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Advocate Summary

Issue:  Estate Tax Reform

Advocate:  Edwin S. Jayne, Associate Director, Legislative Department, AFSCME, 1625 L St. NW, Washington DC 20036-5687, phone 202 429 1188 fax 202 223 3413, email ejayne@afscme.org
Date of Interview: July 10, 2000, in State College where Jayne was visiting the National Governor’s Association meetings.

Basic Background

This is a reactive issue for afscme and other labor groups. The Republican leadership was not able to pass an overall tax cut, so they are, in a very effective legislative strategy, attacking various elements of the tax system piecemeal. Their assault on the estate tax is part of this process, and so we have reacted to that. The issue, for the respondent, is completely predictable, explained by basic partisan differences, and relatively uninteresting since it is so clear-cut. The only real issue is whether the Republicans will gain enough Democratic support to override a veto, so his real job is to convince Democrats that that is a real threat so that they will be a little firmer in not giving in to the temptation to vote along with the Republicans.

Prior Activity on the Issue 

None mentioned.

Advocacy Activities Undertaken

Both inside the belt-way and outside. For example there was a time when it appeared that Feinstein might be vulnerable so we and other labor organizations worked in California and through the media there to shore up her support for the tax. Mostly it’s working with Members directly, however.

Future Advocacy Activities Planned

Key Congressional Contact(s)/Champions

Bonoir only one mentioned in the context of providing invaluable vote-counting information.

Targets of Direct Lobbying

Direct lobbying has particularly focused on those Democrats who appear to be leaning to support the Republican proposal. This case is so simple that for the most part the lines are clearly drawn. Our real goal is to convince people that it is ok for us to lose the vote, as long as we can depend on a Presidential veto, but that we can’t allow people to go lax because we must at least prevent a veto-proof vote. So we have to retain at least a 33% margin, even if we can’t get a 51% margin. Many Members feel like they can take a “free vote” sometimes: they don’t want the thing to pass but they know it’s going to fail anyway, so they can vote in a way that gets them some credit at home since the issue may be popular but still not pay any price since they know it will fail later. That’s ok, but the problem is not everyone can do that, otherwise it really will pass! So we have to work with those who are being targeted by the Republicans, who are generally on our side but who may be tempted to take a free vote on this case. We have to convince them that there is a serious danger of too many people doing that. In this case that’s where vote counting and political intelligence are very important. Here is where Delay and the House leadership have a tremendous advantage, since they have very effective ways of collecting that information. But we have Bonior and he is also a huge asset.

So the Republicans have gotten a fair number of Democrats to be interested in the proposal, and they are focusing on that group to make sure not too many of them defect. It is no sense trying to lobby most Republicans on this issue since their minds are already made up.

The expected overall vote totals matter tremendously in lobbying. In this case it is clear we are going to lose, and so some might want to go along and vote with the herd, since they reason it is a lost cause anyway so why fight the fight when you know the outcome? But we have a Presidential veto and we need to convince people that this will be used and that the Republicans do not have enough votes, but could get them, to overcome the veto. So then there is a real reason to stand firm. Otherwise all the Members would want to take the free vote.

Targets of Grassroots Lobbying

Feinstein only one mentioned in particular, but the effort has in general included both broad media-based strategies at the grassroots and inside-DC work.

Coalition Partners: Names/Participants

Standard labor v. business fight. Other labor unions are the allies. Also progressive and social welfare organizations, some religious/charitable organizations. In general, however, because this is such an indirect issue, where no one is being directly challenged by the legislation, but rather where many will be adversely affected by it indirectly, it is the larger organizations that have the resources to devote time and energy to such a fight. This was very similar with the internet sales taxes, by the way. There, we fought to create and maintain a broad coalition of groups, for example, to gain the support of such groups as the Children’s Defense Fund and others who represent constituencies that we often work with, but we just couldn’t get them to make this a priority. If your name is the Food Action Network and your organizational mission is to provide support to those who are poorest and in need of federal food programs, free lunches, breakfast programs, and other federal surplus food programs, it is hard to convince your members that the internet sales tax issue should be a priority for you (and similarly for the estate tax). And with the internet sales tax it was even worse, by the way, because many of the groups we wanted to join us in a coalition said that they did not want to be in a position of supporting the sales tax anyway, since it is a regressive tax itself. In this case, because of the indirect nature of the issue, only the larger groups with the bigger Washington staffs were involved. This was not the kind of issue that posed a direct and immediate threat to the jobs or well being of any group’s membership, so that made it harder to recruit allies.

