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Twenty questions about the 2008 elec-
tions that will decide the size of the Demo-
cratic majorities in the next Congress:

1) Where will the top of the ticket help
downballot the most?

While Sens. John McCain (R-Ariz.) and
Barack Obama (D-Ill.) will no doubt help
candidates running downballot in their re-
spective home states, their coattails else-
where in the country might prove more
helpful.

With the first major-party African-
American presidential nominee leading
their ticket, Democrats are banking on an in-
crease in black turnout to help boost their
candidates, although this is a double-edged
sword (see next question). An increase in
black turnout would probably be felt most
in the South, an area where Democrats are
competing more this cycle than they have in
some time.

But not all races where increased black
voter turnout could help the party are in the
South. In Ohio’s 1st district, Rep. Steve
Chabot (R) won a narrow victory in the pre-
vious cycle and is being targeted again. The
suburban Cincinnati district is 27 percent
black and increased turnout in that commu-
nity could doom Chabot.

Republicans are counting on McCain to
help in districts where there is a sizable mil-
itary population and also areas that are large-
ly populated by older Reagan Democrats.

McCain could help Rep. Phil English (R),
who is being targeted in Pennsylvania, and
Rep. Thelma Drake (R-Va.), who faces an-
other tough race in a battleground district
with a heavy military population.

2) Where will the top of the ticket most
hurt downballot?

One of the things Republicans are bank-
ing on in this election is that the top of the
ticket will have long coattails in open House
seats in conservative districts. Their argu-
ment is that voters in presidential years are
more apt to vote straight ticket and that in
open seats in places like Alabama, Kentucky
and Louisiana, McCain’s double-digit mar-
gins will simply prove too large for Demo-
cratic candidates downballot to surmount. 

Will Reps. Don Cazayoux (D-La.) and
Travis Childers (D-Miss.), who were elect-
ed in special elections this spring, be stung
by the fact that they are on the ballot with
the presidential contenders? Both men rep-
resent districts with a large black popula-
tion, but these are also areas where white
voters do not have favorable views of Oba-
ma and McCain will easily carry each dis-
trict. 

The presidential race in general is prob-
lematic for Sen. Gordon Smith (R-Ore.),
who ran a TV ad linking himself to Obama,
because the Democrat will carry the state. 

As long as McCain keeps the race close,
he probably doesn’t do too much major dam-
age to Republicans downballot, as party
strategists have repeatedly asserted they got
the best possible candidate in McCain and
his maverick image. But if in the next month
Obama is able to gain a sizable lead, then a
pending landslide would have disastrous re-
sults for Republicans downballot.

3) How many Republican incumbents will
be hung out to dry by the National Republi-
can Congressional Committee?

The massive financial advantage that
House Democrats enjoy over their GOP

counterparts has been well-documented.
But in the next few weeks the reality of that
disparity is likely to come crashing home for
some Republican Members.

Gone are the days when the NRCC could
spend millions to help damaged or badly
underperforming incumbents limp across
the finish line. NRCC Chairman Tom Cole
(Okla.) has repeatedly told Members that
they can’t count on the committee to save
them in the end.

Still, the NRCC’s core mission remains
incumbent retention, and the majority of its
limited resources will likely be spent on
helping re-elect Republicans. But already
there are signs of some incumbents reach-
ing the point of being deemed unsalvage-
able. Polls have shown Reps. Don Young (R-
Alaska) and Marilyn Musgrave (R-Colo.)
trailing their opponents by wide margins,
and it’s hard to see the NRCC spending mon-
ey to help their campaigns if those numbers
don’t change drastically.

There are likely to be more incumbents
who face a similar fate before Election Day,
and the NRCC may be better served to
spend money to try to hold on to open seats
than on some Members’ re-elections.

4) Will Senate Democrats get to 60 seats?
Once viewed as a long shot, there is in-

creasing steam behind a scenario whereby
Democrats reach the 60-seat threshold
needed to end a filibuster.

Democrats currently have 51 seats in the
chamber. According to Roll Call’s race rat-
ings, Democrats stand poised to pick up
three seats for sure, with open-seat races in
Virginia and New Mexico appearing to be
lost causes for the GOP and Sen. Ted
Stevens (R-Alaska) trailing badly in polls
as he endures a public corruption trial.

If the Democratic party wins those, it
would need to net six more seats to hit 60,
and Roll Call currently has six GOP-held
Senate races rated as tossups. Democrats
would need to run the board on those seats
or win an additional race that is viewed as
not as competitive — such as knocking off
Minority Leader Mitch McConnell (R-
Ky.). 

Many observers believe the chase to 60
will hinge on the outcome of races in three
states: Minnesota, North Carolina and Mis-
sissippi. Incredibly, only one Democrat, Sen.
Mary Landrieu (La.), is vulnerable. Democ-

rats didn’t lose a single Senate seat in 2006
and could pull off that trick again this time.

5) What will be the net gain of House seats
for Democrats?

House Democrats picked up 30 seats on
their way to winning the majority in 2006,
and not a single Democratic incumbent lost.
The prospect of no incumbent losing looks
unlikely in 2008, but it’s still possible that
Democrats could see a gain of 20 to 30 seats. 

