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Interview conducted in person by Jeff Berry

Basic Background

Prior Activity

“Ergonomics is what I’ve been working on. It’s been going on for over 10 years. But it’s quite controversial right now. [He had just returned from the Hill on a meeting on it regarding an upcoming Senate floor amendment, explained below.] Back when the Republicans were in power [in the White House] Elizabeth Dole [Sec. of Labor] started to look at this. But when the Democrats took over the White House, the Republicans in Congress have disallowed funding for OSHA to institute such regulations. The costs of this [ergonomic regulations] is astronomical. I mean you’re talking about the wholesale redesign of warehouses. I’m looking at it, of course, from the viewpoint of our members.”


“How the Republicans have done this is that they use a rider to an appropriations bill to deny OSHA funding to institute any such rules. They didn’t do that in ’98. Instead there was a gentleman’s agreement [I’m not clear what was included] and just under $1 million was appropriated for a study to be conducted by the National Academy of Science. It was to take 18-24 months. But OSHA regarded this as a green light to go ahead and they published proposed regs in the Federal Register. They’re moving breakneck speed to get this done. They want to get it done before the next administration. I’m sure the Dept. of Labor would prefer Gore. A Bush administration would be less likely to through with these regs.”


“We’re part of a coalition, the National Coalition on Ergonomics. I’m on the steering committee. We’re pretty active in it. Last year Ray Blount (R-MO) introduced an amendment that prohibited any action on the regulations until the NAS report comes in. What good is the report if the regulations are put into effect first? This passed in the House. In the Senate Kit Bond attached it to ______ but the Senate didn’t get to it before adjournment. Meanwhile OSHA’s comment period was only 30 days. It was so good of them [said sarcastically] to then extend it another 30 days. They held public hearings in Portland [and in a few other cities]. We didn’t testify at the hearings but we did submit written comments. OSHA has every intention of finalizing the regulations.”


“This year in committee Ann Northrup (R-KY) introduced an amendment to the Labor-HHS appropriation to stop implementation before the NAS study is completed. It passed in committee. On the floor Trafficant [D-?] introduced an amendment to strip that section out of the bill. Trafficant’s bill lost on a vote of 220-202. Yesterday the Labor-HHS appropriations passed by 3 votes. Sen. Stevens [R-AK] says he’ll secede to [accept] the House’s language. But it’s a tougher go in the Senate because it’s going to be a floor amendment rather than being adopted in committee. We don’t know who yet will introduce this. Maybe Don Nickles.” So you need 51 votes. “Yeh, but it’s uphill. The northeast Republicans may not be with us on this.” Jeffords, Chaffee? “Yes, we’ll lose Jeffords. And you always have to be worried about Susan Collins [R-ME] and Olympia Snowe [R-ME] And with Clinton, there could be a veto. Only once since he came in [and the GOP controlling Congress?] has he signed a Labor-HHS appropriation. The rest of the time it’s been rolled up into something else. We don’t know if he’ll hold his nose and sign this.”

Advocacy Activities

Direct lobbying

PAC contributions

Raising money for Republican party and Republican candidates

Grassroots lobbying 

Future Activities

Bill (amendment) now moves to Senate and vote is likely there. Group will continue legislative lobbying. No mention of specfic activities beyond that. 

Key Contacts:

Sen. Bond

Rep. Blount

Rep. Northrup

Reps. Bonilla [TX]; Ballinger; Banner [?].  

Sen. Nickles

Targets of Direct Lobbying

Legislators in both houses

Targets of Grassroots

Legislators in both houses

Coalition


“We’re part of a coalition, the National Coalition on Ergonomics. I’m on the steering committee. We’re pretty active in it. Tell me more about the coalition you mentioned earlier.
“In the coalition there are 300 trade groups, corporations, and others, like contract lobbyists. I serve on the legislative task force. There’s also a legal task force. I’m of the opinion that this thing is going to end up in court. And there’s a management committee for the coalition. I’ve been working mostly with:


American Bakers Association—Robb Mackie


American Trucking Association—Ed Gilroy

Other participants:

Labor

White House

Ubiquitous Arguments:

“That the cost is prohibitive. You’re talking about $4-10 billion. A year? No, that would be the initial costs [for structural changes and such].
Secondary:

And then we argue that Congress appropriated money for this NAS study. [In other words, OSHA is doing an end-run around Congress, defying congressional intent. An institutional prerogative argument. I use this a lot with conservative Democrats, moderate Republicans. So I use both with them.”

Targeted:

And then we argue that Congress appropriated money for this NAS study. [In other words, OSHA is doing an end-run around Congress, defying congressional intent. An institutional prerogative argument. I use this a lot with conservative Democrats, moderate Republicans. So I use both with them.”

We have stalwarts in Bonilla [TX]; Ballinger; Banner [?]. On the other side there’s Nancy Pelosi [D-CA], other Democrats who are on the Education and Workforce committee.”

