

Christie stymies enemies

12:37 AM, Apr. 3, 2011

[image: image1.png]


As Gov. Chris Christie makes more facets of his persona known, critics think voters will turn on him. Nonpartisan observers, however, aren't so sure of a Christie backlash. / JOSE F. MORENO/Courier-Post file
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As Gov. Chris Christie makes more facets of his persona known, critics are convinced voters will turn on the high-profile governor.

Nonpartisan observers, however, aren't so sure of a Christie backlash.

"He is simultaneously refreshing and grating," laughed Larry Sabato, the highly influential director of the University of Virginia Center for Politics.

Sabato and other national pundits have been watching New Jersey's governor from afar, which feeds into disproportionately prolific and largely speculative coverage of Christie's 2012 ambitions.

But there's no disputing Christie's incautiousness stands out in the sea of more archetypal politicians.

"Remember in "Ghostbusters II' when Bill Murray turns to the politician and says, "Hey, aren't you supposed to lie to me and kiss my butt?' " Sabato asked.

"That's the way most people expected to be treated by politicians. Christie doesn't do that."

His perceived refusal to feel constituents' pain -- most prominently in YouTube videos -- has earned Christie more negative press this year. But the administration argues those highly publicized moments are misinterpreted by the left and right.

"If you look at some of his most famous YouTube moments, you find they go right down to policy matters," said Christie spokesman Michael Drewniak.

"More than anything else, they reveal far more than the one-dimensional side that the public employee unions or deeply partisan Democrats would like to portray."

The governor frequently chides the politics of pandering to voters, but those YouTube moments clearly titillate conservatives. Christie's office denies it is part of a larger strategy.

A recent exchange on Christie's weekly "Ask the Governor" radio call-in show was lauded by conservative talker Rush Limbaugh as some kind of smackdown by the governor. But audio of the exchange shows Christie was trying to reason with "Penny from Blackwood," who described herself as a public worker who cannot afford extra contributions to her medical insurance.

"Am I supposed to just raise taxes?" Christie asked her. "Because if I raise taxes, you're gonna pay more taxes. The money's got to come from somewhere."

Christie does spend the vast majority of his town halls explaining why his policy proposals -- such as pension and benefit reforms -- will help New Jersey taxpayers in the end. He also veers toward, but doesn't quite accomplish, an apologetic tone when he tells workers their compensation structure must be overhauled so the state does not renege on retirement benefits.

Entitlements are notoriously difficult to take from American voters once they've been given, and that may explain the governor's blitzkrieg approach to messaging. How Christie behaves during even tense exchanges isn't necessarily bullying, believes Jon Krosnick, a political psychologist at Stanford University.

"People ask him tough questions and he responds in a tough way," Krosnick said. "But listening to his answers -- I'm more than happy to criticize them, but it was pretty hard for me to accuse him of being out of touch with facts or making arguments that somehow do not sound right."

Democrats agree it is impossible to avoid or delay changes in public employee compensation. Few are as vocal about it as the Republican governor. Christie has been criticized for using town halls as an opportunity to grandstand or increase partisan anger. But the political benefit may not be what his critics see, experts said.

Unlike in Wisconsin, where Gov. Scott Walker's stand against collective bargaining took the public by surprise, Christie has been forecasting his policy goals for more than a year.

The constant drumbeat that changes are coming gives voters time to get used to otherwise unpopular decisions, observers explained.

"If you're trying to do something unpopular, the question is how do you go about keeping voters on your side, particularly voters who don't pay a lot of attention to state government issues?" said G. Terry Madonna, director of the Center for Politics and Public Affairs at Franklin & Marshall College.

"That's another reason he (Christie) is doing what he's doing: to keep his issues front and center. You do it to make your positions known and to move public opinion."

It may be telling that in Democratic New Jersey, Christie's approval ratings remain well above water -- 52 percent in a February Quinnipiac survey of state residents. But in the battleground state of Pennsylvania, Republican Gov. Tom Corbett had just 31 percent job approval three months into the job, a March Franklin & Marshall poll found.

Last fall, Christie stumped for Corbett, who promised to mold himself after the New Jersey governor. But Corbett has not held regular town halls and has given few media interviews to explain his policies, which are largely in line with Christie's.

Never said but always implied when Christie claims pandering politicians got New Jersey into its budget mess is that shortsighted voters allowed it to happen. It's possible any backlash has been mitigated because New Jerseyans realize they also share some blame, Madonna said.

"I do think reminding people of their responsibilities has a great deal of resonance," he explained, referencing President John F. Kennedy's inaugural call to service a half-century ago.

"He's not afraid to point out responsibilities the voters have as well. Some may find that refreshing."

Comparing the conservative movement's newest darling to JFK will undoubtedly leave some Jersey Democrats apoplectic. Joshua Henne, a Democratic campaign strategist, lambasted "Christie's schtick about the state being broke when he can't find money for women's health funding or property tax relief or for commuters, but he magically finds $261 million to give as a bailout to casino corporations."

Henne insists talk of a Christie comeuppance is more than wishful thinking. "There will be a backlash when people start realizing in Chris Christie's New Jersey that multi-millionaires pay less while middle-class families are bearing the burden," Henne insisted.

Madonna saw similarities in Christie to Ed Rendell, the former Democratic National Committee chairman and Pennsylvania governor, whose gruffness also made him a political star.

But that comparison holds a cautionary tale: A glowing national profile did not protect Rendell from plummeting in the polls during budget fights in Harrisburg.

A strategist for former Gov. Jon S. Corzine's 2009 re-election campaign also expressed confidence Christie would eventually be brought low. Democratic governors in states such as New York are grappling with how to make pension and health benefit obligations, too, said the Democrat, who still works on campaigns and spoke on condition of anonymity.

With time, unflattering contrasts with Christie will emerge, the strategist said.

"The economic indicators in New Jersey are worse under his watch. Style-wise, he has played his cards remarkably well, but the style hasn't matched up with results and action."

Drewniak said the style vs. substance knock was evidence that on the merits, Democrats had nothing with which to hang the governor.

"It is a narrative that his opponents and those who resist reform love to repeat because it's all they have," Drewniak said.

"These stories are unfair and factually, in a thematic way, wrong."

Asked if he was complaining about media coverage that 2012 contenders such as Minnesota Gov. Tim Pawlenty and former Massachusetts Gov. Mitt Romney would kill for, Drewniak said no.

But he insisted endless reports about YouTube moments obfuscate the issues at hand.

"Nobody's saying everybody likes his style," said Drewniak.

"We get that."
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