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Transitions to the presidency bear wide-vanging consequences for the sucoesses—and
Jailurei—ef the administrations that follow. Barack Qbama’s effort in 2008 and early 2009
5 no exceprion. In many ways, it was a successful transition to offwe. Despite severe economic
constrainty, the fransition paved the way for an ambitious post-inaugural agenda and the first
staps toward fleshing out Obama’s campaign themes of “bepe” and "change.” But all was not
perfect, [t was & transition that alse offers cautivnary lessons abous how early mistakes, errors,
and omissions potentially can hinder thar success.

The seventy-six days berween election day, November 4, 2008, and inauguration
day, January 20, 2009, once again demonstrated the significance of the transition period
ro an ensuing presidency. For the Obama presidency, the transition was especially.
important given the nncereain eavironment in which he entered office: the first president-
elece since Richard M. Nixon 1o take office in wartime, as well as the first incoming
president since Franklin D. Roosevel: to face the gravest of economic difficulsies.
Economic condirions were particularly notable in the cloud they ominously cast on his
presidency: banking and auto industries on the verge of collapse, a stock martker in its
most sigaificant recreat since the 1930s, skyrockering federal deficirs, and an economy
in the midst of what is likely to be the deepest recession in the post—World War I era.
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At the same time, Obama’s political position was reasonably favorable. He garnered
a healchy majority of the popular {(52.9%) and electaral vote {365). The popular vote was
2 more propitious result than the pluralities of John E Kennedy in 1960 (49.7%), Nixon
in 1968 (43.4%), Bill Clinton in 1992 (43%), and, of course, the popular vorte loss of
George W. Bush in 2000 (47.9%). It was above the bare majority that Jimmy Catter won.
in 1976 {50.1%) and only slightly behind George H. W, Bush in 1988 {53.4%). The
electoral vore was also significant: above Kennedy (303), Nixon (301}, Carter (257), and
G. W, Bush (271), and only slightly less than Clinton (370). Yer Obama’s victory was
hardly of record-making proporrions. He was well below the margins of FDR in 1932,
Dwight D, Eisenhower in 1952, and Ronald Reagan in 1980." However, like all of the
last three, his accession o office followed thac of an unpopular incumbent. His cam-
paign themes of “hope” and “change” resonated with an uncertain public. But would the
difficult contexe of his rransition and early presidency vield an effective policy response?

A Successful—and Ambittous—Pre-Election Effort

Siace Jimmy Carter’s transition in 1976, presidential candidates have made
significan effores before election day in plenning for 2 possible presidency. For Carter,
work began shorely after it was clear that he would be the Demacratic Party's nominee
following che Pennsylvania primary in Aprif. For Reagan, rentative steps were taken late
in 1979 and & formal effort began in the spring of 1980, once Reagan’s nomination was
secured. For G. H. W. Bush, discussions began in late 1987, and, like his two predeces-
sors, serious work commenced once his nomination was clear. For Clinton, planning
began right afrer the July 1992 Democratic National Conveation. G. W. Bush chose to
start muxch earlier: the spring of 1999, the earliest effore to date.

Obama and his associates, especially former Senavor Tom Daschle (D-8D) and
formes Clinton chief of staff John Podesta, followed the 1992 pattern and waited until
the summer of 2008 to begin the major parz of their work. Some repores even indicated
that they were well under way by that point. As Paul Light {2009} notes, “The Obama
team . . . started writing briefing memos long before Obama announced his planaing
effort last July. Indeed, the outline of the rransitior’s soon-to-be-published book of
transicion essays was set last April.” More generally, according to another account,
“Obama got an carly jump on his transition planning last spring, turning discreetly to
Washingron vererans and survivors of the Clinton years for advice on how best to lauach
his adminiscracion” shouid he win (Simendinger 2008, 71; also see Sweer 2008). Accord-
ing to Podesta, Obama “understood that in order to be successful he had to be ready. And
he had to be ready fast” (Tumalcey 2008, 27}.

1. ia 1980, Reagan won 489 electoral votes and 50.7% of the populac vote in a chree-way race, His
masgin over Carter, however, was 2 healthy 9.7%. Also like che three, the 2008 elecrion broughe addizional
members of che president-elect’s party to Congress: 21 House seats and 7 Senate seats (3 if Al Franken wins
the contested Minnesora seac). By contrast in 1992, the Democrats lose 10 House seats and there was no
numerical change in the Semate. In eddicion, a Franken vicrory, coupled wich Senator Arlen Specter's (D-PA)
surprise defecrion from the GOP on April 28, will give the Democrats the G0 seats in the Senare needed to
break a Republican Glibuster
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Podesta was tapped o direct the operation, and by all accounts, he proved to be an
effective choice.” He was knowledgesble shour White House and personnel marrers, had
directed the outgoing Clinton transition in 2000, and understood Congress and the ways
of Washingron. His status as 2 Clinton White House znd Democratic Parry insider
brought him famitiarity with many who mighe serve in a new administrarion. As head of
the Center for American Progress think tank, he could draw on 2 wealzh of policy-related
studies and an organized cadre of policy-informed associates.

Podesta and his group followed one game plan from their more successful prede-
cessors: They largely operated out of the limelight, Some press reporss and pundits did
catch wind of their efforts over the summes, which led to some ill-advised and historically
najve cricicism that the Obama camp was “measuring the White House drapes” too earfy,
However, it was 2 brief dustup, and further media acrention was largely absent unril
shortly before elecrion day.

Most notably, there were no reports of tension berween the tansition group and
the Obama campaign staff. Key staff member such as David Axelrod, David Plouffe, and
others had developed a eepusation for internal order during the campaign, as well as
strong interpersonal harmony and a rather cautious, “right-lipped” relation with the
media. S0, too, on che cransition side: Podesta “runs & tight ship,” and he has calmed
“rancer,” “by ensuring that people aren’t free-lancing in the newspapers by anonymous
quotes” {(Crowley 2008, 27). That discipline carried over once transition planning was
under way. No leaks to the media suggested any friction berween the rwo groups. Nor
would any likely have sar well with the candidare, who during the campaign had earped
the nickname “No drama, Obama,” as well as a repuration for low tolerance of inrer-
personal competicion, back-biring, and self-serving press leaks,

A Robust Effort

The lack of conflice is al} the more remarkable given the racher robust pre-eleccion
effort that Podesta and his ream were underraking. In the Reagan, G. H. W. Bush, and G.
W. Bush efforts—which are generally regarded as among the more successful of recent
teansitions—the pre-election period was largely devoted to prepacing for the post-election
transition. Work was largely confined o planning the transirion’s budger, staff organiza-
tion, personnel needs, ethics requirements, and other legal issues. The three respective
heads of the pre-election phase—Pendleton James for Reagan, Chase Untermeyer for
G. H. W. Bush, and Clay Johason for G. W. Bush—did not bring acrencion ro future
policy 7o the rask, bur rather were focused on transition organization and process. Bach
also played key roles in the post-election phase, lacgely in the area of pessonnel, aud all
theee then served as White House director of personnel. Before election day, discussion

2. There was some specalation in late spring 2008 chat Obama would tap James A. Johason o lead
che effore. Johnson, the former chairman of Fannie Mae (1991-98), headed John Kerry's vice peesidencial
search and then his cransicion planaing in 2004. [n May 2008, Johoson was named 1o lead Obarma’s vice
pz_es;demxal search, alogxg with Caroline Keanedy Schlossberg and Eric Holder. However, in June, Johnson
withdrew fzoAm the position when it was revealed that he had received loans from the chief executive officer
of Countzywide Financial, one of the firms implicaced in the subprime mortgage crisis.
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of potential appointments was limited. Among the very few exceptions were James A.
Baker's selection as secretary of state in 1988 and Andrew Card, Jr, as chief of staff for
G. W. Bush in 2000. Neither appointment was made public,

Over the fall of 2008, the Podesta operation was more ambitious in scope. It was
cleser to the more expansive operations ren for Career in 1976 and for Clinton in 1992.
Bur chere was one crucial difference; It did not generate the friction and infighting with
the campaign war rooms that negatively affected those earlier transicions, both before and
after election day. Both Carter and Clinton experienced considerable delay in gercing
their post-election efforts up and running as a resule.

While a full account of whart transpired remaios elusive, reporcs indicare 2 range
of activity along a number of fronts. Potential nominees for key positions began to be
considered, albeir discretely. According to cne account,

Obama is conducting the vetting process much the way he managed his campaign:
methodically, thoroughly and on 2z prodigious scale. He did not wair until he won the
elecrion to ver his favored picks. Soon after he clinched the Democratic nominasion, lawyers
quietly prepared dossiers of abour 150 contenders for senior positioas—often withour the
candidares themselves knowing——said & senior Obama transicion adviser who spoke on the
condition of anoaymity. (Rucker 2008}

This efforc was aided by an unprecedented agreement with the White House to permit
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) background checks on porential nominees.

The pre-election group also took a look at cheir predecessors’ early successes and
mistakes. According to one account, Obama’s “transition advisers studied how past
presidents used their first monchs” (Conaolly and Smith 2008). Preliminary planning for
the Obama administration’s first 100 days was also undertaken. Here, Podesta’s ready
access to his own think tank proved important: “much of its scaff has been swept into
planning for Obama’s first 100 days in office,” including & 26-page report detailing the
day-to-day activities of an early Obama presidency (Connolly sad Smith 2008). No
pre-election effort in the past has had a director who could so easily and directly tap into
such a policy and planning resource.

The need to move from a more expansive list of campaign promises to 2 leaner
presidential agenda especiaily was explored. In particulas, the pressing call for an eco-
nomic tecovery program and its relation to other agenda items was raised, both a5 o
substance and timing. These debares, one account noted shorely after elecrion day, have
“favored the discussion among Mr Obama’s cransition advisers for months, even before
bis election. The rension berween these strategies has been a recurring theme in the
memorandums prepared for him on vazious issues, advisers said” (Baker 2008a; emphasis
added).

Review of President Bush’s executive orders, as welf as other rules and reguiations,
was also undereaken: “the Obama transition team has identified execusive orders he can
sign in che first hours and days of his presidency to demonstrate action, even as che more
ambitious promises take mose time. Among ocher things, he can reverse a variery of Bush
policies, like restrictions on abortion counseling and stem-cell research” {Baker 2008a).
According to another account, “A team of four dozen advigsers, working for months in
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virtual solitude, sec cut to identify regalstory and policy changes Obama could imple-
ment soon afrer his inauguration.” Comprising mainly lawyers, this pre-election team
reportedly compited a list of abour 200 regulatory actions and executive orders thar could
be rescinded, positioning “the incoming president to move fast on high-priority items
withour waiting for Congress” (Connolly and Seith 2008).

