GDC Remarks – Convention 2009

Thank you all for the opportunity to serve you again as Rhode Island Republican Party chair.

I’m going to exercise a bit of Chairman’s discretion here – that’s why I took back the gavel first - and spend a little more time than my allotted three minutes talking about the past two years and the next two years.

Two years ago I came before this committee as a newly elected chair and laid out a plan for creating an effective party structure.  I gave a PowerPoint presentation at the next meeting, and laid out a detailed plan to build a party that was fully functional and did everything that a competitive Republican Party does in most other states.

In theory it looked great – in practice we achieved maybe 10% of what we thought was necessary.

Our failure was not in the lack of planning.  It was that we ignored a couple key fundamentals.

The first was out of our control, as it was in 2006.  The national Republican brand was damaged.  We had an unpopular Republican president who was not consistent in his adherence to Republican core values, and we had an economy that tanked massively on his watch.  We had just lost a Republican congress that had outspent the Democrats, tossed fiscal conservatism aside and presented an image of greed, corruption, and hypocrisy to the American people.  At the same time we had an inspiring, to many, Democrat running for president.  That was not, here at the RIGOP, within our control.

The second problem was within our control, but difficult to overcome nonetheless.  We had a plan that assumed a level of funding that we did not achieve.  We discounted the need for organized volunteers until very late in the election cycle because we thought we would be able hire the support we needed.  

So what happened?  A mess is what happened – losses that put us back where we were in 1976 – 10 members in the General Assembly.  But if you were here two years ago you will recall, I hope, that I talked about a ten year plan to bring our state party back.  We were never in a position to solve our issues in one election, and boy did we prove that.

But you’ve all also heard me say something else.

It takes a Carter to get a Reagan.  1976 was four short years leading up to the greatest Republican Revolution – and the most successful Conservative leader - in a generation – 1980.

And there is no doubt in my mind that we will get there.  We have all the tools we need.  We are unified.  We are strong.   We are committed to the cause.

More than that, I believe firmly that the political tides are already turning.  

With the election of Michael Steele the leadership at the Republican National Committee has changed in a way that will allow us to speak directly to a broader range of voters – and note that I said ‘speak to’, not ‘pander to’.  In other words, we will convert our message and modify our language to appeal to more voters as Republicans, but we will not try to win votes by trying to change into Democrats.  Pandering is a proven strategy for failure.  I really believe that this is the most important issue we face as a party.  We have all had many discussions about how to position ourselves to the voters.  Are we kooky right wing wackos?  Are we RINO’s?  How big is a big tent exactly?

I am here to tell you that this debate is over.  The Democrats and the media love to talk about Republican divisiveness.  The more time we spend with that sort of infighting, the less time we spend beating Democrats.  It makes for a good story in the projo, but it makes for an ineffective political party.  I need all of you to commit tonight to leave the infighting to the Democrats.  Let Frank Caprio run as a conservative and Liz Roberts run as a socialist, and we’ll see where they land.  We will run as Republicans.  We are for small government and individual liberty.  We want the state out of our business, and we will do more for our fellow citizens by putting that philosophy into play.  We will win elections by presenting a constant and bold agenda.  If that means we need to take a friendly jab at those Republicans that stray from our small government philosophy, then so be it.  But we must deal with party discipline issues with respect and with the goal of bringing those folks closer through persuasion and the power of our beliefs; not driving them out because we fear diverse opinions.

At the same time as we are pulling together, the tide is dramatically changing for the dems.  According to pollsters Schoen and Rasmussen, Obama's approval rating is below where President George W. Bush was in an analogous period in 2001 and still heading down.  Yes, that George W. Bush.  Some honeymoon.  I guess those Obama voters really were expecting cash to be dropped out of helicopters after he won.

So without the helicopter money, the democrat Congress is left trying to fight the political battle the democrats know nothing about – the economy.  They are failing.  They are failing miserably.  

Do I want Obama to fail?  Absolutely.  If he succeeds in what he is attempting to do – what he and Rahm Emmanuel and Nancy Pelosi and Harry Reid are trying to do – then we will all suffer the consequences.  It will be Carter times 10.  

He must fail, and we must succeed, because he wants to socialize the economy – to put bureaucrats in change of Wall Street.  We must stand up for freedom.   

