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EDITORS’ NOTE Tom Daschle is a former U.S. 
Senator from South Dakota and former U.S. 
Senate Majority Leader, as well as a member of 
the Democratic Party. He earned a B.A. in polit-
ical science from South Dakota State University 
in 1969 and served in the United States Air Force 
as an intelligence offi cer with the Strategic Air 
Command. He was elected to the United States 
House of Representatives in 1978 and served four 
terms, and in 1986, he was elected to the Senate, 
becoming Minority Leader in 1994. Following 
his defeat in 2004, he took a position as a pol-
icy advisor with the law firm, Alston + Bird 
and also became a senior fellow at the Center 
for American Progress. Daschle is the author of 
Like No Other Time: The 107th Congress and 
the Two Years That Changed America Forever.; 
Critical: What We Can Do About the Health-Care 
Crisis; and his latest book, GETTING IT DONE: 
How Obama and Congress Finally Broke the 
Stalemate to Make Way for Health Care Reform. 
He is currently a Senior Policy Advisor to the 
global law fi rm DLA Piper.

With so many issues the U.S. is facing, is the 
conversation about fi scal responsibility the 
right one? How is the U.S. going to tackle 
this critical issue?

I see indications of increased will, but I still 
see a great deal of ideological screening that 
goes into this discussion, which is unfortunate. 
I hear my Republican friends say that revenue 
has to be off the table – it’s a “non-starter.” 
There are some Democrats who don’t want to 
look at entitlement programs seriously. As long 
as those screens exist, despite the fact that there 
is an increase in evidence of real will, we’re still 
not where we need to be to accomplish what 
we must.

Is the U.S. in danger of losing its posi-
tion as the global leader and is that leader-
ship moving to other countries?

We are already beginning to see that 

happening. We see it in manufacturing, in eco-
nomic terms on many different levels, and es-
pecially in the developing world where China 
is becoming much more prominent. So there 
is a serious threat to our international percep-
tion and the reality that our leadership posi-
tion in the world is eroding as a result of this 
intransigence.

Are you optimistic that the right issues 
were addressed in the health care reform 
bill and that true reform will be created?

We put the initial foundation in place for 
accomplishment in three areas having to do 
with health: insurance reform, meaningful pay-
ment reform, and improved quality-through-
delivery reform – those are promising.

If this were a football fi eld, we’d be on 
the 30-yard-line with 70 yards to go to get to 
the goal line. So we have a long way to go, but 
we’re on the fi eld, and the players and strategy 
are there if we choose to embrace it.

What needs to be done to truly reform the 
K through 12 educational system in the U.S.?

It should actually begin before the K 
through 12 experience. I would go all the way 
back to the pregnancy experience and the chal-
lenges we face in delivering good health for 
women and children.

We have societal issues, pressures, and 
challenges that dramatically complicate our 
challenge in education. Until we begin to ad-
dress the extraordinary obstacles and challenges 
that exist today for pre-K children, we’re never 
going to succeed.

Part of it is that we also don’t reward teach-
ers to the extent that we should and we are still 
stuck in 19th and 20th century mindsets with 
regard to education. Technology and the rapid 
change in the way children see the world have 
to be acknowledged and incorporated if we’re 
going to succeed in education going forward.

Most believe that true economic recov-
ery is going to come from private sector 
growth, but entrepreneurs are concerned 
about the regulatory environment. Is there 
merit to that concern?

There is merit to the concern over bur-
densome regulatory environments. I also think 
there is ample merit to the concern that many 
have with regard to lax regulation. Many prob-
lems have become evident in recent years, es-
pecially in the fi nancial world, as a result of lax 
regulation and, in many respects, questionable 
national policy.

So the trick has always been to find the 
balance between regulatory and policy deci-
sion-making on one hand and the need to spur 
innovation and entrepreneurship on the other. 
Sometimes we get that balance right; oftentimes, 
we don’t. However, it’s a journey, not a destina-
tion, and that journey will continue to be part of 
our economic environment in perpetuity.

Some suggest fi nancial reform didn’t ad-
dress much of what went on with Wall Street. 
Did it address the systemic problems?

Did we accomplish all we needed to? 
Hardly. But much like health care, we put new 
mechanisms in place that created the foundation.

Whether or not we’re successful as we go for-
ward depends on the enforcement and implemen-
tation of this new legislative framework, as well as 
the constant oversight and evaluation of its effects.

We will never have completed our job here, in 
part because the world continues to change,and 
in part because we know that while you strive 
for perfection, you always fall far short in the 
legislative and policy process.

You were known as someone who 
could reach across the aisle and bring peo-
ple together. How challenging is that?

There is more effort and progress beneath 
the surface than most people realize.

Unfortunately, I don’t think that the politi-
cal climate is such that we see enough encour-
agement of it. The more we can encourage it and 
the more we can create occasions to make it an 
even more conducive experience to further de-
velopment of common ground, the better off this 
country will be.

It’s always going to be healthy to have a 
good, vigorous political debate and process, but 
it’s also just as healthy and important to allow 
that process to ultimately bring about consensus 
and common ground, and that has been far too 
limited in reality in recent years.

How optimistic are you that the U.S. 
will retain its leadership position?

We have three qualities in great reserve: 
we’re resilient; we’re probably the most innova-
tive of any society today, and I’m confi dent that 
innovative spirit will continue in so many ways 
as this country’s future plays itself out. And 
throughout history, we have shown in the pri-
vate and public sectors that we’ve had remark-
able leadership at the times when we’ve needed 
it the most. I think we’re going to continue to 
be capable of demonstrating that leadership and 
that is what makes me optimistic.•
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