October 25, 2008

Dear Progressive Neighbors – 

As you know, I am running for the House seat in Maryland’s 8th Congressional District, as a Green, and as the most progressive candidate in this race I have asked for the endorsement of Progressive Neighbors.  I hope that many of you were able to attend the League of Women Voters Candidate Forum on October 2, or watch it afterward online or on Access Montgomery.  I believe this gave an accurate (if brief) view of my strong support for progressive policy solutions on an array of fundamental policy issues.

I am writing today because it has been brought to my attention that Rep. Van Hollen wrote an extensive letter to Progressive Neighbors in which he attempted to rebut many of the charges I have made regarding his lack of leadership on progressive issues.  (He made several mentions of “an opponent” who made these charges, and while he is unable or willing to say my name I am clearly the opponent to whom he is referring.)

I would have much preferred to debate these issues with Mr. Van Hollen in a public forum.  Unfortunately, he declined several requests for such a debate, including those from myself, from his Republican opponent Steve Hudson, and from at least two independent organizations.  And he then managed to excuse himself from the only forum in which he agreed to participate, the League of Women Voters forum. While his stated reason -- essential caucus meetings to discuss the financial bailout package -- may or may not have been sufficiently compelling for him to have skipped the forum, the fact that he has been unwilling to participate in any other forum or debate either before or since then is, I believe, a gross disservice to the process of democracy and public debate, and specifically to the voters of the 8th Congressional District.

So I am forced to respond to him in writing, but I am happy to have the opportunity to do it.  I would like to address the following areas, most of which Mr. Van Hollen spoke to directly, along with a couple that he omitted. 

The War in Iraq – Yes, Mr. Van Hollen initially voted against the war, and has voted against most (but not all) appropriations for the war.  But at the same time, how has he used his power, particularly now that he helps lead the majority in the House, to actually stop this deadly and disastrous war?

It is extremely suspect that the House leadership, of which Mr. Van Hollen is a part (as their chief fundraiser), orchestrates votes in which certain members can demonstrate opposition to the war, and yet the House as a whole – which, once again, he and the Democrats control – nonetheless passes huge amounts of funding to continue the war.  In fact, they passed record funding for the war this past summer.  It is clearly within the power of the House leadership to prevent any votes they do not want to take place – as they did when they prevented any alternatives to the Wall St. bailout from being brought to a vote.  If they truly oppose the war as they claim, they could easily prevent votes for any funding other than that required for a withdrawal – but they do not.

Moreover, while Mr. Van Hollen speaks of “ending the war” in Iraq, we need to understand that he is playing a semantic game, since he is clearly in favor of continuing the U.S. military occupation of Iraq.  He has explicitly stated, verbally and in writing, that he supports keeping “residual troops” in Iraq for the foreseeable future, but simply focused on “other missions.”  By all estimates those “residual troops” will number in the tens of thousands, and I for one have a hard time understanding how you can end a war but continue an occupation.

The War in Afghanistan and Pakistan – Mr Van Hollen did not mention this in his letter, and for good reason.  He quite explicitly supports increasing troop levels and expanding the war in Afghanistan and Pakistan, a position that few if any progressives support.  He has nothing to say about the increasing levels of civilian casualties, including children, that result from U.S. military action in these nations.  He has nothing to say about the opposition of both the Afgahani and Pakistani government to our increasing military operations.  He has nothing to say about the clear violations of international law that our government perpetrates by sending missiles and unmanned Predator drones in bombing missions across the Afghan/Pakistan border.  He has nothing to say about the extraordinary risk of destabilizing Pakistan, a country with nuclear weapons, a new and very fragile democratic government, and a strong military with ties to the Taliban and other extremist groups.

In short, I support a major reworking of our foreign policy in the region to one focused on reconstruction, economic aid and diplomatic outreach as opposed to military conquest.  Mr. Van Hollen does not.

