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Trial lawyer, lobbyist try to glimpse future
Attorney pleased with my warm living room” in Ar-  nors. Trial lawyers contributed

Obama while other
worries about business

By DAVE MICHAELS
Washington Bureau
dmichaels@dallasnews.com

WASHINGTON — Les
Weisbrod is primed to play of-
fense. And Bill Archer is ready
to go on the defense.

The two Texans, both big
players in Washington, were
among the hundreds of thou-
sands who closely watched Ba-
rack Obama’s inauguration on
Tuesday. Their own interests il-
lustrate the skein of industries
and interest groups that are
likely to either flourish or wane
under Democratic control of
Congress and the White
House.

For Weisbrod, a Dallas trial
lawyer and president of the
American Association of Jus-
tice, the moment symbolized a
political life come full circle.
Having grown up in North
Dallas at a time when Demo-
crats dominated Texas, he later
watched his party wilt — and
the influence of trial lawyers
wane — as a Texas president
championed tort reform.

“It’s like going from perse-
cution to fair play,” said Weis-
brod.

Archer, originally from
Houston, retired from the U.S.
House as chairman of the pow-
erful tax-writing Ways and
Means Committee in 2001
Since then, he’s flourished as a

. lobbyist representing the tax
interests of oil companies, in-
surance firms and airlines.

“There is a real fear within
the business community right
now that the whole environ-
ment is going to require tre-
mendous additional revenues,”
Archer said. “And the business
community is going to be very
vulnerable for those tax in-
creases.”

While both men watched
Tuesday's events with interest,
neither said they read too
much into Obama’s speech.
Nor were they very impressed.

Weisbrod called it “very
bland” but added he was
amazed by the more than 1 mil-
lion people who flooded the
National Mall, which Archer
avoided.

The Republican watched,
he said, “from the comfort of

lington, Va.

“I was not elevated emo-
tionally by it, as T have beentoa
much greater degree by other
speeches he’s given,” Archer
said. “Maybe it was just me, but
I thought he just strung togeth--
er a lot of things that included|
nothing new.”

Weisbrod, 55, made a week:
of it, spending Sunday evening
atareception for House Speak-
er Nancy Pelosi and Monday at
an exclusive concert staged by
the Democratic Congressional
Campaign Committee,

Change was already in the
air. On Sunday, Pelosi told him
that Democrats in Congress
plan to press Obama to over-
turn Bush-administration ru-
lemaking that limited consum-
ers’ abilities to sue drug
companies, he said. The mea-
sure has been a priority for
Weisbrod’s AAJ, which issued
a report in 2007 that was criti-
cal of the FDA’s advocacy for
limiting such lawsuits.

“They [the Bush adminis-
tration] have basically sacri-
ficed consumers for big phar-
ma, big insurance, big
corporations,” said Weisbrod,
who will serve as president of
the group through July 2009.

Archer said he’s not opti-
mistic that Obama’s adminis-
tration will prove beneficial to
workers and businesses who
are struggling through the re-
cession. The new president’s
first major policy challenge, an
$825 billion economic stimu-
lus package, is unlikely to have
“any measurable impact” on
the economy, he argued.

“The only way that you can
seem to be doing something is
to do something like the stimu-
lus package,” he said.

Weisbrod's interests are dif-
ferent. Trial lawyers want Con-
gress to overturn a recent Su-
preme Court decision that
shielded medical-device man-
ufacturers from state lawsuits,

Obama hasn’t always pre-
sented himself as an ally of trial
lawyers. During the campaign,
he promoted one of his votes
against legislation to limit non-
economic damages in medical-
malpractice lawsuits.

Attorneys donated $42.3
million to Obama during the
2008 election cycle, although
there were no trial-lawyer
firms among his 10 largest do-

heavily to Vice President Joe
Biden's primary campaign.
Four of his 10 largest contribu-
tors were plaintiffs’ attorneys
firms, according to the Center
for Responsive Politics.

“He’s voted against us on
some of our issues, but he is fair
and reasonable and willing to
listen,” Weisbrod said. “Versus
cight years of lawyer bashing
where it was bad to be a lawyer
and everything evil was blamed
on lawyers.

“That-is a huge difference
for lawyers. We think that is re-
ally good.”



