First Vote

THE ECONOMY:

Behind Nevada’s bailout votes

Why ‘nay,’ ‘nay’ and ‘aye’ are what Berkley, Heller and Porter voted respectively on the plan rejected, 228-205, by the House
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Washington — The intensity of populist outrage over bailing out Wall Street at the expense of Main Street created an unusually odd alliance among Nevada’s lawmakers.

Democratic Rep. Shelley Berkley and Republican Rep. Dean Heller, both facing angry calls from voters back home, opposed the $700 billion bailout bill that their leaders had hoped would produce a bipartisan compromise.

Only Nevada’s Rep. Jon Porter, a Republican facing the most difficult reelection of his career, voted for the bill.

“For those who aren’t able to see this, they’re blind,” he said of the threat to the economy if the bailout does not occur. “I’m hoping they will open their eyes.”

The far-reaching proposal would buy up Wall Street’s bad mortgage-backed securities in an unprecedented government intervention in severely distressed markets. Congressional negotiators had worked through the weekend to strengthen the original Bush administration plan with greater taxpayer protections sought by both the left and the right, but for many representatives, it wasn’t enough to counter calls from home.

As lawmakers watched the floor vote Monday afternoon in a tense and dramatic debate, a New York Democrat thrusting his finger at Republicans shouted across the chamber: “600 points!”

That’s how much the stock market was nose-diving as the 1:30 p.m. vote was under way. The country watched, stunned, as retirement funds and investment accounts crashed. The market was down more than 770 points by the final bell, the biggest plunge in history.

Porter said that after the vote, calls to his office switched and constituents thanked him for backing the Wall Street rescue plan.

“I voted yes because I thought it was the right thing to do,” Porter said. “I don’t trust Washington. I don’t trust Wall Street, but I do trust that we need immediate action.”

Monday’s vote had been expected to be close, but after the weekend announcement of a deal and the dire predictions of economic collapse coming from the White House, leaders were hopeful.

But rank-and-file Republicans disassociating themselves from their party and the unpopular Bush administration in an election year had never fully embraced the bailout plan. For conservatives, it goes against their deep philosophical belief in free market economics.

Heller issued a statement saying he would support a bill that “allows the market to correct itself.”

But as much as Democrats want to blame Republican leaders for failing to bring their members onboard, there is a broader story of discontent brewing among the ranks of both parties back home.

In Nevada, Democratic challengers of Porter and Heller said they would also have voted against the bill.

State Sen. Dina Titus, who is running against Porter, issued a statement saying the bill “lacks critical provisions to provide needed regulation of the mortgage market or help for families facing foreclosure.”

Heller’s opponent, Jill Derby, sided with him in opposing the bill but blamed him for not playing a greater role in forming a workable compromise via his seat on the Financial Services Committee. “We’re all really reeling from what happened,” said Derby, a former university regent. “The failure to come up with a compromise solution really just let the country down. I blame the Congress for not being able to do that.”

Berkley was the first of the Nevadans to vote. Almost as soon as she did, she was out the door and on a plane to Las Vegas for the Jewish holiday that will close Congress today.

Her absence made her unavailable as party leaders scrambled looking for lawmakers who would switch.

Berkley’s chief of staff, Richard Urey, said it didn’t matter when she left. “She wasn’t going to have her mind changed,” he said.

Berkley could not overcome her skepticism that the Bush administration was leveling with Congress about the extent of the crisis, Urey said. She still smarts from civil rights abuses that happened after the Patriot Act, which was swiftly approved by Congress with Bush’s urging after 9/11.

She also wasn’t convinced the legislation was as strong as it could be to protect taxpayers. In particular, she said she wanted tighter provisions for taxpayer ownership of the companies and limits on executive pay. She also wanted greater oversight.

“This seemed to the congresswoman to have an eerie ring to previous matters the Bush administration tried to hustle through Congress,” Urey said.

Still, it was surprising to see a lawmaker who votes with her party the great majority of the time go against the grain. She was among 95 Democrats, many from the left, who voted no.

Does she — or Heller — feel responsible for the historic Wall Street dive?

“You hate to see it happen, but I think everybody knew if this bill didn’t happen today, stock prices would go down,” Urey said.

On the opposite end of the political spectrum is Heller, who is among those conservative Republicans who could not bring themselves to agree to a market intervention.

The bill was bolstered with provisions to satisfy the conservative flank, but still they fled. Last week, Heller said he feared the bill bordered on socialism.

“I cannot with good conscience put Nevada’s taxpayers on the hook for the foolish excesses of Wall Street,” he said in a statement Monday. “This legislation will not help Nevada’s middle-class families, small businesses or economy.”