He must fail and we must succeed, because he wants to force doctors and pharmacists to support abortion against their will, and we believe in rights of conscience.

He must fail and we must succeed, because he believes – or perhaps he just hopes – that a man in an oval office in a white house in Washington DC can micro-manage a nation of 300 million free individuals, and we know that he cannot.

So what do we do?  How do we engage the enemy, fight the battle?  How do we do our part here, in our great state of Rhode Island?  How do we support the Governor in his ongoing struggle to bring this state back from the brink of the abyss?  

First, we recognize that which makes us republicans.  We are not the Moderate Party.  We are not Greens or Cool Moose.  We are not the Conservative Party.  We are the un-hyphenated Republican Party.  

We stand for basic principles of individual freedom, the power of free markets, and the rule of law.  I don’t think there is anyone in this room who can’t embrace that basic philosophy (well, maybe the reporters.)  

Of course, we do not all agree on every issue, and that’s ok.  We believe in the power of our ideas, and welcome debate because we know we hold the high ground.  In our hearts, we know we are right.

Our national platform declares our positions broadly and with force.  But our local platform serves a different purpose.  I will be sending each of you a copy of a draft platform by the end of the month.  Our platform committee has met and started the work of platform development since the last meeting, and has presented a set of draft planks for review.  The platform you will see soon has been polled, vetted, and tested.  It is modest in scope, but aggressive and bold relative to where we stand today and where Rhode Island stands as well.  

It is purposely limited to few key issues, but the solutions it describes have the power to transform this state from a struggling economic and political backwater to a national leader.  We will expect that every candidate will support this platform, and our slate, as a team, will fight for the real change that it represents once they are elected.

Beyond that, we need money.  I say that every time we meet, and I find little changes.  A few donate consistently, but the majority in this room are free riders.  That cannot stand.  To borrow a line from my new counterpart up in New Hampshire, this job is structured to function somewhat like a benevolent dictatorship, but I’m not so sure I care for the term benevolent.  I promise tonight to use the power of this office to push out those who are here for the title but do nothing to contribute.  If you want anything from me going forward, you must give money to this party and you must give time.  I can directly influence who I appoint to many positions on this committee.  They will all donate or they will be removed.  I cannot tell the cities and towns who to appoint, but I can direct the support of the party to those cities and towns who have 100% of their delegates and alternates contributing – I leave it up to the chairs to see that this happens.  For those who are here by virtue of their office – the elected officials – we receive some of our best support from those folks.  For those officials who don’t give – I hope you don’t aspire to higher office.

Finally, we – I – need to do a better job with recruiting, managing, and supporting our volunteers.  The volunteers who threw themselves into the 2008 election were truly amazing.  They blew away every expectation I had.  But beware – now I’ve raised my expectations.  We have a great resource in this party.  We are here tonight because we are comfortable being the underdogs.  Because we know that hard work will win the day.  Because we know in our hearts that we are right.  With that motivation, that energy, that excitement, we will ask much more of our volunteers over the next 18 months and I know you will all do your part to meet those new aggressive goals.

This is our advantage, and the Rhode Island Republican Party will do whatever it can to put this weapon into play starting right now.  As we did two years ago we will ask that everyone step forward and express, in writing, what they would like to do for the party.  If you would like an appointment to a committee, let me know.  If you would like to take ownership of one particular task, let me know.  Put it down on paper, and we will work to come to an agreement about what you will do for the party and what they party will do for you.

In the end, this upcoming election will be the step towards a new Republican majority.  We will gain seats, we will gain power, and we will keep the governors office in hands that will continue the stewardship and ideals of governor Carcieri and our Republican leaders.

We will change our brand by returning to our ideals.  At the same time we will offer solutions and not just criticisms.  We will outline a path for job creation, economic growth, effective and efficient government services, and diligent, fair, and just enforcement of laws.

We will take pride in our independence, but speak with one unified voice when delivering our message of hope and prosperity for all.

We will speak to every Rhode Islander and ask for every vote by adapting our message to those who are not used to hearing it and bringing it to the people instead of waiting for them to come our way.  

We will succeed because we must succeed.  Because the future of our great state demands that we succeed.  Because our solutions are the only solutions that will relieve the suffering, lift the pallor of despair, and restore hope - we will succeed.
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