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The mortgage crisis affects not just underwater homeowners but neighborhood property values, says Rep. Elijah Cummings.

The Homeowner Crusader

By JoserH WILLIAMS

For President Barack Obama, fixing
the collapsed housing market may be
a part of political calculus, a key fac-
tor in winning a second term. For Rep.
Elijah Cummings (D-Md.), the fight to
keep people in their homes and out of
foreclosure is a personal mission.

“I feel it just sitting here and talking
to you — it's emotion,” Cummings told
POLITICO in an interview last week.

“When I walk out of my door every
morning, five of 15 homes on the other
side of the street are in foreclosure. ... |
see the devastation it brings on people
every day.”

And it's pain he knows first-hand. In
1997, just after Baltimore voters swept
him into Congress, Cummings fell six
months behind on his mortgage pay-
ments. Unless he came up with nearly
$6,000 — and fast — the bank would
take his home and kick him to the street.

Cummings made his payments and
kept his home, and 14 years later, he was
reluctant to talk with POLITICO about
his brush with foreclosure. Yet, it’s clear
the experience fuels his drive as rank-
ing member of the House Oversight and
Government Reform Committee to pre-
vent others from experiencing the same
fate, or worse — even if it means criti-
cizing Obama, who, Cummings says,

See CUMMINGS on Page 10

Warren Supports 99 Percent
But Fits Handily in 1 Percent

Massachusetts Democrat
targets Republican Brown

By Scort WonG

Elizabeth Warren may have embraced
the Occupy Wall Street movement and the
“99 percent” crowd, but public records re-
veal the liberal firebrand belongs to the
wealthiest 1 percent of Americans.

Her financial well-being will likely hand
conservatives a new line of attack against
the consumer advocate and Democratic
Senate hopeful in Massachusetts who has

fired up the left and was labeled by one
columnist as “the first candidate of the Oc-
cupy Wall Street movement.”

‘I don't begrudge her own personal
wealth. I begrudge her hypocrisy of try-
ing to play the demagogue against those
who have achieved and who have created
wealth,” said Rick Manning of the conser-
vative group Americans for Limited Gov-
ernment.

Added National Republican Senato-
rial Committee spokesman Brian Walsh:
“Her poll-tested campaign rhetoric simply

See WARREN on Page 13
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GOP Members
Slow to Back
In Early States

Presidential race remains fluid
ahead of the first 2012 contests

By Jake SHERMAN AND MaNU RaJu

South Carolina Sen. Jim DeMint embodies the
feeling of many Republican lawmakers from early-
primary states.

He'’s looking at the GOP presidential field and
thinking about sitting it out.

“It’s increasingly unlikely I'm going to endorse,
but I want to ... think it through,” he told POLITICO.
“I'm coming to the conclusion I could be more help-
ful focused on the Senate Conservatives Fund and
not getting over-involved in a presidential race.”

See EARLY STATES on Page 16

Upton Takes It
From All Sides
In Debt Debate

By ALEX ISENSTADT

The ferocious yearlong debate over the nation’s
fiscal woes has put Rep. Fred Upton in the political
crosshairs, with attacks coming
from all sides.

Liberals castigate the Michigan
Republican as a tool of corporate
interests hellbent on eliminating
entitlements while protecting the
rich from tax increases. Conserva-
tives torch him as a closet liberal
wmywestcorT—  who isn't on board with the GOP's

POLITICO  gingle-minded push to slash fed-
eral spending.

Rep. Fred Upton

See UPTON on Page 15

Ex-Pelosi Aide’s
Turnabout Work

By Mart DoBias

Even by the revolving-door standards of Washing-
ton, this one has heads spinning: The Democratic
staffer who was Nancy Pelosi’'s messaging guru
during the health care debate is now working for a
group led by the law’s most powerful opponents.

Brendan Daly left his job as Pelosi’s communi-
cations director in December and took a job as

See DALY on Page 12
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Cummings Takes Aggressive Look at Mortgage Lenders

From CUMMINGS on Page 1

hasn't attacked the problem with a
sense of urgency.

“Alot of times, [critics] will look
at me and say, ‘Well, here’s a guy
who supported PreSIdent Obama,
and he’s African-American and
President Obama is African-
American,” Cummings said. But
his first responsibility, he said, “is
to make sure the administration
is doing its job well” and hold it to
a high standard and “make sure
that our committee conducts its
work in a very fair way so we have
the utmost credibility.”

But others in the House share
some of the blame, he said — in-
cluding Oversight Committee
Chairman Darryl Issa (R-Calif),
who decided not to use his sub-
poena power to demand answers
from mortgage lenders suspected
of cutting corners on foreclosures
as well as shortchanging service
members buying homes. After
some pushing, Cummings said,
Issa agreed to a joint letter to the
banks, but progress, and the in-
stitutiens’ cooperation, has been
slow in coming.

“The thing that disturbs me
is that not all of Congress under-
stands how serious this problem
is," said Cummings, a frown flash-
ing across his deeply creased face.

“This is a situation where it’s
not just one person who's [affect-
ed]. It harms the people whose
property value is going down all
around them,” draining neigh-
borhood wealth that can take a
generation to restore. “No doubt
about it.”