Nature of Opposition

This is a key issue for organized labor. [He didn’t say this, but coming shortly after the China Trade vote (about a month ago), I suspect that it’s really important for Democrats to support labor on this issue.]

Ubiquitous/opposition

People hurt themselves on the job and many of those injuries can be avoided.

Secondary/opp

None mentioned

Targeted/opp

None mentioned

Described as partisan?

Yes

Venue

Congress

Action Pending

Senate will vote on amendment to prohibit rules until NAS study is issued (which will be after the pres. Election).

Policy Objectives:

Supporters of the status quo is business, including this group. They don’t want OSHA to issue ergonomic rules because it will cost companies money as they have to redesign their work places and change physical work routines.

Opponents of the status quo (unions) want OSHA to issue rules so that workers stand a lower risk of injury on the job. 

Advocate’s Experience

“Went to work for a cong. candidate in the 9th district of Washington. Randy Tate [later head lobbyist of Christian Coalition]. This is a Democratic district. He won, because it was ’94. But lost in ’96 [because he was in a district that was hopelessly Democratic]. I came to Washington with Tate, worked as his press secretary, then went back to Washington to organize the re-election drive. [After Tate lost] I went to work for Bob Smith from Oregon. And I did press for him; dealt with the Oregon press. Then I went to the NRCC, where I was deputy director. I did communications, did exclusively press things. At the end of a cycle everyone gets flushed out. So I actually had this job two months before the  ’98 election. I guess where I have a weakness here is my lack of a broad legislative background. But the press person spends a lot of time with the congressman. You get a call in the morning about one vote so you need the congressmen to explain. That afternoon the same reporter calls you and asks about another vote.”

Reliance on Research

“For those we have a relationship with, there’s nothing new on ergonomics that’s probably important. We don’t have to provide them with more evidence. And you figure you’re going to get more than 10 minutes from people you have a relationship with. These can be people whose fundraisers we go to; who members of our group from back in the District contact them. A lot of the times my visits to offices are ‘hey, we’re still working on this, thanks for your support.’ Or, if they’re a Democrat, “we’re still working on this, love to have your vote. Thanks.’ I guess if I had to pick one [of the three choices in the question], I’d say it’s the middle one [use research, but not their own].”

“We don’t have the financial resources to do an industry-wide study. Now some of the individual industries have done so, like the beer people. Anheuser Busch has done one. You know because of the lifting that beer guys do. And UPS too. We’ve had a lot of our people back in the districts call their legislators. When a legislator gets a call from someone whose UPS facility has 40,000 employees in their district, that makes a difference. Legislators know which side their bread is buttered on.”

Number of Individuals Involved in Advocacy

4

In government relations there are four of us. There’s my boss, who is a senior VP. There’s two of us who are full-time lobbyists. And then there’s someone who does special projects. We do a lot of fundraising. The guy who’s head of the office, Dirk Van Dongen, is a major Republican fundraiser. When there’s some kind of Republican gala for the RNCC or something like that, he’s often the chair of it. The other lobbyists does product liability and health care. I do ergonomics, tax and budget stuff; and something called inside sales.”

Number of Units

2

Advocate’s Outstanding Skills

Fundraising

Membership Size

40,000

Anything I should be asking: 
“We operate a little differently from other trade associations. We have direct members but we also have as members state and national trade associations. We were founded after the heads of state wholesale distributor associations felt we needed something like this. We don’t do industry specific things. If its industry specific their own trade association can do it. 

Org Age

54 years

Misc.

“It’s like the battle for the House. You start with 200 Republicans that are going to win. And there are 200 Democrats you know are going to win. Maybe that’s a little high. Maybe it’s 190 for each. But you know that it really comes down to 40 seats that are in play, maybe 30. We go into battle [legislative lobbying that way]. We’re constantly fighting for that middle group. We’re going after the moderate Republicans. If we need Democrats, we’re going after the Blue Dogs.”

I’m struck by your exclusive reliance on the Republicans. What about the times when the Democrats control things? Some groups try to maintain that they are bipartisan or nonpartisan. “We don’t get a lot of support from the Democrats. At the end of the day, they’re not going to support us. We don’t have to operate with some fear of retribution. But I understand what you’re saying. There are a lot of groups who [won’t do what we do in being so partisan]. I‘ll give you an example. I’m on the fundraising committee for Rick Lazio. There are some people who won’t give not because of Hillary, but because she’s a Clinton and they worry about antagonizing [President] Clinton even though he has only six months to go.”

7. “Democrats would say, they don’t do anything. Republicans would say it’s a solid Republican group. That it’s a great organization at fundraising. Now we don’t give a lot from our PAC. Our PAC is small by Washington standards. [The money that’s more important seems to be the money they raise for the candidates.] A lot of this isn’t really raising money. You call people who are already going to give, but then you can take credit for it. It’s a sham. A lot of times we’re identified with National Federation of Independent Business, Chamber of Commerce, National Association of Manufacturers.”

