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A one-party state's weak link
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A struggling governor may be saved by death-wish Republicans

THE good news for Illinois Democrats is that they do not need their governor, Rod Blagojevich, to be a star. The state party already has plenty of those: from Richard Daley, the mayor who has helped to restore Chicago's lustre, and Rahm Emanuel, who heads the national party's congressional campaign committee, to Senator Barack Obama. The bad news, however, is that state Democrats do need Mr Blagojevich to hang on to the governor's seat in next year's election. 

Alas, he has spent the past three years giving the Republicans cause for hope. The governor's latest approval rating languishes at a George-Bush-like 38%, with 57% saying they disapprove of his performance. Although Mr Blagojevich has shown signs of regaining his footing, he has a long way to climb with many voters. This week, his most likely Republican challenger, Judy Baar Topinka, the state treasurer, tossed her hat into the ring, promising she would “take out” Mr Blagojevich.

The governor's troubles began right after he took office, when he tried to boost his own image at the expense of party leaders in the state legislature. That was foolish in a state famous for its clubby politics. He then fell into a disastrous row with his father-in-law, Dick Mell, a powerful Chicago alderman who had helped to get him elected. The mutual recriminations shone public spotlights on business associates that each man would have preferred to keep in the shadows.

The governor has also opted to keep living in Chicago, rather than 200 miles south-west in the state capital, Springfield. That is partly because his youngest daughter was born shortly after he took office. In another state this might mark him as a devoted family man, tied to his hometown. But in downstate Illinois's hard-hit regions, where many voters resent Chicago, it has not gone over well.

Mr Blagojevich has done better when it comes to policies, especially in health care. When the country was running short of flu vaccines last year, the governor scored points by arranging to buy vaccines for the inhabitants of his state from Europe. He also set up a scheme to let old people pool resources and buy medicines at a discount. Last month he signed into law a plan to extend comprehensive health care to every child in the state. Illinois is the first state to try anything like it.

But critics argue that the governor is better at thinking up popular ideas than at nailing down the details and implementing them. Last year's flu-shot deal with Europe led nowhere, because the federal Food and Drug Administration stalled approval of the vaccines. Few old people have signed up for Mr Blagojevich's drugs scheme. And the press release announcing the governor's signing of the child health-care bill was longer than the bill itself.

Ms Topinka, if she wins the Republican primary, will poke holes in some of Mr Blagojevich's other “successes”. For instance, he likes to stress that, although he is a Democrat, neither income taxes nor sales taxes have gone up on his watch. But he has used assorted fees, and fiddled the accounting for the state employees' pension fund, in order to fill gaps in his budgets. 

Yet however hard she hits, Ms Topinka will have a tough time uniting Republicans behind her. Conservatives call her “Topinkojevich”: they dislike her moderate views on abortion and gay rights, and they claim she is part of the same political establishment as the governor. She alienated them further by blaming their ideological rigidity for the state party's dismal showing in the 2004 elections. She has a point: the die-hards selected a right-wing out-of-stater, Alan Keyes, to be their candidate for the Senate. But it may not have been wise for her to say: “I swear these people have a death wish.”

Paul Green, a political scientist at Roosevelt University in Chicago, reckons that Mr Blagojevich will thus be hard to beat. When he won the 2002 election, “he was outstanding on the stump,” says Mr Green. “His numbers will improve again once he's running against another person, rather than against himself.”

