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By Bob Cusack
and Mike Soraghan

The pause is long enough that
-perhaps the question needs to be
repeated or clarified. Just thén,
Rep. Henry Waxman (D-Calif.)
responds. It's a straight answer
but not straight from the hip.
The House Oversight and Gov-
ernment Reform Committee
chairman is familiar with ques-
tions. He has asked tens of thou-
sands of them in his 34 years in

the lower chamber, grilling policymakers
in countless letters and hearings. So
there islittle use in trying a trick question
when interrogating the interrogator.

Waxman is one of a handful of veteran

. House chairmen who waited patiently
for his gavel after persevering a dozen
yearsinthe minority. '

“It’s better to be in the majority,” a smil-
ing Waxman said in his spacious Capitol
Hill office last week.

_He gives Speaker Nancy Pelosi (D), his
California colleague, high marks for set-
ting up aleadership hierarchy that coor-
dinates policy and messaging with panel
chairmen while providing them “with
some independence aswell” S

Yet he doesn’t always stick to the p
line. In February, he announced he was
not going to request any earmarks this
year, claiming the earmark process has
spun out of control.

He made the case to the Democratic

Caucus that the use of earmarks should
be studied “to figure out what to do in the
next Congress.”

Waxman said he got three responses: -

“Some people said, ‘Great idea,’ some
people said, ‘Can I have your earmark
-money? and others said, ‘You’re wrong,
you'rewrong, don’t mess with that.’”
Headds, “So I decided I would just do
what I thought was right in hopes others
‘would follow along. I had no guarantee,
and I still don’t see people jumping on the

bandwagon, but I think I shoulddowhatI

thinkisright.” .

While his colleagues may not be follow-
ing him on earmarking, that’s not Wax-
man’s signature issue — oversight is.

A whole lobbying business has built up
around the fear of a subpoena from Wax-
man or one of the other Democratic
chairmen wielding a tougher brand of
oversight than had been seen in the pre-
vious six years. But Waxman says he tries
to be judicious about the use of subpoe-
nas. :

Questions are
seriousissue
for Waximan

“Before I became chairman of this com-
mittee I neverissueda subpoena,” Wax-
man said. “Even when T was chairman of
the [Commerce panel’s] health and envi-
ronmental subcommittee and we would
have tobacco executives testify, I never
issued a subpoenato anybody.”

His committee has issued fewer than 40
subpoenas in this Congress, according to
Waxman’s staff, _

He said if a Democrat wins the White
House, he’ll be just as aggressive: “Even if
there were a Democratic administration
and a Democratic control in Congress, I
think it’s important for the Congress to
do oversight.” )

Waxman’s steroids-related hearing that
featured Roger Clemens attracted-the
most attention this year — and provided
ample fodder for late-night talk shows.
Nevertheless, Waxman uses his oversight
spotlight most often on the environment
and healthcare, issues he gathered exper-
tise on during his 16-year tenure as sub-

.committee chairman.

He secured that position after the 1978
elections by running and ultimately de-
feating two more senior Democrats to get
thepost. =~ '

Heisnotafan of term limits on House
committee chairmanships, which — at
least for now — are set at six years. Wax-
man believes panel chairmen should not
be selected solely by seniority. either.

Pressed on how young Democrats can
move up the ranks without panel-chair-
man term limits, Waxman pauses again.
There is no easy answer, but he gives one.

“I think seniority should count for alot
more than I used to think,” Waxman said.
“I'think, on the other hand, that it should-
n’t be the only factor when people are
chosen for committee responsibilities.”

Waxman, who rallied behind Sen. Hillary
Rodham Clinton’s (D-N.Y)) failed health-
care bill in the 1990s, is in the minority of

. congressional Democrats who have not

endorsed apresidential candidate. .

“I'would prefer that we not had this con-
test going on aslong as it has been going
on, but I think it makes our nominees
stronger, unless it gets too personal in
their attacks on each other, because that
can be used by the Republicans in the No-
vember election.”

