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ROBERT BOROSAGE:  What a terrific crowd, and this is about half of you that are here this afternoon. 

My name is Bob Borosage.  I want to welcome you.  (Cheers, applause.)  This is the Campaign for America’s Future Take Back America Conference.  (Cheers, applause.)  So I take it this crowd is ready to take back America.  (Cheers, applause.)

Well, I hope you are ready for an intense couple of days.  This conference is organized to engage you, to inspire you, to inform you and to exhaust you.  (Scattered laughter.)  You’ll have to choose between what you attend and what you regret that you will miss.  We’ll put before you the best speakers, the most progressive leaders, the emerging ideas of a progressive movement that is on the rise.  

We have a training track that I recommend you take a good look at.  It is designed to empower you and features the best progressive organizers and teachers on everything from public speaking to opinion-piece writing, to the cutting edge in Web and message development.

No doubt, the most important part of this conference is what takes place not in the sessions, but in the halls, when you meet old and new friends, and you share strategies, and you plot.  And we want to encourage you to do that.  There is an extraordinarily diverse group of people here – from unions, feminists, environmentalist, there’s probably one or two people that are MoveOn members – (cheers, applause) -- so we want you to share notes, to plot and to be engaged.  

There’s a range of publications out that we’ve handed to you that help you find ways to get linked up to the progressive things that are being organized this summer and through the fall.  We want you to leave here committed, ready, and hungry to take back America – not literally hungry, we’ll feed you along the way.  

Let me spend some time here on where we are and the challenges that we face.  We meet at the time when the bankruptcy of the right that dominates our politics has become quite apparent.  It was 30 years ago – about – when Reagan took office in 1980 in the United States, Thatcher in Britain, Helmut Kohl in Germany, and right-wing ideas really captured the commanding heights of the industrial world.  Their mantra was very clear and is to this day:  less government, lower taxes, deregulate corporations, privatize, let corporations define trade rules, roll back environmental and consumer protections, a social reaction to the civilizing movements of the ‘60s, scorn for international law and institutions, and of course, a big-stick global policy.

They have advanced this generation over two decades, with citizen movements like ourselves, with liberals in the Congress limiting the damage, and with the Clinton presidency, to some extent, helping to clean up some of their mess.  But over the last thre years, they have pretty much had their way.  George Bush campaigned as a compassionate, moderate conservative, but he turned his administration – but he turned his administration over, as you know, to the extreme elements of his party, the anti-government zealots, the neoconservative fantasists, the social reactionaries, the right-wing judicial ideologues.  And with remarkably disciplined majorities in the House and the Senate, they have been able to push through a significant portion of this crowd’s agenda.  And now the results are in.  The stench of their failure is simply inescapable.  They have left America weaker, more indebted, more divided, more isolated and far less secure.  They are, in fact, weakening America.  It is time for them to go.  (Cheers, applause.)  And it is time for us to build the progressive movement that will make them gone.  (Applause.)

Now, I don’t want to fixate on this failure too much, but it is worth standing back and looking at the extent of the damage.  This president is the first president since Herbert Hoover in the Great Depression to end his first term having created no new jobs in America.  His tax cuts have created record budget deficits, soaring national debt, and a staggering reversal of our national finances.  We have gone from a 10-year projection of $4 trillion in projected surplus to a projection of $5 trillion in projected deficit, a loss of $9 trillion in the space of less than three years.

His trade policies and those of his predecessors have produced record and unsustainable trade deficits and soaring foreign indebtedness that cannot be continued.  We are now in the bizarre posture of shipping our jobs to China while we borrow the money from them so that we can buy the products that they make.

Deregulation and privatization over the last two decades fueled the gilded age, inequality and the corporate scandals that we have not – that we have witnessed in the last years.  Tax avoidance has become at the top end a billion-dollar industry.  Today, in fact, the IRS’ own website is managed by a company that is headquartered in Bermuda.  (Scattered laughter.)  And at a time after September 11th when this country yearned for unity, this administration chose instead to pursue the divisive attempts to roll back civil rights, to assault women’s rights, to write bigotry into the Constitution, and use September 11th as a partisan club.  