Threatening War with Iran – Once again, it is interesting but not surprising that Mr. Van Hollen chooses not mention this issue in his letter to Progressive Neighbors.  In addition to refusing to join any legislative efforts to prevent President Bush from militarily attacking Iran, Mr. Van Hollen added his name as sponsor to the reactionary H.Con. Res. 362, a resolution which actually “demands” that the President – and that means this President, George W. Bush – initiate steps that would amount to a naval blockade of Iran – an act of war.  A legislative staff person at the Friends Committee on National Legislation called the resolution “unprecedented” in terms of its demands for aggressive action against another nation with which we are not at war.  Several other Democrats in the House removed their names from co-sponsorship when their constituents began to complain about this outrageous resolution, but not Mr. Van Hollen.  Indeed, his Legislative Director attempted to rationalize his support of the resolution at the October 2 candidate forum.  What does this tell you about this commitment to a peaceful foreign policy, or his commitment to preventing yet another catastrophic war?

Health Care –  It is remarkable that in his letter to Progressive Neighbors Mr. Van Hollen says that he will “continue to fight for universal health care and support a single payer approach.”  Remarkable because our campaign is not aware of any other statement by Mr. Van Hollen in the public record in which he advocates for a single-payer health care system.  Where has he been up until this moment?  It’s even more remarkable when you consider that the new representative from our neighboring district, Donna Edwards, immediately signed on to the single payer bill in the House (Rep. John Conyers’ H.R. 676), but that Mr. Van Hollen still has not.  It’s fine for him to complain that President Bush would have vetoed any such bill, but what does it say about his “support” that he is unwilling to co-sponsor the single bill advocating such a health care system – a bill co-sponsored by 93 other Democrats?  President Bush’s opposition notwithstanding, Mr. Van Hollen should be aware of the fact that the only way you even get debate on such issues going in Congress is by having enough people support a bill to bring it up for consideration. But he does not do that.

The Wall St. Bailout – As anyone who has heard me speak knows, I don’t know whether I am more angered by the fact that this Congress – including Mr. Van Hollen – did nothing to address the growing financial crisis over the past two years, or that they were stampeded into a terrible bailout bill by the same President who told us we had to go to war in Iraq.  There were no amendments, no alternatives discussed, no public hearings, just 72 hours of secret negotiations followed by an up or down vote.  This is a terrible way to make any policy, let alone to decide on the largest government intervention in the markets in U.S. history.

Mr. Van Hollen’s assertion that he “strongly opposed” Bush’s original bailout plan is close to meaningless – that “plan” was all of three pages long and was “opposed” by most of Congress.  Much more important is that virtually every progressive organization I am aware of (including Public Citizen, where I worked for three years), vehemently opposed the bailout bill that Mr. Van Hollen ultimately voted for.  These groups opposed the bailout bill Mr. Van Hollen voted in favor of because, among other reasons:

a) its limits on CEO compensation were paltry at best, and many of them were left to the discretion of Treasury Secretary (and former Goldman-Sachs CEO) Henry Paulson;

b) taxpayers were given only limited equity in the firms we were bailing out, and virtually no control (which is necessary to prevent future reoccurrence – equity is not the same as control)

c) there is no way of knowing if taxpayers will ever see their money recouped, and if so how much will be recouped (the assets the government will be buying are not called “toxic” for nothing: nobody really knows how to value them now, when they will be accurately valued or what they will be worth)

d) there was nothing significant in the bill to protect homeowners facing foreclosure – Mr. Van Hollen’s vague and unsubstantiated claim to the contrary notwithstanding – which is a primary cause of the current crisis

e) there was nothing in the bill to compel banks and financial institutions to cover the cost of the bailout (such as, for instance, a simple 1% tax on security transactions), and

f) there was absolutely nothing in the bill to re-regulate the financial industry – its deregulation being another primary reason for the current financial meltdown.

Again, virtually every major progressive organization opposed this bailout bill – and Mr. Van Hollen voted for it. 