On Sen. Barack Obama’s (D-I11.) contro-

- versial “bitter” comment, the 68-year-old

legislator believes “thereisa lofc of truth
to what he had to say [but if] might have
been professed differently.” ,
Waxman’s desk is filled with papers,
though it appears organized. A stunning
view of the Capitol dome forms the back-

. drop behind Waxman’s chair, though the

framed pictures of presidential signing
ceremonies give the Rayburn office its
character. They are everywhere.

In their Capitol Hill offices, some mem-
bers proudly display animals they have
hunted. Waxman is a different kind of
hunter. )

“The bill signings are his eql}lvalen.t ofa
trophy wall,” said Phil Schiliro, chief of
staff of Waxman’s panel. o

Waxman appears comfortable in his
own skin, and people who know him say

he’s always been comfortable where he is
— in the House. Unlike many of his col-
leagues, Waxman has not viewed his
House seat as a steppingstone to higher
office.

Along those lines, Waxman takes the
long view on making laws. Whether i’s
combating AIDS, bolstering the Clean Air
Act orregulating pesticides, Waxman has
taken a methodical approach.

Healthcare reform and climate change
are high on Waxman’s extensive legisla-
-tive wish list, though he knows they will
not come easily.

Waxman is a team player, doling out po-
litical contributions to vulnerable fresh-

men and $250,000 to the Democratic
Congressional Campaign Committee.

“Winning is not enough if you don’t win
itall,” he said, lifting his mug of black cof-
fee. “You need the presidency and then
60 votes in the Senate.”

Waxman’s staff is loyal, to say the least.
He has 10 aides who have worked for him
for at least a decade, including health pol-
icy director Karen Nelson (more than 25
years) and staff director Phil Barnett (18
years).

Schiliro, who has worked for Waxman
for more than a quarter-century, said,
“Because of Chairman Waxman and the
remarkable people I work with, some
days my biggest challenge is not to mess
anythingup.”

House Foreign Affairs Committee
Chairman Howard Berman (D-Calif) has
known Waxman since they were Young
Democrats together at UCLA more than
40years ago.



_______ el vilved alld has done in-
credible work in the area of health, envi-
ronment and clean air,” Berman saijd.
“He has very strong beliefs. He plans. He
thinks through his strategies and he’s
tenacious.”

Rep. Mike Honda (D-Calif)) recalled
that Waxman was very approachable
when Honda wanted to look into the cir-
cumstances surrounding the death of
football star-turned-soldier Pat Tillman,
Honda said he’d had trouble getting an-
other committee to investigate the acci-
dental shooting death of Tillman by fel-
lowArmyRangers in Afghanistan.

“Tasked him ifhe’d lookinto it, and he
Jjustsaid yes,” he said.

Even though Waxman represents Bev-
erly Hills and West Hollywood, the con-

tributor list to the congressman’s politi-
cal war chest is not star-studded. Tom
Hanks and Paul Newman donated to him
in the 2006 cycle, but they are the excep-
tions, not the rule, Waxman does not
spend his down time schmoozing with
movie stars, He hag never attended the
Oscars, according to the Almanac of
American Politics.

‘Waxman’s voting record is consistent
with the district, earning him a lifetime
rating of 4 from the American Conserva-
tive Union. :

He was, however, not among the 60 per-
cent of House Democrats who voted
against the Iraq war,

When asked about the 2002 vote, the
smile dissipates and there is no pause.
The 17th-term lawmaker said he “was’
misled by this administration when fit]
argued that Saddam Hussein was bound

- tohave nuclear weapons,” adding that it
used “very clever Propaganda.”

Days before the war started, Waxman
called on Bush to Postpone troop action
until questions about intelligence that
led to the war were addressed. :

“Ibelieve that theyknew, or should have
known, better,” Waxman said. “But they
were determined to gotowar.”

President Bush cannot be found on,
Waxman’s walls even though other GOP

- Presidents — such ag Ronald Reagan and -
George H.W. Bush — have prominent
spots. )

“It’s being framed,” Waxman says, the
grin returning. He is not Jjoking, however.
The picture of Bush will be going up, but
seven and a halfyears into the president’s
reign, Waxman is not rushingit.
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Q: What have Democrats learned
maJorlty"

A: Well, the first thing I have learned is

Athat winning is not enough if youdon’t
winitall. Youneed the pre51dency and
‘'then 60 votes in the Senate.

doesn’t believe that superdelegates
in effect should overturn what De-
" mocratic primary voters declde. Do

you ag‘ree" .

tion, the primaries, pan out. Ithink that
if Barack Obama continued to have a
- margins, it" would be hard to turn
Clmton.

