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And so it begins. Again. Another election year is upon us, and the gloves have come off. Partisan rhetoric dominates both chambers of Congress and has assumed the driver's seat on the road to the White House. These factors, coupled with close margins in the House and Senate and a predictably close presidential race, make for interesting times in the life of a lobbyist.

Given this landscape, how does the job of a lobbyist differ this year and what can he or she expect to accomplish? This year offers a very limited menu.

First Course: Transportation

A major theme of both presidential and congressional campaigns is the need to create jobs for Americans. And one piece of legislation pending in Congress can potentially help in this effort. The Transportation Equity Act promises billions in spending on transportation-related needs. While the spending aspects and the duration of the bill are being debated, both parties agree that this legislation is vital for the infrastructure of our country. Included in this legislation are projects to upgrade bridges, roads and transit systems in states and districts throughout the country.

Therefore, lobbyists for states, cities, municipalities and other constituencies are furiously working to ensure their clients' interests are recognized in this massive bill. However, lobbyists are not the only ones burning the Tea-Lu candle at both ends. Members of Congress are tasked with having to set priorities for their states' and districts' needs as well - clearly not an easy job, given the budgetary constraints that they face.

Second Course: National Security

The skeptics can be assured that defense, homeland security and military construction bills will be funded adequately. The desire exists from both parties to be seen as supporting our efforts against terrorism and ensuring a safe homeland.

Lobbyists working in these areas will see an active year of work, and after Sept. 11, there really isn't any question why.

Third Course: Appropriations

For those who work in the appropriations arena, this year presents the usual opportunities. Both political parties want to show the voters that they are fiscally responsible. But they also want to make sure their districts get a fair share of the federal pie. Can it be done? Yes it can. We do know that appropriations bills will eventually pass either individually or in an omnibus package or, in the event of a major deadlock, many may be contained in a continuing resolution.

Fourth Course: Potpourri

Election-year activities do not preclude the laundry list of lobbying issues from continuing to grow. Lobbyists and associations around town are currently focused on FCC indecency rules, foreign sales corporation legislation as well as other tax and trade issues, medical malpractice and potential re-examination of issues sprouting from last year's Medicare reform bill.

Dessert: The Political Conventions

The political conventions, without a doubt, have a huge impact on November elections for both the White House and Congress. Many would dispute the claim that they are not all fun and games. But it's true. Lobbyists will spend much time preparing for events at both conventions. And with the anticipated close presidential election come November, lobbyists will certainly attend both conventions with enthusiasm, focus and emphasis on making sure their clients' needs are met while there.

Having said this, this will still be a short year. After the conventions, members will want to go home to campaign for the fall. Given the close majorities in the House and Senate, the shortened year and the limited legislative agenda, what do lobbyists do whose workload spans beyond Congress's focus this year? The answer is simple: prepare for next year. Elections will soon be behind us, agendas will be created and new legislation will be introduced that will undoubtedly trigger the lobbyist migration throughout the halls of Congress.

This preparation will include, among other things, preparing for new committee chairmanships due to term limits. New chairmen have new agendas, and the lobbyists will have to prepare for this and advise their clients accordingly. Another thing to consider is the possibility that the status quo could change, a divided government could sprout up and/or we could have a new president come November. Lobbyists must be prepared for all of these possibilities.

It is clear that the challenges are enormous between now and Election Day. But in the end, Congress will finish its work, defense, mil-con and homeland security bills will remain strong and lobbyists will go into the fall ready for the elections and a sense of preparedness for 2005.
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