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SAM DONALDSON:  Teddy Roosevelt coined the saying that the White House is a bully pulpit from which a president can rally public support for his policies.  Well, today, President Bush was preaching from the pulpit with fire and brimstone, and the question is: How much of this congregation was listening?  I’m Sam Donaldson, today in El Paso, Texas. 
DAVID KERLEY:  And I’m David Kerley in Washington.  The President talked about Iraq, the long, hot summer that’s ahead, Iran, and immigration as well.  It’s all coming up next on Politics Live.

SD:  Yesterday, President Bush devoted a speech at graduation time at the US Coast Guard Academy to the warnings he’s given before, and that is that if Osama Bin Laden’s al Qaeda is not defeated in Iraq, the terrorists will hit us hard here at home.  Well, most big city newspapers, on the theory that that wasn’t particularly a new message from the President, played the story inside – didn’t put it on the front page.  Well, today the President called a snap news conference, and on the equally valid theory that if at first you don’t succeed, try, try again, he made the same point in very personal terms in answering questions from David Gregory and Jim Rittenberg.

[Cut to footage of President’s news conference]

President Bush:  They are a threat to your children, David.  And whoever’s in that Oval Office better understand it, and take measures necessary to protect the American people… It’s a danger to the American people; it’s a danger to your children, Jim.  And it’s really important that we do all we can do to bring them to justice.

[Back to studio]

SD:  Well, David, if the President was trying to scare people into believing that his policy of staying in Iraq is correct, do you think he succeeded?

DK:  I think it shows once again that this President believes that it is the Americans’ safety that is driving him.  And he believes the terrorists will come here if you don’t go to them.  What interesting, I think, Sam, is that yesterday in his speech that you mentioned, the President talked about intelligence that we’ve heard about before.  But here’s why I had trouble with the President’s point of view.  One, he’s saying that we’re fighting in Iraq to keep the terrorists from coming here, and yesterday in his speech he said that we have intelligence that shows that Zarqawi was trying to come here, so just the opposite of what he wants to happen, he says is actually happening in Iraq.
SD:  And the background to that, David, as you know, is that there is no link, the administration has now had to concede for two or three years, between Saddam Hussein and 9/11 and between Iraq and al Qaeda before we struck, and that is an irony not lost on people.

DK: You know, Sam, I would say one thing about what the President said today, because we heard a lot of the same themes we’ve heard since the war began, and staying the course, and why the President believes needs to do what he needs to do in Iraq, but this partly was the President saying that he won, he beat back Congress.  He was able to get the timetable out of the Iraq funding bill, and he was actually spending part of his time today at this news conference to say we’re on the right course, Congress needs to pass this money.  He did make a nod to some benchmarks today saying that those would be acceptable to put more pressure on the Iraqis, but I thought the President was feeling pretty good that he was able to beat back Congress on the timelines.
SAM DONALDSON:  He certainly had a victory.  Let’s call in Bob Weiner from Robert Weiner Associates.  He’s a Democratic strategist with many years of experience.  Welcome, Bob.  I take it the President won, huh?

BOB WEINER: Hey Sam, thanks for having me on the show, and I watch you every day.  When you came to my White House farewell, I’ll never forget your graciousness in doing that.  I don’t understand how Bush can claim this as a victory.  I just got off the phone with the chief of staff for John Murtha, and this is a four month bill where we’ve pushed Bush back to the wall.  We’ve put benchmarks in there.  He has to now report for the first time on the success of the Iraqi units and he has to come back in September.  That’s exactly what Democrats have wanted to do.  This bill is effectively a timetable, it is effectively benchmarks.  We have spun worse than I have ever seen us spin before in terms of doing what the American people want us to do, and it’s too bad, because we really have forced the President’s back to the wall.
DAVID KERLEY:  But, Bob Weiner, the left wing of the party is screaming bloody murder that the Democrats walked away from what happened in November.

BW:  Well, let me tell you something.  John Murtha is voting for this bill, and he believes that this bill, which is a four month bill instead of a two month bill, that’s the whole difference, is a positive action.  And look how far we’ve come to force the President to these benchmarks which he didn’t want to do – he’s conceded on benchmarks, and to a four month bill instead of a one year bill.  Now he has to come back in September and justify it all on the basis of very specific criteria of success by the Iraqi army.  And today, when the President says things like, “Victory will come when the country is stable enough to be an ally,” it’s gotten worse!  There are more deaths now than there were before the surge as the Washington Post reported.  Or, “What would be the consequences of failure?”  How about exactly what’s happening now in Iraq?  Those are the consequences of failure.  So, there was so much partisan nonsense and hearing what he wanted to hear going on in the news conference that it was unconscionable for the American people, and that’s why the majority of the American people oppose his policies.
SD:  Well, Bob, I must say, you’re a great salesman.  

BW:  I’m trying to represent a view.