Cne interesting——and unprecedented—pre-election effort was a series of leteers
sent to federal employees at seven agencies outlining Obama’s differences from the
practices of the Bush presidency with respect o the bureaucracy. The lerrers described an
“intencion to scale back on contracts to private firms doing government work, to remove
censorship from scienrific research, and to champion tougher industry regulation to
protect workers and the environment.” The letrers, mose writren on Qcrober 20, accord-
ing to the reporr, “reveal a candidare adeptly railoring his message to 2 federal audience
and tapping into many workers” dismay at funding curs and workforce downsizing in the
Bush years” (Leonnig 2008).

Early Appointment of a Chief of Staff

One importane development was the early selection of a White House chief of
seaff. Scholarly analyses of transicions have especially noted the importance of the position
and the early selection of someone to fill it: the chief of sraff-designate generally plays
a central role in organizing the White House staff and in selecting people to fill key
positions. According to one account, Obama was thinking about Representacive Rahm
Emanuel (D-I1) as his chief of staff as early as August. As David Axelrod larer recalled,
“fr was months before the election when Barack said to me, “You know, Rahm would
make a great chief of staff.’ ” Emanuel had “spent six years in the White House, knows
this place inside and cut, spent four or five years in Congress, and became a leader in a
shart period of time. He really understands the legislarive process, he’s a friend who the
President has known for 2 long rime from Chicago, and whose loyalty is beyond question,
and who rhinks like a Chicagoan” (Lizza 2009, 28).

News of his possible appoinrment lezked to the press several days before election
day. To no sucprise, two days afrer the election, the announcement was made. By contrasy,
in the 1992 cransition, it was not uncil December 12 thar Clingon gor around o naming
his chief of staff. The delay proved costly in purting in place the rest of the Clinton: White
House, and ir set back his early presidency.

The early selection of Emanuel was a direct product of Podesta’s seady of other
presidential rransitions shortly after he was appointed. “The one basic take-away thar a
lot of peaple commented on, inciuding the president {Bi}l Clinton], is that Clinton really
concencrated on building his Cabiner early on, ro the neglece of building his White
House structure,” Podesta observed. “The early pick of Rahm [Emanuel} reflects the
fesson of that experience, which is thar you need ro begin to build 2 structure for the
White House” (Romanoe 2008).

Eacly efforts were also made to name another major White House official, the
Narional Security Council (NSC) advisor. According to one accourn, rransition members
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contacted General James L. Jones—the former commandant of the Marine Corps and
NATQ commander—early on, asking him to meer with candidate Obama on che
campaign trail:

General Jones, who had spoken with Mr. Obama only twice before, rode by car one day from
Washingron to Richmond, Vz., for the meering. No promises were made char morning, but
it touched off a series of telephone calls abour possible jobs and issues like the wars in
Afghanistan and jrag. “We did a watk asound the world a couple of rimes,” General Jones
said in an interview. Shortly after the election, he was asked o come to Chicago, where he
met again wich Mr. Obama and talked abour becoming secrerary of state or national securicy
advisor, people close to the transition said. {Baker and Cooper 2008)

Post-Election: Hitting the Ground Running

Preparations made before election day enabled che transition o be up and running
quickly. The day after the election, the transition tearn was announced. Podesta was kept
on, with Obama’s Senate chief of staff, Peter Rouse, and longtime confidance, Valerie
Jarrert, serving as co-direcrors. Christopher Lu—a former member of Obame’s Senate
staff and that of Representative Henry Waxman (D-CA) and eventually Whire House
secretary to the cabinec—was named as execurive director. It was a shrewd and swife
melding of the pre-election team withk the campaign war room and the Obama inner
circle; it was good preveararive medicine against che delays and the tensions that had
beser Carter and Clinton. It was aiso the only time in recent rransitions where the head
of the pre-election operation rerzined control of the post-election efforr. The eonly hitch
was rhat the rransition’s Web site—hrtep:/fwww.change.gov—was up bur still “under
construction”; a few days were needed to sort our the technical glicches. On November
3, the day afrer che election, the General Services Adeministration wusened over the keys o
2 120,000 squace foor building in Washington, D.C., which would serve as transition

- headquarcers. As per custom, however, Obama and his inner circle largely operared out

of his home base in Chicago. He and his family would move to Washington on January
4, just ir time for che srare of his daughters’ new scheol verm.

‘Within days of the election, Podesta announced that the transition expected to employ
some 450 people, witha budger of $12 million, of which $5.2 million was paid foe by public
funds. In raising the remainder, concributions were limited to $3,000, polirical action
commircees were barred from coneributing, and donors were publicly identified.

Organization of the cransition was also in place early. By November 12, teams were
znnounced to continue work on rhe early policy initiatives of the Obama presidency.”
Groups were also assigned to bore into deparrments and agencies, with ovessight peo-
vided by an 1 1-person review group. The latter was headed by Melody Barnes of Podesta's
think tank (who would become head of the White House’s Domestic Policy Councii),
Lisa Brown {former counsel to Vice President Al Gore, who would become White House
seaff secretary), and Don Gips {a former Gore domestic policy advisor, who would become

3. On November 19, seven addirional groups were announced (Baker and Cooper 2008).
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direcror of the White House personael office).” The transition, moreover, was aware of
possible problems between transition planning and governing. As one account noted,
“Policy teams met separately from those working on Cabiner nominations and ocher
appointments, and sources said a vircual firewall was being erecred berween the two”
(Zeleny and Calmes 2008). The implication was that departmental and policy team
members would not have favored access to executive branch positions.

“One President at a Time”

By most accounts, relations with the Bush White House were relatively smooth,
election rheroric notwichstanding. Bush created a formal transicion coordinating council
on October 9, well before the date Clinton had done so in 2000—he waited until
November 27 of chat year (Myers 2008). Bur adminiseration efforts to ensure an effective
cransition had been well under way before thar dare. Conracr had been made with the
pre-election teams of both presidential candidates over che summer. Briefing marerials
were ordered prepared in each agency and department. A new, cutting-edge software
system for handling personnel applications was put in place, wich input from borh camps
{Sirnendinger 2008, 71)

Steps had especially been taken to streamdine the process for obtaining securizy
clearances for post-election rransition personnel. As well, expedired background checks
for potential nominees to key national security positions were available under 2 2004
intelligence reform sratute (Barnes, Eggen, and Kornblur 2008). Further effores were
undertaken 0 make sure thar matters desling wich homeland security were handled
effectively—a new area of concern for the first post-9/11 presidential rransition. Inasimilar
vein, secretary of state Condoleezza Rice narned three career diplomarts, six weeks before the
election, to coordinate the transition in the area of national security; two dozen more
staff members were assigned co work full time srarting on November 5. Ac che Defense
Department, Secretary Robert Gates “ordered hundreds of political appointees at the
Penzagon canvassed to see wherher they wish to stay on in the néw administration, has
streamlined policy briefings and has ser up suites for [the rransition ream] just down the
hall from: his own E-ring office” (Tyson 2008). A two-day, special secret briefing on the
dererioraring situation in Afghanistan was also organized in mid-October for representa-
tives from borh the McCain and Obama foteign policy teams (Mazzetti and Schmitz 2008},

After election day, according to one account, Podesta had been “quietly working”
with Bush chief of staff Josh Bolten znd his deputy Blake Goetesman, “to make sure the
transition is as smooth as possible.” Both White House aides “have been offering advice
an which posts aeed to be filled quickest and making their persennel available co Obama
advisers” (Tumuley 2008, 28). Another Bush aide, Clay Johnson—who was executive
director of the 2000 eransition, had served as Whice House personnel director, and then

] 4 Don Gips's appeintment to head the personnel office broke someching of a pattern. Bach of the
theee individuals in charge of the Reagan (Pendleton James), G. H. W. Bush (Chase Unterraeyer), and G. W.
Bushv {_Clay Johnsony pre-election effores played key soles in personnel marters during the post-election
transition, and then went on (o serve as director of the White House personnel office. In Obama's case, the
personnel direcror during the transicion, James Messina, was appointed deputy chief of staff.
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as depury director of the Office of Management and Budger (OMB}-—also was an
important figure. Joknson drafted memos, as early as July, on what steps needed to be
raken ro ensare an effective transition and larer worked closely with Gail Lovelace, the
head of the General Services Adminiscration’s cransition team. Afrer che election, the
Bush team met regularly with membess of the Obama transition.

More than 100 inrerim secusity clearances for transition personnel were issued.
According to Bolten, “If a erisis hirs Jan. 21, they're the ones who are going to have o
deal with it” (Tamulty 2008, 28). Belten also prepared a “tabletop” exercise for Obama
officials that simulated a terrorist atrack and porential administration response. “We need
1o make sure they e as well-prepared as possible,” he said ina C-SPAN interview (Barnes,
Eggen, and Kornblur 2008). On the economic front, space was provided in the Treasury
Department for Obama aides o remain in close contact with department officials in
dealing with the hanking crisis and the economic downturn.

Yer there were some problems. According to one account, secusity cleaances for
transition officials “were slow in coming—or those that came were not ac & high enough
fevel—for a majority of transition-team members when they arrived ar the State
Department and the Department of Homeland Security. The intelligence side seems
less affected, probably because most transition staffers in thar arena already bave heavy-
durty clearances” (Kamen 2008). Transition officials assigned 0 the Justice Department
sought to gain access to legal memos from its Office of Legal Counsel dealing with the
rrearment of detainees and electronic surveillance. In early December, however, Attorney
General Michael Mukasey roid reporters that while the “level of cooperation and com-
prunication is very high” berween his team and the ransition group, some materials
would not be provided. [n his view, “Without gerzing into particular things that they've
recruested, they are getting as much as chey can, as quickly as they can” from the Office
of Legal Counsel { Johnson 2008). The Obama Justice Deparement released many of the
memos in early March (Savage and Lewis 2009}, They generated a firestorm of criticism
and calis for farther inveszigation of key officials in the Bush White House and Justice
Department. - . -

Two days after the election, Bush assembled the White House staff on the South
Tawn and promised to make an “unprecedented effort” o make sure that a smooth
rransition occurred. “We face economic challenges that will nor pause ro et 2 new
president sectle in,” Bush told the crowd. “This will also be America’s firse warrime
sransition in four decades” (Zeleny and Calmes 2008). On November 10, just a bit less
than a week after the election, the president and the president-¢lect met in che White
House. It was the eazliest mesting of an ourgoing and incoming president in the modern
presidency, if not before. Bush was also prepaced ro make some presidential efforts to
make it easier for his suecessor, such as requesting thar Congress release the second half
of the $700 billion in bank bailour funds and agreeing to emergency funds of $17.4
billion to avert the bankruptcy of General Motors and Chrysler.