Foreclosures -  Since it is closely related, I want to point out that I support the Saving Family Homes Act of 2008 (H.R. 6116), a bill which would allow families faced with foreclosure to stay in their homes as renters for up to 20 years.  This law would have the effect of keeping families in their homes and compelling banks to renegotiate loans (since banks generally don’t want to be landlords or to sell homes with occupants in them), and all without creating any new bureaucracy or spending a dime of taxpayer money.  This bill was sent to committee without a co-sponsor, including Mr. Van Holen, and I am not aware of any other strong measure to stop the crisis of family home foreclosures that he has offered or supported. (The housing legislation passed by Congress in July, and supported by Chris Van Hollen, provided funding to guarantee new mortgages for roughly 400,000 homeowners facing foreclosure -- with an expectation that half of those will go into foreclosure a second time. Given that possibly 6 million or more American families are in danger of losing their homes, this means the bill passed by Congress and supported by Chris Van Hollen does nothing for 95% of those families facing foreclosure.)

Energy/Climate Change Policy – Far from my having made “outrageous distortions” of Mr. Van Hollen’s record, I think there are few areas in which Mr. Van Hollen’s claims to leadership are more divorced from the reality we face, and from what he could – and should – be doing, than in the area of energy policy and climate change.  

While he can claim the endorsement of more centrist national environmental groups like Sierra Club, which endorses most Democrats, what should be of greater interest to Progressive Neighbors are the advocacy positions of local and much more progressive environmental organizations like the Chesapeake Climate Action Network (CCAN).  If you look at these organizations, you will find the positions they advocate are the positions I take, not the positions Mr. Van Hollen takes.  To name just a few of these, and other related energy/climate change positions

A moratorium on coal fired power plants – CCAN (along with every other progressive climate change group) supports a moratorium on construction of new coal-fired power plants, which are one of the primary producers of greenhouse gases.  I also support a moratorium on new coal-fired power plants.  Mr. Van Hollen talks publicly about “clean coal” (which the advocacy group PSR correctly labels “a dirty lie”) and carbon sequestration – a technology which is completely unproven on a mass scale and might never work at all.

Cap and trade vs. cap and dividend – Cap and trade is a “market-based” system for gradually reducing carbon emissions that largely failed in Europe.  Cap and dividend is the more aggressive system advocated by the majority of those in the global warming activist community, including CCAN. I also support a cap and dividend system.  Mr. Van Hollen supports cap and trade.

A government program for gas-free electric cars – I have never said that Mr. Van Hollen is “against” a government program for gas-free electric cars.  I have said – and continue to say – that he does not support one, at least not one of any real significance.  He mentions a mandate he supports to spur the production of more electric cars, but to what is he referring? What is the name of the legislation?  He goes on to say he supported increasing fuel efficiency standards by 40%, but neglects to mention that the legislation gives the auto companies until 2020 to meet these new standards, and that these standards are already being met and surpassed by countries like China.  (And Tyson Slocum, Director of the Energy Division of Public Citizen, believes that the legislation is also full of loopholes.)  How is this leadership?  Why is it that countries like Israel are pushing for tens of thousands of electric cars on their roads by 2010 (just a year and half from now), and Germany is building 500 solar powered recharging stations for electric cars in their major cities – and we are settling for minimal raises in fuel efficiency standards far into the future?  Where is the dramatic policy initiative we need for electric cars now to meet the energy and climate crisis, and why is Mr. Van Hollen not publicly calling for it – let alone introducing it into legislation?

Offshore oil drilling – When their Republicans started their push for off-shore oil drilling this summer, Chris Van Hollen read the national Democratic radio response.  And he started that address by saying “Let me be clear: Democrats support more drilling.” If that sounds like a pro-oil drilling statement it’s because it is, and the finer distinctions of where that drilling happens immediately get lost.  There can be no real public debate about a clean energy future when an “opposition” leader starts his side of the debate by agreeing on the need for more oil drilling.  And it is startling, really, that Mr. Van Hollen would claim to be “clean, green” member of Congress while taking positions such as this. 

Corn ethanol – Mr. Van Hollen says that an unnamed opponent “suggests” that he prefers subsidies for corn based ethanol over non-food based forms of biofuel.  His claim is untrue.  What I have said, and will continue to say, is that Mr. Van Hollen supports the federal policy of subsidizing corn-based ethanol.  This is because a) he voted in favor of it, b) he refuses to even acknowledge the clear and terrible effects of this policy when speaking about it (including in his letter to Progressive Neighbors), and c) he does not attempt to end this terrible policy.

