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The Executive Office of the President
The White House 

Washington, D.C. 20500

March 4, 2011

EXECUTIVE OFFICE MEMO NO. 2011-459

TO:  Eric Corbin, Deputy Assistant to the President, Deputy Director of Presidential Speechwriting and Assistant to the Vice President 
SUBJECT: Summary of Talking Points for White House Staff meeting regarding Connor On-Air Comments  

1. Purpose: This document summarizes the points your office staff has developed and the results of your staff meeting this afternoon.  This includes in-game and metagame comments, produced in the format below.  Metagame elements are italicized.
2. Biograhical Summary: 
From March 2007 through November 2008, Mr. Corbin was Deputy Policy Director of the Kent-Russo presidential campaign. 

From Jan 2009 to June 2010, Corbin was Deputy Chief of Staff to the President. Issues over a speech addressing PAFTA caused speculation Corbin would return to the private sector, however at the suggestion of the VPOTUS, he moved into the Vice President's office.

The PAFTA speech included phrasing which it was felt undermined the President's position, suggesting that the Administration was flexible about PAFTA at a time when Kent was pushing strongly for a unified facade. Corbin made reasonable excuses, but clearly lost the favor of the President over the issue.

From 1994 to 1999, Mr. Corbin was Executive Director, Legal & Government Affairs, for Silverman Baggs International in London.

During the Administration of President Clinton, Mr. Corbin served for three years as General Counsel to the US Trade Representative and one year in the White House as Deputy Assistant to the President for Legislative Affairs. Previously, from 1985 to 1989, he was International Trade Counsel to the U.S. Senate Finance Committee. Earlier, Mr. Corbin was in a private law practice, and worked in the legal office of the US State Department. He also served as Executive Assistant to the Director of the Kissinger Commission on Central America.

Mr. Corbin received his AB with distinction from Princeton University's Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs (1980) and his JD from Stanford Law School (1984), where he was an editor of the Stanford Law Review. Immediately after law school, he served as a law clerk at the US District Court in San Francisco. During the fall semester of 1997, Mr. Corbin taught international trade at Yale Law School.

Executive Office of the Vice President

The EOVP is modeled on the Office of the President, and contains a working staff that oversees the work and communications issues of the Vice President. Typically the POTUS and VPOTUS work in close coordination, but pursuing different areas of priority. Typically because of the role of the VPOTUS as the President of the Senate, the EOVP assists with Congressional relations. 

In practical terms, President Kent and Vice President Russo work together on wide initiatives, but they are not particularly close - more distant than President Clinton and Al Gore, who were not exceptionally close. The relationship is very much unlike the Bush-Cheney White House where the Executives were often seen as moving in lock step on key issues.

In particular Russo has been perceived as unsupportive of the President's stance on PAFTA.

Factions: 
Within the White House Staff there are several tacitly acknowledge "factions."  Obviously these groups have to cooperate and get along to get things done, but they have rivalries and disagreements.  You are seen as strongly tied to the Vice President's Faction.
Kent and Russo have denied any factionalization.  The President said:  "We have people working on Legislative initiatives which are very important to me, and we have people working on the PR and re-election and that's important to me and the Vice President as well.  Now you know sometimes those interests are going to clash, and that's what we have a staff and procedures for.  I think they work pretty well."  And in truth there is not bitter fighting in the White House yet.  But the Tessier Scandal could make small rifts into large ones.

President's Faction:  President Kent is a powerful man with a strong Legislative background

Vice President's Faction:  as an ex-Governor, Russo had more experience in organizing an Executive Staff than Kent, and exercised a lot of influence on the organization of the White House Staff.  This has led to a certain partisanship.  The key player in this is O'Sullivan.  While he was initially very close to Kent, he has a background with Russo.  As Athey and O'Sullivan became more distant, and O'Sullivan pressed for more control, he has been seen as growing more distant from Kent, and has polarized to Russo.  The OSI has been sardonically referred to as the "Russo Re-Election Committee."  At the same time the OSI is incredibly valuable to Kent, and cutting O'Sullivan out would marginalize his chances at Re-election in 2012. 

First Lady's Faction:  There are a few individuals who are not strictly lined up with Kent or Russo.  Those close to the First Lady tend to support her domestic agenda, and tend to be somewhat more supportive of Russo and O'Sullivan, but their support can vary from situation to situation.

It doesn't take a political scientist to see the basic issue.  If Kent is embarrassed enough for his administration to be hurt, then it stands to both profit and hurt Russo.  Russo stands a better chance of serving as President if he succeeds Kent.  Of the four VPs who became President, only one sat out a term – Nixon.   If Kent is weakened, even if he gains re-election Russo may be unable to succeed him.

On the other hand, if Kent is badly weakened or forced to resign, it may be a boon for Russo – and those who have been closer to him than to the President.  Russo could either become President and run as an incumbent (still eligible for two full terms) or Kent could announce like Johnson that he won't seek re-election, and Russo would almost certainly become the nominee.
You need to get the issue of Kent resigning or at least not running for re-election onto the table.  Of course nobody is going to favor it right now.  But you need to get it seriously discussed as a "worst case scenario" and acknowledged.  The earlier it gets out, the more it will grow in the minds of the other staff as a possible out.  They will sell it to Kent, and begin to move towards your faction.  That won't be today, but if you can get the idea discussed seriously things will slowly drift in that direction if things get bad..  
But the VP Staff can't put that out directly.  It would seem like a direct attack, and be remembered as being profoundly disloyal if this scandal blows over. You need to talk quietly to other staffers during the coffee breaks, convince them it is their idea, or get them to do it in return for offers to take care of them if things go badly with Kent.  Look for the weak links.  
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