Q Would you be as aggresswe on

‘oversight w1th a Democratlc presi-
dent? - .

ministration by allowing it to becom S
more secretive; And by not using the i

C
tion for overs1ght I-think ‘President
‘Bush-and the: peopleinhis adimiriis
tion would have: had'an oppo
thmk agam about Somé of the

werenot succeedmg

marks"

decadesand it wasn’t untilthe Repubh-
canstookicontrol of Congress i in1995;
didT eversee the number of earmarks
‘andthe amountof money: going'to éar-
.| marks that we how see. I never hadp
“ple knockmg on my door for earm’

-cided T woul jllSt do what I _4
“was the right thin es ot
‘wouldfollow along. T had o, guarantee
‘and I still do
the bandwagon butIthinkTshould do
what I t}unkls nght i

Q Yo,, ve' conducted ov' sigl
the census and the: Commerce De
partment’s recent decision to serap
handheld devices to use forthe cen:
sus. How concerned are you w1t
the census" '

A: So much depends on fhe censusbe

from the first yearand ahalfin the

Q: House Speaker ‘Nancy Pelosx.-

A: 1 think we have to see howthe elec-

present course of winning primariesor .
evén if he lost some by very narrow -

around and’ then nomlnate Hlllary o

Al thmk the Repubhcans in'the Con- -
gress did'a disservice to the Bush ad- *

seepeople jumpingon:

on.

Excerptsofinterview
with Rep. Henry Waxman

’mg accurate. We’ve spent. maybe as

much as $3 billion on this census and

“we may not even have an accurate one.

The secretary of Commerce wouldn’t
‘come to our committee meetmg the
other day, which diSappointed me - we
may still have to have him come in. But
they spend money on a contfact or
something that soundslike it should be
doable on hand:-held computers ...

" they’re going to have to go back to pen-

cil and paper because the contract is not

-asuccessful one, costs so much money.

SoI’'m worried about the éensus.

Q: What can be done when the ad-

_ministration doesn’t work with
-you? What recourse. do you have"

“ Af We have apower toissue subpoenas

and to énforce them properly. But we're
tryingtobe reasonable, butwe Justkeep p
pushing.

Letme just tell youa story I spoke to

. agroup and I was supposed i be there
-at 8 but I got there at 8:30 because I
. thought it was at 8:30 instead of 8. And

so they put their speaker on that was
supposed tofollow me, and jt' was An-

*drewCard, who is no Ionger the ch.lef of
“staff forthepresident.
::He had aspeech'that he was dehverlng

thatwent onatlength and Ithink he de. |
redthe speech many times before.
asked, “Is he getting paid; for
5?7 ;They said; “Yes; heis?” And 1 said,
That's inferesting.” And then'when I

uplsaidthat I wasimpressed that

" heyhadAndrew Card speaking there.
) " {I'said,] “We've been trymg to gethim to
Q: Why dld you make the declslon' i
earlier this year not to. seek ear-.

come tes éfore our committée; And

we have the power of subpoena. We

aver’t quite gone that far, We haven’t

' = - been siiccessful,” And someone inthe
‘Az Ive been here ‘in- Congress for -

audienceyelled out, “Yououghttopay .
fof: speech.”... So we don't really
h e th ] arr ts we do havethe stlcks

e House, next
could be’ oine of the. buSIestZ

. gomg to be very busy and :
productive and alot of that
n.if the president will give'us.,
lership or issues 6fhealthcare re-
rm, ‘to get umversal coverage, and- 40 °
art dealing withthe most enormous:
vironmental threat thatwe've ever'_
global- warmmg and climate
change: T think we’ve gotto. deal w1th .
oth’ ofthose 1ssues . : :

aytryto set; the stage for the leg-’:
ion: I'am pessimistic about the legiss
lai npassmgthls year becommg law
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