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YES WE CAN? : FROM RHETORIC TO REALITY
President Obama’s First Nine Months

Thank you very much.  What I propose to do is to make some general comments for 15 to 20 minutes about the current state of affairs in Washington and then open it up to Q&A. I find that audiences are usually a lot smarter than me and ask interesting questions.

You know a bit about my political background. By way of family history I have long standing family ties here in Cork with a large number of cousins who live just over in Passage West.  
Four generations ago in 1867 my great, great, grand father John Sullivan thought that it was in his best interest to leave Cork as quickly as possible. In short he got of out of town.  

President Obama swept into Oval office, as you all know, on wave of hope and with a clear mandate of change. His optimistic promise of “Yes We Can” clearly struck a chord with the American people. As a result, the Democratic Party increased its majority in the U.S. House of Representatives and, more importantly, took control of the U.S. Senate 
At the same time President Obama was confronted with a world wide economic crisis, which had its origins in the collapse of the U.S. banking and regulatory system --- a demand that he move forward with an ambitious domestic agenda from health care, to climate change, to energy and education. 
In addition he was committed to fulfilling his campaign promise to close Guantnamo, end the war in Iraq and coming to terms with a new reality that the “forgotten” war in Afghanistan was going South rather quickly 

So what has happened these last nine months? 
First, like all new Presidents – President Obama has come under intense scrutiny  because the Congress, media, and in general everybody else is trying to read the tea leaves to discern what type of leader he will be. Everything is new – a new Presidential staff, a new Cabinet, a new legislative agenda, a new direction and a new tone. 

The fact that President Obama came to the Oval Office without a long political history and came into office in a period of unprecedented economic turmoil has made the scrutiny even more exacting.  
While the attention President Obama has received is not unprecedented what is of real interest is that the President has yet to show his political hand. This has caused a mounting sense of consternation. 
People cannot discern whether he is liberal true to the political base that elected him or in fact a pragmatist who is willing to do what he must to get things done even at the cost of alienating his own political base on key issues. 

David Broder, the pre-eminent political reporter in America, put it succinctly last weekend when he titled his column “Will the Real President Stand up?” And here I quote Mr. Broder

“Barack Obama has reached the moment of truth for answering the persistent question about his core beliefs and political priorities….the challenge is not one he invited. All during last year’s campaign, Obama skillfully shirted the question of whether he was a moderate, consensus seeking pragmatist, as his words suggested, or a faithful adherent to the liberal agenda, as his voting record demonstrated.”       

   In short, Obama’s post-partisan political stance has been driving political Washington crazy. 

But at a larger sense, this question of who Obama really is and what will he fight will be answered very soon if only because all difficult decisions arrive on his desk in the Oval Office  
We will know a lot more about this President by the end of the year because he has arrived at a juncture when he has to show his hand on two important fronts 
First on the domestic front he has get the Congress to pass his number one domestic priority which is the health care reform bill, This will require an enormous amount of wheeling and dealing. I will not be surprised if the Congress is in session on Christmas Eve. 
The American people are following this debate very intensely and they are split down the middle. There are going to be winners and losers and people are lining up. 42 % favor change and 44% are currently in opposition. 

Doctors, nurses and drugs companies are supporting Obama while the health insurance industry and small business are in opposition. Older Americans are very divided. Those over 65 largely do not want change because they have Medicare and worry about cuts in this established program while Americans in the 50 to 64 are clamoring for change. $100 million has been spend on ads so far around this debate.

Second, the President, in his role as Commander in Chief, must make a decision about the war in Afghanistan which is now “his war.”   The war is being lost and the American military commanders are the first to tell you that things are not what they should be. The new American commanding general has asked for an additional 40,000 troops and the Administration is profoundly divided from within.  
Vice-President Biden is leading the opposition to more troops.  Defense Secretary Robert Gates and Secretary of State Hillary Clinton have yet to show their hand. 
 Decisions about wars tend to be the most difficult for Presidents and there is growing opposition to the war from the President’s core political base in the Democratic Party.

Now the President has several advantages. He remains political popular with an overall approval rating of 55 percent. By contrast President Clinton in August of 1993 had an approval rating of just 39 percent. 

58% of Americans believe he can get things done
64 % of American find him trustworthy 

63 % of Americans believe he has a “new approach” to                  politics

70%  of Americans believe he is well informed

78%  of Americans believe he is warm and friendly 
At the same time there is erosion in his support. Republicans who supported him have largely gone back to being Republicans. 
Only 36% of Republicans consider him a “strong leader” in September compared to 56% in February.  
And his core political liberal base is now concerned that he is not living up to his promises on a pubic health care option and worry that he will side with the Pentagon on the war in Afghanistan.     

So you can see why there is a growing demand for the answer to the question put so succinctly by David Broder – Will the Real President Stand Up? 
  This comes at a time when unemployment is at 26 year high, hundreds of thousands of Americans continue to lose their homes and jobs – and millions of parents are worried about the swine flu pandemic that is starting to hit across the country.  
The other reality is that millions of Americans has lost faith in some of their basic institutions -- Wall Street –the media --churches -- and even the medical profession. 
There are millions of Americans, for example,  who are not sure that they will get swine flu shots even though they are be are being urged to do and that includes health workers on the front line of the battle against the swine flu.  
For the President to succeed he must retain the trust of the American people and that trust level of  64 percent is one of his most important assets. 
All this is taking place against a larger backdrop of what experts call the world of VUCA - a Volatile, Uncertain, Complex and Ambiguous 21st Century.  
VUCA
Several years experts at the Army War College working with  highly-respected futurists did a deep scan of the trends and movements that would define the 21st Century.  They came up with this description of what they say we might expect in this new 21st Century – a Volatile, Uncertain, Complex and Ambiguous world. 


VUCA, then, is the acronym for these four inter-related forces that the futurists and researchers have determined are shaping our current and future world. 


Volatility is all about the rate of change.  It is estimated that the total amount of information in the world is doubling every 18 months – or less.  New technology makes it possible to generate even newer technology faster.  (IEDS in war)

Uncertainty, of course, results from and is even complicated by the rate of change in the global environment.  Even when we can anticipate that there will be change and what it's going to be, we often are unable to predict with any degree of sureness what the future outcome will be.   


We know, for instance, that the United States and many others including Ireland are becoming more and more ethnically and culturally diverse.  But will that diversity create new uncertainties as individuals and families challenge established social norms and domestic and professional institutions?  


Complexity becomes intensified with the multiplicity of key decision factors.  Our nation's long-term energy policy – or the lack thereof – provides a good example.  


Ambiguity, as we all know, is a lack of clarity about the meaning of an event or a situation or even a statement.  Sometimes ambiguity is deliberate and necessary in order to mislead the other side.  But it requires strong leadership and consensus building in order to ferret out the hidden meaning and make wise decisions. 

This is the world of VUCA and it probably is your world for the rest of your lives. 
Who would have thought 10 years ago that we would be worried seriously about melting icecaps and global warming?  Who would have thought 10 years ago that a small band of terrorists living in caves in Afghanistan would successfully launch a worldwide insurgency that is attacking the values of the entire Western world? 
          The idea that we live in a VUCA world may seem depressing and lead some people to hunker down.  
But the VUCA world also offers us the freedom to make new choices, to create new businesses and social networks, to re-write the narrative scripts of our lives and to blur the rigid class and racial divides of the 20th Century.   

            All these forces are now in play and we will know soon enough whether President Obama is the man who will rise to the challenge and be able to say not only YES WE CAN but YES WE DID