And on national security – on national security this president will stake his reelection.  He will run as a wartime president, as he tells us in every speech.  But look at what they have done to our security.  Emboldened by America’s military prowess, they broke with 50 years of bipartisan consensus about alliance, about containment, about an investment in international law and institutions.  In a few short months, they managed to squander the global goodwill that this country received after the September 11th horrors.  They scorned our allies; they spurned the United States in the rush to war in Iraq.  

And as you know, everything that they said about that war turned out to be false.  The country wasn’t a threat.  They didn’t know where the weapons of mass destruction were because there were no weapons of mass destruction.  Iraqi oil could not pay for the cost of the reconstruction.  U.S. forces, while initially greeted well, were quickly turned and reviled as occupiers, and undermanned and underarmed, their parents scrambling to buy body armor for American kids that the Pentagon had failed to supply, they were put in a position for which they had no training, little appetite and no preparation.  And this administration’s open cynicism about international law and the restraints of law led directly to the horrors of Abu Ghraib that has put American troops at greater risk and shamed our country across the world.  Their own czar of counterterrorism opposed the war as a distraction from the war on terror.  Their own embassy (sic) to the Middle East, General Zinni, described the war as a disaster that was headed over a cliff.

The establishment, International Institution of Strategic Studies, has reported that the war, as many predicted, has given al Qaeda a recruiting banner across the Muslim world.  And across this world, this country is more isolated and less admired; our military force never more dominant, and our moral influence seldom so weak.  It is hard to imagine less of a service – a greater disservice to our national security.

Now, Americans are beginning just now to get a sense of these larger questions, which are not well reported in the press, tend to be abstract and confusing.  But Americans already do understand that this operation doesn’t work for working people.  We tend to view this economy from the point of view of our kitchen tables where we gather late at night after the children go to bed and start worrying about how we’re going to make ends meet.  The president is stumping the country, and he’s saying that his economic plan is working.  He’s got record growth in the third quarter of last, he started to produce jobs; he had 300,000 jobs last month.  It should be noted Clinton had 24 months of 300,000 jobs.  And so he says his plan is working and we’re on the right track.  

The pundits that do political polling assume that the president is going to get a lift out of this economy, but Americans think, for the most part, the president is out of touch.  When they look outside and think about their problems from the perspective of that kitchen table, they know that things are getting worse, not better.  Jobs are scarce, and the new jobs that are being created don’t pay as well as the old ones that are being lost.  Health care is broken and costs are soaring out of sight.  Their public schools where their kids are are being cut, after-school programs are being decimated, teachers are being laid off, classrooms are getting more crowded, their retirement security plans seem fading out of reach, college costs are spiraling out of control. 


Now, most of us don’t expect government to solve our problems.  We figure that’s our job and we will try to handle it, but in every case, this administration’s policies are making things worse, not better.  And we don’t expect government to be on the wrong side of these questions, but take jobs: Bush mortgaged the economy with his tax cuts but he did not create a net new job, and the jobs, as I said, being created don’t have the benefits of those or the pay of those being lost.  His top-end tax cuts and his corporate tax cuts, none of them were tied to creating jobs here in America.  They generated more activity in Shanghai than in Saginaw.  


If we had taken a portion of that money and invested it in building schools, in homeland security, in creating energy and independence, in repairing roads, we would have put more Americans to work here in good jobs at a fraction of the cost, without running up the deficits that now extend as far as the eye can see.  (Applause.)


Or take health care.  As you all know, health care costs are soaring.  It’s the largest source of unions’ disputes with companies.  Small businesses are forcing employees to pay greater costs because they can’t afford them.  We pay the highest drug costs in the world even though we make most of the drugs.  And this administration pushed through a prescription drug bill that, in a payoff to the drug industry, actually prohibits Medicare from negotiating a better price for drugs – prohibits it.  And Consumers Union, you should know, concludes after analyzing that bill that most seniors will end up paying more for the drugs they need than they do today.  