Reposes also indicared that Obama and his economic advisors were working “closely
with President Bush to inject confidence intc the urembling financial markees ... The
coordination berween Mr. Obama and Mr. Bush was taking place among aides, as well as
in direct talks shour the rescue plan for Citigroup and unresolved derails of the overall
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Treasury bailout plan.” President Bush also rold reporters that Obama would be informed
of every “big decision” made, and that “It's imporrane for the American people o know
that there is close cooperation” {(Zeleny 2008¢). But when all was said and done, Obama
rather than Bush was center stage.

Obama walked a fine line given the increasing magnitude of economic difficulties.
Analysis by his advisors of FDR's 1932 transition—which the president-elecr reporredly
did extensive reading on {Wilsor: 2009)—suggesced thar he should nor distznce himself
oo much from the ongoing crisis, as FDR had done, At the same time, they realized that
he needed freedom to change Bush administration policies. Throughour the pest-election
period, the president-elect repeatedly emphasized thar we have “only one presidenr at a
time,” a posture thar led him to decline to artend President Bush's global economic
summir meering on November 15 (Balz and Murray 2008; Zeleny and Calmes 2008). Yet
he did not shy away from discussion of his own coming initiatives dealing with a
stimulus package, aid to the automobile industry, and energy and healch care policies,
among others. On December 7, for example, he warned that “rhings are going to get
worse before they ger better” with the economy. And he chided the response of the Bush
administration to the mortgage crisis: “We have nort seen rhe kind of aggressive steps in
the housing market to stem foreclosures that I would like to see” (Kornblur 2008b).

Indeed, sorme of the economic issues were matters he pressed in his meeting wich
Bush. That the economy was suffering was becorning increasingly clear: Dara released
only 2 few days after che election indicated thar the unemployment rate had increased
e 6.5% in October from 6.1% in September; it was but an early sign of increasing eco-
nomic decline. (By the end of April 2009, the unemployment rate had risen ro 9.4%).

A Seemingly Swift Appointment Process

Over the ensuing weeks, appointees to key White House posirions were announced.
Podesta’s pre-election work and Emanuel's eatly appointment as chief of staff paid off.
The anncuncement events that Obama presided at served not only 25 occasions for che
nominees 6 make brief remarks, bue as points at which the presidénc-élect took advan-
tage of the oceasion to emphasize his policy agenda and seize the “bully pulpit,” one
president ac a time norwithstanding:

o November 15: Longrime Cbama advisor and friend Valerie Jarretr as “senior advisoc”
to the presidear; Philip Schifizo, the eransision’s liaison 1o Congress and former con-
gressional and committee staff member, as Whice House head of legislative affairs.

s November 16: Peter Rouse, Obama's Senare chief of sraff, as anocher “senior advisor” to
the president; James Messina, chief of staff £o Senator Max Baucus (D-MT) and head of
che cransition’s pessonnel operation, and Mona Surphen, former Clinton NSC official, as
deputy chiefs of sraff.

* November 20: Campaign strategist David Axelrod as now a third “senior advisor” to the
president; Gregory Craig, an early Obama supporrer and former head of the Clinton
impeachment defense team, as legal counsel; Christopher Lu, another Obama Senate
aide and then executive director of the transicion, as cabinet secrecary; and Lisa Brown,
execurive director of the American Constitution Society and then co-chair of the tran-
sizion’s agency review effort, as staff secresary.
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o Novemiber 22: Robert Gibbs, an Obama Senate aide and then commuaication strategist
. e
in the campaign, as White House press secretary; Ellen Morag, director of Emily’s List
. . e . S
and a Clinton supporter in the primaries, as communicacions dizector.

The following week, atrennazed by the Thanksgiving holiday, key cabinerand White
House positions were announced that were central to the Obama economic agenda:

s MNovember 24: Bconomic team of Timothy F Geithner, presidens of rhe Federal Reserve
Bank of New Yosk, as weasury secretary; Lawrence Summers, former Clinton treasury
seceerary and former president of Harvard, as direcror of the White House Nartional
Economic Council (NEC); and Berkeley economist Chsistina D. Romer as chair of the
White House Council of Economic Advisers.

The group—which also included Meiody Barnes, the new director of the White
House's Domestic Policy Council—was unveiled ac Obame’s second news conference
since the election. The president-elect also used the occasion to announce that he and his
economic team would begin work immediately to puc togecher a stimuius package to
“lobr” the economy our of & "vicious cycle” affecting both Wall Street and Main Sereer;
reports indicared the proposed package would be in the $700 billion range. In announc-
ing Barnes’s appoinrment, Obama sought zo link economic issues with domestic policy:
“We know that rebuilding our economy will require action on = wide arzay of policy
mastess—from education and health care to energy and Social Security, Withour sound
policies in chese areas, we can neither enjoy susrained economic growth nor fealize our
full potential as a people” (Fletcher 2008). Those domestic areas foreshadowed irerns thar
wotzid appear in his first budger proposal presented in late February. They also indicaced
that he would pursue an ambitious policy agenda, not simply a focus on econormic issues.
Bur the economic situation remained dominane, and the rollout contipued:

» November 25: Addirional members of the economic team were named; Perer R. Orszag,

director of che Congressional Budger Office, was tapped as director of the Office of
" Manageraent and Budger, with Rob Nabocs as his deputy.

o November 26: A third day of emphasis on the economy with the announcement of the
appoincment of a new President’s Economic Recovery Advisory Board (w_rhich was
modeled afces the Presidenc’s Foreign Inrelligence Advisory Board created by Eisenhower
in 1956), to be chaired by former Federal Reserve chairman Panl Volcker.’

According to the president-elect, the hoard would enable him 1 break out of
the “insnlazity” of official decision-making channels: “The walls of the echo chamb.er
can somecimes keep out fresh voices and new ways of thinking——and those who serve in

$. The appoincmens of Moran proved 1o be a pear fir for the position; she Jeft in late Apzil 2009 w0
becore chief of staff to Commerce Secrecary Gary Locke. Anira Dunn, 2 media consuiranc and senior aciws;or
Jduring the campaign, replaced her. Dunn hed been Obama’s firsz choice for the job but bad declined for
farnily reasons.

6. The group évolved our of the Transition Economic Advisery Board _csea:ed on I_\Iovefnber 7.Cn
Febeuacy 6, 2009, President Obama issued an executive order formally constituring the President’s Econemic
Recovery Advisory Board.
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Washington don't always have a grouad-level sense of which programs and policies are
working” (Memmott 2008). In addition, longrime Obama economic advisor, Austan
Goolshee, a professor at the University of Chicago, was mamed to the Council of
Economic Advisers (he had been passed over as its chair in favor of Christina Romer)
and as szaff director of the new advisory board.

The next week, announcements rmoved o ocher positiens. On December 1, Obama
presenced his foreign policy ream: Semavor Hillary Clinton (D-NY) at State; the con-
timeacion of Defense Secretary Robert Gares at the Pencagon; General James L. Jones as
NSC advisor; Governor Janer Napotitano at Homeland Security; Bric Holder as atrorey
general; and Susan Rice as ambassador o the United Nations. The group included three
women and rwo African Americans. Other cabinet appoiatments quickly followed:

+ December 3: New Mexico governor and former presidential candidace Bill Richardson
ar Commerce

o December 7: General Bric Shinseki, former 1.8, Asmy chief of staff, at Veterans Affairs

« December 11: Former senator Tom Daschle at Health and Human Services

« Diecember 13: Shaun Donovan, New York City's housing commissioner, at the Depart-
ment of Housing and Urban Development

+ December 15: Steven Chu, a physicist ar the University of California and a Nobel prize
winner, at Bnecgy, and Lisa Jackson, former INew Jersey commissioner of environmental
protection, ar che Enviroamental Prorection Agency (EPA)

s December 16: Arne Duncan, chief executive of Chicago public schools, ar Educartion

+ December 17: Senaror Ken Salazar (D-CO} ar Interior, and former lowa governor Tom
Viisack at Agricudrure ’

= December 19: Representative Ray LaHood (R-IL) ar Transporeation, Represemta-
tive Hilda Solis (D+CA) at Labor, and focmer Dallas mayor Ron Kitk as U.S. Trade
Representative.

By December 19, selection of the cabinet at least appeared to be complete. No recenc
transition, since Nixor's in 1968, had made swifrer progress in filling out the cabiner.
According to dara compiled by Professor Terry Sultivan—a member of che White House
Transition Project (a nonpartisan group of presidency scholars}—35 of the 15 cabines
appointments were the eatliest on record starting with the Carcer cransition in 1976
(White House Transition Project 20092).” The only ewo key positions thar experienced
some delay were Dennis Blaic's selection as director of national incelligence and Leon
Paperra’s as director of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIAY, both were anncunced on
January 9.

Diversity also played a pare. Of the 15 segular cabiner members under Obama
{as of April 2009, following some failed nominations), six were white males, one was an
African American male, three were Asian American, one was z Hispanic American male,
one was 2 Hispanic American fernate, three were white femnales. Of che 14 initial cabiner

7. These numbers do not include officials designated 25 bearing “cabiner sank.” For the Obama
cabiner, che lacter inchaded che chair of the Council of Economic Advisers, the administracor of the EPA, the
director of the OMB, the [LS. Trade Represencarive, the UN ambassador, and che White House chief of staff,
The White House “drug czar”——Seazele police chief R. Gil Kerlikowske~-was not given cabinet rank; it was
also an appeintment thac rook until March 13, 2009, ro finalize.
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members under G. W. Bush (before the Department of Homeland Security was creared),
seven were white males, two were African American meabes, one was 20 Asian American
male, one was a Hispanic American male, two weze white fernales, and one was an Asian
American ferale. For Clinton, six were white males, three were African American males,
rwo were Hispanic American males, rwo were whire femnales, and one was an African
American male. By contrast, for Kennedy and Nixon, cabinet nominees were all white
males.

Personal chemistry with the president-glect was important. According o one
report, Obama “personally interviewed all of his senior appointees and has sometimes
met with more than one candidate before deciding, sides said. Ar one point, he was set
o make Peter B, Orszag, the congressional budger director, his White House budget
director withour a meering because they had worked rogecher Bur Mr. Orszag was
brought to Chicago anyway.” According to the same account, Obama selected Geithner
over SEmmers 4§ [reastry secterary because, after meering wich him,

[He felt] in sync with Mr. Geithaer, who is che same age as Mr. Obama, 47, and shares 2
cesrain low-key wonlish gualicy. But Mr. Obama saw Mz Summers as a britliant economist
zdepe at distilling complex issues, despite past controversial statements char might have
caused confirmation problems. So Mr. Obama persuaded him to head the White House
Warional Economic Couscil, an appoinzmens that does not require Senate approval.

