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WASHINGTON -- Republican leaders, scrambling to help GOP House members under fire for voting to block new workplace-safety rules, urged a group of business lobbyists last week to run up to $1 million in ads defending the lawmakers. 

At a hastily arranged meeting, lobbyists for several industries involved in the fight over proposed Occupational Safety and Health Administration work standards to prevent repetitive-motion injuries were given a list of 13 House Republicans being blasted by the AFL-CIO for opposing the rules. A top GOP leadership aide implored the lobbyists to quickly arrange and broadcast independent television and radio ads in the lawmakers' districts to counter the union attack and help keep the House in Republican control, participants say. 

The meeting produced no commitments, however, and what advertising the groups do conduct will probably come later in the fall and cover different issues, lobbyists said. 

The meeting highlights what Republican leaders say is a question that mystifies them at this point in the fall campaign: why aren't business groups more active in independent efforts to help GOP lawmakers who help them? 

Business interests have contributed millions in direct campaign aid and unregulated "soft-money" donations for Republicans. But save for the drug industry, they "have been slow" to respond on their own to attack ads being mounted against GOP candidates by the AFL-CIO and other pro-Democrat groups, says Rep. Roy Blunt (R., Mo.), a deputy House GOP whip. 

In the end, campaign analysts believe both parties will be able to spend record sums on advertising. AFL-CIO political director Steve Rosenthal says "the bottom line is that the amount of money that unions spend on politics is a spit in the ocean compared to business." 

But right now, many Republicans sound panicked. Reps. Anne Northop (R., Ky.) and Robyn Hayes (R., S.C.), pleading for help, have told GOP leaders that internal polls show their support slipping after the labor federation started airing spots criticizing their voting records. 

"Labor was up [with ads] early in many of the races with vulnerable incumbents," said Amy Walter who follows House races for the Cook Political Report, a political newsletter. That early spending set off "the equivalent of an arms race," she said. 

The drug industry, through an umbrella group called Citizens for Better Medicare, has spent $38 million this election, more than any outside group. The ads tend to favor Republicans, but political observers say they are not nearly as effective or intense as those financed by the AFL-CIO and other pro-Democrat organizations. 

The ergonomics ads feature a blue-collar worker afflicted by repetitive-stress disorders, and urge voters to call their local GOP congressman because their "politics causes pain." 

Republicans want their business allies to start spending more money on television ads and do it now. 

At last week's meeting, Republicans summoned lobbyists who represent food distributors, wholesalers, trucking and other industries to jump-start a pro-business campaign, with an initial emphasis on ergonomics. A similar message was sent to the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and other groups, according to a top GOP leader. The lobbyists, however, appeared unconvinced. 

"There's no chance we will raise that much money, if any," says a lobbyist familiar with the meeting. "We don't like the [GOP's] tactics, and most businesses don't like spending that kind of money this early." 

This type of response, Republicans say, has allowed the AFL-CIO to dominate the air war early, and endanger several pro-business lawmakers whose races have tightened considerably in recent weeks. 

Democrats have expanded their focus -- once confined to about 20 House races -- in the effort to erase the GOP's seven-seat majority. To do this, the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee and the AFL-CIO have inundated Republican-leaning districts with television ads since early August. The AFL-CIO also targeted more than 60 races. 

Mrs. Northup, for example, is a pro-business conservative from Louisville, Ky., who won election two years ago with 51% of the vote and in 1996 with 50%. Her swing district in Kentucky, a battleground in the presidential race, is considered prime ground for Democrats to knock off an incumbent. 

During the past month and half, she has been hit by ads financed by five outside groups: the AFL-CIO; the Sierra Club; the League of Conservation Voters; Campaign for a Progressive Future, which advocates gun control; and, most recently, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. During the second week of September alone, the Democratic party, labor and other sympathetic groups spent $167,800 on issue ads running in her district. 

Outside of the Republican Party, only Citizens for Better Medicare came to Mrs. Northup's rescue, spending $99,623 in issue ads. The lack of outside help forced her to tap her own campaign war chest much earlier than she had wished. 

Help could be on its way for Republicans. The Health Benefits Coalition, representing insurance companies and health maintenance organizations, has vowed to defend several GOP lawmakers on the prescription-drug issue. The Business Roundtable plans to spend millions of dollars on ads defending pro-trade lawmakers, particularly Republicans, starting in a few weeks. The Chamber of Commerce will spend $5 million on the elections, some of it on ads. But, unlike labor, the Chamber of Commerce and the Business Roundtable plan to help Democrats, too. 
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