SD:  You are representing the view.  Let me tell you something else the President said today and get your comments on.  When the Baker-Hamilton Commission reported many, many months ago, last fall, the President gave it short shrift.  He said, “Thank you very much,” and put it on the shelf.  Today, he seemed to indicate that he was going to reexamine it.  Here’s what he said.
[Bush Press Conference]

Bush: As I have constantly made clear, the recommendations of Baker-Hamilton appeal to me, and that is to be embedded and to train and to guard the territorial integrity of the country, and to have Special Forces to chase down al Qaeda. But I didn't think we could get there unless we increased the troop levels to secure the capital.

[Studio]

SD: Of course, the recommendations also said we should talk to Syria and Iran.  Bob Weiner, do you think the President has had a change of heart?  That he might turn to the Baker-Hamilton Commission as a way out?

BW:  Yes, six months after the fact, dragged kicking and screaming, Sam, he finally talks about “Plan B-H” as he’s joked about it when he was asked about “Plan B” – Baker-Hamilton.  And so he’s finally got us talking with the Iranians, finally talking with the Syrians, finally talking diplomacy.  It’s like he’s walking on the bottom of a tight-rope; he’s too little too late.  He’s hanging on for dear life because he has created such a mess, and we have to find the best way out of this mess.  That’s the only option that he’s left with, and that’s really where we are.
DK: Are you saying that the Democrats in Congress and the country as a whole have now pushed the President closer to Baker-Hamilton and to the timeline that you were suggesting they’re getting closer to in these bills, and that four months from now we may see a timeline?

BW:  That’s right.  If you look at the changing strategies and the changing reasons, suddenly the only reason we’re in there is to create a little more stability, when it used to be weapons of mass destruction, it used to be create democracy, it used to be nation building.  Now it’s create a little more stability?  These people have been fighting each other for thousands of years, they’re not going to stop now, so the best thing we can do is be out of the firing line.  The mission that our soldiers are in is to drive up and down the streets and get shot at.  That’s a heck of a role for US soldiers.  

SD:  Well, alright, let’s talk about what’s going to happen in two or three months. You’ve already outlined what you think the Democrats will have achieved in legislation that’s to come.  The President talked today about how he’s going to depend on his commander, General Petraeus, and other commanders for recommendations, and it sounded  like he was going to turn over a recommendation they might give him for even perhaps more troops, although he didn’t say that.  This is what he did say.

[Bush Press Conference]

Bush:  This summer is going to be a critical time for the new strategy. The last of five reinforcement brigades we are sending to Iraq is scheduled to arrive in Baghdad by mid-June. As these reinforcements carry out their missions the enemies of a free Iraq, including al Qaeda and illegal militias, will continue to bomb and murder in an attempt to stop us. We're going to expect heavy fighting in the weeks and months. We can expect more American and Iraqi casualties. We must provide our troops with the funds and resources they need to prevail… And so General Petraeas has said, why don't you give us until September and let me report back, to not only me, but to the United States Congress, about progress.
[Studio]
SD:  Bob Weiner, it sounds to many of us as if the President hopes or believes that General Petraeus in September will say there’s enough progress to keep going. 
BW:  Well it’s Alice in Wonderland.  Petraeus is under some pressure.  Petraeus is already saying there’s incremental progress despite the greater numbers of deaths, despite the continued violence.  He’s already saying that, so what I’ve been telling my Democratic colleagues in strategies is that Petraeus will come back in September and say there’s incremental progress.  We have to have other sources Sam, like you, like the media, like the reality of what’s happening on the ground.  Those will be our sources for what’s really going on, and the American people will see through it. And by the way, he doesn’t even listen to his generals.  As you’ve pointed out, the generals said, “Don’t do this surge,” or in the beginning, “Send twice as many troops.”  And on the number of troops, we already have 100,000 more troops, they’re called contractors, and he’s already sending twice as many as he’s publically announced for the surge.
DK:  Bob, I’m going to send you what’s probably a softball here, the President acknowledged that because of September and the report due by Petraeus that August could be a very deadly, deadly month for Iraqis as they get ready for that September deadline.  So isn’t it really a timeline that’s in there?  Not in the Congressional budget, but that the President’s set-up with Petraeus.

BW:  Every month is a new timeline that defeats his own purpose according to Bush, except it’s been a gradual surge of death, that’s what we really have in Iraq, and the unconscionable part is that it’s more injuries proportionally that we had in Vietnam.  We have 25,000 people injured, and 15,000 of them without limbs or with brain injuries as ABC’s own Woodruff pointed out, so those are serious things that happen month by month by month.  The Washington Post today charts the number of deaths that have increased, and so, yes, there will be another increasing number of deaths because we’ve put ourselves out there with an increasing target.  Put a bull’s eye on.  American troops are targets and it makes more Iraqis targets.

SD:  I’m sorry, we’ve run out of time, but we appreciate your coming.  Bob Weiner from Robert Weiner Associates.  Well, David, there’s no use having to say it, Bob Weiner represents the Democrats, and he did it quite ably here, I think.