Now, there is a wonderful article in this month’s Mother Jones by Rob McGibbon.  I recommend it to you.  He suggests we distinguish between problems which can be managed and situations.  Situations are problems that have gotten so out of control that unless you make drastic changes, you are headed to calamity.  A trade deficit is a problem, but the record trade deficits we have with unsustainable foreign indebtedness and jobs accelerating in the pace that they are moving abroad, that is a situation.  Pollution is a problem, but when you have a decade of temperatures going up across the world and polar ice caps start to melt and the Pentagon says that catastrophic climate change is now a clear and present danger across the world, that is a situation. 

Well, by that definition, this is the most situational administration – (laughter) -- in our lifetime, and we are not going to be able to deal with those situations unless we resituate this president and the movement -- conservatives who surround him.  (Cheers, applause.)

Now, the president says this election has a big choice.  Americans face two visions of government.  It’s a choice, he says, between an ownership society in which you can have greater control over your retirement savings, over your health care, over your education, and alternatively a government where they take your money and they make your choices.   Well, what the president is talking about is cutting the guarantees of Social Security to provide individual risk accounts, turning Medicare into a voucher program and limiting its coverage, and raking off scarce public money for the schools to pay for public school vouchers.  He would eliminate taxes on wealth and necessarily increase them on work.  He aims to dismantle what is left of the shared security we have as a society for a society where you are literally on your own.  He wants to replace any sense of common purpose with a society where the few will party and the many will be stuck with the bill.

If this fall’s election is a referendum on Bush’s rhetoric and on that proposition, the president will be in trouble, and he knows it.  If you want to know why he has wrapped himself in the flag and will run as a wartime president, why he launched $70 million worth of ads -- an unprecedented amount -- almost all of them preposterously negative ads against a Democratic candidate who had not even received his party’s nomination yet, it is because the president understands he has no upside.  That is why he is pushing a constitutional amendment on gay marriage; that is why he is talking about the Patriot Act and its intrusions, which is not even up for review until the year after the election.  He knows -- his hope is to pedal fear, to sew division, and to scare the hell out of the American people about John Kerry.

But for us I suggest to you that the fate of this administration is not simply the only question.  Whatever happens this fall, we must challenge the ideas, the policies, and the power of the conservative movement – the so-called movement right -- that dominates our politics.  (Cheers, applause.)  And to do that, we are going to have to move on up.  For the last years, we have been called on to oppose one lamebrain initiative after another, and we have done a pretty good job.  We mobilized against their media consolidation plan, we have impeded their attempts to pack the courts, we stopped their big oil energy plan, we helped defend affirmative action.  We have won significant victories, often against great odds.  

But the vast majority of Americans now are looking for a different choice and a different direction, and they are not clear what that choice is.  So we have to go from opposition to proposition.  We have got to start mobilizing about what we are for, not simply what we are against.  (Applause.)  Frankly, this is not going to be easy.  They have left a lot of ruin behind them, and even worse, what conservative policies have done over the last decade -- in their most important effect in some way – is to cripple our own political imaginations.  It is very hard when you see deficits that extend as far as the eye can see to think about how we provide a decent public school for every American child.  It’s hard when you are fighting off tax cuts for the wealthy to think about how you can create an economics that works from the bottom up.  Small steps often seem more plausible.  Changes commensurate with the size of our challenges seem beyond us.  So we are going to have to move on up. 

 This is not the job of a political leader, I don’t believe.  It’s not the job of a presidential candidate.  I don’t think we should be looking for John Kerry to do this task for us.  Bush is wedded to the right-wing agenda because he has little choice.  They built the institutions, the ideas, the organizers, the leaders, the energy, the political action committees, the Moral Majority and Christian Coalition that mobilize their base, the coalitions across issues, and a message and attack machine that we have not seen in American politics before.  He has to be loyal to those ideas because those are the ideas that fuel his party.  

