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here were large political and historical
- forces at work in the great balanced
{  budget fight of this fall and winter, but
in the middle of it all, shaping events and being
shaped by them, were three formidable
politicians: One who is president, one who
wants to be president and one who sometimes
acted as though he were president. ‘
The personalities and character of President

Much as Ideology |

aped Events as

That Wednesday morning, the fifth day of
the second government shutdown, began with
Gingrich walking over to Dole’s office to offer
what had by then become a familiar lament: His
House was still not willing to vote to reopen the
government.

Gingrich’s own leadership team had voted 12
to O earlier that morning to 0ppose an interim
spending bill and to keep the heat on the
Democrats until the White House presented a
seven-year balanced budget bill

Another round of top-level negotiations in
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the Oval Ofﬁce; scheduled for later that day, would have ’

to be called off.

“I know you don’t agree with this strategy,” Gingrich
said to Dole. ‘

Dole was clearly irritated. The shutdown strategy
might only make it harder to negotiate. Didn’t House
members want a balanced budget above all else? he
asked. o

“Yeah, they want a balanced budget, but they don’t
think they can get one trusting this guy,” said Gingrich.
He said he fully understood if Dole did not want to be
there when he broke the news of the turn of events to
Leon Panetta, Clinton’s chief of staff.

Dole said Gingrich should meet with Panetta aione.

Before Gingrich left, he and Dole engaged in a conver-
sation about the man with whom they were dealing.
They tried to explain Bill Clinton, and to read his mind.

“You know that movie ‘National Lampoon’s Christmas

Clinton, Senate Majority Leader Robert J. Dole
and House Speaker Newt Gingrich often
seemed as pivotal in the budget e dgame as the
arguments over Medicare, tax cuts and
spending for welfare, education and the
environment. That was never moge apparent
than during a critical three-day stretch in the
week before Christmas, from Wednesday
morning Dec. 20 through the Friday night of
Dec. 22, a time when the three leaders
reassessed their positions and soyght to
analyze one another as the budget battle took a
hard turn toward irresolution.

Vacation’ when the Chevy Chase character 1s at the
store with his cousin?” Gingrich|began.

Dole had a surprising command of pop culture. (He
h_ad once responded to a comment about the conserva-
tive House Democrats known ds “Blue Dogs” by saying,
“We don’t have any Blue Dogs in the Senate. We have
hot dogs. And Snoop Doggy Dag.”) In this case he knew
the movie Gingrich was talking|about, even the name of
the character. “Yeah,” he said. /Cousin Willie.”

Clinton reminded him of that|character, Gingrich said.

“That scene where Chevy Chase says to him, ‘We're
really. worried about your kids and we want to help them
get gifts.” And the cousin says| ‘Oh, no, you shouldn’t.”
And Chevy Chase says, ‘Oh, no we really want to.” And
the guy goes, ‘No, that would be like taking welfare.’
And _he says, ‘Oh, no we really want to help you.” And the
cousin says, ‘Well, I happen to have a list in my pocket.’
Then he says, as Chase is looking at the list, ‘By the way
why _don’t you buy yourself something?’ :

' Clinton, Gingrich said, “knows how to maneuver you
into a position that on a normal day you’d realize was ut-
terly irrational.”

Dole had been doing his own| thinking about Clinton in
recent days. He was always looking for reasons why Clin-
ton would want to make the budget deal. For weeks he
had been arguing that Clinton |would come to the table
becgu_lse he had relied so heavily on Dole to support his
position on Bosnia. He still beligved it.

Another §heory tossed about by some other Republi-
cans on Capitol Hill was that Clinton had to do something
to get Whitewater off the front pages. From the White
Hoqse perspective, Whitewater in fact might have been
having the opposite effect. Political adviser James Car-
vﬂle,. who opposed a budget depl, would often say to the
president, “Look, you're dealing with people who are
screwing you every day on Whitewater. Why are you
giving them so much?”

‘Man, This Is Tough’

P_anetta came to Gingrich’s office accompanied . by
Wl‘x‘lte House; cox_lgressional lobbyist Pat Griffin.

Trouble in River City, eh?” Panetta said, looking con-
cerned.