We need to be very clear that corn ethanol is one of the worst, most counterproductive and outright harmful policies to ever come out of a U.S. Congress.  Congress is spending billions of taxpayer dollars a year to subsidize the production of a fuel that is astoundingly inefficient – it take almost as much oil to produce as you get corn ethanol out of the process – and it has the following highly deleterious (and predictable) effects:

1) It raises the price of food.  Taking a huge chunk of the national corn crop and turning it into fuel inevitably raises the price of a whole range of foods, from meat to eggs to everything that has corn syrup in it – which is a huge percentage of processed foods. 

2) It exacerbates hunger worldwide.  By raising food prices, large-scale production of food-based biofuels inexorably creates more hunger in a world already suffering for lack of food.  More people are literally starving to death as a result.

3) It harms our waterways.  Industrially farmed corn is one of the most fertilizer intensive crops you can grow, and the runoff is deadly to our waterways.  Run off from midwestern corn fields is a major reason there is a dead zone the size of Massachusetts in the Gulf of Mexico.  Such runoff in our area plays a role in the declining health of the Chesapeake Bay, and it is ironic (at best) that Mr. Van Hollen loudly takes credit for legislation to fund Bay clean up work while he simultaneously supports policies that help pollute it.

4) It accelerates global warming.  Again, on a rather basic level of “trickle down” land use, when you take land used for growing food and devote it to making fuel, it means that some other land has to be converted to growing the lost food supplies.  Very often this new land is in developing countries, and it is either fallow fields that are dug up or forest/jungle that is cut down – thereby eliminating crucial carbon sinks and pouring yet more greenhouse gases into the atmosphere.

These primary effects of corn ethanol production are acknowledged by virtually everyone who looks at the issue, including such mainstream publications as Time Magazine and The Washington Post.  The idea that Mr. Van Hollen wants to address the issue by funding studies of corn ethanol’s  “cradle to grave” impact is either tragically uninformed or staggeringly amoral.  We know what the effects of corn ethanol are, we know they are terribly destructive, and we know that now.  There is no excuse – particularly for a proclaimed progressive - for any action other than introducing legislation to immediately end the production of corn ethanol.  (And to be clear, I believe in government support of farmers – but I believe that we should support them grow food, not fuel.) 

Direct federal investment to create green jobs – Perhaps some clarification is needed here.  When Mr. Van Hollen implies that he supports “large” public investments in the green economy, exactly what does he mean by large – and why doesn’t he provide any such numbers for his “Apollo” Green Energy initiative?  I have consistently stated that the conversion of our nation from a fossil-fuel based economy to a renewable energy economy must be our absolute top priority – that it needs to be our generation’s New Deal, Marshall Plan and Apollo Project all rolled into one.  This means an extremely serious national investment.  While I am anxious to hear what funding Mr. Van Hollen proposes, I will continue to insist that a few billion dollars a year is wildly insufficient and does not constitute support for real government investment.  (And I would be curious to know how Mr. Van Hollen proposes to pay for it while he maintains his support for a $600 billion+ a year military budget, two significant foreign wars/occupations costing hundreds of billions of dollars a hear, and financial bailouts which could easily run over a trillion dollars.)

Al Gore’s goal of generating 100% of our electricity from renewable sources with 10 years –  In claiming my charge – that he does not support Al Gore’s goal – is “totally false,” Mr. Van Hollen takes the interesting position that proposing any percentage increase in renewable energy production along any timeline is equivalent to supporting Al Gore’s very specific goal of 100% of our electricity from renewable sources in 10 years.  (And he once again confuses lack of support with opposition, and states incorrectly that I claim he “opposed” this goal.) Mr. Van Hollen’s legislation called for 15% in 12 years.  Does that mean that someone who advocates for a 10% in 15 years also “supports” Al Gore’s goal?  How about 5% in 20 years?

