‘'m trying to change the leadership ...

Leon Billings’ lonely quest

Liberal delegate
wants to oust
conservative
House speaker

by Josh Kurtx
Staff Writer , -
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Del. Leon G. Billings is raising
the stakes in his crusade to show
that the leadership in the House of
Delegates is far to the right of the
Democratic rank-and-file. And he is
hoping enough of his fellow
Democrats get the message and
consider overthrowing Speaker of
the House Casper R. Taylor Jr.

In a “Dear Colleague” letter sent
to select legislators last week, Bil-
lings (D-Dist. 18) of Kensington
released a chart showing all 141 del-
egates’ votes on 19 key bills during
the 1998 legislative session. He then
graded each member, based on how
often they voted the “right way” —
in the liberal Billings’ view.

The Billiugs wst includes vores
on abortion funding, environmental
initiatives, En%lish-only legislation,
government funding for private
schools, subsidies for the horse rac-
ing industry and anti-tobacco mea-
surcs.

“You may find it helpful o have
this record for your own purposes,”
Billings wrote his colleagues. “You
may want to share it with Democ-
rats who are challenging Republi-
cans. Or you may simply want to
consign it to the round file.”

Billings is not shy about his
intentions, however. His chief rea-
son for compiling the list is to show
how frequently House leaders —
from Taylor on down — vote
against the wishes of the majority of
House Democrats.

“I'm trying to change the leader-
ship ... to get a Democrat elected as
speaker,” he said.

Nowhere in the letter or in the
accompanying report does Billings
tell his colleagues that Taylor and
his lieutenants must go.

“It’s sort of early,” he said. “The
key is to see whether or not a signif-
icant bioc of Demacrats in the
House want to make a change [after

the November elections).”

But Billings is hoping his analy-
sis has some “shock value” and
gets some members thinking,

House Majority Leader John A.
Hurson (D-Dist. 18) of Chevy
Chase, a friend of Billings and a
close adviser of Taylor, called the
Billings list “interesting,” but said
Billings is paying too much aten-
tion to Taylor’s personal politics.

“The thing you have to
remember is that leadership is not
one person,” Hurson said. “The
Democratic leadership in the
House has tried to balance the lib-
eral and conservative wings in the

a .”

The 14-member leadership
team under Taylor, (D-Dist. 1) of
Cumberland, includes the majority
leader, the speaker pro tem, the
majority whip, the parliamentarian,
the six committee chairmen and
chairmen of influential joint com-
mittees.

Collectively, the 100 House
Democrats scored 66.9 percent —
meaning they voted with Billings
66.9 percent of the ume. But the 14
House leaders had a 52.4 percent
score. That’s precisely the score of
the full House, which includes the
votes of 41 Republicans.

Billings’ scores of the leadership
ranged from Environmental Affairs

Committee Chairman Ronald A..

Guns (D-Dist. 36) of Elkton (6) to

Parliamentarian Pauline H. Menes
(D-Dist. 21) of College Park (95).
Taylor’s score was 37. Hurson’s
was 89.

John F. Wood Jr. (D-Dist. 29A)
of Mechanicsville, the acting
chairman of the Commerce and
Government Matters Committee,
scored a 17. Majority Whip
George W. Owings II1 (D-Dist.
27B) of Chesapeake Beach scored
a 24. Speaker Pro Tem Thomas
E. Dewberry (D-Dist. 47B) of
Catonsville scored a 25.

Republicans voted the Billings
way 17.2 percent of the time. Don
B. Hughes (R-Dist. 37A) of Salis-
bury scored the highest, with a 4.
Mathew J. Mossburg (R-Dist. 39)
of Laytonsville and David R.
Brinkley (R-Dist. 4A) of New Mar-
ket, ran up zcros.

Collectively, the Montgomery
County delegation scored a 66.
County Democrats scored a 85.5,
and county Republicans scored a
19.5.

“This is an interesting way of
looking at things, but it’s just one
way of looking at things,” Hurson
said. “This is a listing of Leon’s
votes. This is a listing of Leon’s
issues. If you had a listing of
George Owings’ issues, it would
look a lot different.” .

But Minority Leader Robert H.
Kittleman (R-Dist. 14B) of West
Friendship said he has also com-

iled a list of House votes for

cpublican challengers  and
incumbents to use, and it’s similar
to Billings’. Only the conclusions,
be said, are different.

“] think it more likely would
help Republicans,” Kittieman said
of the Billings list.

And Mossburg is delighted that
he failed Billings’ test.

“It’s a badge of honor,” Moss-
burg said. “He’s scored zero on my
list, t0o.” .

Still, the broader question is
whether Billings will actually be
able to use the votes to mount a
challenge against Taylor and his
leadership team. A maverick since
he entered the House in 1991, Bil-
lings spent a good part of this leg-
islative session writing poison pen
notes about what he perceived to
be the conservative tendencies of
the leadership.

He was not alone. In the final
days of the session, James W. Hub-
bard (D-Dist. 23) of Bowie, anoth-
er liberal renegade who has
endorsed Gov. Parris N. Glenden-
ing for re-election, fumed that
Taylor and his lieutenants were
conspiring to make Glendening
look bad. He, too, talked openly of
trying to find someone to challenge
Taylor for the speakership before
the 1999 session begins.

In the House, a cadre of about
20 liberal Democrats frequently
oppose the leadership on econom-
ic matters — tax cuts, social spend-
ing and so forth. But some are more
independent than others, and they
all know the score: Too much
independence can lead w bad
committee assignments and killed
bills.



et

“You never knowSwhen the
leadership controls the positions of
40 or 50 members, whether the dis-
affected will go along,” Billings
admitted.

Adrienne A. Mandel (D-Dist.
19) of Silver Spring, who got a per-
fect score on Billings’ list, said she
had few complaints about House
leaders.

“It has always been my experi-
ence that they are willing to listen
w different points of view,” she
said. “I have never encountered a
brick wall.”

But Mandel said she hoped
leadership would become “more
inclusive” next year — and partic-
ularly by welcoming more Mont-
gomery County lawmakers into
the fold.

Hurson said Taylor and his
team aren’t worried about Billings’
voting list.

“Is it a convincing case for
changes in leadership?” Hurson
asked. “I don’t think so.”

As for Billings, be isn’t suggest-
ing that he would be a good candi-
date for speaker, but he isn’t wor-
ried about reprisals should he
become involved in a coup attempt
that fails. He already sits farther
away from Taylor than anyone else
in the House chamber — in a seat,
Billings likes to point out, that was
occupted by Taylor himself before
he became speaker in 1994,

“If Cas could move Leon even
further back in the chamber — like-
maybe behind the wall - he
would,” one colleague mused.
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