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Lane Closures
The future for the Republican Party lies in doing deals and becoming a party for all 
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Chris Christie was one of his party’s great hopes, the Republican who could reach parts of the electorate that others never could. Larger numbers of black, Hispanic and lower income Americans saw this no-nonsense straight talker as someone who would fight for them, not just for the already privileged. The re-election of Mr Christie in the usually Democratic state of New Jersey last November looked like a harbinger of greater things to come for the large-in-life Governor.
Things do not look so good for the Chairman of the Republican Governors Association today. Last month he had to admit that some of his senior staffers had ordered the closure of lanes that connect the borough of Fort Lee with the George Washington Bridge, which links New Jersey to New York. The closures were used by Mr Christie’s office as part of a vendetta against Fort Lee’s Democratic mayor as terrible traffic jams resulted, with school buses and emergency service vehicles snarled in the congestion. Mr Christie denied being involved but on Friday a key witness claimed the Governor knew all about the lane closures.
As a result, Mr Christie was met with jeers at an event before yesterday’s Super Bowl, the biggest sporting event in the American calendar and which, this year, is taking place in New Jersey. With the next presidential election still nearly three years away, Mr Christie has time to recover but this has been a huge setback for him.
Mr Christie’s troubles come at a time when his party has been enjoying somewhat better times. More sensible elements within the Republican Party have been belatedly reasserting themselves. Republican leaders in Congress are suggesting they are open to a deal on immigration reform so that millions of people living in America illegally can earn their way to citizenship. This effort at bipartisanship follows the modest budget deal between the Republican-controlled House of Representatives and the Democrat-led Senate. The deal provided an encouraging conclusion to an otherwise gridlocked year that will largely be remembered for October’s shutdown.
The American people are crying out for a change of political culture. Asked last week to identify words that best describe the state of America, respondents chose “divided”, “troubled” and “deteriorating”. President Obama’s annual State of the Union speech did little to persuade them that better days lie ahead. Perhaps sensibly he did not make big promises of new reforms. The multiple implementation problems bedevilling his signature healthcare reform are not just undermining faith in his presidency but are also undermining American faith in government action.
Determined to take advantage, some Republicans are launching a determined effort at party modernisation. Like the British Tories, the so-called Grand Old Party is widely viewed as the party of the rich . Senator Marco Rubio has vowed to make anti-poverty programmes a priority. Congressman Paul Ryan has suggested the Republicans should consider copying Iain Duncan Smith’s Universal Credit idea. Other GOP legislators have outlined healthcare measures that will provide proper coverage to poor Americans.
After years in which the Republican Party has shown inadequate interest in new ideas — closing bridges and gridlocking Congress — things might finally be beginning to change. Mr Christie’s loss might yet be his party’s gain. 