Porter is not the kind of lawmaker who is always accessible to the press. But after Monday’s dramatic vote, he held forth with reporters, railing with passion and frustration that the time to act had come and gone.

“My constituents in Nevada are hurting, my constituents are frightened, my constituents are angry,” Porter said in a conference call. “Nevada is facing one of the worst economic downturns in our history.”

Porter joined just 65 Republicans to vote yes.

Congress is out today for the holiday, but the stock market will be open, negotiations will continue on the Hill — and the telephones will keep ringing.

Sun reporter David McGrath-Schwartz contributed to this story.
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WASHINGTON - Republican Rep. Dean Heller voted against the $700 billion bailout package today in the House, the only member of the Nevada delegation to vote no.

The House erupted in a cheer at 1:20 pm as it became clear the measure was headed toward passage.

Republican Rep. Jon Porter and Democratic Rep. Shelley Berkley both voted yes. Earlier this week in the Senate, both Nevada Republican Sen. John Ensign and Sen. Harry Reid, the majority leader voted in support.

Heller had earlier said the proposal bordered on socialism, but has declined this week to discuss his vote.

Heller issued a statement saying he opposed the bill because he believes the plan needs more oversight of taxpayer funds.
"The core of this legislation is still flawed and puts Nevada’s taxpayer on the hook to pay for a massive bailout of Wall Street," Heller's statement said.
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You couldn’t find even 1 talkative lawmaker 

As House bailout vote No. 2 approached, few would hint at how they would vote
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Washington — As the House prepared for the do-over vote on the $700 billion bailout package, journalist Bob Cusack was trying to figure out what most of Washington wanted to know: How many lawmakers would switch?

The carefully crafted Wall Street rescue plan had fallen just 12 votes short of passage, but now a new version was presented, filled with extended tax breaks, that would attract some lawmakers while repelling others.

As managing editor at The Hill, a capital newspaper, Cusack drew up a likely list and assigned an intern to dial up each lawmaker’s office and ask for his vote.

Most of the calls went unanswered.

“We basically were calling member offices twice a day,” Cusack said about his operation targeting fiscally conservative Democrats who might reject the tax sweeteners.

“The immense pressure these guys were under, they didn’t want to advertise how they would vote because it would invite more criticism.” Nevada’s lawmakers were no exception.

Faced with perhaps the most difficult decision of their careers, legislators from across the country were hard to pin down.

Angry constituents grumbled over the plan to spend unprecedented sums aiding Wall Street when their own streets are filled with foreclosed homes and other signs of economic duress.

Yet to do nothing risked looking the fool, the Herbert Hoover who waited too long to intervene as the economy tanked.

Lawmakers had much to lose and little to gain by broadcasting a tough decision.

Besides, if they held out, perhaps they could leverage their vote for a little favor from House leadership, which was desperately trying to whip up a majority. One Hill reporter overheard a lawmaker say he was holding out for a better committee assignment.

Mostly, Nevada’s House members were similarly keeping their thoughts to themselves.

Shortly after the first vote, held Sept. 29, Nevada Democratic Rep. Shelley Berkley and Republican Rep. Dean Heller, who both voted against the bailout, were both unreachable as they boarded planes back to Nevada.

Heller’s office was radio silent, not even issuing a press release about the vote. Berkley’s chief of staff filled in for the congresswoman as she retreated for the Jewish holiday.

Only Republican Rep. Jon Porter wanted to talk that Monday afternoon, taking the unusual step of holding a conference call with reporters following the vote.

Porter is in a tight reelection race against state Sen. Dina Titus, who dashed off a news release that afternoon opposing his vote.

Porter held forth on the long conference call in which he repeatedly spoke about being convinced he “did the right thing.”

“I’m willing to risk my reelection to do what’s right,” he said.

Heller’s opponent, Jill Derby, started criticizing his vote that afternoon before the congressman could get a word in.

The next day, Heller gave an interview and, according to a story in Northern Nevada’s Record-Courier newspaper, unloaded his thoughts at a conference at the Carson Valley Inn.

“Since last week, I’ve received about 1,000 calls a day,” Heller told the crowd, the paper reported. “Fifty percent of the callers said ‘no.’ The other 50 percent said ‘hell, no!’”

As the second vote approached, Berkley finally spoke out in favor of the bailout. She talked about the “reality of the situation” back in Las Vegas, where constituents were having difficulty as credit markets dried up. She noted the importance of the tax package that included breaks for the middle class and renewable energy firms that are doing business in the state.

At one point, she said she would have returned to the House in the minutes after the first vote to switch her vote — if that first vote had ended in a tie.

Berkley said the bailout was “like poison,” but a step she felt was necessary.