To support Al Gore’s goal means to speak actively, publicly and specifically in favor of it, not just a small portion of it, and then to work (and fight) legislatively to enact it.  Mr. Van Hollen does not do these things.  And once again, as with the case of oil drilling, you do not achieve a goal, let alone an urgent and visionary goal such as this, by starting with a compromise.  It will always be “politically impossible” to achieve goals such as Mr. Gore’s when members of Congress, and in particular powerful ones like Mr. Van Hollen, refuse to forcefully advocate and outright fight for them. 

Mr. Van Hollen’s willingness to accept only tiny portions of Mr. Gore’s goal, as well as his similarly weak positions on the other energy and climate change issues listed, also suggest strongly that he does not comprehend the urgency of our current situation – and that is a lack of leadership that endangers the very survival of our planet. 

In the most recent dire warning, one that was little noticed because it appeared in the middle of this fall’s financial crisis, the Associated Press reported the following on September 26: “The world pumped up its pollution of carbon dioxide last year, setting a course that could push beyond IPCC’s projected worst-case scenario, international researchers said Thursday. Carbon dioxide jumped 3 percent from 2006 to 2007, an amount that exceeds the most dire outlook for emissions from burning coal and oil and related activities. Meanwhile, forests and oceans, which suck up carbon dioxide, are doing so at lower rates than in the 20th century.”

The positions publicly advocated for by Mr. Van Hollen do not come even remotely close to recognizing the urgency of the climate crisis of global warming, one that is actually accelerating before our eyes.

Lastly, in addition to these responses on specific issues where Mr. Van Hollen is either refuting my statements or claiming the mantle of progressive leadership, I would like to address three other crucial aspects of overall leadership where Mr. Van Hollen is sorely lacking – if the goal is to create truly progressive change in our government.

1) Mr. Van Hollen not only accepts money from corporate PACs, he is raising millions of dollars of that money in his role as Chair of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee. (I do not accept any money from corporate PACs, or any other organizational PACs.)  I know of no progressive organization that doesn’t view corporate campaign contributions and their undue influence as anathema to progressive public policy changes, and for Mr. Van Hollen to suggest that he can be a champion for progressive change while simultaneously being a champion in corporate fundraising is, as he would say, absurd on its face. Is it not likely, for instance, that Mr. Van Hollen’s vote on the Wall St. bailout was influenced by the tens of thousands of dollars he has accepted from the securities and banking industries, and the millions more he has raised with the DCCC?

2) How does Mr. Van Hollen use and direct the money he raises?  One of the tools the Republican majority used to push through the legislation they wanted was the power of money.  Specifically, they made clear that any Republican House members who did not support their legislative agenda would not receive any campaign funding.  When one looks at the Democrats that Mr. Van Hollen is raising money for, however, you will find that many of them are conservatives who will oppose some of the very policies he claims to support.

3) Throughout his letter, Mr. Van Hollen blames the opposition of President Bush and the Republicans as the reason he could not pass better legislation.  And yet in many cases he is not even on the public record as supporting the more progressive policies, let alone introducing them into legislation or actively fighting for them.  I think it’s clear to most of us that Republicans have managed to control the public debate for many years, and to a large degree it’s because they push tirelessly for the most extreme positions they can – and then watch as the public debate, and public policy, move in their direction.  How does it benefit progressive policy change to have members of Congress, like Mr. Van Hollen, who blame the opposition for their unwillingness to even speak about the larger goals publicly, let alone co-sponsor or introduce appropriate legislation and then fight for it?

The late, great, Sen. Paul Wellstone of Minnesota said something very relevant to my criticisms of Mr. Van Hollen's record.  “If you don’t fight hard enough for the things you believe in,” Sen. Wellstone said, “at some point you have to realize you don’t really believe in them.”

I can guarantee Progressive Neighbors that I will fight tirelessly and very publicly for the multitude of critical policy initiatives we agree on and so urgently need  – just as I have throughout this campaign.  I very much hope that I can receive your endorsement as the only real progressive in this race.

With thanks for your time and attention,

Gordon Clark,

Green Party Candidate for Maryland’s 8th Congressional District    

