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Groups fight rightward drift of assembly

By Jeff Schapiro

Times Dispatch Columnist

Anger and frustration over the inattention of Virginia government to schools, colleges, roads, and human services is giving rise to a spate of new political groups. Maybe one of them should be called the Mad As Hell PAC.

These organizations are not taking the fight to legislators, but rather to the people who elect them. The idea is to get voters to turn up the heat, because they are the only folks to whom delegates and senators apparently pay any mind.

This is accomplished with direct mail, telephone banks, public-opinion polling, grass-roots organizing, and advertising. The cash raised by the groups will pay for such nuts and bolts but won't go to the treasury of one candidate or another.

If it sounds like basic politics, it is. And the fact is that it has worked like a charm for the audience that is now the target of these emerging organizations: the rigidly conservative Republicans who dominate the General Assembly.

The Republicans, for example, enjoy succor from the Family Foundation. That group, whose agenda includes abortion restrictions, school vouchers and thwarting homosexual rights, uses the mails - snail and electronic - to inform and mobilize an important component of the Republican coalition.

The Family Foundation's message has gone virtually unchallenged in some House and Senate districts. The effect is twofold: social, religious and cultural conservatives have significantly increased their ranks at the statehouse, and the Republican Party has been pushed even further right.

Couple these trends with a redistricting plan that institutionalizes Republican control of the assembly for the next decade, and Virginia ends up with a legislature that critics contend has only one word in its vocabulary: no.

The reaction to this has evolved. At first, the conventional wisdom was that the conservatives, especially those in the House, could be reasoned with; that they would mature, ultimately putting the practical ahead of the philosophical. Wrong.

The lengthening list of neglected public programs has actually strengthened the ideological impulse of many Republican lawmakers. With the economy flat, they have a perfect excuse for making good on a promise to rein in the supposed beast that is state government.

And Republicans can get away with it because they have yet to hear an argument - from those whose opinions truly count: a majority of voters - that the assembly should do otherwise.

That's where groups like RVS PAC come in.

The latest entry in the growing field of issue organizations, Renew Virginia Schools Political Action Committee is making a case for additional aid for primary and secondary education, which by the assembly's own reckoning is stiffed nearly $1 billion by Richmond.

RVS PAC expects to be active this fall in perhaps six House and Senate contests, supplying education-friendly candidates with services instead of cash. That's not a lot of races. Their outcomes, however, could dramatically alter the tricky arithmetic of the assembly.

Witness Russ Potts' narrow primary victory last month for the Senate.
Had the Winchester Republican, who's one of the few GOP legislators backed by the Virginia Education Association, been defeated, the chairmanship of the Senate Education and Health Committee could have been turned over to Stephen H. Martin of Chesterfield.

Martin is a tireless champion of conservative causes, including the so-called parental rights amendment to the Virginia Constitution which is widely seen by his core constituents - including church-based voters - as a refutation of the "spare-the-rod" approach to child-rearing.

RVS PAC, which emerged from an effort in Fairfax to improve one of the county's run-down high schools, erected yard signs urging Potts' renomination. It may have even have made the difference. Potts defeated an aggressive conservative challenger, Mark Tate, by 106 votes.

The education group isn't alone in embracing the bottom-up effort to reorient the assembly to a more moderate course. Local government organizations are joining forces. So are advocates for higher education, the working poor, minorities and immigrants.

This is old-fashioned, person-to-person politics, helped along by newfangled technology. It's not about making contributions to candidates; it's about making trouble - for General Assembly Republicans, that is.
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