“T raskize vonr're going to be upset with this turn of
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events. We can’t do'a CR,” Gingrich said. “l fully expect

this will blow things up for a day or two. I understand. _

Our people are just not willing to move forward.” - -
The meeting turned into a confessional of sorts during
which both sides sought to explain themselves, the inter-

nal dynamics they faced and their perceptlons from'

across the table.

“Our guys figure they’ve probably taken your best hits
on Medicare and they don’t have much more to lose,”
Gingrich said. “They’re staking their political careers on
getting a balanced budget. Frankly, they're not going to
budge in any way that would compromise that goal. You
hit us with $30 million in advertising, but frankly when
we came back and won California [the special congres-
sional election won Dec. 12 by Republican Tom Camp-
bell] that made them think that a lot of tlus stuff isn’t go-
ing to stick at election time.”

Griffin used the same distancing technique, explammg
the mind-set of other Democrats and how that affected
the White House. “The president wants to rise above this
and get a deal,” he said. “But we have a situation where a
lot of our guys are polling around the clock—and this is
working for .them. They blame the shutdown on you.
Iake you look like extremists. It’s getting very difficult
to move them because they think pohtxcs is on the sxde of
doing nothing.”

Panetta sighed. “Man, this is tough,” he said. “We’ve
never been in a situation like this. There’s a problem
with chemistry. Your guys are locking up and our guys
are locking up. Until we change the chemistry it’s going
to be hard to move things. There’s some concern that if
at some point we do get a deal, a compromise, are you
going to be able to deliver the votes?”

“When we do have a deal, if it’s with an authennc bal-
anced budget, we’ll be able to deliver the votes,” said
Gingrich.

Gingrich retumned to the topic he had explored earlier
with Dole—the effect Bill Clinton had on him.

“I've got a problem. I get in those meetings and as a
person I like the president,” Gingrich said. “I melt when
Pm around him. After I get out I need two hours to de-
toxify. My people are nervous about me going in there
because of the way I deal with this.”

Panetta and Griffin laughed.

“We’ve got the same problem on the other side,” Pa-
netta said. “People are nervous about Clinton going in
and talking too much.”

After Panetta and Griffin left, Gingrich muttered,
“This is_d:aimng stuff. I'd rather be giving speeches.”

‘My New Best Friend’

Twice that day, President Clinton had called Bob Dole,
the first to commiserate on the turn of events in the
House. Was there any way Dole could move something
in the Senate that could pick up House votes? Clinton
asked. Then something extraordinary happened, made
possible only by the peculiar turn of events that had
brought Clinton and Dole temporarily together. The
president began thinking like a campaign manager for
the man Who wants to replace him in the White House
next year. “Isn't there some way you can get House
members who've endorsed you to help you out on this?”

Clinton asked. '

The second call was a heads-up from Clinton that he
was about to go down to the|White House press briefing
room to lambaste the House for refusing to reopen the
government. Dole offered| a half-hearted argument
against the niove, though he| clearly felt much the same
way himself. They agreed that if left alone they could re-
open the government and balance the budget in no time.

After hanging up, Clinton [turned to his aides, smiled,
and said, “My new best friend—Bob Dole!”

The president then left for the briefing room and told
reporters that “the most extreme members of the
House” had scuttled the negotiations. The buzz around
town, encouraged by Clinton|and his staff, was that radi-
cals in the House freshman| class had taken over the
chamber and Gingrich had lost control.

If only it were that simple, Gingrich and his aides
‘thought.

‘It Was Brilliant’

At 8 the next morning, Dec. 21, Panetta traveled over
to the Capitol to have breakfast with his familiar foes
who head the budget commitfees in their chambers, Sen.
Pete Domenici and Rep. Joln Kasich. The mission for
the three men was to get the talks started again. Both
sides agreed that they would|only look worse if they re-

fused to meet at a time whep the government was still
partially closed.

® -

Panetta proposed that they negotiate second-tier
budget issues that day and that the principals reconvene
in the Oval Office the next day, then take four days off
for Christmas and come back and negotiate some more.
In the meantime, he said, Congress should enact a tem-
porary spending bill, called |a continuing resolution, to
put government back in busipess until Jan. 3.