And now, that is our job.  We have got to build independent, progressive capacity: the capacity to create ideas, to forward them into debate, to mobilize our people, to form coalitions across issues, and it’s beginning to happen.  You will see reports on it at this conference: the new Center for American Progress, which is funded to scale and can take on the Bush administration; the expanded Institute for America’s Future; the ground operations of American comes together in the AFL/CIO’s associate membership program; the coordination of America’s votes, which we have never seen anything like before; the stunning creativity of MoveOn.org as it reinvents democracy in the age of the Internet.  (Cheers, applause.)  


I am being told to stop, so I want to conclude, but let me just say this: we can do this in the confidence -- that Stan Greenburg will report to you about – in the confidence that a majority of Americans on issue after issue are with us, not with this right wing crowd.  Ask Americans; they are for investing in schools rather than tax cuts on the rich.  They are for health care as a right rather than a privilege.  They want to defend Social Security, Medicare, the public school, the national parks.  They want an America that leads, that finds its security in collective action, not as a global cop trying to police the world.  They are for raising the minimum wage, for empowering workers and for holding corporations accountable.  They are for fair trade rather than free trade.  They are for renewed democracy over a crony capitalism, energy independence over big oil energy programs.  Choice, equal opportunity, civil rights, environmental protection, these are mainstream values now.  There is a majority out there that is waiting for us to forge them. 

But we are going to have to do the work.  We are going to have to reach out and mobilize and educate and agitate and make it happen.  And we can build an America that is a very different America than the one this administration is leaving behind.

Let me give you one example and I will stop.  This weekend we honored what we call the greatest generation.  That generation shared sacrifice and service.  During World War II, the wealthiest paid taxes above 90% to help finance that war.  African-Americans left segregated communities to defend the country.  Japanese-Americans left intern camps to fight for the country.  And then they came back and they made America work for the many, not the few.  They passed a GI bill that opened college and training for an entire generation – unheard of across the industrialized world.  They subsidized housing and created the American dream.  They organized unions and made sure that productivity and profits were widely shared.  For 25 years they built a strong middle class that is the America we know, and we all grew together.  The wealthy, the middle income and the poor grew at about the same rate.  

That is a lot different than the crowd that governs us now.  After September 11th, when this country was yearning for someone to tell them how they could respond, how they could be involved, this president could have stood up and said, we are going to track down the people who did this and at the same time we are going to launch an emergency program, an Apollo agenda to rid ourselves of dependence on Persian Gulf oil.  And I want to challenge every American to join me in that effort.  (Applause.)

Did the president do that?  No.  He told us to hug our children and to go shopping.  (Laughter.)  And then he pushed to bail out the airlines and refused to help the workers that they had laid off, and then he asked, for the first time in wartime, for more tax cuts for the wealthy.  We deserve better than this.  The right has failed.  Our time has come.  We have come a long way and we have a long way to go but we better grab this opportunity, and it’s time to take back America.  (Applause.)

It’s too bad I had to cut out all the good parts.  (Laughter.)  I am really please to introduce to you Stanley Greenberg to lay out how Americans stand on the big choices that we face.  Stan is America’s preeminent researcher of political opinion.  He has elected presidents or prime ministers in four continents.  He was, obviously, the polling advisor to Bill Clinton in 1992.  He helped Al Gore win a majority of the votes – or plurality of votes in 2000.  (Cheers, applause.)  He helped elect Prime Minister Tony Blair, Nelson Mandela, Ehud Barak, among others.  He offers strategic advice and wisdom to Americans.  He is the author of a new book called “Two Americas,” which he is going to sign copies of after this session.  I recommend it to you.  His democracy core does regular polling on Americans and focus groups and has become a guide for progressive groups across the country.  It’s a delight to introduce Stan Greenberg.

(Applause.)

