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Gingrich Listened, Then Led Colleagues to Deal 
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For two days, House Speaker 
Newt Gingrich (R-Ga.) had listened. 
In a marathon of meetings, he heard 
suggestions, complaints and advice 
from the House Republicans about 
what the next step should be in the 
tortuous budget battle with Presi-
dent Clinton. For most of them the 
way was clear: no compromise. 

By yesterday morning, Gin-
grich—whose four-step leadership 
mantra is "listen, learn, help and 
!ear—had decided the time for lis-
tening was gone and the time for 
leadership had come, according to 
House Republican leaders. 

Gingrich—flanked by his entire  

leadership team—stood in the cav-
ernous Cannon .Caucus Room and 
told the assembled House Republi-
cans that they were a team, and be-
ing a team meant that they would 
not always get what they wanted, 
lawmakers recalled after the closed-
door session. 

In blunt and forceful words, the 
speaker said he expected the law-
makers to support his plan to return 
280,000 furloughed federal workers 
to their jobs and fund parts of the , 
government for the rest of the 
spending year. 

'You don't like the job I'm doing 
as speaker, run against me," one at-
tendee recalled Gingrich saying. 
"You don't like the job we're doing, 
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run against us." After about 15 min-
utes, the meeting was over. 

"It was the most unusual confer-
ence we've had," said one House 
GOP leader. "He didn't leave any 
room for anybody to vote no," said 
Rep. Lamar S. Smith (R-Tex.). 

Nearly four hours later, the 
House overwhelmingly approved the 
plan with only 15 of the House's 236 
Republicans opposing it, 12 of them 
freshmen. 

The House action marks a signifi-
cant shift in tactics in the budget 
showdown between Congress and 
Clinton. As late as Wednesday, 
House Majority Leader Richard K. 
Armey (R-Tex.) and House Majority 
Whip Tom DeLay (R-Tex.) vowed 
the House would never end the gov-
ernment shutdown without a 1..11il1t011 
proposal to balance the budget by 
2002. Most of the 73 freshmen were 
equally adamant. 

And now Gingrich alone had just 
persuaded his conference—and his 
leadershipteam--to change their 
hnrri-line course in a way that they 
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Reps. Constance A. Morella (R-Md.), Albert R. Wynn (D-Md.), Thomas M. Davis III (R-Va.) and 
and Sens. Paul S. Sarbanes (D-Md.) and Charles S. Robb (D-Va.) gather with federal employee 
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teny H. Hoyer (D-Md.) 
at a demonstration. 

 

 



would not feel was a surrender. He 
devised his plan after listening to the 
concerns and complaints of a wide 
range of House Republicans over the 
course of two days, according to in-
terviews with House GOP leaders, 
rank-and-file lawmakers and aides. 

Gingrich portrayed the new 
stance as pressuring Clinton to come 
up with a plan to balance the budget. 
"The burden now is on his desk," the 
speaker said yesterday. "It's on his 
shoulders." 

"I don't believe it's caving in," said 
Rep. Bill Zeliff (R-N.H.). "It's giving 
the president an opportunity to ei-
ther put up or shut up." 

As lawmakers returned to Wash-
ington this week after a brief holiday 
respite, they said they realized that 
the terrain of the budget battlefield 
had changed. Clinton had held firm, 
and public anger over the extended 
shutdown was 1.-,egiraning to take its 
toll on the GOP Congress. 

"The tactics clearly had to 
change," said Rep. Steve Gunderson 
(R-Wis.), a Gingrich ally. "It had be-
come clear that this is taking much 
longer than anticipated," said a 
House GOP leader. 

House Republican leaders were 
faced with the possibility of losing  

control of the House floor to the 
Democrats through defections of as 
many as two dozen GOP lawmakers. 
They included not only Washington-
area lawmakers—Reps. Thomas M. 
Davis III (Va.), Constance A. Morel-
la (Md.) and Frank R. Wolf (Va.)-
who represent a large number of 
federal workers—but those whose 
districts include national parks that 
have been closed and vendors and 
contractors whose businesses have 
been affected by the shutdown. 

But perhaps most important, GOP 
lawmakers concluded the shutdown 
was blurring the focus on their in-
tended message, the importance of 
eliminating the federal budget defi-
cit. "We need to get the debate off 
the federal employees and back on 
balancing the budget," said Rep. Joe 
Scarborough (R-Fla.), a freshman. 
"That's the we„y :ve vrin." 

One House leader acknowledged 
that "the time had come for a transi-
tion to a longer-term strategy—
maybe through the election." 

It was against this backdrop that 
Gingrich began meeting with his 
leadership team and blocs of law-
makers in sessions that stretched 
from Wednesday to Thursday. Based 
on what he had heard, Gingrich—
who alone among House GOP lead-
ers was willing to offer Clinton an in-
terim measure to keep the govern-
ment operating at full force in 
December—devised a plan to put 
furloughed federal workers back on 
the payroll through March 15. 

The leaders were so confident 
about the plan that aides distributed 
details of it to reporters. as Gingrich 
presented it to a closed-door meet-
ing of House Republicans Thursday  
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Staff w ter Eric Pianin contributed 
to this port. 


