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Just two years into his presidency, Bill Clinton lost control of the legislative agenda. His signature health care overhaul plan was   in tatters, and jubilant Republicans had taken control of both chambers of Congress for the first time in 40 years. In the House,  conservative firebrand Newt Gingrich, R-Ga., [1979-99] set out to overturn decades of Democratic Great Society programs. 

But by the end of 1995, Clinton had turned the tables, regaining the initiative and blaming  Republicans for that year's budget-related shutdown of the federal government. Finding himself on the defensive, he had discovered new uses for an old weapon: the presidential veto. 

Though Republicans retained control of Congress for the next five years, Clinton never again lost  his power to shape the legislative agenda. Together with his highly successful use of the bully pulpit, Clinton made vetoes and veto threats a powerful tool not only to ward off assaults on his agenda but to expand his priority programs. 

A prime example was Clinton's drive to hire 100,000 teachers to reduce class size. Though Republicans never agreed to authorize the initiative, Clinton used veto threats to win $4.1 billion for the program over three years. 

George C. Edwards, a professor of political science at Texas A&M University, calls Clinton's use of the veto "nearly unprecedented." Presidents typically veto bills to prevent something they dislike from happening -- the creation of new domestic programs or entitlements, for example. 

Clinton's most successful use of his veto power was not to block Republicans -- although he did halt most of their efforts to cuts taxes and shrink domestic programs -- but to get increased spending for his domestic priorities. 

Though many of the gains were incremental, Edwards, who also directs the Center for Presidential Studies at the George Bush School of Government, says they added up and allowed Clinton to  increase funding for important parts of his agenda such as education, children's insurance and child care, despite the Republicans' control of Congress. 

During his first two years in office, while Democrats ran Capitol Hill, Clinton did not veto a single bill. Robert J. Spitzer, a political science professor at the State University of New York at Cortland, says it was the longest stretch without a veto since 1850, when Millard Fillmore was president. 

The turning point was the 1995-96 government shutdown. Republican "revolutionaries" led by Gingrich refused to back down  on a host of social policy objectives, from killing Clinton's cops-on-the beat program to dramatically shrinking the role of the  EPA. Rather than drop policy riders they had added to annual appropriations bills, they dared Clinton to veto the legislation and shut the government down. They gambled that Clinton would back down, or, barring that, take the blame from an angry public. Either way, they expected to win. 

But Clinton dug in, the government experienced two partial shutdowns, and exhausted Republicans finally backed down, only to suffer losses in the 1996 elections that were widely attributed to their handling of the crisis. 

Appropriating by Veto 

The experience haunted Republicans through the rest of Clinton's presidency. Year after year they pushed conservative priorities in the annual appropriations process, only to give in at the 11th hour, willing to do virtually anything to avoid blame for another government shutdown. 

The mere threat of a veto -- usually in the form of a Statement of Administration Policy, or SAP, issued by the Office of Management and Budget and detailing White House objections -- was often enough to win crucial changes in spending bills. 

What characterizes Clinton's veto record is not the number -- he vetoed 37 bills, an average of just 4.6 per year, less than any  president since Warren G. Harding -- but his use of them as a negotiating tool. 

Last year, for example, Clinton vetoed two fiscal 2001 appropriations bills -- energy and water and a combined bill covering the  Treasury Department-Postal Service and the legislative branch. The threat of a veto stopped Congress from shipping a cleared Commerce-Justice-State bill to the White House. 

When the dust finally settled, Republicans, who had tried to slash Clinton's fiscal 2001 budget, had agreed to add an extra $10 billion to the president's original request. The Department of Education, targeted for elimination by Republicans in the 104th Congress, got the biggest spending increase since its creation in 1979. 

Though the energy and water veto -- provoked by an environmental rider that Clinton had promised to veto -- was overridden in the House, the Senate did not bother to try. Instead, senators dropped the provision and folded the rest of the bill into another moving appropriations measure. 

In 1999, Clinton vetoed four appropriations bills and threatened to veto one other. In the end he won more than $5 billion in year-end add-ons included in the fiscal 2000 omnibus spending bill. 

In 1998, Republicans agreed to a budget-busting $500 billion year-end appropriations package for fiscal 1999. Though it included substantial increases for GOP priorities, Clinton won major victories despite being weakened by scandal and impeachment hearings. The bill provided $3 billion more for Labor, Health and Human Services, and Education (Labor-HHS) than Clinton originally had requested. Clinton got the full $18 billion he had requested for the International Monetary Fund, as well as a $1.2 billion down payment on his plan to hire 100,000 teachers. 

Clinton's use of the veto and his success in dictating fiscal and legislative policy infuriated Republicans. "When the president gets to the point that he can either accept or veto a bill, he becomes as powerful -- understand this -- he becomes as powerful as two-thirds of us, because if he does not agree with something that we have done, it takes two-thirds of us to override that veto," House Appropriations Committee Chairman C.W. "Bill" Young, R-Fla., said on the floor last fall. 