Other Participants in the Issue Debate

Ubiquitous Argument(s) and Evidence

Repeal of the estate tax is a give-away to the wealthy.

Repeal of the estate tax is a mis-use of the growing federal surplus. We’ve been very active in attempting to build a debate about responsible uses of the federal surplus, focusing on the concept of investing and reaping a benefit. People understand the concept of investment and that it leads to interest-payments down the road. But what are the payments that the government gets for an investment? Well, we’ve found people are very accustomed to this way of thinking and willing to think of saved federal expenditures on such things as prisons and crime if we have investments now in such things as education and childhood development.

Secondary Argument(s) and Evidence

None mentioned.

Targeted Arguments, Targets, and Evidence

None mentioned.

Nature of the Opposition

Republican leadership and business community.

Ubiquitous Argument(s) and Evidence Articulated by the Opposition 

The estate tax is a double-tax, which is false.

The estate tax is unfair to family farmers, which is false.

We got involved in the issue because so many of the arguments made in support of repeal of the estate tax were so faulty.

Secondary Argument(s) and Evidence Articulated by the Opposition

Targeted Argument(s) and Evidence Articulated by the Opposition (and Targets)

Described as a Partisan Issue

Completely. But the Republicans have been very smart in appealing to many Democrats as well; all taxes are unpopular, so their attack on particular taxes one at a time has put many Democrats in a position where they would like to support it.

Venue(s) of Activity

None mentioned in particular.

Action Pending or Taken by Relevant Decision Makers

Policy Objective(s) and Support for/Opposition to the Status Quo

Support the status-quo; fight against Republican effort to change the tax laws.

Advocate’s Experience: Tenure in Current Job/Previous Experience

Respondent attended Cortland State University (now a SUNY campus) and got a legislative internship. From there he stayed in the House, working on a member staff from 1975 to 1979. Then to the Senate Government Affairs committee, working for Senators Sassor, Prior, and Bingaman (NewMexico); then he was Legislative Director for Bingaman for a while, the back as Minority staff director on the Government Affairs committee; and then left the Senate in 1990 or 1991 to come to AFSCME. (So he has worked on the hill from 75 to 90, then at AFSCME ever since.)

Reliance on Research: In-House/External (Code for Organizational Advocates Only)

Lots of research. Much is done in house but a great amount is contracted out. For example in a previous case when Congress was considering the balanced budget constitutional amendment we commissioned a research project from the Wharton School which showed on a state-by-state basis the impact of restricted federal spending from the balanced budget amendment, and we used that extensively in our discussions with Members. Being able to show them the impact of such a bill on their state or locality is key. In this case we hired Celinda Lake to do focus groups for us on it and found that people are susceptible to the argument that it is a mis-use of the growing federal surplus, that this money should be used to make investments, not give-aways to the wealthiest. People understand that it’s while the sun is shining that you have to fix your roof. And this was true of people from all walks of life in her research. She came back very excited about the ways that these ideas can be explained to the public and how they will respond positively to them when they are explained as an investment. People understand that idea, but they don’t know what it means when the government does it, since they think of it in terms of the stock market and private investment and savings, leading to interest. Well, the interest payments on a government investment can be seen as reduced spending later on such things as prisons. (He noted that his organization represents many prison guards, who used to be very poorly paid and work in very difficult work environments. They still have lots of workplace safety issues – such as communicable diseases – but they certainly get paid now better than they used to.)

The Center for Budget and Policy Priorities (Bob Greenstein, Director) has done lots of the economic analysis of this. We use their data from their web site in our lobbying. 