“Look, there’s no way youre going to get a CRY said
Kasich, who had taken an increasingly hard line since Tues-
day, when he was left distraught by the way Gingrich and
Dole had seemed to fold at the White House. “Just forget it.
We spent 30 days going nowhere while we had a CR”

“Tohm, I want to be can
“You're never going to get v
of tactics you're using right 1

Domenici changed the su
about how clever the Demog
praise Panetta while jabbing

“You guys have been brilli
ing the rosy economic predi¢

id with vou,” said Panetta.

rhat you want using the kind
now.”

bject. He had been thinking
crats seemed. He decided to

him at the same time.

iant,” Domenici said, for us-

tions of the administration’s

Office of Management and Budget as a base line for bal-
ancing the budget rather than the more conservative es-
timates of the Congressional Budget Office, which Re-
publicans considered more accurate.

““You're able to go aroun|

d the country talking about

how you have a balanced budget, too. But you never had

to meet the test that we me

t. The country doesn’t know

this. ‘They can't tell the difference between OMB and
CBO. I commend you on your political strategy, because

it was brilliant.”
Then he paused, focused

more intensely on Panetta,

and said. “I just have to ask [you: Weren’t you a little em-
barrassed with the offer that you brought in on the 15th

of December that did absolu

tely nothing?”

Thera was moment of silence before Panetta respond-
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ed. “Not as a negotiator, I wasn’t embarrassed,” he said.

The three men spent most of the day together, sur-
rounded by aides, as they went over balanced budget is-
sues on which both sides could agree—mostly items that
were identical or nearly so in both plans. Kasich was in a
foul mood. A few weeks earlier, at a Republican confer-
ence, he had vowed to keep cool throughout the negotia-
tions and pretend he was “Bond—James Bond.” So miich
for that bit of miscasting. AR
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. @ - ® A
About This Series
~ This chronicle of budget talks and the politics
“behind them;is based on more than 50 interviews -
with negotiators, their aides and advisers in the -
White House, Sénate and House. Interviews were -
conducted while talks were proceeding to assuse .
the greatest degree of accuracy. In most cases, ac-
counts of conversations and internal meetings

were confirmed by two or more sources and aug-
mented by diaries, notes and documents. '

:"phone call. .

Panetta and Griffin wanted to end the meeting with an
agreement that both sides would leave the room and is-
sue positive statements to the press. Kasich wanted
none of it. “We didn’t do anything today,” he said. “'m
not going to go out there and say everything’s-great
when we’re not going anywhere!” '

Griffin kept pushing, and Kasich finally relented, “¥
gou W(zlint to say the talks were constructive; go ahead,”

€ said. &

How Much?

For the first time all year, Speaker Gingrich made an
appearance that day at the Thursday Group, House GOP
Conference chairman John Boehner’s gathering of lobby-
ists for business ard social coalitions friendly to the revo-
lution. He walked in, unannounced, five minutes into the
session, and quickly took over. i

“How much would all of you pay for a budget agree-
ment?” Gingrich asked. o

The question was met with silence. No one was guite
sure what he meant.

“How much of the tax cut would the business commu-
nity be willing to give up to get a budget deal?” i

The typical lobbyist might wait his entire career be-
fore receiving such a blunt question. Everyone knew. that
sooner or later the Republicans would have to reduce
their proposed tax cuts to make a deal. Now, it seemed,

“Gingrich was finally making the move. .

“Whatever you do with a tax cut, take care of the pri-

orities of the constituencies that made you & majority,” -

one lobbyist said. “Something for small business, Cap
gains. And families.” ’