“T ¢hink he fell in love with Tim,” said someone famitiar with the meeting. ‘But he
also felc he needed to have Larcy.' ” (Baker and Cooper 2008}

White House staff appointments also set records. The White House Transition Project
found that of 13 rop staff positions, seven appointments were announced at sn eatlier
point than in any rramsision going back ro Carter in 1976 (White House Transition
Project 2009). In the view of Clay Johnson, the Obarna selection process was “well
organized and staffed” and “on the field faster chan any incoming president in recent
history” (Baker and Cooper 2008).

The importance of having a White House seaff quickly in place cannot be under-
estimared. Only a handful of positions require Senate confirmarion (some 26 slots in
various Execurive Office of the Presidents units created szatutorily—but not jobs in what
we normally chink of as the “West Wing,” such as NSC advisor, chief of staff, of other
members of the White Flouse Office). Given the delay in filling subcabinet posicions, the
White House staff usually serves as the incubator of early policy initiatives and is the
primary agent in making sure a new adriniscration “hics the ground running.”

Congress and the Obama Transition: Building Bridges?

The rransition also served as a time o meet with members of Congress, with the
aim of building supporr for the new adminiscration's political agenda. Obama and his
close poliricat advisors recognized that, as part of this effort, campaign themes needed to
be adapred ro differing governing priosities, especially the development of a stimulus
plan to deal with an increasingly croubled economy and fnancial syszem. By the end
of the firsr week after the election, the traasition Web sire had been scrubbed of the
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ambirious campaign agends previcusly laid out (Falcone 2008). Although the Obama
agenda would prove te be ambiticus, it was not the lengthy laundrey list thar Jimmy
Carter had unwisely pushed on Congress in 1977.

Two days after the election, reports indicared thar Obamz and chief of scaff~
designate Emanuel were working with Democratic congressional jeaders on a stimulus
package. According to one accoun, they were working “behind the scenes” on'a plan that
included “more jobless benefics, food stamps, aid to financially strapped states and cities,
and spending for infrastructure projects chat keep people at work” (Zeleny and Calmes
2008). Witchin the transicion, key economic aides such as Romer, Summers, Goolsbee,
and Geichner were fast ar work developing a plan—more ambitious in scope than had
been initially anticipated—which they discussed with Obama at several meerings in
mid-December. A presentarion on the economic decline by Romer ot December 16 was
particularly sobering. According to one senior advisor, although these were economic
dara “we'd all been looking at our whole lives,” we “had never seen anyrhing like it
before” (Wilson 2009). Elements of the plan largely matched the stiemulus package that
would pass Congress on February 13. Other policy areas of prime discussion were the
bailout of the auto industry and expansion of the children's healeh insurance prograrm,
which President Bush veroed rwice (Hlulse and Herszenhorn 2008).

Emanuel and Daschle especially developed close ties between che transicion and
Democratic members of Congress. As former chair of rhe Democrat’s congressional
campaign commitcee, Emanuel had a cenrral role in helping many recent membess win
their sears. Daschle also had played a major role in raising funds for members when he
was Senate leader. The oucreach effort ro Congress was also facilicated by the fact that a
significant number of top transicion aides had congressional experieace in addition
ro Emanuel and Daschle. {As noted below, thar also would be the case for the Obama
White House staff.) ' ;

Ontreach was not confined to Democrars. On November 17, Obamza met wich
rival Senaror John MeCain {(R-AZ)}. It was a meeting that culminated in a joing state-
ment promising to “change the bad habirs of Washington” (Kornblur 2008a). Follow-
ing the meeting, Obama began tc mzke calls to Republican leaders, and he lastrucred
Emanuel to meer with them on Capitol Hill. In making his rounds on the Hili,
Ernanue! reporcedly handed out his personal cell phone number and asked for any
proposals for an economic recovery plan. “We're not lip-synching bipartisanship here,”
he told reporters (Zeleny 2008b). According to another repost, “Obama has consuited
wirh Republican lawmakers zbout his economic plans. Members of Congress and their
staffs say that the Obama team has been engaged in face-garhering on the Hill as much
as seeking support for its own agenda. That stands in marked conirast to the approach
of Obame’s Dernocratic predecessors” (FHook and Parsons 2008). In Januvary, Emanuei
and Summers met privately with Senate Republicans on a number of occasions to
discuss economic recovery and freeing the remaining $350 billion in the bank bailout
fund {Huise 2009).

The response by Republican congressional leaders seemed propitious at the time.
According to Senator Lamar Alexander (R-TN), “I'd say so far so good” (Zeleny 2008b}.
According to Represenrative John Boehner (R-OH), the House minoricy leader,
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“fObarmal and his transition have reached our to the Hill more than any transition team
P've seen. So far, 50 good.” Yer, as Boehner cautioned on the eve of the inauguration,
“running 2 campaige and running a transition are going to be different than govern-
ing, because governing is abour making choices” (Baker 2009a). Seill enother account
observed, “Some Republicans say they hear more than they ever did from che Bush
administracion” (Hualse 2009}, Would this courtship yield sufficient votes for passage of
che Obama agenda?

Public Ouereach

The transicion was also & time to broaden public support and build liaks 1o groups
that were a part of the campaign efforc and which would likely be important in the
administration’s eacfy policy efforts. In early December, agcording to cne report, “Obama
is inviting Americans o spend part of the holiday season callking about health care—and
report back to him. As he gears up for major health reform legislation next year, Obama
is encouraging average Americans to host informal gachesings to brainstorm about how
to improve che U.S. system” (Connolly 2008). On December 3, reticed milizary officers
met with members of the Obama transition team to discuss interrogation procedures of
detainees (Finn 2008). Meetings with other constituency groups were convened on other
parts of the new administration’s agenda.

The Obama Transirion: Implications

Although the transition appeared excesdingly well organized and cimely, some
of the steps raken and decisions made bore implications for the Obama presidency, Most
poreended 2 path 1o success, bur some raised future concerns.

The Obama White House: Centralization and Internal Dynamics

Diespite his sharp policy differences wich Bush, President Obama appears to have
centralized policy meking in the Whire House, much as his predecessor did. Three
longtirne associates—David Axelrod, Pecer Rouse, and Valetie Jarrett-—were given the
cicle of “senior advisor” ro the president, signaling their importance as sources of direct
personal counsel ro him. As well, new Whire House offices were created o coordinare
energy, health czre reform, and urban policy initiacives; a White House-based “perfor-
ance evaluation” office was also added (s White House Council on Women and Girls
was also formed in March 2009, as were the new positions of federal informarion officer
and chief rechnology officer, the latter in February). In March, the Whire House's Web
site also listed 2 new "“Office of Social Innovation,” although no further links were
provided. Several White House aides had impressive backgrounds: former Treasury
Secrerary Larry Surmoers as direczor of ¢he NEC and former EPA administrator Carcle
Browner now as the chief White House aide on environmental issues. According to
one account, Summers not only “has daily access to che president . . . he is widely viewed
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as a more substantive . .. Big Picture economic adviser than Treasury Secretary Tim
Geithner” (Hirsh and Thomas 2009, 27). The collapse of Daschle’s nomination also
farchered cenczalization. He was slated to lead the health care reform effort. Yer when
Kansas governor Xathleen Sebelius replaced him at Healch and Human Services, Nancy-
Ann DeParle was appointed the White House point person as direcror of the new White
House Office of Health Reform, wich the presrigious ticle “counselor to che president.”
Other accounts noted thar Emanuel and OMB direcror Orszag may likely be key players
on health care reform (Serafini 2009, 54).

Al of this indicates a White House staff that will nor only drive bur likely
define the early Obama policy agenda. As one account noted during the cransition,
alchongh Obama built “a cabiner of prominent and swong willed players. . . he is
puting together a governing structure thar will concentrare more decision making
over his rop domestic priorities in the White House.” These changes “shift the potirical
center of gravity farther away from rhe cabiner, 2 trend that has accelerated under
presidents of both parties in recent years” (Baker 2008b). Even Podesta noted, in an
interview shortly after the election, thar Obama intended ro make the White House the
cenrer for policy formudatior: “I think there’s a cencral funcrion of policy development
and coordinaticn that takes place ar the White House” (Simendinger and Lee 2008, 29;
Tumuley 2068, 29). ‘

The key challenge for the Obama presidency will be whether the policy-making
Process 15 jargely ser within the confines of the White FHouse staff, or whether it can mose
inclusively shepherd policy and foster a degree of interagency input, while maincaining
some measure of White House direction and control, Here, the White House directors
of the Domeszic Policy Council and NEC, as well as the other new policy “czars,” bear
watching. Will they secve as honest brokers of che process as weli as policy advocates? The
NEC was strongest under Clinton, for example, when Roberr Rubin was able to blend
both roles. Will Summers do thar? As one prominent Democratic vetetan noted, “Larry's
natural tendency is to be the smartest person in the room, and not an honest broker”
(Simgndinge: and Lee 2008, 27). Another dimension is how the White House handies
the legisiative process, Barly initiatives such as the economic stimulus package and
budger legistation for fiscal years 2009 and 2010 indicated a comparatively greater
degree of deference to congressional Democrars o work out che details than had been the
case for Reagan, Clincon, and G. W, Bush.

A second implication for decision making is the role of Rahm Emanuel as chief
of staff. His selection broughr on board someone wirh impressive credentials for the
job, buc also someone who was likely to hew to the scrong chief of staff model.
Emanuel had been Clinton’s chief Whice House political advisor, he had strong poli-
tical credentials as the fourth-ranking Democrat in che House of Represencatives, he
underszood che legislative process, and he had a repusation as 2 tongh and demanding
manager and a fierce partisan—but not necessazily ideological—infighrer. A rough
trafhic cop is sometimes needed, bur will he be too demanding and overbearing? Given
kis policy and polirical background, will he be oo inclined to put his thumb on the
policy scale? If all works our well, he might serve as a policy advisor and a tough buc
effective manager, aleng the lines of a Lean Panerrz or a James Baker Yer, chiefs
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of staff who are too strong and selfserving managers, and who are policy advocates
in their own right, often ger into trouble: John Sunuaun and Donald Regan are the
examples here. In addicion, overly powerful chiefs of seaff also can fail ro serve as
honest brokers of the deliberarive process, ensuring thar ali viewpoints are adequarely
explored and fairly considered.