Bottom line on research: lots of in-house capability and common use of think-tanks and commissioned polls and economic analyses. Research focuses on: 1) economic impact issues; 2) public opinion and polling to see the public acceptance of certain ways of framing issues, such as using the growing federal surplus as a time to invest in government infrastructure and how those investments will pay dividends in the future; and 3) political research in keeping track of how many votes are on which side.

Number of Individuals Involved in Advocacy (Code for Organizational Advocates Only)

On this issue, from AFSCME, just him, and only a small amount of his time. He indicated that 75% of his time in a typical year goes into the budget and appropriations, especially Labor/HHS/Education, where 2/3 of it is for states and localities, so his group is strongly affected. Also increasingly they are active in transportation and health care. So the budget is the vehicle for lots of policy change and where he spends the bulk of his time.

On this issue, probably less than one percent of his time for the year.

On internet sales taxes, probably about five percent of his time for the year. (So it is typical for him to have an extremely skewed distribution of time spent on lobbying on different issues. Also he noted that his staff of eight will often back each other up; one takes the lead on a given issue but if and when that issue is coming to an important vote the other 7 may also get involved in it if necessary.)

AFSCME has the following staff resources all involved with government affairs, lobbying, or research. This does not count local staff and organizing staff:

8 lobbyists in DC in the Legislative Department. 

15 field directors in key states who mostly do full time lobbying at the state and local levels.

A Political Action Department in DC (“They do care and feeding of challengers and candidates; we in the legislative department do care and feeding of incumbents.”)

A Public Policy Department, with 10 professional staff, mostly labor economists.

A Research and Collective Bargaining Department with 20 professional staff.

A women’s department.

A retiree’s department.

So with all these resources at the DC office, they are involved in a lot of issues, over and above what their local union people are doing.

Units in Organization Involved in Public Affairs/Policy (Code for Organizational Advocates Only)

Advocate’s Outstanding Skills/Assets (Code for Organizational Advocates Only)

Type of Membership: None, Institutions, Individuals, Both (Code for Organizational Advocates Only)

Membership Size (Code for Organizational Advocates Only)

Organizational Age (Code for Organizational Advocates Only)

Miscellaneous

He made clear at the end of the interview that he considers himself a policymaker, not a lobbyist. The interesting thing about the work is that you think of ways to solve problems. Much of it is long-term, thinking of how to build public and political support for new ideas that will provide the basis for the next generation of public policies. One of the greatest victories of the Republicans has been in putting the progressives on the defensive. For example, the real issue is how to build support for the next generation of public services. But if the Republicans can make us spend time opposing their efforts to repeal the Estate Tax, that’s so much time we can’t be spending on building a proactive agenda of our own. They’ve been very effective at that. And if you look at the “victories” of the Clinton administration, they’ve all been of the Democratic Leadership Council ideas, which are just long-standing Republican and business ideas: ending welfare, balancing the budget, and reducing taxes. So those ideas get lots of support now and there are few people working effectively to build support for other ideas.

Some of the problems in building long-term support for such ideas is that most organizations are too small to have the resources to devote to long-term issues. They are busy fighting against things that are immediate threats. So some of the “herd mentality” in Washington is that certain issues are immediate threats or opportunities and groups feel they must attend to them. On something like the estate tax, or internet taxation, the effects are indirect and long-term, which explains why it is only the largest organizations, with the longest time horizons, who are active players there. For those on the other side, the benefits are immediate and real, however. So it can sometimes be very difficult to compile a coalition on one side even while it’s very easy on the other side.

On PACs and money: I’d say that there’s no denying that money is increasingly important but mostly it gets you in a door. But most of these fundraising events involve just a receiving line and very little time to talk to the Member; you’d have to be really good, and I know some people who are really good, to conduct any real business at a fund-raiser. [Q: But doesn’t it seem like an increased cost of entry, just to gain access, something that’s increasingly expected as a matter of course?] No, the key thing is constituency links. I can’t tell you how quickly the winds come out of my sails if I’m talking to a member about the Estate Tax or Internet Taxation and he says, well, I just met with some of your local leaders back in the district and they didn’t even mention this issue. That really hurts. If there is a clear local link, then you’ve got something to say. If not, then the money won’t hurt, certainly, but it won’t by itself turn things around.