‘T don’t think you should be so much concerned with
how mugh‘ taxes are cut bu; whose,” said another, From'
~~~~~~ M Reainace nerenective. he sa;d, if you deliver on
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estate tax relief and increase th equipment expense lim-

we'llknow we-got something” - ...
““What if we.give you guys.estate taxes but sunset it in

19987 Gingrich asked. “That’s an election year. No one
is going to let your tax cut exijire. But it helps usgeta

deal now. Would you go along? v ;
Yes, the lobbyists said, but only if it was fair across the
board and other groups had their tax cuts sunset as well.
Gingrich also told the group|of a conversation he had
had with George Shultz, the former labor secretary and
secretary of state in previous Republican administra-

‘tions. They had first talked on Air Force One duringthél
- plane ride to Jerusalem for Israeli Prime Minister Yit-
. zhak Rabin’s funeral, then Shultz had sent him 2 paper on

how to negotiate and Gingrich had followed it up with-a

Shultz compared the budget negotiations, Gingrich

- said, to his dealings with the [Soviets during the early

1980s. “They always wanted a reward just for coming to
the table,” Gingrich recalled Shultz telling him. He made
the analogy to Clinton wanting the reward of keeping the
government open for continuing the negotiations. “You
don’t give rewardsfor that,” hel said. ’

Back to the White House

The Republican negotiating eam met at 10 ‘the next
morning in Dole’s office before driving over to the White
House. Along with Gingrich, Dole, Kasich and Domenici,
there was a.new member of the group—House Majority
Leader Dick Armey. His Texas| buddy, House whip Tom
DeLay, had urged that Armey bd added to the group partly
to strengthen Gingrich’s resolve.|“You need someone in the
room to watch your back,” DeLay had told the speaker, .

But it was Armey who soundeq the most optimistic in the
meeting at Dole’s office. “I'm nqt out to be the bad cop in
this whole thing,” he said. “We haye to go down there and be
positive because one short word will be played by the other
side as us blowing up the talks.” ]

* Gingrich and Dole also were fegling upbeat. Dole had just
been recognized by his colleagues as the longest serving
GOP leader in the Senate. Even some Democratic senators
congratulated him privately by saying they looked forward
to President Dole. Kasich and Domenici were less sanguine.
They wondered what could possibly be accomplished until
the White House presented what they considered a legiti-
mate offer. A

It turned out that the White House team had no intention
of talking offers on this day during the meeting in the Cabi-
net Room. Instead they wanted stiaff members to brief them
on the major issues, starting with Medicare and Medicaid.

“Clinton asked most of the questions, fully engaged as the

policy wonk, often drawing his fellow traveler Gingrich into
arcane points of inquiry. Kasich seemed the least intimidat-
ed by the president. Once, when Clinton said he agreed with
“Mr. Kasich” on a point, the irrepressible Ohioan turned to
Panetta and joshed, “See, Leon, ybu dumb SOB.”

After a few hours, Clinton, Vige President Gore and Pa-
netta took Dole, Gingrich and Armey into the Oval Office to
discuss how to proceed from thete. Panetta said the staffs
should meet the following Wedngsday, followed by the ad-
visers on Thursday and the principals on Friday. Armey and
Gingrich said they were ready to [meet over the weekend if
need be. but the Democrats said|they needed the time off
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for personal reasons. When they adjourned, Panetta came
into the Roosevelt Room where Republican staff members
had been waiting and announced the schedule. The aides
breathed a sigh of relief about getting four days off, then re-
membered that the government was still shut down. Para-
noid thoughts creeped in. How do we do this with a shut-
down? Are we being set up? But Gingrich was happy on the
ride home. He liked the way the meeting was set up, with
the president seated in the middle and Gingrich right next
to him on one side and Dole on the other, not across the ta-
ble. It was not much, but he was looking for even small signs

of hope.
He felt the year slipping away.
&% - NEXT: The road to a “¥¢tess” S e

BY ROBERT A. REEELER—THE WASHINGTON POST

Playmg the policy wonlc President Clinton, flanked by House Speaker Newt Gingrich and
Senate Majority Leader Robert J. Dole, holds forth during budget talks Dec. 22 at the White House.




Enteting the fray
Speaker Gingrich

arrives at the White
Housefor a Dec. 22 "

meeting with the
Dpresident. Previously,
" Gingrich had
admitted a problem:
He liked Clinton as a
Derson and melted
when he was around:
the president.

BY JAMES A. PARCELL—THE WASHINGTON POST

Heading for trouble:
Leon Panetla walks
into a meeting with
Gingrich on Dec. 20, a
session at which the
speaker said House
Republicans would not
support a continuing
resolution to reopen
the federal
government.
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