Greens Grow into Electoral Powerhouse
by Andrea Restuccia and Darren Goode
Oct. 26, 2014 - The green movement has grown into a formidable political force, launching a broad and sophisticated operation this election cycle that rivals many of the most established groups.
Leading environmental organizations like the League of Conservation Voters, the Sierra Club, and Tom Steyer’s NextGen Climate Action Committee have hired well-known national and state political operatives to guide the effort.  They are digging into detailed polling and analysis produced by the same white-shoe firms that helped President Barack Obama get elected.  More than ever, greens are collaborating with other progressive groups like unions, Planned Parenthood and EMILY’s List, by sharing resources and divvying up responsibilities in key states.
Still, even as the greens work to expand their influence ahead of the 2016 presidential election, their efforts may only help stanch the bleeding for their Democratic allies this year, who appear likely to lose their majority in the Senate.  That would allow Republican critics of Obama and the EPA’s efforts to combat climate change a new platform to work against the policies they have blasted as a drag on the U.S. economy.
While environmental groups have long been involved in electoral politics, only recently has their work started turning heads.  For years, greens were seen as 2nd-tier players, unable to muster enough power to sway race outcomes.  Now they’re spending millions to help Democrats hold the Senate and inject issues like climate change into the political debate.
Several environmentalists said privately they expect to outspend all outside groups in several key states, with the exception of the Republican and Democratic Party organizations.
“Relatively speaking, the environmentalists used to be a small player.  Now in many places we’re the biggest player,” League of Conservation Voters President Gene Karpinski said.  “That’s a huge change.”
“This cycle you have really seen the environmental, climate movement across the board play in the most significant way — from a financial perspective, from an organizational perspective and from an impact perspective,” said veteran Democratic operative Chris Lehane, one of Steyer’s top advisers.  Steyer alone has contributed $57.6 million to his super PAC this year, including an additional $16 million last week, according to the most recent FEC filings.
Although polls show Republicans ahead in the contest to control the Senate, greens hope to re-create the model they used in the Montana Senate race in 2012, where LCV spent more than $1 million on an elaborate field campaign aimed at boosting turnout for Jon Tester.  Analysts like Nate Silver had given Republican Denny Rehberg the edge in the tight race, but Tester pulled out a win, thanks in part to greens’ get-out-the-vote efforts.  LCV says it signed up more than 28,000 Tester supporters to vote by mail, and in the end, Tester beat Rehberg by about 18,000 votes.  “All the pundits thought he was going to lose, but we expanded the electorate,” Karpinski said.  “We have the same goal in 2014.”
This cycle certainly looks set to be the biggest test yet of environmental groups’ effectiveness.  In Colorado, for example, greens are strongly supporting Democratic Sen. Mark Udall’s reelection bid, but his opponent, Cory Gardner, is leading in all 9 public polls released this month.
LCV, NextGen, and other green groups are working alongside progressive organizations to target voters in key states like Michigan and Colorado, in informal alliances dubbed “Democratic tables.”
“Really across the country I think progressive Democrats have done a very good job of creating a quote unquote table,” Lehane said.  “It is a function of what Democrats have been facing really the last 2 or 3 cycles, which is Republicans have superior financial resources, but Democrats have both more bodies, more people who will actually vote for Democrats if you can turn them out.”
Versions of the Democratic “tables” exist in each battleground state.  NextGen is particularly active with those in Florida, Michigan, Colorado, Iowa and Maine.
Progressives in each state communicate regularly about strategy, and they are seeking to play to each group’s strength and avoid duplication.  “We care about efficiency.  We don’t want to be reinventing the wheel if we don’t need to,” Environment America Executive Director Margie Alt said.  “We want to use our resources where they are best.”
NextGen and LCV have emerged as leading members of America Votes, a progressive coalition founded in 2003 that has 3 dozen national partners.  They include the AFL-CIO, American Federation of Teachers, Brady Campaign to Prevent Gun Violence, EMILY’s List, House and Senate Majority PACs, NARAL, Service Employees International Union, and the National Education Association.
America Votes President Greg Speed said NextGen, which is funded largely by liberal billionaire Steyer, has been a huge asset in mobilizing Democratic voters who tend to skip the midterm elections.  “Thanks to them in a number of these states, we’re going to be able to reach our overall goals for contacting drop-off voters,” Speed said, particularly in Florida and Michigan.