Addressing Clinton's demand that targeted immigration relief be added to the fiscal 2001 Commerce-Justice-State bill, Sen. Phil Gramm, R-Texas, asked rhetorically on the floor whether "the president has not started to believe he is king, that somehow he can say to us, 'if you don't pass a law legalizing illegal activities in America, I will shut down the FBI and the Justice Department.' " 

But Republicans were never able to agree on an effective response, with some arguing they would win more by negotiating a bill Clinton would sign, and others opting to hold out until the end in hopes of avoiding rolling concessions. 

During negotiations on the fiscal 2001 Labor-HHS bill, Arlen Specter, R-Pa., chairman of the Senate Labor- HHS Appropriations Subcommittee, complained on the Senate floor about Clinton's tactics. He characterized the period since the government shutdown as "a dictatorial system of the president saying what is acceptable, and the Congress being held hostage in effect, concerned about being blamed for shutting down the government." 

Despite bipartisan work on his own bill, Specter said, the measure had not been presented to Clinton "because of the efforts on negotiations with the White House to try to get a bill which the president could sign." 

'Two Pieces' of a Presidency 

Spitzer, author of a book on the veto, sees the pivotal events of 1995-96 as the demarcation line between the "two pieces" of  the Clinton presidency. 

Clinton had vetoed three bills already in 1995, including the legislative branch bill, when a showdown came on a stopgap spending measure needed to keep the government running while negotiations continued on nine of the 13 regular fiscal 1996 spending bills. 

Clinton objected particularly to a GOP provision that would have blocked a scheduled reduction in premiums for Medicare's optional Part B program for outpatient care. The bill also would have cut funding to 60 percent of fiscal 1995 levels, thereby targeting Clinton priorities such as the National Service program (AmeriCorps) and educational initiatives. 

As promised, Clinton vetoed the bill, along with a separate, short-term measure to extend the Treasury Department's borrowing  authority. On Nov. 14 much of the federal government shut down. Polls that week indicated that two-thirds of Americans blamed the Republicans. Clinton went on to veto the GOP reconciliation bill and three more appropriations bills, before the Republicans conceded in 1996. 

Whereas Clinton "could not rally the public behind his proposals" in his first two years of office, Edwards says, he succeeded in the court of public opinion, "assigning culpability" to the Republicans. Clinton was actually more successful "in a defensive  posture," says Edwards. 

Early Presidents' Vetoes Rare 

The veto has rarely been used in this way. In the early years of the republic, presidents vetoed bills infrequently, usually to block legislation they believed was unconstitutional. Between 1789 and 1828, only 10 bills were vetoed; not a single veto was overridden. 

In the 19th century, the veto was used mainly by presidents who saw themselves as bulwarks against congressional supremacy or who faced active opposition from their own parties. Andrew Jackson, who saw himself as a man of the people standing against the establishment-controlled legislature, was the first to actively use the veto as a tool to attack Congress. 

A number of modern presidents have used their veto power with relative frequency, primarily to block the expenditure of money, to reject forays into foreign policy and other areas of executive authority, or to block social policy legislation. 

Spitzer notes that frequent use of the veto can be viewed as a sign of weakness if it is not "counterbalanced with the president asserting his own program." President George [H.W.] Bush vetoed 44 bills, an average of 11 per year, (not counting two pocket vetoes  that were never recognized by Congress) to thwart Democratic domestic initiatives. It was purely a negative tool, Spitzer says. By contrast, he says, Clinton appeared to use the veto to fight for his agenda. 

Gerald R. Ford relied on the veto more frequently than any other president in the past 40 years, vetoing 66 bills, or 22 per year, in his short presidency (August 1974-January 1977). Ford's vetoes are regarded as a sign of his weakness. His lack of an electoral mandate and the cloud that surrounded his presidency after he pardoned Richard Nixon handicapped him from promoting a legislative agenda of his own. With Democrats, empowered by the scandals that had plagued the Nixon administration, pushing an agenda he opposed, he had little alternative. 

Strong presidents also have used the veto pen, but they, too, were mainly trying to stop legislation they opposed. Franklin D. Roosevelt was the first president to veto major tax legislation and used the threat of the veto to control the legislative agenda. He  vetoed an average of 49 bills per year, but most were private relief bills for individuals. He has been quoted as encouraging his staff to "send me a bill I can veto." 

Ronald Reagan vetoed 78 bills, including six spending bills in his two terms. In 1982, he vetoed three separate supplemental appropriations bills. 

Though vetoes have occurred most often under divided government, that has not necessarily resulted in veto overrides, which  require a two-thirds majority in both chambers. 

Bush, who faced a Democratic Congress, had only one veto out of 44 overridden. Clinton, who faced a majority of Republicans in both chambers from 1995 on, was overridden only twice. Historically, overrides have been infrequent -- only 106  of 2,561 vetoes issued between 1789 and 2000 were overridden. 

Line-Item Veto 

Clinton's presidency also marked the beginning and the end of the so-called line-item veto. Long sought by presidents, the line-item veto -- actually an enhanced rescission power over tax and spending bills -- was enacted in 1996 (PL 104-130) and took effect in 1997. Clinton used the line-item veto to delete items in 11 bills. 

Though Congress had enthusiastically passed the bill, members objected when Clinton began using it, leading to one of the two veto overrides of his presidency. 

In 1998, the Supreme Court struck down the Line Item Veto Act, ruling that it was unconstitutional because it allowed the president to rewrite bills he had already signed. 