Every few months, Cummings
oversees “foreclosure prevention”
seminars in his district, one-on-
one meetings between frustrated
homeowners and often elusive
lenders. He has grilled admin-
istration officials like Treasury
Secretary Timothy Geithner and
Housing and Urban Development
Secretary Shaun Donovan. And
he’s helped push Edward DeMar-
co, acting director of the Federal
Housing Finance Administration,
overseer of mortgage giants Fan-
nie Mae and Freddie Mac, to use
his power to keep more roofs over
people’s heads.

Perhaps most striking, Cum-
mings has followed his crusade to
places the White House has yet to
go — to the doorsteps of the big
banks and home mortgage lend-
ers, whose questionable foreclo-
sure practices and shaky loans
helped trigger the tsunami of de-
faults, dumping a wave of repos-
sessed homes on the market.

Despite some reluctance from
Issa, Cummings — who became
ranking member when Rep. Edol-
phus Towns (D-N.Y.) decided not
to seek the position and House
Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi (D-
Calif)) backed him with the White
House’s blessing — has used his
committee muscle, insisting that
banks and mortgage servicers re-
lease documents on substandard
loans and dodgy practices such as
robosigning, a type of accelerated
document processing that ana-
lysts call tantamount to forgery.

Cummings also rallied col-

JOHN SHINKLE — POLITICO

Through foreclosure-prevention seminars in his district, Rep. Elijah Cummings has helped 4,000 distressed homeowners work out deals with banks to keep

their homes.

leagues, like Rep. Dennis Car-
doza, who represents a central
California district hard hit by
the mortgage crisis, to join the
fight. “Congressman Cummings
has been absolutely amazing,’
Cardoza, a Democrat, told PO-
LITICO last week. “I've been try-
ing to get the attention of the last
two administrations on the whole
housing question. Until Elijah and
I teamed up to work together —
and he started aggressively using
his ranking membership on the
committee to bolster our efforts
— I'was getting nowhere.” :

Contacted late last week, Issa’s
office did not offer an assessment
of Cummings’s committee work.

But Raymond Skinner, Mary-
land's state housing secretary,
said Cummings has stepped into
a vacuum the Obama administra-
tion has created.

Though the White House also
has tried to pressure banks, its
programs “have been all voluntary
to-this point, and it’s not enough,”
said Skinner, whose office, which
oversees state housing policy, has
worked closely with Cummings.
“You have too many people facing
foreclosure, and unnecessarily;

. [government programs] have
not been responsive to people

who have been in trouble.”

Cummings first gained a na-
tional profile after his investiga-
tion of insurance giant AIG, one
of the early casualties of the Wall
Street meltdown. His probe re-
vealed slipshod practices at AIG
and suggested that federal watch-
dogs misread or looked past
warning signs.

Three years ago, Cummings be-
gan focusing on the housing mar-
ket collapse.

“You have to understand — I
come from a neighborhood where
‘The Wire’ was filmed,” he said,
referring to the gritty HBO crime
drama set in Baltimore public
housing complexes and semi-
abandoned rowhouses. “In this
economy, I see the devastation
[foreclosure] brings on people
every day. If we can't address the
housing problem, I don't see how
we can get out of this recession.”

That hit home, he added, when
constituents, desperate to avoid
default but stymied by seemingly
impenetrable bank bureaucra-
cies, asked for his help.

“They were complaining that
they were trying to get modifica-
tions and that paperwork was be-
ing lost,” Cummings said. “They
would call a mortgage company,

and they couldn’t get anyone.
They would call one time and talk
to somebody, then call back” and
get the runaround.

Sometimes, “if they were able
to work out an agreement, then
suddenly, the mortgage company
would tell them, ‘We don't have
a deal,” Cummings said. “They’'d
come home, and there would be a
foreclosure notice on their door.
That really upset me.”

So Cummings took a hands-
on, do-it-yourself approach. He
invited distressed homeowners
and bank representatives to meet
in person.

‘I figured if 1 could get the
homeowner together with the
bank and actually set up some ap-
pointments at a school on a Sat-
urday, then they could see them
face-to-face,” he said, describing
what he calls foreclosure preven-
tion workshops. Those events, he
added, now draw upward of 1,100
homeowners.

“The mortgage company brings
their computers; the homeowner
brings hardship letters, state-
ments about income, loss of a job,
things of that nature, tax returns,”
he said. “And they actually sit
down and work out a deal.”

After a half-dozen workshops

over a few years, Cummings said,
“we've been able to help about
4,000 people stay in their homes.”

An administration official who
did not want to be named said
Cummings's approach mirrors
the White House’s housing strat-
egy, particularly in offering direct
aid to homeowners, including re-
financing options at reduced fees
and low interest rates and a hard-
ship program allowing a year’s
forbearance to the unemployed
and the ability stay in their homes.

Cummings acknowledges there
has been progress: In 2008 and
2009, at the height of the crisis, an
estimated 7 million households
were facing foreclosure, com-
pared with roughly 5 million now.
But those millions, he said, still
need help, and it can’'t come fast
enough.“We just got to chip away,”
he said.”

“Every time I go to one of my
foreclosure conferences,” he add-
ed, “I get up and say, ‘We are in a
storm.’ I say to them, ‘You know,
the question is not whether we'll
get through the storm, because
we are a great country. We'll get
through the storm.

“The question is, who will be
living in your house after the
storm is over?”



