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President's re-election hinges on postwar Iraq

By Margaux Escutin
Staff Writer

August 29, 2003

President Bush's re-election bid hinges on how he will define U.S. policy
in Iraq as the number of postwar deaths increases, experts say.

"It depends on how long Americans keep dying," said John Orman, a
political science professor at Fairfield University in Connecticut.

The number of soldiers killed in Iraq is small compared to previous
conflicts in which the United States have been involved.

But according to Duke University political science Professor Michael
Munger, "The problem is, casualties are occurring in a situation where
the mission is not clearly defined."

Munger cited a survey that found that the U.S. public is not averse to
high death tolls in combat if the nation has a concrete goal. By detailing
plans and the length of occupation in Iraq, Bush might improve his
chances in 2004.

With Bush requesting funds for Iraq and no end in sight to the U.S.
operation, people have started comparing the situation in Iraq to the
Vietnam conflict, said Ron Dresner, president of Your PR Department, a
media relations and political consulting firm in Farmington, Conn.

He added that the public is now asking questions reminiscent of the anti-
Vietnam War movement, such as how long soldiers will stay in the
Middle East and how much the war will cost. "In postwar Iraq, it's
chaotic," he said. "It reflects poorly on the Bush administration."

He said that if Bush fails in postwar Iraq, it could cost him a second
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presidential term.

Orman said the outcome of the country's involvement in Iraq could sway
voters who aren't affiliated with the two major political parties.

"Forty percent of the country will vote for the Democrats; 40 percent will
vote for the Republicans," he said. The remaining 20 percent will decide
the outcome of the election.

But Bush's military zeal might not hurt him politically. His resolve to
keep troops stationed in Iraq could increase his popularity, some say. If
the United States engages in another war, the President could secure a
second term for himself. "A wartime president is popular,” Munger said.

Munger estimated that the U.S. casualty rate in Iraq will increase by 500
before the 2004 general election. "That will affect Bush's armor if doubts
are cast on Bush's image as a strong and forceful leader."

Further losses of soldiers could spell disaster for Bush on Election Day,
Orman said. The president could bolster popularity by establishing a
peacekeeping force and removing troops from Iraq, he said.

Orman said Bush is also in danger of following in his father's footsteps
because of the shaky economy. President George H. W. Bush enjoyed
high popularity after the Gulf War, but voters faulted him in 1992 for not
dealing with the economic problems at hand.

Despite facing gas line issues, the largest power outage in the country
and the highest deficit of any U.S. presidency, Orman said, negative
press about the Bush administration doesn't seem to stick.

The president is still riding on his popularity following his response to
the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks, he added. "He's the Teflon president."

Contact the State & National Editor at stntdesk @unc.edu.
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