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White House hopefuls
skipped Katrina visit

‘No one should run
until they have
been in [our] shoes’

By Jessica Alaimo
and Bob Cusack

At least four senators who are
considering running for presi-
dent in 2008 have not visited
the Gulf Coast since it was rav-
aged by Hurricane Katrina six
months ago,

Sens. George Allen (R-Va.),
Evan Bayh (D-Ind.), Chuck
Hagel (R-Neb.) and Russ Fein-
gold (D-Wis} have not had a
firsthand look at the devasta-
tion Katrina left behind, ac-
cording to a survey of Senate of-
fices conducted by The Hill.

Spokespeople for Sens. Joseph
Biden (D-Del) and John Mc-
Cain (R-Ariz.) did not return
phone calls for comment, but
there are no media accounts of

either senator traveling to
Louisiana, Mississippi or Alaba-
ma since late August.

Notvisiting the sites of one of
the nation’s worst natural dis-
asters could prove to be a politi-
cal liability for the six senators.

In an interview last week, Sen,
Mary Landrieu (D-La.) said, “I
den’t think anvone can run for
president — Demaocrat or Re-
publican — until they have been
in the shoes of [Gulf Coast resi-
dents], walked through their
neighborhoods and visited their
churches.”

Meanwhile, each of these six
senators has found time to trav-
el to Iowa, New Hampshire or
South Carolina — key states in
the 2008 primary races. Allen
and Bayh have each made five
such trips, Biden, Hagel and
McCain have made two each,
and Feingold has stumped once
in Iowa, according to the publi-
cation Campaigns & Elections.

Possible 2008 contenders in
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the upper chamber who have
been to the Gulf Coast since Au-
gust are Sens. Sam Brownback
(R-Kan.), Hillary Rodham Clin-
ton (D-N.Y.), Bill Frist (R-
Tenn.) and John Kerry (D-
Mass.}.

Chris Whittington, chairman
of the Louisiana Democratic
Party, said all lawmakers need
to see the damage, adding that
pictures and videotapes do not
doitjustice. “You can't even de-
scribe it. You have to see it. It’s
almost overwhelming.”

Of the presidential con-
tenders, Whittington said,
“They need to get here as soon
as possible.”

The Hill called the affices of all
100 senators. Thirty-nine said
their senators had visited: siv of
those 39 represent the affected

areas. Thirty-seven offices saidl
their senators had not bean to
the Gulf Coast since the hurri-
cane hit, and 24 did not return
repeated phone calls. (See
rJJgrtJ Of the 24 genators whose
offices did not respond, none at-
tracted media attention if they
did visit the affected areas, a re-
view oflocal articles shows.
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LﬂrSanhnhmback (R-Kan.) and right, Sen. Hillary Rodham Clinton (D-N.Y.) have visited the Gulf.

Wayne Parent, a professor of
political science at Louisiana
State University, said presiden-
tial contenders have not made a
visible presence in the devasta-
tion area but noted that 2008 is
along way off in people’s minds.

Steven Taylor, associale pro-
fessor of political science at
American University, said
politicians have an obligation to
their constituents to see where
tax dollars are being spent.

“It's politically important,”
Taylor said. “Lots of money has
been sent to that area.”

Congress has spent tens of bil-
lions of dollars on Katrina-re-
lated efforts, and billions more
are expected tobe appropriated
later thisyear,

While a few political observers
said Katrina rebuilding efforts
will not be on the political radar
screen in 2008, others disagree.
Many difficult questions face
policymakers, such as whether
the federal government should
invest billions in levees around
MNew Orleans that can withstand
n Category 5 hurricane.

Louisiana Gov. Kathleen Blan-
ce (D) told The Hill yesterday
that the Katrina-related debate
will extend to 2008 and beyond.

Landrieu echoed Blanco: “The
debate will go on for vears to
come.”

Sen. David Vitter (R-La.) did
not coanment for this article.

The Senate has voted on 13
pieces of legislation relating to
Katrina; six have passed. The 13
bills range from establishing a
congressional commission to
examine the response to Katri-
na to amending the tax code to
provide tax benefits for the af-
fected areas and to providing -
nancial relief to evacuees.

With President Bush's poll
numbers {lagging, partly be-
cause of the federal govern-
ment's response to Katrina,
some believe it will be impor-
tant for 2008 White House

hapefiils to convinee voters that



and Mel (B-Fla)
said they were busy tending to
 the needs of their constituents.




