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At Center of Health Debate, Two Marks,
Two Groups, and One Divided State

North Carolinians Mark Meadows and Mark Walker—and the conservative groups they run—have approached

Obamacare repeal with opposing strategies.
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R ep. Mark Walk er was chat ting with a single re port er near the

House cham ber Monday even ing when Rep. Mark Mead ows

blew past like the eye in a hur ricane of journ al ists, with ques tions fly ing

and re cord er-clutch ing arms flut ter ing in his face.

Days earli er, Walk er was get ting the same treat ment, the highest-pro file

peri od of his young ca reer capped by the highest-pro file event for a

mem ber of Con gress: A sit-down press con fer ence with the pres id ent of

the United States.

That was, of course, be fore he an nounced he would vote for the Amer ic -

an Health Care Act, the House Re pub lic ans’ al tern at ive to Obama care.

Now he was talk ing to a single re port er out side the con gress wo men’s re -

stroom.

AP Photo/Susan Walsh
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“I got bumped from two [TV] shows over the week end. That’s what hap -

pens when you get to a ‘yes,’” Walk er lamen ted with his eyes on his col -

league, be fore quickly catch ing him self. “But this isn’t about at ten tion.

This is about the cause.”

As their pro files rise in the de bate over the health bill, the man euvers of

the “Two Marks,” as some col leagues have taken to call ing them, have

be come a mat ter of in trigue among fel low Con gress mem bers and the

press. The same can be said back home in North Car o lina, where both

are thought to be con tenders to re place Sen. Richard Burr when his term

runs out in 2022.

“You can make the ar gu ment it ap pears that both of them are mov ing to

try ing to po s i tion them selves to be in a bet ter po s i tion for a statewide

primary,” said Paul Shu maker, a Re pub lic an strategist in the Tar Heel

State.

“I have zero in terest in run ning for the Sen ate,” Mead ows said, though

he con ceded he would have a nat ur al base of sup port, since act iv ists

tried to draft him to primary Burr last year.

Walk er was less as sert ive: “I’m not rul ing it out,” the former Baptist min -

is ter said, not ing he has pastored in the pop u la tion cen ters of Char lotte,

Win ston-Salem, and Greens boro, so he could draw on that Chris ti an

sup port if he de cides to run.

How the two men po s i tion them selves lead ing up to what could be one of

the most con sequen tial votes of their ca reers is a fas cin at ing win dow in to

Re pub lic an polit ics and poli cy mak ing: Would voters re spect a mem ber

who takes a prin cipled stand even if that stand is against Pres id ent

Trump? Or would voters who elec ted the au thor of The Art of  the Deal

re spect a deal-maker who votes for an im per fect bill after ne go ti at ing

changes?

A first name and home state are not the only things the men share. They

are both crush ingly nice South ern Chris ti ans with warm smiles. They

both ran as Wash ing ton out siders, won crowded primar ies, and share

sim il ar vot ing pat terns. And not ably, they both chair in flu en tial con ser -

vat ive groups—Walk er the Re pub lic an Study Com mit tee and Mead ows

the House Free dom Caucus—two groups dis tin guish able by how far to

the right they want to go and how hard they are will ing to push their

lead ers to get there.

So any point of de par ture between the two would be not able for the pur -

poses of a Sen ate primary, and as things stood Tues day af ter noon, the

Two Marks were on op pos ite ends of the health care de bate—and of the

pres id ent.



4/28/2017 At Center of Health Debate, Two Marks, Two Groups, and One Divided State

https://www.nationaljournal.com/s/649555/at-center-health-debate-two-marks-two-groups-one-divided-state?mref=search-result 3/4

That was nev er more ap par ent than on Tues day morn ing when Trump,

vis it ing Cap it ol Hill to at tend a weekly meet ing of House Re pub lic ans,

gave a shout-out to Walk er for ne go ti at ing changes to the health care bill

and then, when he got what he asked for, sup port ing it.

Then Trump turned his at ten tion to Mead ows, who has been lead ing the

Free dom Caucus in last-ditch op pos i tion to the bill, which will be called

to a vote Thursday. Mead ows and his group are hold ing out for the bill to

in clude a re peal of Obama care’s es sen tial health be ne fits, a pro vi sion

that House GOP lead ers main tain they can not in clude be cause it would

run afoul of Sen ate rules.

“I’m com ing after you,” Trump joked to ward Mead ows, ac cord ing to

sources in the room. “But I’m not go ing to have to. … I know you’re go ing

to get there be cause you told me you’re not go ing to hurt me.”

GOP lead ers privately think they can use Trump to draw Mead ows to

vote for the bill, ac cord ing to lead er ship sources. If he can get to a “yes,”

per haps he too can se cure the prized sit-down press con fer ence with the

pres id ent. After all, who would want to have the pres id ent against him in

a mem ber-on-mem ber Sen ate primary—as sum ing Trump is still pres id -

ent after 2020?

Yet as of Tues day af ter noon, Mead ows was main tain ing his op pos i tion,

des pite trav el ing to Mar-a-Lago over the week end and the White House

dur ing the week for ne go ti ations.

“I’ve nev er made cal cu la tions based on how I would gain or lose polit ic -

ally. I think that’s the prob lem with Wash ing ton, D.C.,” Mead ows in -

sisted. “We may very well take votes that make you un elect able in fu ture

elec tions, wheth er it be for Sen ate or your next con gres sion al race.”

The Two Marks’ dif fer ent ne go ti at ing strategies have been no ticed by

their col leagues.

“Mark Walk er was much more ef fect ive in get ting what he wanted be -

cause he laid out very clearly, ‘These are the things I need to get my sup -

port and the sup port of my caucus,’ and ne go ti ated in good faith,” said

Rep. Richard Hud son, a North Car olini an and a mem ber of the GOP

whip team.

To Mead ows, he as signed more selfish motives.

“If he ad mit ted ne go ti ations are over, you wouldn’t put him on cam era

any more,” Hud son said. “It seems like the Free dom Caucus, in ne go ti at -

ing, they keep mov ing the goal posts.”

That view is hardly un an im ous. Rep. Wal ter Jones, an oth er North Car o -

lina Re pub lic an, said that Walk er’s ac tions show a lack of cour age.
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“He goes to the White House and Mr. Trump says, ‘Look at my hair,’ and

they look at his hair and change their vote? That’s pretty weak,” Jones

said. “I like Mark Walk er but I don’t be lieve he has the strength that

Mark Mead ows has, to fight for what you think is right.”

For his part, Walk er said he con duc ted the ne go ti ations with no thought

giv en to elect or al polit ics. He said he tried to do what he thought was

right, es pe cially be cause no mat ter which way he votes he could open

him self up to polit ic al at tacks.

He said that after Trump and con gres sion al lead ers agreed to amend the

bill’s Medi caid pro vi sions to give states the op tion of in sti tut ing work re -

quire ments and block grants, he had little cause to keep hold ing out.

“We put a mark er down that we would not vote for the first draft un til it

was im proved,” he said. “Be cause of the im prove ments, as a man of my

word—and hope fully lead ing from a states man ship qual ity, not just

some body who’s look ing for the at ten tion—that’s enough that we were

able to get there.”
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"Even if House Republicans manage
to get enough members of their
party on board with the latest
version of their health care bill, they
will face another battle in the
Senate: whether the bill complies
with the chamber’s arcane ... Byrd
rule, which stipulates all provisions
in a reconciliation bill must affect
federal spending and revenues in a
way that is not merely incidental."
Democrats should have the
advantage in that fight, "unless the
Senate pulls another 'nuclear
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