White House 'War on Coal' Is No Slam Dunk for GOP in 2014
by Darren Goode
September 20, 2013 - Republicans have wasted little time jumping on the Environmental Protection Agency’s new climate rule, warning that Democrats in coal states will pay dearly at the polls for their ties to President Barack Obama’s regulatory machine.
But this might not be a slam-dunk strategy for the GOP.  It certainly wasn’t in 2012, when Obama handily won re-election while Democrats prevailed in Senate races in West Virginia, Montana, Indiana and Ohio — all coal states where many voters have little love for the EPA.
Still, the Democrats most vulnerable in 2014 did all they could Friday to get out in front of the issue by denouncing the new climate rule.  West Virginia Rep. Nick Rahall complained that “this callous, ideologically driven agency continues to be numb to the economic pain that their reckless regulations cause.”
Alison Lundergan Grimes, the Kentucky Democrat trying to unseat Senate Republican leader Mitch McConnell, not only criticized the agency’s proposal but even implied that McConnell shares the blame.  “Kentuckians deserve better than out-of-touch Washington regulation that further devastates an already ravaged region,” Grimes said in a statement.  “The dysfunction in Sen. McConnell’s Washington continues to fail Kentucky families.”
In West Virginia, Democratic Senate candidate Natalie Tennant promised to “fight any Republican or any Democrat — including President Barack Obama — who tries to kill our energy jobs, whether they are coal, natural gas, wind or water.”
Other 2014 Democrats from energy-heavy states, like Louisiana Sen. Mary Landrieu, have long separated themselves from Obama’s energy agenda.  Landrieu, for example, often berates the administration over the pace of offshore oil and gas drilling permits.  She has voted with Republicans to hobble EPA regulations.
Of course, next year is a mid-term election, not a presidential one.  The previous midterm in 2010 saw Democrats fall in coal states like Virginia and West Virginia, as the Republicans flipped the House.
Once again, Republicans say, Democrats can run but can’t hide from their president’s climate policies.  “Democrat incumbents and challengers are going to be forced to explain this move by the Obama administration,” National Republican Congressional Committee spokesman Daniel Scarpinato said after the EPA officially unveiled the rule Friday.  “This is about jobs and energy costs — and polling shows that voters get it.”
“This is a direct assault from the administration on the economic lifeblood of many communities in coal states,” said Andy Sere, a Republican strategist and former chief of staff to Rep. David McKinley (R-W.Va.).
Even before Friday’s announcement, the GOP was beating the “war on coal” drumbeat in Senate races in Kentucky, West Virginia, Alaska and Louisiana, while aiming to tie Democrats to the unpopular EPA in House districts in Arizona, Illinois, western New York, Arizona, Pennsylvania and Ohio.
The general line of attack: Obama’s regulations will wipe out jobs and send energy prices soaring.  Then voters will have both Obama and a particular hometown Democrat to thank.
Voters should expect that Democrats like Tennant, Grimes, Landrieu and Alaska Sen. Mark Begich “will be held accountable for supporting a liberal administration that has declared a radical war on coal and American energy development,” National Republican Senatorial Committee spokeswoman Brook Hougesen said.  The NRSC responded to Friday’s announcement by issuing news releases lambasting 7 Democratic candidates — including Grimes, Tennant, Landrieu, Begich and Sen. Kay Hagan (D-N.C.) — calling each a “foot soldier” in a “radical” Obama EPA agenda.
Republicans have already been hitting Rahall for months on his ties to the administration.  They seized on early reports of the details of Friday’s proposal to argue that Rahall’s efforts to work with EPA Administrator Gina McCarthy and other administration leaders on West Virginians’ behalf haven’t worked.
McConnell made a similar attack on Grimes, saying she has spent “exactly zero effort on behalf of Kentucky’s coal families, while the president she supported waged war on them.”  He’s also tried to tie her to Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid, who is hosting an Oct. 11 fundraiser for Grimes.  McConnell put out a video that quotes Reid as saying that “coal makes us sick.”