Emanuel appeats to be awase of some of the dangers. In December 2008, then Bush
chief of scaff Josh Bolten hosted 2 breakfast meering for Emanuel and 11 former chiefs
of staff. According to Emanuel,

One of the interesting bits of advice chat emesged from the breakfast was char you probably
shouldn't be a political principal yousself. You need to pur aside your own personality and
profile and adopc one thac serves your boss. I'm not saying you necessarily have to have 2
low profite, but it can't eally be your own independent profile. It’s gor zo be the profile your
boss wants seflected, and it has to be a profile that does nor compete with the rest of the
Cabiner. (Lizza 2009, 27)

The three new Obama senior advisors—Axeirod, Jarrett, and Rouse—raise another
dynamic. How these senior officials wock togecher—and with Emanuel-~will have a
major impact on the Obama presidency. Ties among other staff members also bear
warching. One is the long relationship berween Emanuel and Axelrod. EPA adminis-
graror Lisa Brown once worked for Carol Browner when she was head of the EPA.
The Summess-Geithner telationship is intesesting: Geithner once worked for Summers.
According to one account, the rwo are “good friends and tennis partners, and if there is
any friction berween them, it hasn’c sucfaced yer” (Hirsh and Thomas 2009, 27},

An unusually large number of top White House staff members also have had
some prior congressional staff experience: legal counsel Greg Craig, direcror of the
Demestic Policy Council Melody Barnes (both for Senaror Edward Kennedy), secretary
of the cabiner Cheis Lu, assistan for legislative affairs Philip Schilito (chese two for
Representacive Henry Waxman), deputy communications direcror Dan Pheffer, senior
advisor Perer Rouse (these two for Semator Daschie), environmental chief Carol
Browner, press secterary Robest Gibbs, deputy chief of staff Jim Messina, and depury
legal counsei Cassandra Bucts. Rouse and Lu also worked sogether on the Obama
Senare staff. Familiarity with Congress has obvious advantages, yet there may be some
risks. As one repors notes, “everyone in Congress will know someone pessonally in the
White House, which could make it diffculr for the Obama team to maintain disci-
pline” (Englund 2008, 34).

How these various insetpersonal clusters-—-if not “power cencers”—work out will
have significant bearing on che internal effectiveness of the administration’s delibesative
pracesses. So, too, will the role of President Obama as a decision maker and manager.
According co one account, he “gers annoyed a licdde more than his staff would like o
zdmir, especially when his sense of conrrof is threarened by self-promoters or people
talking our of school” (Alcer 2009, 22), Obama appears quite aware of the dangers of
presidentiat isofation and overdependence on those in his proximity in the Whire Fouse.
Volcker's President’s Bconomic Recovery Advisory Boazd, for example, may serve as a
check on Summess’s potential dominatien in economic policy.
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- In picking General Jones as NSC advisor, Obama appears to have someone who
wiil hew more closely to che “honest broker” conceprion of that job rather than as a
strong policy advocate in the mold of Henry Kissinger or Zbigniew Brzezinski. Jones,
INOFEOVEL, APpeats, well equipped to serve as & “realicy tester” ro President Obama and his
foreign policy principals. The “Scowcroft medel” of interagency coordination was rerained
(as it hgd occurred under Clinton and . W, Bush), albeit with 2 somewhat expanded NSC
membership and sorme modifications at lower levels. Central to the Scowcroft model: Jones
chairs the principals in the president’s absence, and his depury NSC advisor chairs the
depu?ies’ comimittee that repores to the principals. (The organizarion of the Obama national
security system was specified in Presidential Policy Direcrive 1, issued an February 13,)

Nomination Problems and Ethical Difficelties

During the transirion, the strictest echical guidelines of any incoming presidency
were put in place (for a thorough analysis of strengehs and weaknesses, see Thompson
2009). Lobbyists involved in the transition were barred from working in policy atess in
which they had been active over the previous year; as well, they were banned from any
furure lobbying activity in areas of their transition responsibilicies for a petiod of one year,
As for political appointees, on his fizst day in office, President Obama issued execurive
orders and presidential directives barting “every appointee in every execurive agency,”
once they have left government, from lobbying any executive branch offcial for the enzir’e
time of an Obama presidency (Eggen and Smith 2009). The new rules went beyond the
ﬁve»year baa shac Clinton had issued ar the start of his presidency, and they were broader
in scope than the Clinton-era restrictions on lobbying just former associates (restricrions
that Clinton rescinded shortly before leaving office when aides complained shey posed
onblems in securing new positions). In addirion, the rules banned lobbyists from raking
‘fobs ;t any agency they had lobbied in the past two years, and they barred them from
iavolvement in marters in which che i i i i i
008 Komencr 000 o5 v had lobbied during thar period (Kirkparrick

Despite the new rules, difficulcies immediately cropped up. Media scrutiny of
the some 150 transivion officials assigned to deparcments and agencies found “dozens of
ferzrner fobbyists and some who were registered as recently as last year.” Others had ties
0 firms employing lobbyists or were “consulrants” to lobbying firms but not rechnically
segistered lobbyists themselves—Senator Daschle most notably (Kickparrick 2008a;
Mosk 2008); so, too, for many of che new appointees {(Kosterlitz 2009, 38-39), ’
) Once appointments and nominations were announced, the transition found itself
in tk-m position of having o grant waivers to former lobbyists. Almost immediately after
instiruting the new rules, for example, a waiver was granted for Wiiliam J. Lyne III, 2

former lobbyist for defense contracrer Raytheon, who had been nominated as éepu::y
seczerary of defense. Waivers were also granted to other Whice House and execurive
branch officials (Baker 2009h; Kosterlicz 2009, 37).

Scrusiny of porential nominees, especially their financial records, was touted as the
most detailed and aggressive of any transition to dare. According to one repost, the
Obame wransition lawyers “requized candidates ro complete a 63-item questionnaire, a
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derailed probe of the person’s writings, relationships, finances, tax filings, legal proceed-
ings, domestic help and personal profiles on social nerworking Web sites” (Shear and
Rucker 2009: also see Rucker 2008} Prospective nominees were queried abour any
financial ties of themselves or family members to financial firms receiving government
bailout funds; they were asked abour gun ownership, traffic fines over $50, copies of any
e-rnail that might embarrass the incoming administration, and zny blog posts on the
Internet (Calmes 2008). Nominees were also sent other forms: an FBI questionnaire,
Gnancial disclosure Form 278 from the Office of Government Ethics, and materials from
Senate commiczees for those positions requiring confirmarion.

Cabinet Nomination Problems

Despire this unprecedented scrutiay, the nomination process—especially of cabinet
members—rar inco dificulries. Ultimarely, they proved early speed bumps rather chan
signs of deeper problems affecring the early Obama presidency. They garnered a signifi-
cant amount of media attention, however, and they porentially served as distractions to
other efforts of the transition and, then, the new administracion to herald their policy
agenda and build support.

All recent transizions have at least one problemaric nominacion where negacive
informarion abour the candidare is revealed after the appoinement is announced. The
chellenge for the transition is to move guickly, ascertain che facts, and remove the person
from further considerarion if the cherges prove true ot if sevese political damage is likely
(e.g., Linda Chavez’s 48 hours as che labor secrerary nomines for G. W. Bush). Difficuiries
arise when the nominacion lingers (e.g., Senacor John Tower as defense secretary for G. H.
W. Bush or the two attorney general nominations for Clincon).

For Obama, however, the sheer number of problematic nominations must faise an
eyebrow. Some problems transition vetrers knew about but appareacly calculated thas
the nominee would survive. In the verting of Geithner for rreasury secrerary, the Obama
lawyers even uncovered addisional income tax liabilities thas che Inzernal Revenue
Service had missed in its 2006 audit of him. Geithner might have been slotred for 2
position not requiring Senare confizmation, such as dizector of the Whire House's NEC,

" but the decision was apparently made to go through with the nomination, and he was

confirmed (albeit it wich some delay on January 26) by a vore of 60-34.

The nominarion of Richardson for commerce secretary is more perplexing. Here,
difficulries developed concerning his possible entanglement ina “pay for play” scheme. A
number of state officials in New Mexico had been under FBI investigation for some time,
and news of that had been revealed in che Albuquerque newspapess. Given chat the FBI
was also undertaking the background checks for nominees, it is highly caiikely that the
Ohbacna vecters were unaware of what was unfolding. Perhaps they again calculated chat
the nominarion would ulrimately prevail, given thac it seemed Richardson was not
directly involved. However, after the “pay for play” scandal involving rhe appointment of
2 successor to Obama in the Senate emerged and the subsequent arrest of lliinois governor
Rod Blagojevich on Decernber 9, the possibility of & lengthy and conrested nominagicn
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hearing for Richacdson might have changed the political calculus. On January 4, 2009
Richardson removed his name from consideration. ,

The most damaging failed nominacion was thar of former Senaror Daschle. In the
ensuing weeks after the December 11 anacuncement of his nomination as secretary
of health and human services, 2 number of tax-relared problemns came to light that wee
'flpp‘arendy unknown co the Obama transition. Daschle kad failed o pay $128,000
in income and payroll taxes on a limousine and driver that had been provided by a
censulting firm he worked for. Daschle claimed the error was inadvertent and that, on
January 2, he had informed the rransition staff and the Senate Finance Committee of
the problem once it was clear raxes were owed {Connolly, Seephens, and Smich 2009;
Pear 2009). However, Daschle later acknowledged that, as early as June 2008, he haci
some suspicion thar the car service mighre be taxable (Pear 2009), In addition, he failed
to report income of $83,333 from the firm. It also came to light chat he had raken
$14,963 in guestionable charitable deductions berween 2005 and 2007. Qu‘es‘tibris were
also raised about his use of corporate jers on trips abroad, a possible efforr ro ger the
head of the consulting firm that employed him a job in the Obama administration, and
whether his various activities as a consulrane mighe pose problems given the new ethics
;z(z)i;sg,)even though he was net technically a regiscered lobbyist (McCormack 2009; Pear

On February 3, 2009, Daschle wichdrew his nomination, saying he did not want
to become 2 “distraction” to the Obema presidency (he was replaced by Kansas governor
Karhleen Sebelius on March 2). The seme day Daschle withdrew, Obama heid interviews
with five media outlets, acknowledging thar he had “made & mistake” and “screwed up”
(Kornbiut and Shear 2069, Zeleny 2009). The interviews had been originaliy scheduled
to tout the stimulus package; an imporrant agenda message was lost.

