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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:  Chris Varga, Deputy Assistant to the President for Legislative Affairs 
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. Biographical Summary: 
Chris Varga served in the White House as Deputy Assistant to the President for legislative affairs under the Clinton Administration, 1994-96. Varga also was senior vice president and managing director for the government relations division of Batemann-Bricksellar. 

Subsequently Varga served in the position of professional staff member on the Senate Democratic Policy Committee and the Senate Budget Committee. He also served as a domestic policy advisor at the United States Department of Health, Education and Welfare and as an assistant professor of education at the University of Ohio. 


Varga has promoted the role of Internet and Media within the Administration, and worked with Eli Pariser's MoveOn.Org. Vargo handled the administration of the Kent Web presence during the 2008 Campaign, but was eventually pushed out in favor of a professional staff provided by O'Sullivan Communications. 

Varga currently works closely with Athey to focus on driving the President's agenda through the Cabinet and OMB. 

Varga is scholar in residence in the Department of Government and the Center for Congressional and Presidential Studies of American University, teaching a graduate seminar on the legislative process. 

Office of Legislative Affairs
The Office of Legislative Affairs manages both the President's personal dealings with Congress, and protocol regarding members of Congress, and the progress of the President's nominees and Legislative Agenda through Congress. 
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.  

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.

Legislative Initiatives

Protection of Literacy Act

A major element of the Act is being challenged aggressively in the House by Mark Connor who says it "erodes family values," by promoting the "nanny state."  Connor is using the bill to frame an overall attack on the Kent Administration's values, in an effort to rally GOP hardline conservatives.  Connor is effectively trying to leapfrog more senior House Members to get prominence based on his relatively high profile, being somewhat of 


Pacific-American Free Trade Agreement (PAFTA)

Sen. Vincent DiGiardino has not opposed the measure but he and Vice-President Russo are known to be lukewarm on it.  You think it's a mistake.  With this new scandal brewing, Kent can't afford the division within his own party PAFTA will cause, and he needs to punt it and distance himself from it now.

PAFTA is amazingly unpopular in DiGiardino's home state, or anywhere else that Unions are still a voting force.  

International Environmental Accords Ratification

In general the IEA is an uphill battle, but it is seen as likely to pass if PAFTA passes, as the Democrats exchange votes on the IEA for votes on PAFTA
It might be possible to go through Republican Senator Tom Dawes to get pressure put on Connor to back down on his crusade.  But Dawes would want something really major.  The problem is that his party supports PAFTA.  And they don't hate CHILD*First that badly.  Social Security Reform is a mixed bag.  IEA is about the only thing the Administration could back off on.  But it would hurt the President's chances badly in 2008, because it's key to the grass roots constituency – the Eli Pariser MoveOn.Org crowd's enthusiasm.  Hurting that would hurt the chances of getting out the vote, and the election is going to be close.
Social Security Reform

The measure rises or falls very much on whether or not it receives the support of Sen. Dawes.  Dawes doesn't like the proposal, but has managed to make enough changes in it to take some credit for it, and realizes that doing nothing in the long run is not a good idea.
You have to concede that Social Security Reform will likely fall to GOP attacks if PAFTA is given up.  But it may not pass even with PAFTA.
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