The EPA rule may also come up in attacks on Reps. Ann Kirkpatrick in Arizona and Bill Enyart in Illinois, a series of Democratic House challengers in Western Pennsylvania and challengers in the 6th districts in Kentucky and Ohio, West Virginia’s 2nd District and the 23rd District in Western New York.
Democrats point out that the “war on coal” message didn’t do much good for Mitt Romney, while Democrats like Joe Manchin in West Virginia, Jon Tester in Montana, Joe Donnelly in Indiana and Sherrod Brown in Ohio won their Senate seats last year.
Democratic consultants maintain that, even though their party broadly wants strong action on climate change, their candidates in coal-heavy states can deflect GOP attempts to tie them to Obama.
“The more they’re just propping up a straw man, the more opportunities there are to shoot it down,” one Democratic campaign operative said of the GOP approach.  “It’s just an idiotic strategy, one that news outlets in Washington like to cover because it’s easy….  It’s a broken record, and I think at some point, the competency of the NRSC is under question on a lot of fronts,” said Navin Nayak, senior vice president for campaigns at the League of Conservation Voters.
The NRSC’s Hougesen said by email that “each election is different and it’s a fool’s errand to compare the electorate and the atmosphere of 2012 to 2014.”  Hougesen said that in the states that will determine who will control the Senate, “there is little doubt that coal, oil and energy policy will be critical (Alaska, Louisiana, Kentucky, West Virginia, Michigan and Iowa in particular).”  It will be tough “for Democrats who’ve embraced the president and fought for him politically to distance themselves from such a harmful policy,” she added.
Republicans are clearly starting off in a position of strength by going after Democrats in states where Obama lost in 2012 — in some cases by well into the double digits.  Coupled with that are fundraising and other advantages afforded a stronger Republican roster this time, with incumbents like McConnell and GOP Rep. Shelley Moore Capito, who is likely to vastly outspend Tennant in their race to succeed retiring Sen. Jay Rockefeller (D-W.Va.).
Still, Manchin said Democrats like Tennant and Rahall can stand on their own.  “I believe West Virginians are too smart.  They look at us individually and see where we stand; they know how hard we fight,” Manchin told POLITICO.  “They have their own record to run on, and by God they have their own thoughts.”
Sen. Roy Blunt (R-Mo.) even underscored that some Democrats clearly have a different agenda than Obama.  “I think Sen. Donnelly and Sen. Manchin and others that understand how important energy is are just trying to do the right thing,” said Blunt, who was on his way to the Senate floor to talk about coal issues with Donnelly.
Even some Republicans acknowledge they need to be smart about how they wield the climate issue.  “The reality is that unless the Republicans can explain how the regulations are going to affect the average voter, it is a pointless exercise,” said GOP environmental strategist Mike McKenna.
NRCC spokesman Ian Prior highlighted the defeat last year of Rep. Ben Chandler (D-Ky.) as an example of how to use the issue effectively.  “We made that race about coal.  We didn’t try to throw everything but the kitchen sink there,” Prior said.  He said that’s what Republicans are going to do against Rahall — noting that midterm elections “are going to be a lot more local than they are in presidential years.  And there’s nothing more local, at least in a place like West Virginia, than the coal issue.”
McKenna suggested that hitting Democrats on potential carbon taxes could be more effective, noting that “no one outside the coal fields cares about a war on coal.”  The Koch brothers-backed Americans for Prosperity is reportedly hitting Hagan with billboards regarding a carbon tax, and the Koch-affiliated American Energy Alliance has a similar radio ad campaign against her, as well.  Hagan has said she opposes a carbon tax, an idea that doesn’t have any political legs on Capitol Hill.
Begich similarly has fended off Republican attacks on his vote earlier this year for a non-binding budget amendment that called for any revenue generated by a carbon tax to be “returned to the American people in the form of federal deficit reduction, reduced federal tax rates, cost savings or other direct benefits.”  Begich said he opposes a carbon tax and has the support he needs among the state’s energy interests.  “I think Alaskans will see through these outsiders who try to tell Alaskans what to do,” he said Thursday.
Still, Obama’s policies sometimes cause him problems.  “The administration’s agenda has always made it more challenging,” he said.
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