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In Wisconsin, Governor Scott Walker may face a
Democratic backlash against Donald Trump

B\

: | While considerable attention is being paid to the coming elections for the US House and Senate,

November 61 will also see a number of important gubernatorial contests. Wendy E. Scattergood fakes
a deep dive into Wisconsin’s race for governor, where eight-year incumbent Republican Scott Walker,
faces Democrat Tony Evers. She writes that while Walker has incumbency and the GOP'’s typical
midterm turnout advantage in his favor, he also faces a rising tide of dissatisfaction with President
Trump and a potentially energized Democratic Party.

e This article is part of our blog series covering key 2018 US Senate and Governor’s races. Read the rest of our
coverage. The series is published in tandem with the LSE US Centre’s public event, Making Sense of the
Midterms on 7 November 2018.

22,748. That's the number of votes by which President Trump beat Hillary Clinton in the 2016 presidential election in
Wisconsin. That's 0.76 percent of all the votes cast in the state. It was also the first time since Ronald Reagan won
the state in 1984 that the majority of the state voted for a Republican president. Fast forward to the 2018 midterm
elections and we find that the Badger State again has one of the tightest races in the country, this time for governor.
Scott Walker (R) is running for a third term against Tony Evers (D), the current Superintendent of Public Instruction.

So, what is going on in Wisconsin that makes these races so close that the state swings back and forth between
Republican and Democratic majorities from election to election? To explain midterm elections, we need to look to
factors like turnout, presidential-party midterm seat losses, and perception of the health of the economy.

Turnout and Presidential Coattail/Backlash

As with most states, turnout rates in Wisconsin are significantly higher in presidential elections (67 percent in 2016)
than they are in midterm elections (55 percent in 2014). Those less likely to vote in midterm elections are the young,
lower income, minorities, and those less interested in politics. The first three groups in this list typically vote more
Democratic than Republican, while the last group tend to swing and vote based on retrospection rather than
prospection (they want to throw out whomever is in office when they feel threatened, or keep the status quo when
they don’t). Thus, overall, Democrats generally have lower turnout than Republicans in midterm elections.

The president’s political party is likely to lose seats in Congress during midterm elections, which typically has an
effect on statewide offices (or “down-ballot” races) as well. The rule of thumb in the last several midterm elections is
that when there is a Democratic president, the Republicans will have a large turnout advantage, and when there is a
Republican president, Democratic turnout reaches parity with Republican turnout.

Wisconsin’s swing towards the Republican Party

This combination of Republican advantage and presidential backlash in midterms explains some of the swing pattern
seen in Wisconsin. Since 2008, the state has swung back and forth between Republican and Democratic majorities
at both state-wide and state legislative levels, showing the impact of the dual phenomena of groups’ differing turnout
rates and presidential coattail/backlash effects.

The question that people in Wisconsin are asking is whether a 2018 Blue Wave will ook like the reverse of the
Republican Wave of 2010 in the state. Most national prognosticators are saying that 2018 will buck the trend of
Democrats only reaching turnout parity with Republicans in midterm elections and that Democratic turnout will far
exceeds that of Republicans (though polling trends over the last week or so show that turnout gap may be getting
narrower).

What the polls are saying about the race for Governor
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In Wisconsin, the most recent Marquette University Law School poll (October 3-7, 2018) shows that 47 percent of
respondents said they were going to vote for Walker while 46 percent said they would vote for the Democrat, Tony
Evers. The poll found that Democrats were somewhat more enthusiastic about the election than Republicans, while
Independents were significantly less enthusiastic than the partisans.

Trump’s approval rating in the poll was 46 percent. Republicans’ approval was 88 percent (9 percent disapproval)
while the Democrats’ was 3 percent (97 percent disapproval). Among Independents, the approval rating was 42
percent and disapproval was 52 percent. This implies a large backlash coming from Democrats, and in a state where
the numbers of Democrats and Republicans are so close, a slight enthusiasm advantage for Democrats as well as
some backlash against the president from Independents and perhaps a few Republicans, could sway already tight
races such as the governor's and some key races in the state Senate to the Democratic side.

The Economy

Governor Walker has been touting the state’s 3 percent unemployment rate and 5 percent yearly wage growth,
making the case that he should remain the steward of the continued economic recovery. Fifty-four percent of
registered voters in the Marquette poll think that the state is going in the right direction. This could mitigate some of
the potential for any Blue Wave to impact on the governor’s race, particularly among Independents who tend to stick
with the status quo when they perceive that the economy is going in the right direction.

One thing that could throw a small wrench in the impact of good economic news on peoples’ vote choice might be
their perception of the Foxconn deal. The Taiwanese company, Foxconn, which builds LCD screens etc., for
cellphones, most notably the iPhone, is building a plant outside of Milwaukee. To lure the company and its promise
of up to 13,000 new manufacturing jobs, the Walker Administration negotiated and the state legislature approved a
rolling package deal of up to $2.85 billion in incentives over a 15 year period should Foxconn deliver the number of
jobs that it is proposing. According to the Marquette poll, 48 percent of registered voters do not think that the
Foxconn plan is worth it compared to 38 percent who think it will provide at least as much value as was invested,
though the majority do think it will help the Milwaukee area.