Massive back-to-back gains for one par-
ty would be unprecedented in the age of
modern campaigning. Republicans saw big
House gains in consecutive cycles in the ear-
ly 1950s, but it was only after Democrats
made a 75-seat gain in 1948. 

Current projections put Democratic gains
somewhere in the range of 15 to 25 seats.
And over the next few weeks both parties
will play the expectations game — with De-
mocrats trying to lower net-gain predictions
and Republicans seeking to increase them. 

At this point, anything less than a 15-seat
loss would have to be considered a pretty
good outcome for Republicans. The size of
Democratic gains is likely to hinge on just
how many Republican incumbents they can
pick off. The sizable money difference be-
tween the parties means that Republicans are
hamstrung and will only be able to afford
TV in the final two weeks of the campaign.
That will be after Democrats have been on
the air in most districts for weeks. 

6) How badly will the country’s economic
woes hurt Republicans?

This is the $64,000 question these days,
and we could know the answer soon. With
economic recovery legislation now passed,
it will take a little time for polling to reflect
voters’ attitudes on the measure and the
overall state of economy. In recent weeks,
several polls have shown Obama taking the
lead in several key battleground states and
surveys have also shown Republicans slip-
ping at the Congressional level. Is this the
turning point in the elections? Maybe. Did
the October surprise already happen? We
just don’t know yet.  

7) Which state delegation will see the
biggest wholesale change?

New Mexico is probably the winner in this
category because all three of the state’s
House Members will be new and one of two
current Members will be the newest Sena-

tor.  But with a large number of competitive
races on tap, big changes may materialize in
New York, Florida and Ohio as well. 

8) Where will population and demograph-
ic shifts be felt most? 

The big increase in Democratic registra-
tion and turnout was a major storyline dur-
ing the presidential primaries earlier this year,
but on Election Day we will see where those
changes make the biggest difference. Three
states worth watching are Nevada, North
Carolina and Florida. In Nevada, Rep. Jon
Porter’s (R) district has seen rapid popula-
tion growth and the Republican-leaning seat
is definitely trending Democratic. In North
Carolina, Sen. Elizabeth Dole’s (R) re-
election will likely be decided by the influx
of new residents in the state. And in Florida,
Rep. Ric Keller’s (R) Orlando-based district
has experienced a large uptick in Democra-
tic voter registration. 

9) Will Rep. Christopher Shays (Conn.)
survive as the only New England Republican
in the House?

The ranks of moderate Northeastern Re-
publicans were decimated in the 2006 elec-
tions and Shays was the last man standing at
the beginning of the 110th Congress. De-
mocrats are targeting Shays once again, this
time with Greenwich Town Committeeman
Jim Himes. They argue that Himes is able to
run as more of an outsider than Westport Se-
lectwoman Diane Farrell, their nominee
against Shays in the previous two cycles.

The Congressman has proved to be a tough
target and has carved out a niche on Capitol
Hill as a moderate maverick, a profile simi-
lar to that of McCain. But the Arizona Sena-
tor will not carry Shays’ district and voters
there are very accustomed to ticket-splitting.
If Democrats can’t beat Shays this year they
won’t be able to until his district is redrawn
in the next round of redistricting.

10) Will House Republicans take a bath in
Florida?

In 2006, New York, Pennsylvania and
Ohio served as major battlegrounds in the
Democrats’march to win a majority of House
seats, with each state playing host to four to
six truly competitive races. While those states
are again serving as top battlegrounds, Flori-
da is a new addition to the list. House De-
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Twenty Questions, So Many Possible Answers
Pushing 60 

The 13 most competitive Senate races of the cycle will determine whether Democrats hit the magical, filibuster-proof 60 seats in
the next Congress. They have more reason to be optimistic now than ever before. If you assume that Sen. Joe Lieberman (ID-
Conn.) remains part of the Democratic Conference, they need to pick up nine seats to get there. And several of the key races have
moved in their direction in the past five months.

State Democrat Republican Current Outlook Outlook May 2008

Alaska Mark Begich Ted Stevens Tossup Tossup

Colorado Mark Udall Bob Schaffer Leans Democratic Tossup

Georgia Jim Martin Saxby Chambliss Likely Republican Safe Republican

Kentucky Bruce Lunsford Mitch McConnell Leans Republican Safe Republican

Louisiana Mary Landrieu John Kennedy Leans Democratic Leans Democratic

Maine Tom Allen Susan Collins Leans Republican Leans Republican

Minnesota Al Franken Norm Coleman Tossup* Leans Republican

Mississippi Ronnie Musgrove Roger Wicker Tossup Likely Republican

New Hampshire Jeanne Shaheen John Sununu Leans Democratic Leans Democratic

New Mexico Tom Udall Steve Pearce Likely Democratic Leans Democratic

North Carolina Kay Hagan Elizabeth Dole Tossup Safe Republican

Oregon Jeff Merkley Gordon Smith Tossup Leans Republican

Virginia Mark Warner Jim Gilmore Likely Democratic Leans Democratic
Incumbents are boldfaced; *Independence Party candidate Dean Barkley could get a significant portion of the vote.

See QUESTIONS, page 5