The loss of Daschle to the Obama team was especially cosely in teems of its health
care initiatives. Daschle had been selected to head up 2 speciel White House unir in thac
policy area, and reports indicated he would bave av office in the Whire House as well as
arrend morning sraff meerings. Moreover, the weeks of continuing revelations abour his
tax problems surely proved 1o be a “discracrion,” as he later acknowledged. As Pré;ident
Obama publicly conceded, “it’s importanr for this administration to send 2 message that
chere azen’t two secs of rules. . . . one for prominent folks and one for ordinary folks who
have to pay their taxes” (Zeleny 2009). Obama’s hope for transformational leadership had
become bogged down—at lfeast temporarily—in the transactional politics of parcisan
charge and parry.

The episode also indicated problems in the verting process and raised questions
abour Daschie’s veracicy: 9 of the 63 items in the questionnaize for nominees dealt with
tgx matters. According to Clay Johnson, George W. Bush's personnel direceor during
his rransicion and later ac the Whire House, “It’s huge. Did you pay your taxes? . .. It's
something that is checked religiously” (Kornblue and Shear 2009). The same day that
Daschle bowed out, another nominee, Nancy Kiliefer, also wichdrew from consideration
because of unpaid unemployment taxes for household help, which the Obama verress had
apparencly missed. Killefer had been rapped 2s a deputy director of the OMB and—
ironically—as the White House's “chief performance officer,” a new position.
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Yer Daschle’s wichdrawal was not the end of Obama’s nornination problems. On

February 3, nearly a month after Richardson’s wirhdrawal, Senacor Judd Gregg (R-INH}

was named o fill the seill vacant post of secretary of commerce. Gregg, a deficic hawk and
renking Republican on the Senate Budger Committee, would have joined Secretary of
Defense Gates and Secrerary of Transportation LaHood as the third Republican in the
Obama cabinet, a record number in recent Democzaric presidencies. However, on February
12, only days after the Daschle announcement, Gregg withdrew from consideration,
citing “irresolvable conflicts” with the adminiseration’s $787 billion stimulus package,
which was up for avote the next day (and which Gregg ultimarely vored against). According
o Gregg, it “was my mistake, not his.” Yer some accounts also cited Gregg’s growing
concerns that the 2010 census would be run from the White House znd not the Commerce
Department, of which the U.S. Census Bureau isa part. According to William Kristol, “The
story circulating among Hill Republicans is thar Gregg wasn't notified abour the
census matter before the announcement [of his nomination], and that he demanded
of Chief of Staff Rehm Emanuel a few days ago that the decision be reversed. I'm rold
that Emanuel said he would ger back to him, but Gregg heard nothing. So he requested
4 meering with the president and said he couldn't be part of the Obama administrarion”
(Kristol 2009). Policical “cold feet” may have been Gregg's fanlt; still, it is unusual for these
policy differences nor to have come up as Gregg was under initial consideration.

Orther difficulties developed. Senacors Dianne Feinstein (D-CA) and john D.
Rockefetler TV (D-WV) raised concerns—temporazily—abont Leon Panetta’s nomina-
tion as director of the CIA. Neither apparently had been contacted before the appeint-
ment was announced——a major omission, given thar Rockefeller was the outgoing chair
2nd Feinstein the incoming chair of the Senate Intelligence Committee. The nominacion
of Representative Hilda Solis {D-CA) as labor seceetary was temporarily delayed when
it was revealed rhat rhere were tax liens on her husbznd's auro repair business; she
was finally confirmed on February 24. Difficulties also emerged in the aominarica of
former Dallas mayor Ron Kirk as U.S. Trade Representative, Again, tax mistakes came
up—concerning the reporting of honorasia and chacitable donations—and he eventually
agreed o pay $9,975 in back taxes. Tax errows also cropped up in Sebelius's nomination
to replace Daschle at Health and Human Services, bur they were apparently caught by,
nose, Whice House vecters and corrected; $7,000 in back raxes were quickly paid. She was
eventually confirmed on April 28 by a 63-31 vore.

Subcabinet Appointments

All of these cases—bue especially Daschie’s—may have had further repercussions
on the administracion’s ability to hit the ground ranning, as the White House scruti-
nized subcabinet nominees more cagefully end nominations were delayed as a result.
According to data compiled by Paul Light and che Washington Post, by the end of the
president’s first week in office, 47 appointments had been announced and 37 of them had
been formally nominated. In the month following Daschle's withdrawal, only 10 addi-
tional apnouncemencs for confirmed positions and six formal nominations were made
{Kamen 2009b).
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Barly efforts to pur a new administrarion’s own mark on policy are expected. Thae
eask is complicared not just by difficuley in its own cight bur by the increasing fength of
time it now takes to fill subcabiner appointments. For the Obama presidency, difficulzies
in some deparcments were sceiking. Not one of 17 key Treasury Deparcment officials had
been confirmed by the end of March, excepr Secrerary Geichner. As Paul Volcker nored
at the rime, “The secrerary of the Treasury is sitring cthere withour 2 deputy, without any
undersecretaties, without any, as far as I know, assistant secretaries zesponsible in sub-
stantive areas at a time of very severe crisis. He shouldn’t be sitting there alone” (Shear
and Rucker 2009). According o Sir Gus O'Donrell, secretary of the Brizish cabinet, it
was difficult to get even phone calls recurned: “There is nobody there. You can't believe
how difficalr it is” (Thomas and Barry 2009, 32).2

Delay in subcabinet appointments in other key departments and agencies, such as
the Department of Homeland Security and the Federal Emergency Management Agency,
also occurred, Some two dozen Bush administrarion officials in Homeland Security were
asked to sray in their positions for a period—ithis despite extensive effores and coordi-
naticn between the Obama camp and the White House, before election day, to make suse
such key positions were filled quickly (Hsu 2009). Delays in the appointinent of a
replacement to Daschie at Health and Human Services also meant that there were no
early subcabinet nominations in that deparoment, one with a potentially great impact on
the administration’s goal of 2 major health care initiacive.

Verting continued to be a problem. In late Maich, the day before confirmacion
heasings were to begin, the number two pick ar the EPA withdrew from consideration,
when it came ro lighe that he had been on the boatd of nonprofic group that had
mismanaged $25 rmillion in EPA grants. On March 10, Chacles W. Freeman, Jr., the
nominee for chairman of the National Intelligence Council, withdrew from consider
ation. Freeman, a former ambassador to Saudi Asabiz and deputy chief of mission to
China, had been criticized for stacernenss he had made abour Israel and Hoks to Seadi and
Chinese interests. Freeman did not go quietly, and he publicly chasrised his critics.

Sometimes politics intruded. The nominations of Harvard physicist John Holdren
to head up the White House Office of Science and Technology Policy and Oregon State
University biologist Jane Lubchenco o direct the National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Adminiseration had ctheir conficmations held up by Senaror Robert Menendez (D-NJ}
over & matcer complerely unrelared co their jobs. Menendez blocked rhem in commictee
in protest against the adminiseration’s new policies roward Cuba. On March 13, the ewo
were fnally voted out of committee.

Sometimes the White House simply failed to get back to nominees. This occurred
for Dr. Sanjay Gupea after he had agreed o serve—and thoughr his appoincment was
secured——as sucgeon general in early. Janvary. He stepped aside on March 3. One top

8. In early Macch, fous possible appointees o top posicions asked that their names be wichdrawn, for
reasons that were not revealed. On Maich 8, three nominees for senior jobs at the Treasury Department were
finally announced. However, the aumber rwo deputy position and two imporcans undersereacy-level
positions remained unanaounced until March 23 (Andrews and Labaton 200%; Cho 2009a, 2009b; Irwin
2009), and the top candidace to head the department’s bank bailout withdrew from consideration in lace
March (Solemon 2609).
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Freasury Depariment prospect had not heard back from the White House for more chan
a month after submitting all of his documentation (Wagaer 2009). General Anthony
Zinni, former comeander in chief of CENTCOM and 2 ceitic of the Irag War, told
reporters he was offered-—and accepted—=the job of ambassador to lrag, following
conversations with Secrerary of State Clinton and NSC advisor General Jones (followed by
a congratlatory phone cail from Vice President Joe Biden), only to learn thar rhe post
was going to someone else the day before the latrer was announced. According to one
report, “days passed and nothing happened. Ziani, geeting his gear together, finally
called Jones . . . and leasned that [Christopher] Hill, whose expertise inciudes Poland,
the Balkans and Asia, was the pick” {(Kamen 20092).

Mote generally, according to one seport, "Across the goverament, important posts
remain unfiled, leaving chose who have already been confirmed to struggle as they
accempt to meee che demands of a far-reaching presidencial agenda without the staff che
agencies normally have.” Some delay is normal, yer the difficulties experienced with some
of the cabinet-level positions may have made the subcabinet appointment process even
slower, and with greacer scruziny of prospective nominees. As for those in still in the
nomination pipeline, “An intensified vetting process has lefr dozens of President Obama’s
picks . . . mired in a seemingly endless confirmarion limbo, frustraced and cut off from
the departments they are waiting to serve and unable to perform their new ducies” (Shear
and Rucker 2009).

The pace quickened, however, beginning in mid-March, By che 100-day mark on
April 29—according to dara compiled by Terry Sullivan-—a voral of 221 nominations to
Senare-conhrmed positions had been arnounsed (compared 10 201 for G. W, Bush), 183
bad been seat to the Senate {compared o 87 for Bush), and 67 had been confirmed
(compared to 33 for Bush). To put these numbers in further conrexe: Out of some 540 key
positions, Obarma was ahead of . H. W Bush and Clinton (both with 45 confirmacions)
bur behind Reagan's record of 83 (White Flouse Transition Project 2009b).7 Also
noteworthy: As of early April, 429 of those nominated had secved in sorne capacity
during the Clinron administration (Kamen 2009¢).

The Transition and the Early Obama Presidency

What impace did the transirion have on che early Obama presidency? In seversi
areas, preparation: during the transition paid off, especially in pucting in place the pieces
of what might be termed a “regular presidency”—decision-making processes, seaff orga-
nization, appeintments, sxecutive orders, and a policy agenda. But these were not regnlac

¢, Sullivan includes in his data cabiner-level nominees. Moreover, although ObamaE was ahead of
theee out of faur of his immediace predecessors, he was not our of che woods quite yer. Bven if bis n'umbers
were favorable at the 100-day maszk, z lengrhy appoiniment process cemained. For example, according toa
Brookings Instirution (2001) study, by the end of Augusc 2001 for Bush—uwich September 11 looming—
227 nominees bad been confirmed, 41 wers anneunced but che papsrwork had noc reached the Sens.lze yet, 33
were in che process of Senace confizmacion, and 144 positions remained unfilled. When the Brookings soudy
was complere, it concluded chas it teok, on auverage, 8.7 months for the Bush admirfxsrratmn to Mmove its
nominees chrough Senate conficmation, compared to 8.3 monshs in the Clincon presidency and 5.2 under
Reagan (Lee 2003)
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times. In other areas; the unique constraines of this transition-—secession, unstable
stock markets, and crisis in the financial industry (but, iaterestingly, not was)—proved
especially challenging.