Education and Health Care

While the economy and jobs have declined in public opinion polls as the most important problem in the state, other
issues have risen in importance. Not surprisingly, given that one of the candidates is the current Superintendent of
Public Instruction and the traditional importance of education in Wisconsin culture, education funding has played a
large role in this election. After a period of declining funding, the governor has recently increased spending for
education. Evers, the Democratic challenger has been calling this an election ploy and argues that funding has not
recovered to previous levels. In the Marquette poll, 57 percent prefer increasing spending on education to cutting
property taxes.

Across the country, health care has been a prominent issue for Democrats in this election season. The Democratic
candidate for Lieutenant Governor, Mandela Barnes, has been pushing hard on this issue in Wisconsin. He has
argued that Governor Walker’s decision not to expand Medicaid with federal money has left thousands of low-income
folks without access to the state’s version of it (Badgercare) and says the state should drop out of the lawsuit that is
trying to get rid of the Affordable Care Act (ACA or Obamacare). Walker has argued since the start of the ACA that
the Medicaid expansion’s federal funding is only temporary, that states would be on the hook after the funding
expires.
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In addition to Medicaid funding, during the first governor’s debate, the main issue on health care was about covering
pre-existing conditions, with Walker saying he would cover some, while Evers was more explicit about protecting
coverage of pre-existing conditions. In the Marquette poll, opinions on the Affordable Care Act are fairly polarized.
The poll found that 50 percent said the ACA should be kept in place, with 92 percent of Democrats and 51 percent of
Independents saying this, but only 11 percent of Republicans saying it should be kept. However, even among those
who think the ACA should be repealed, the provision for requiring coverage for pre-existing conditions is extremely
popular.

What’s at Stake in this Election?

* The 2020 Census and the subsequent redistricting of state legislative and US House districts. About half of the
Wisconsin State Senate is currently up for re-election. They serve 4-year terms, so like the governor, they will
be likely be presiding over the redistricting effort. As with previous redistricting, the party in majority tends to
draw district lines in their favor, and this in turn tends to help increase their party‘s representation in the state
legislature and Congress.

« If the governorship changes party as well as the state Senate majority, this would have big impacts on the
policy agenda over the next four years, particularly on education, health care, immigration, taxes, and perhaps
even on marijuana legalization.

Where do all these factors, as well as others that have arisen during the election, put us in terms of understanding
the Wisconsin governor’s race and the expected Blue Wave?

In Governor Walker’s favor:_

« Midterm Republican Advantage: Even with increased Democratic turnout, if the Blue Wave does not

materialize, this would normally give the Republican incumbent the edge in turnout.
« Good Economic News: This gives the incumbent (regardless of party affiliation) an advantage, particularly with
those voters less engaged in polltlcs

3 imp: Walker has been at odds with Trump on
some issues, partlcularly about the trade issues affectlng Harley-Davidson. Also, Walker has been in office
since 2010, so he’s a known quantity to even less partisan voters and thus unlikely to be painted with the same
brush as the President.

« But Still Appeal to the Base: President Trump visited rural Wisconsin last week to shore up enthusiasm and
galvanize turnout.
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« Campaign Spending Advantage: According to a study by the non-partisan Campaign Media Analysis Group,
Walker has spent significantly more on tv since mid-August than Evers ($3.8 million compared to $900,000

respectively). Outside groups favoring Walker have also been spending significantly more money on tv ads
than Evers supporters have ($9.2 million versus $3.8 million respectively).
» Evers’ Budget Attribution Error: Walker has accused Evers of plagiarizing parts of the budget that he submitted.

In Tony Evers’ favor:_

» Backlash Against the President: A relatively unpopular president of the opposite party has galvanized
Democratic voters, so we may see Democrats rise above their typical parity in turnout rates with Republicans.

* Young Voters Turnout: Young voters typically have very low turnout rates in midterm elections. In addition to
presidential backlash, advisory referendums on the legalization of marijuana (on the ballot in 16 counties and 2
cities) and visits from both Bernie Sanders and Barak Obama in the last week may increase turnout.

« Suburban Women’s Vote: Much has been said about the Kavanaugh hearings driving potential increased
turnout among this demographic. In Wisconsin, in addition to Kavanaugh, the emphasis on education in the
governor’s race and the polling questions suggesting support for increased funding for education, may also
drive increased turnout in this group and thus favor Evers.

» Taxes: the Marquette poll found that 51 percent would rather pay higher taxes and have the state provide more
services than have a tax cut and receive fewer services. This majority view would favor Evers over Walker.

» Former Walker Cabinet Secretaries: Recently, four former Walker cabinet secretaries have published accounts
of Walker’s actions intervening in agency policies in what they perceive to be putting his own political career
ahead of the best interests of state. Three of the four of these Republican appointees have even endorsed
Evers.

In a state with a recent history of extremely close elections and a governorship that has gone back and forth between
Republicans and Democrats for decades, any of these factors causing even small perturbations in the turnout rate of
one side over the other could sway the outcome of the race and is thus why Wisconsin remains one of the top
governor’s races in the “too close to call” column.

Pl I r commen [i for mmenting.

Note: This article gives the views of the author, and not the position of USAPP- American Politics and Policy, nor of
the London School of Economics.
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