Environmental groups are increasingly relying on data, polling and analysis from firms like Catalist and the Analyst Institute, which worked closely with the Obama campaign in 2012.  Before, we were trusting our gut instead of trusting data,” said Heather Taylor-Miesle, who directs the Natural Resources Defense Council Action Fund PAC.
Polls show voters’ interest in environmental issues is growing, even if they consistently rank far below the economy and jobs in terms of priorities.  Greens say their message resonates most with minorities, young people and women — voting blocs that they are aggressively targeting in key states.
They also say some conservatives’ views on environmental issues are beginning to shift.  “The most significant shift that I’ve seen in my entire environmental career occurred very recently,” said Tony Kreindler, the Environmental Defense Action Fund’s senior director for strategic communications.  “There has always been a great divide between moderates and conservatives, but the somewhat conservative voters are moving toward the moderates.  It’s a very significant shift.”
Kreindler is hoping to create a model for finding more potential GOP allies by leading a 7-figure campaign by Environmental Defense Action Fund this year, to publicly thank several Republicans in Congress and state legislatures for their support for renewable energy, conservation, mitigating climate change, coastal restoration and other green policies.
Meanwhile, the broader green community is systematically testing their messages and methods of delivery.  In Colorado, for example, they have looked at whether it’s effective to micro-target voters online.  The groups are using predictive data models, based on voter history from the past 5 election cycles, to identify and target voters.  “We’re just up against a wall of money on the other side, and there’s no way we can compete with that, so we just have to play smarter,” said Melissa Williams, the Sierra Club’s political director.  “All of us are making decisions based on polling and research.”
Williams, the former deputy director of the WOMEN VOTE! program at EMILY’s List, is one of a handful of seasoned political veterans who have joined the environmental movement in recent years to boost its electoral operations.
Others include Scott Fairchild, who joined LCV as national campaigns director in 2011, after working as manager of Rahm Emanuel’s Chicago mayoral bid, and Joe Bonfiglio, a longtime congressional and campaign aide who now serves as deputy director of the Environmental Defense Action Fund.
“As we’re spending more money than ever before on politics, we’re also hiring more people to do the job,” Karpinski said.  “A number of our top folks come directly out of the political world.”
NextGen’s staff is made up almost entirely of experienced political hands, many of whom have ties to Al Gore and Bill Clinton.  Lehane, a former aide to Gore, has a long history in Democratic politics.  Nick Baldick, the group’s national political adviser, ran Clinton’s 1996 Florida field operation and worked on Gore’s 2000 presidential campaign.  Sky Gallegos, NextGen’s political director, is a former Western field director for the 2000 Gore-Lieberman ticket who also worked in the Clinton administration.
Steyer has also hired people with close ties to the states they focus on for NextGen, such as longtime Michigan Democratic strategist Amy Chapman, who led Obama’s 2008 operation there.  He’s picked those who have close ties to others in the progressive community.  Chapman was a national campaign director for AFL-CIO and political field director for SEIU.  Baldick has also advised SEIU and the National Education Association.
Florida is a prime example of the changing environmental movement.  Some Democratic operatives there still bitterly complain that a splintered green community helped siphon enough votes to Ralph Nader to help George W. Bush beat Gore in 2000.  But today, groups like NextGen are closely collaborating with other progressives, creating a unified front for Democrat Charlie Crist.
“The environmental movement has had a long history of failure in trying to do this,” said Mitchell Berger, a prominent Fort Lauderdale attorney and Democratic fundraiser.  “They’ve learned from their failures and are now choosing to become collaborative, in terms of bringing the issue into the panoply of issues that form a progressive coalition.”  Many of the same people who helped with Nader’s campaign are now working to get out the vote to help Crist defeat Republican Gov. Rick Scott, he said.
“So now, I think there’s a certain maturity that has occurred to understand that the coalition must remain together to obtain an electoral victory,” Berger said.
The new collaboration — especially the support of NextGen — will enable greens to knock on more than 2 million doors in Florida by Election Day to target drop-off voters, far more than the 300,000 doors the progressive coalition knocked on in the 2010 midterms, according to Josh Giese, who heads the Florida operation of America Votes.
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