Utilizing Presidential Prerogatives

The cransicion’s eatly work served che new administration well in enabling chem
te quickly rescind Bush-era regulatory and execurive orders, somerimes pucting new ones
in place. By the end of his first week in office, che new president had

° ordered steps taken to close the detainee camp ar Guantdnamo Bay, Cuba

* banned questionable interrogation merhods of rerrorist derainees

« rescinded a ban (the so-called Mexico City policy) on the use of U.S. funds abroad for

programs thac perform abortions, provide counsel about abortions, or lobby for cheir

legalizarion (the order was delayed for a day until after the anniversacy of the Roe v Wiade

decision)

issued orders permicting states to impose rmore stringent automobile emissions stan-

dards, which had been opposed by Bush, and instrucred the Transporracion Department

to set mew rargets on gas-use mileage standards

msrftuced new echics mles for appointees, more stringent than any of his predecessors

rescinded a szringent Bush execucive order limiring public availabilicy of archival decu-

ments from past administrations

® put on hold lest-minute Bush administration regulatory orders

* froze pay in White House on some 100 aides with salaties greater than $100,000 (largely
symbolic, given White House coatro! of internal pay grades within broad stacutory
budgets for White House units).

On January 30, 2009, chese orders were followed by chree others: one reversing a
Bush adminiseration ozder requiring federal contracrors to post notice that workers can
lirnit their financial suppore of unions, anocher preventing reimbursernent to contractors
for expenses in blecking usion organization, and a third allowing employees o retain
their jobs when a federal contrace changes hands to another firm. These orders were made
public on the same day thar the president announced a “White House Task Force on
Middle Class Working Families,” to be chaired by Vice President Biden.

In the weeks that followed, further execurive action was undertaken. The president
ordered che Enérgy Department to draft new efficiency standards on 2 variety of household
appliances.-On February 5, Obama issued an execarive order revamping his predecessor’s
Whirte House Office of Faich-Based Initiacives, now renamed the Office of Faich-Based and
Neighborbood Partwerships. In early March, the administration suspended executive orders
that lessened scruriny of the effects of government projects on threatened and endangered
species. In April, pelicies reszricting erade and travel zo Cuba were eased a biz.

Most importantly, on March 9, the president rescinded the Bush ban on federal
funding of most types of stem cell research save those from existing stem cell lines. In fact,
the executive order opened the door to research on stem cells obtained beyond those from
discarded embryos, and Obama asked the MNarional Institures of Health to make recom-
mendations concerning cell lines from other sources (see Munro 2009). The order was
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accompanied by another presidential directive to the president’s science advisors to draft
recommendations seeking to separate scientific appointments and advice from policics.

Foreign Policy

Efforcs to distance itself from the policies of ies predecessor also fiigured in the early
Obama presidency. Two days after his inauguration, the president appointed former
Senator George Mitchell and former Ambassador Richard Holbrooke as his special envoys
to the Middle Fast (Mirchell) and Afghanistan and Pakistan (Holbrooke). On January 26,
less than 2 week after Obame’s inauguration, Mitchell was disparched to che region for
what was described as a “liscening tour,” Secretary of Srate Clinton also had a busy first
few months, including crips to the Far Bast, to the Middle Ease, and then, in late March,
0 Mexico, and, in April, to Iraq and Lebanon. Early on, Obama met with military leaders
to begin the process of removing U.S. troops in Iraq. By the end of February, 2 plan
was in place. It was not the more ambitious and speedier withdrawal thar Obama bad
campaigned on, bu it was a considered plan that had been developed in consultation
with his military commanders. The president set a deadline of August 2010 for the
removal of about two-thirds of U.S. troops, wich che remainder set to leave by Decernber
2011, As for Afghanistan, here the administration was prepared for a greater effort:
On February 17, the president proposed incréasing American forces by 50%-—some
additional 17,000 troops.

Obama also benefited from an eatly Apsil teip abroad to the £-20 Leaders Summit
in London, & meering of NATOQ leaders in France, and visits to Germany, the Czech
Republic, Turkey, and Irag. Groundwork was laid and personsl contacts made, bur a
requese for more Allied rroops in Afghanistan and greater efforts ar economic stimutus by
European Union narions were noc met with 2 wheolly positive response. Apsil zlso saw
trips to Mexico and to Trinidad to artend the Summit of che Americas. In June he
craveled to Ismael, Saudi Arshia, and Egypr—where he made a riajor addeess on Middle
Bast affaire-—then to Germany and France.

Congress and the Barly Obama Presidency: Elusive Bipartisanship

Obama’s relationship with Republicans in Congress was not noticeably different
from that of his predecessors’ dealings with members of the opposite party on the
ik normal—if ac times divisive—partisanship. His early execative orders closing the
Guanténamo decainee camp, permitting states to toughen auto emissions standards,
and allowing federal funding for abortion providers abroad drew Republican fire.
Biparciszaship proved elusive. _

There were some early successes. Two were leftovers from the Bush presidency. On
January 29, Presidenr Obama signed legislation~—the Lilly Ledbetter Act—expanding
the time during which employees can sue for various types of work-based discrimination,
The bill had been blocked by Senate Republicans the previous spring, but the increased
Democraric majoricy led co passage in the new 111ch Congress (the vote was 230-177 in
che House and 61-36 in the Semate). On Februacy 4, the president signed legislation
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renewing and expanding che State Children’s Health Insurance Program, which had been
vecoed twice by President Bush; the legislation added an additional 4 ’rnillion chiidren
:: a:hﬁeigfram. Forry House Republicans voted in favor, and the margin in the Senate
. Given the dize economic context and projections of rising budget deficits, Obama's
advisors held different views zbour how aggressively to move cheir policy ;genéa n
the early presidency. Some favored emulating FDR's expansive approach in 1933, while
others were more cautious and drew lessons from the Clintor failed health care ini;iacive
Bat over dime, there were signs that, while not fully following the FDR model am:%
puttu:'tg everything immediately on the front burner, the new administrarion was
p%anm_n_g steps for major policy initiatives during the first year. The price, however, was
bxpaf:msanship, and Republicans quickly and vocifemﬁsly distanced themselves fran; the
adminisczation’s proposals.
The eco_nomic stiraulus package was the eatliest major effort. Borh the Obama team
?nd congz‘essmnal Democrars had hoped to have a bill on the new presidenc’s desk b
inauguration day. That hope proved a bit elusive. Still, in the early days of his presiden. ,
O?i)ama ac:.ively lobbied’ Congress for biparrisan support—including visits to Ca ;:zi
HzH‘, meetings with both Democrars and Republicans, and Wednesday night cocicail
parties with key lawmakers (Wilsen 2009). The adminiscracion won, bur withour the
broad support hoped for. On January 28, che House initially approved an $819 stimuius
package by a vore of 244-188, with all Republicans in opposicion (as well as 11
Democxiass). In the Semace, the bill narrowly passed with che support of only three
R‘epublzcans. A reconciled $787 bill finally passed both chambers on February 1y?) ina
highly parrisan vore (again, no Republicans in the House supported it, and onl ’three
Repui?licans n Senate voted in favor). The lack of GOP support 'éespit; the presjgdent’s
iobbying efforts, may have provided an imporrane lesson o th{; White House. As cne
account noted, “Drawing conclusions from a post-mortem analysis that Eman‘uel con-
ciucifeci of the stimulus baccle, senior White House advisers returned ro the successfui
tactics of the presidential cimpaign, taking the president znd his message beyond the
Beloway and scaling back his appeals ro congressional Republicans. The approach has
defined the way he has governed since” (Wilsor 2009). Republican lawmakers, however,
fei't th.at their suggestions for pating back the bill were ignored. According,to House’
minority leader John Boehner, afrer the House bill passed, “it became clear to us chat thy
didn’t want to work with us” (Wilson 2009). 7
) Components of the stimulus plan raised conrroversy. It aimed ro create millions of
jobs through spending on cransportation and other infrastructore projects, and ener
health care, and education spending. But was it an effort best designed o s,timulace ixyc
ecox}omy? Critics maintained thae its job-creating effects would not be largely in place
unrzl.ZGEG.m Was it a Trojan horse for some penc-up Democratic political agenda
especially as the Whirte House had essentially curned over the desails 1o the Democrati;

10. According to the Congressional Bud, illi i i

10. Ac Budger Office, $185 billion will be used in fiscal

32(9)2 rh:tl;z;zu;ne {?s:;lmig:: ig 1ﬁO. al:liowev;r, if tax curs (inchuding $70 billion w fix the aJ:Zinatyi?::i?noiiﬂﬁ
e 153. 1z scal year 2009 will be 219 of che rocal stimulus 2nd 38% in fiscal year 2010
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leadesship?' Was it just another opportunity for pork barrel politics, bt now on 2 majer
scale? One of the projects earmarked was & high-speed rail line from Disneyland to Las
Vegas favored by Democratic teader Separor Harry Reid (D-NV); another was $1.4
billion for rural waste disposal.

The second major initiative was Treasury Secretary Geithner's unveiling of the
adrainiscration’s bank bailout plan on February 10, Bur Geichner’s plan was vague in ics
derails, and the Dow Jones Industrial Average dropped 4.6% and the 3&P 500 dectined
4.99% the day it was announced. According to one invesement banker, “What they did
is over-promise and undes-deliver, They said there was going to be a plan, so gverybody
expeceed a plan. And then there was nothing” {Cho and Montgomery 2009). Here the
cransition may have proven problemaric: Was Geithner too understaffed in the Treasury
Deparement to deliver 2 more fleshed-out program? Also of note: It was not until March
73 thar Geithner finaily unveiled a feshed-out plan. Now the marker response was
positive: The Dow rose 6.8% and the S&P 500 rose 7%-

“Fhe thitd major iniciative was the fanding bill for the remainder of fiscal year 2009.
Corrinuing resolutions had been in place since October; no agreement could be reached
between che Bush White House and the Democratic-controlled Congsess, The bill drew
criticism, s it contained more than 8,500 “carmarked” projects. Although the president
had urged restraint on pet bills, he signed what he called “imperfect” legislation on
March 11. Also notable was that, as 2 candidate, he had criticized President Bush's use
of “signing statemenrs” attached o bilts, bur Obama now chose to attach his own
searement to the bill, questioning the consticutionality of some of its provisions. The
bill's effects—plus those of the bank bailout—on federal deficits ate staggering. In fiscal
year 2007, che deficic was $162 biflion; in fiscal year 2008, $438 billion; and in fiscal yeas

2009, $1.75 crillion, if not more. Sill, economic ClECUrnSTANCEs Were severe, and increases
ir: federsl spending may prove wise in the end.

