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A
fter a year dominated by primary con-
tests, most of the pieces are finally now in
place for Iowa’s 2012 general election.

Redistricting has changed the game
board and eliminated some of the players al-
ready through retirements or primary losses.
The rule book and strategies also will shift to
some extent as the focus turns from mostly Re-
publican qualifying rounds to the championship
finals for the Nov. 5 general election.

Once the heady attention of the caucus season
passes, Iowa often returns to
the obscurity of a high-school chess
tourney. But this year, Iowa is one of the
few genuine swing states in the presi-
dential race and the site of two or more
blockbuster congressional campaigns.
The Legislature also hangs in the bal-
ance, with just two Iowa Senate seats
standing in the way of Republican con-
trol.

Gov. Terry Branstad said he was in
China last week when he heard com-
mentators on CNN speculating that the

presidential race could hinge on Iowa. “They put together a
scenario about how close this election has been and they came
down to the conclusion that it could all come down to Iowa,” he
said in an interview.

Presidential battleground

Branstad may have been watching CNN’s John King, who on
Monday said Iowa is one of only seven states that are true toss-
ups in the presidential race.

“What is fascinating is the number of plausible scenarios
under which one or two of the ‘smaller’ battlegrounds could
prove decisive,” King said, according to CNN.com. “Iowa and
New Hampshire, for example — what a delicious story line if it
all ends in the states where it began.”

MARK MARTURELLO/REGISTER ILLUSTRATION

ON POLITICS

KATHIE OBRADOVICH
kobradov@dmreg.com

See ELECTION, Page 4OP

NEXT MOVE?
THE 2012 ELECTION IN IOWA

The players are in
place on the game
board for state and

national races

“Iowa and New Hampshire — what a delicious story line if
it all ends in the states where it began.” — John King, CNN
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THE FIRST AMENDMENT
Congress shall make no law respecting an
establishment of religion, or prohibiting the
free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom
of speech, or the press, or the right of the
people peaceably to assemble, and to petition
the Government for a redress of grievances.
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Good jobs are hard to find.
Yet Gov. Terry Branstad’s
office says no one applied

to be the director of the Office
of Drug Control Policy. He gave
the job that pays $90,000 a year
to Steve Lukan. The 33-year-old
former Republican state law-
maker has a degree in political
science, helped his father run a
family-owned tire center and
worked as an account executive
in commercial insurance.

Considering there are nu-
merous Iowans with years of
experience in drug policy, the
public is likely wondering why
this job was given to someone
with none. The governor’s of-
fice and Lukan say it wasn’t
because he had employed Bran-
stad’s daughter-in-law as a leg-
islative aide. One lawmaker
called the hire a case of “poli-
tics as usual.”

There is truth to that. Every
governor reserves the right to
appoint whomever he or she
wants to oversee a state agency.
Still, it was tempting to pen an
editorial reminding Branstad

that those serving at his plea-
sure should have at least some
expertise in the area of state
government they’ll be oversee-
ing. It’s reasonable to expect
the administration to advertise
openings and consider a few
candidates.

But we decided not to ex-
pound on that today. Rather,
there is a more important issue
regarding the Office of Drug
Control Policy: It should not
even exist as a stand-alone
state agency. The governor
should not have had to hire
anyone to be the director. In-
stead, the Iowa Legislature
should eliminate the agency
and delegate its responsibilities
to another agency.

As of next month, the drug
policy office will have four
employees. That’s right: four.
One of them will be the new
director. Iowa’s so-called drug

czar will collect $90,000 from
taxpayers and receive gener-
ous fringe benefits to oversee
three people. State lawmakers
allocated about $240,000 in the
coming budget year for the
agency, about $100,000 less
than the governor requested.
Associate Director Dale Wool-
ery said that means the office
will have to cut its current
staff of eight in half.

What does a state agency
with so few employees do?

Originally established dur-
ing the 1980s’ “war on drugs,”
it focuses on drug prevention,
treatment and enforcement. It
facilitates collaboration be-
tween the private and public
sectors and provides informa-
tion about newly emerging
problems, such as metham-
phetamine labs and synthetic
drugs. That is all fine. Yet
some of those functions could
be met by private advocacy
groups.

It is impossible to justify an
entire agency, with its own
highly paid director, dedicated

to drugs. It makes no more
sense than dedicating an office
to child abuse or illiteracy or
any other social problem. The
drug policy office serves no
regulatory function. Relatively
little federal grant money flows
through it.

Nearly $120 million in state
and federal funding is dedicat-
ed this year to substance abuse
and drug-enforcement pro-
grams in Iowa. Public Health
received more than $37 million.
Human Services received about
$30 million. Corrections re-
ceived $9 million. The state
office solely dedicated to focus-
ing on drugs received $5 mil-
lion. That small amount could
easily be received and doled out
by another state agency.

If you asked state lawmak-
ers today to create an agency
with four employees dedicated
to the “drug war,” they wouldn’t
do it. Yet this is what Iowa has.
Eliminating the agency and
transferring its responsibilities
to another state agency makes
more sense.

The Register’s
Editorial

Right pick for ‘drug czar’?
That’s the wrong question

One of the most important
jobs a president performs is
naming judges to the federal
bench, from the U.S. Supreme
Court down to the trial courts
across the nation. What most
Americans see of this process
are the confirmation battles
that often erupt in the Senate.
Long before that debate oc-
curs, however, judicial nomi-
nees get an extraordinary
amount of scrutiny from the
White House, the U.S. Justice
Department, the FBI and the
home state senators.

Another key part of this
process is performed by a
15-member committee of the
American Bar Association
that gives the president and
the Senate its opinion on judi-
cial nominees. The ABA
Standing Committee on the
Federal Judiciary operates in
near total secrecy, but its
opinions on whether a nomi-
nee is fit for the bench can
make or break a nominee’s
chances of being confirmed.

The ABA committee’s split
vote over Reagan Supreme
Court appointee Robert Bork
in 1987 contributed to the
firestorm over that (failed)
confirmation, and fueled
suspicions that the ABA proc-
ess is stacked against conser-
vative judges. The ABA in-
sists the process vets nomi-
nees exclusively on their
professional qualifications
and judicial temperament,
not their political leanings.

To learn
more about
the process,
the Register
recently sat
down with
Des Moines
attorney Da-
vid L. Brown,
a partner in
the firm of
Hansen, McClintock & Riley
and who has been a member
of the ABA committee for two
years. Members are assigned
to prepare a recommendation
on a nominee for consider-
ation by the full committee
based on interviews and a
review of the nominee’s pro-
fessional career.

Following are edited ex-
cerpts of that conversation.

Q. What is the commit-
tee’s standard for rating
nominees?

A. The three things we
look at are competency, integ-
rity and temperament. And
the scale of voting is: Is this
person qualified in the com-
mittee’s opinion to be a [fed-
eral] judge; or are they per-
haps not qualified; or are they
perceived to be well qual-
ified. If on those extremely
rare occurrences where the
initial evaluator determines
someone is not qualified for
whatever reason, the nominee
and the U.S. Justice Depart-
ment and the White House
can request a second evalua-
tion.

Q. In some cases, contro-
versial writings by judicial
nominees can come back to
haunt them: How much is in
the back of committee
members’ minds?

A. In the time I have been
on there, it has not been a
factor. I do know that people
who go through the process
understand that they may or
may not have detractors and
supporters. What some peo-
ple don’t know is that the
ABA rated Judge Bork well
qualified. Now, as it turns out
there were some dissenters
who rated him not qualified
by way of temperament, not

How an
Iowan
helps vet
judges
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