who would “watch out for the interests of young people?”  
	45
	42

	Who has proposals and positions that would protect Social Security?
	44
	40

	Is offering the right kind of ideas?
	44
	38

	Who do you trust to make the right kinds of changes?
	48
	40

	Who is willing to work with both political parties to find a solution?
	51
	33

	Who would watch out for the interests of current retirees?
	40
	46


For decades, Democrats have enjoyed a huge advantage on the Social Security issue.  To see Bush ahead in these categories is a political shift of historic   proportions.  Even the Democracy Corps admits, “… Republicans are winning the battle of seriousness (46-41%), even as they lose the specifics of the Social Security battle.”    
But are they losing the battle of the specifics?   The Democracy Corps poll showed that only 40% of respondents favored Bush’s private retirement account idea; 51% opposed.  That was before they understood it.  Once the PRA concept is explained with even minimal detail, those numbers flip with 54% finding Bush’s PRA’s a convincing reason to change Social Security; 45% unconvinced. 
What about the Democrats’ plans for Social Security reform?  What plans?  The Democracy Corps poll found that 50% of Americans believe, “the Democrats are opposing Bush’s Social Security plan just to stop Bush and the Republicans” while only 42% think they are opposing Bush “because they have a better way to make Social Security more secure.”  This tells me that if the Democrats expect to win this fight, they are going to have to step up to the plate and offer some Social Security reform ideas of their own – to go boldly where no Democrat has gone before.

Party Image

The Democrats’ image of being the party without ideas cost them in the last election and continues to drag down their numbers – as the DC poll shows.  Let’s start with the generic.  In the January Democracy Corps poll, Democrats were leading in the generic congressional ballot by 5 points – 48%-43%.  In this latest poll, their lead has slipped to two points, 46%-44%.   
Bush’s job approval held at 51%, but the most interesting numbers are the DC poll’s “thermometer ratings.”  People are asked to rate their feelings toward a list of individuals and groups on a 1 (coldest) to 100 (warmest) scale.  George Bush (53.2), the Republican Party (53.1), and the Republican Congress (52.3) all outpoll the Democratic Party (50.1).  In fact, people rated the Democratic Party behind the N.R.A and pro-life groups.  John Kerry, who had the dubious honor of being the only Democrat tested by name, ranked slightly above the Iraq War and just below big corporations.   The guy lost the presidency.  Couldn’t the Democracy Corps cut him some slack?  
So, why the cold shoulder for Democrats?  One of the Democracy Corps’ poll questions gives us some answers.  Respondents were given a series of words and phrases about the Democrat Party and asked to decide whether the phrases described the Democratic Party or not.  Here’s a sampling of the results.
	Descriptive Phrase
	Describes    Well
	Not well

	Has new ideas for addressing the country’s problems         
	44
	53

	Too willing to raise taxes
	55
	41

	Caters too much to minorities and liberal special interests
	53
	44

	Big spenders
	56
	41

	Not strong enough on security and defense issues
	52
	44

	Too liberal
	55
	42

	Just says what voters want to hear
	57
	41


Conclusion
If the Democrats want to survive, it’s time to build a raft.  That takes ideas.
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