Finally, a fourch major initiative was the president’s own budger proposal for fiscal
year 2010, presented in a televised address to a joinc session of Congress on February 26.
The plan included §15¢ billion in new enezgy projects; new environmental policies
directed ar global warming, especially 2 “cap-and-trade” system on carbon emissions;
expansion of grants for college stadents; 20¢ a major 10-year, $634 billion iniciative o
extend health care coverage. On the revenue side, the plan proposed a variety of tax
increases and changes in iremized deduction rules for the top 5% of taxpayers, as well as
lerzing the Bush tax cuts lapse. The Whire House resisted, however, even more expansive

11. According 1o one Republican House member who had been heavily lobbied by the Whire House,
including an invitation to warch the Supes Bowl with the Obamas, “the Whire House losc conczol of the
pracess when the bili was oursonrced to Pelosi.” According to a senior White House official, “dealing with
Democrats has been tougher than dealing with Republicans.” Furthermore, sccording to thar Newnisek
report, “In ways that have not always pleased che Whice House, the Speaker has madg it clear to the presidens
chat when it comes to House business, he bas to go through fer~ Although denied by the Speaker’s office,
the Newsweek report claimed thac if the Whice House contacted Democraric House members, che Speaker
expected to be informed, not just ahaut the coneact, but also about what was Jiscussed (Bailey 2009, 35, 36).
Other accounts, however, stressed the role that chief of staff Emanuel played in negotiations, particularly in
geining the assent of five moderate Democratic and Republican serators to the stimulus package {Lizza 2009,
20), as well as his efforss to gain the support of congressional moderates for the fiscal year 2010 budget

package {Fineman 2009, 34; Murray 2809}, others noted Peiosi’s diminished role (Simon and Barabzk 2009).
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steps, such as Speaker Pelosi’s hope for immediately rescinding che Bush tax curs on the
wealthy rather than waiting for them to lapse. Still, it was an ambitious policy agenda,
wrapped in an omuaibus budges and tax plan, and with a projected deficit of §1.2 triliion,
i# not more. Preliminary House and Senate versions—close to the administration’s
request bur divided along pacty lines—passed both houses of Congress in early Aprl. A
final $3.4 trillion reconciliation bill passed in both the House and the Senate on April
29-—the 100-day mark-but without 2 single Republican vote in either chamber. 2

The ambitious plan may also mark the “end of the honeymoon” for Obama. As
David Broder noted in mid-March, “For the first time the extent of his ambitions becamne
cleas—not just scopping and reversing cthe steep slide in the economy but faunching
highly controversial efforts in health care, energy and educasion.” Congressional Demo-
crats “worry that he has bitten off more than he can chew” (Broder 2009). Some of
its provisions even raised concerns among prominent Democracs: Senaror Max Baucus,
chair of the Finance Committee, worried about a decline in tax-deductibie donations ro
chariries; Senator Kenr Congad (D-ND, chair of the Budger Commirree, was troubled by
proposed cuts in subsidies to large agribusiness; and mederate Senator Ben Nelson
(D-NE) was concerned with changes in the student loan program (Caimes and Hulse
2009; Chaic 2009, 15). The administrarion’s political situation was also hurt in late
March by revelations that AIG, one of the recipients of Bailout fands, had recently
distributed $165 million in bonuses to top executives; for some observers, it defined a
“Karring moment” for the new president (Rich 2009), Punitive measnres against AlG
and ather firms, however, were blocked in the Senace. Still, che use of the bailour finds
may prove problemaric: they may bring furure trouble for the administrarion if not
carefully monitored,

Another interpreration, however, suggests that an zmbitious agenda might have
beena wise course. Unfocused laundry lists can ger new presidents in trouble, as occurred
for Carter. Yer more tacgeced, major efforts may be smarr politics, taking advancage of
a president’s initial popularity and honeymoon with Congress to press important initia-
tives thar may be more difficult to achieve later on (even as early as 2010, when the
midrerm congressional elecrions loom), Time is rarely on & president’s side.”” The current
sconomic crisis might also work to the administration’s advaneage: Demands for a
Iesponse ate pressing, in ways they might oot be later on. Moreover, as Rahm Braanuel
observed shorely after the elecrion, “Never allow a crisis o go to waste. They are
opportunities to do big things” (Zeleny 2008a). The final legisiative ourcome of the

12. As pare of the budger reconciliation process, the bill only eseablishes the broad pasamecers for the
final fiscal year 2010 budger in the fall. Also, it did not include some administration proposals such 25 $318
billion in reveques from limics on tex deducrions for wealchier taxpayess, extension of the president’s
middle-class tax cue beyond 2010, and an additional $256 billion for che bank bailous. The bill inciuded che
White House's health care reform and college loan proposals within the reconciliavion pracess—thus

preventing zoy filibuster in the Senare—bur it did not iaclude its “cap-and-teade” proposal for carben
emissions.

13. It i inceresting ro note, however, thar seme of FDR’s most impofrant initiatives were enacted
later in his firse corm—afrer his initial focus on the econommic crisis—especially key components of the
“Second New Deal” such as che Social Security Ace, the National Lebor Relations (Wagner) Ace, end bills

creating the Works Progress Administracion and the Narional Youth Adminiscracion. EDR also beneficed
from: increased Democratic majorities in Congress folfowing the 1934 midterm elecrions.
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Obama budget plan will be an imporrant test for his presidency as it_makes its way
through Congress in the summer and fall; so, too, for the effects of the stimulus package

and the bank bailour plan.

Conclusion

While not perfect, the Obama transition to office did reasonab%y well in laying the
groundwork for the his presidency. The pre-election effort is e*ecsailyeotable. I.t a0t
only pur in place the necessary sceps for crganizing the postTEieCtion cransition effectively,
bus alse it nndertook a robust effort o plan for his presidency. Both before and aft'er
eleccion day, discipline prevailed; the infighting and media leaks Ithat h.ad plag.uec.l earlier
rransitions were absent. The post-election transition moved quickly in appoinring and
organizing the White House staff; how its internal dynamics worlf out, h.ov‘rex{rertbbearcs1
watching. Vetting of some cabinet nominees was cleacly probiema.m_:, and. it coneri L;C(:‘ .
vo delay in subcabinet appointmencs, However, by April, the zdministration appeared o
have made up for lost rime, It will be interesting to see how the numbers eventually come
out in comparison to those of previous presidencies. N - 7 .

Obama scored well wich the public during the transition and in the xmmftdxate
aftermath of his inauguration. He garnered an 83% approval _racing for his .bandlmg of
the transicion. In the first post-inenguracion poll by Gallup, his approval rating stood at
68%, shost of Kennedy's 72%, marching Eisenhower’s 689, and ahead of Cacrer (66%),
Nixon (599%), Clinton (58%), G. W. Bush (57%). G H. W Bush {51%), and Reagalu
(519} ( Jones 2009). By the 100-day mazk, his apg'm.)val rating szood at §5?mexacz 3;
the average ar that point since the Eisenhower admm;strac;or-l. Hfaweve:, hxs. isapprova
rating had risen 1o 29%, up from an inicial 12% and a pctenz{all sign of growing partisan
division. Accarding to Gallup, these numbers are “solidly positive, althou‘gh ot ex:fgz
dinary in historical rerms” (Saad 2009). Arlso notable: A late March Washingeon Postl .
News poll found rhat the number of respondents agref:ing that the country was gener; ‘Iy
going in the “right direction” jumped from 15% ia December. to 42%. S‘Uﬂ, w ; €
“findings suggest thar the public continued to give Obama con}sxderab%e 1arz'€ude as he
attempts to jump-start the economy,” the Washington Post cautioned, "public parience

imited” {Cohen and Balz 2009).

o blsril;:il;c O{bama signaled his intention to make a clean break from the unpopular
Bush presidency with his executive orders and early policy f:llld budger‘ proposals. At the
same time, he also soughs to tamp down public expectations for qu.lck resjl.ﬁts‘ on the
economy. Batly—and ambiticus—actions were caken, bujc as he cautioned in Lis ingu-
gural address, “the challenges we face are real” and they :‘Will not be mer easily or in 2
short span of time.” His initial political capiral seemesi 'hlgh. -

But was che gight course of action chosen? The decision was mac?e to embrace 4 coa ;
range of policy reforms, not just to focus on the economy. Moreover, it was a coitrove;s:
agenda. His early efforts to gain bipartisan support in Cong.re.ssm:‘nuch like chose of his
predecessors—seem lazgely for naught and forced the admu{lstrat%oAn o sel'y on ;ar;o.w
parcisan majorities. The question chat remains is whether his polirical capiral, both in
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Congress and wich the public, will bring him legistarive—and ulrimarely policy—success.
Good transicion planning Is propitious, but it offers no guarantees. Still, wichout it, polisical
and policy disaster likely awaits. So far, President Obama seems to reside largely on the
positive side of the equation. But what the future might portend remains another maseer.
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The Law

Presidential Proclamation 6920: Using Executive
Power to Set a New Direction for the
Management of National Monuments

MICHELLE BELCO and BRANDON ROTTINGHAUS
University of Houston

Scholars in recent years have bean interested in the wse of presidential proclanations, but
the seope and implications of their use hawve yet to be fully examined, Specifically, the Antiquities
Act of 1906 granted the president broad discretionary authority to proclaim national wionn-
menss. Prosidents bave wsed this powss, often despite the consternation of Congress, to implement
changes in public policy. In this context, when President Clinton issued Proclamation 6920
to establish the Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument, his use of executive power
initiated @ significant congressional veaction, even though bis delegation of the managing agency,
which will have 2 lasting effect on public Lends poliey, received litrle attention. In this avticle,
the authors argue first that, despite congressional offorts so limit the president’s discrelion to
prociaim national monuments under rhe Ansiguities Act, exerutive porer 1025 1ot curtailed, and
second that by delegating managenment authority fo the Bureau of Land Management, President
Clinton laid the groundwork for @ new divection for both national monuments and the burean,

The creacion of law involves the representation and participation of many actors
wizh varied inrereszs and resources. Unilateral lawmaking, however, is unigque in its
independence from the tradirional legislative process because it does nor requige input
from a variety of acrors, most notably Congress (Howell 2003; Moe and Howell 1999).
Instead, chis ractic gives presidents an avenue to act when an issue is high on their agenda
but Congress is not inclined 1o proceed because of gridlock or other concerns (Howell and
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