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Reelected to a second term last month in the teeth of political winds favoring Republicans, Democratic Rep. Gerry Connolly, of Virginia’s 11th District, is headed into a very different Congress from the one he joined in 2009.

Connolly narrowly defeated Oakton businessman Keith Fimian to keep his seat, while the three other Democratic House members in competitive races across the state were ousted.

“In the worst climate in 64 years for Democrats, I nonetheless managed to prevail,” said Connolly in an interview. “I am proud of that and I think it shows that voters do appreciate service to the community.” 

But the victory sends Connolly into the 112th Congress as a member of the minority rather than the majority, which necessarily reduces his ability to influence legislation. The change in the makeup of the House of Representatives also calls into question his ability to continue securing funding for transportation improvements in Northern Virginia.

Connolly, however, was optimistic about his ability to effectively represent his district, noting that his reelection increased his seniority in the House, putting him in line for senior subcommittee positions. 

“Seniority also matters in the Congress, and I will move up on my committees, which will matter a lot to Northern Virginia,”he said.

He also said that in his opinion there is a good chance that the House will revert to Democratic control in 2012. 

“Majorities come and go these days,” he said. “I think the majority is going to be in play again in two years’ time. I don’t think we are going to be in an era of 30- or 40-year majorities by a single party.”

He said that a split Congress, with Republicans controlling the House and the Democrats in charge of the Senate, creates a need for centrists, among whom he numbers himself, to find areas of agreement between the parties. He also expects the Obama administration to move more to the right in order to gain cooperation from the Republican-controlled House.

“I have tried to be a bipartisan voice for a more centrist doctrine in Congress and I think the White House has to pivot more to the center,” he said.

One of the first major issues that will come before the new Congress in January will be an increase in the country’s debt ceiling, which limits the amount of money the U.S. can borrow. A significant number of newly elected Republicans have voiced opposition to raising the debt ceiling, he noted, in language that may make it hard for them to approve any increase.

“An awful lot of the new majority got elected making some pretty strong pledges on the deficit and spending,” he said.

But while no politicians like to be on the record favoring an increase in the national debt, experts warn that failure to allow the Treasury Department to issue more debt could force the country into technical default on other obligations for the first time in its history.

“Playing with the full faith and credit of the Unites States Government isn’t just like risking a government shutdown,” said Connolly. “You also have to consider the effect it could have on international markets, and playing with that is playing with fire.”

While he said that regarding the deficit and spending, “there is common ground to be found,” he said that voting against an increase in the debt ceiling purely to make a political point would be “reckless behavior.”

Over the past few years in Congress, interparty cooperation has been almost nonexistent, but Connolly said he is hopeful that in the coming two years, on issues such as the debt ceiling and others, there will be greater effort to compromise.

“Now that [Republicans] are in the majority, they have the responsibility to govern,” he said. “When you are in the minority you can throw grenades day and night, and that pretty much characterized what has happened these past two years.”

One issue that Connolly says he has concerns about is the discussion about banning earmarks as a step toward balancing the budget. 

In pure budgetary terms, he said, the move is “symbolic” only, because earmarks make up a tiny percentage of the overall federal budget.

“I am not one who believes in the theology of earmarks,” he said. “I don’t think they are either good or bad. They can be abused but they can also be useful.”

He said one of the areas in which earmarks can be useful is in securing funds for transportation infrastructure to help support areas (e.g., Northern Virginia) where substantial increases in government activity impact traffic. 

The influx of new government employees to the area surrounding Fort Belvoir and the Engineer Proving Grounds in southern Fairfax County will continue to strain local roads for the foreseeable future. But the Department of Defense is not expected to fund major improvements to area roads.

“Many Republicans have taken the pledge that there will be no more earmarks,” said Connolly, “and without earmarks it will be very difficult to get any new transportation projects for Northern Virginia.”
