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Most of the time, John McCain votes with his party. When
he bolts, it’s usually on a few high-profile issues that keep coming
up over and over again: taxes, campaign finance and the environ-
ment, where he’s usually to the left of his party, and the Medicare pre-
scription drug benefit, where he veers to the right of it.

But those deviations are enough to drag down his scores on the
ratings that might matter most to him in the 2008 Republican pri-
maries: the “score cards” that conservative interest groups use to sig-
nal their views of members of Congress. McCain doesn’t rate poor-
ly; his Senate colleagues who might also have their eyes on the
White House just rate better.

Take the American Conservative Union’s assessment. It gave
McCain an 80 percent approval rating for the key votes that the
group identified for 2005 — in line with the 82.4 percent average dur-
ing his first 19 years in the Senate. Not bad, if you’re a GOP voter
looking for a true conservative to back for president and a measur-
able way to compare your choices. But Majority Leader Bill Frist of

Tennessee got a 92 percent score for last year, and Chuck Hagel of
Nebraska voted with the group 96 percent of the time. And George
Allen of Virginia and Sam Brownback of Kansas got 100 percent
scores on the 25 votes that the organization tracked in 2005, enough
to qualify for its “Best & Brightest” designation.

Why did McCain lag behind? Mainly because he showed his envi-
ronmentalist colors. He voted to force businesses to limit greenhouse
gas emissions and tried to overturn an EPA rule that gives power
plants flexibility in deciding how to control mercury emissions. He
also opposed opening the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR)
to oil and gas exploration. And he voted to repeal tax credits that oil
companies receive for intangible drilling costs. Those four votes
alone were enough to lower his score.

It’s a similar story with other conservative groups that have given
McCain fair-to-poor ratings. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce gave
him only a 72 percent score for 2005 (his career average is 80 percent),
largely because of his opposition to the energy and highway bills.
McCain thought the energy bill would be expensive and ineffective,
and said the highway bill was full of unnecessary spending ear-
marks. In past years, the chamber has reduced his scores for voting
against tax cuts and the Medicare bill.

And the National Right to Life Committee gave McCain a dismal
score of 33 percent for his votes during the 107th Congress, in 2001
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Last year, McCain’s 23 percent 
presidential opposition score was the
fifth-highest among Senate Republicans,
and his 16 percent party opposition
score was the ninth-highest in the 
Senate GOP. Some of the most 
prominent votes on which he broke 
from the pack:     

The subtleties and fluctuations in John McCain’s reputation as a
maverick are revealed in studies of his voting record during the 19
full years he’s represented Arizona in the Senate. CQ’s two annual

studies show that, during the Bush administration, he has routinely
been more of an iconoclast than the four other senators actively pon-
dering runs for the 2008 Republican presidential nomination. Gener-
ally McCain has been to the left of his caucus, but occasionally to the
right. Presidential support and opposition measures how often a law-

NOTE: Because of computational differences, the Senate GOP averages are not strictly comparable to individual senator’s  scores.

By the Numbers

PRESIDENTIAL OPPOSITION

Energy policy: Cap greenhouse gas emissions at 2000 levels
by 2010 (McCain amendment) 

Bush opposed, McCain voted ‘yes’
Energy policy overhaul: Initial passage

Bush supported, McCain voted ‘no’
Energy policy overhaul: Adoption of conference report 

Bush supported, McCain voted ‘no’

Arctic National Wildlife Refuge:  Strike oil drilling (two votes)
Bush opposed, McCain voted ‘yes’

Torture: Ban cruel, inhumane or degrading treatment 
of overseas prisoners (McCain amendment)

Bush opposed, McCain voted ‘yes’

PARTY OPPOSITION

Tax cuts: Restore pay-as-you-go rules (two votes)
Most Republicans opposed, McCain voted ‘yes’
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to 2002. That’s because the group rated only three votes in those
years, and McCain voted with the group on only one — in favor of
keeping the ban on abortions in military hospitals. But both of the
other votes were on his campaign finance bill, which National Right
to Life considered a violation of its free speech rights.

D E F I N I N G T H E I S S U E S

Sometimes the issues that drag McCain down on these score cards
don’t have an obvious link to the core missions of the groups that
assemble them.

For example, anyone who reads the congressional ratings pro-
duced by the Eagle Forum — the group founded by Phyllis Schlafly
that describes its mission as “leading the pro-family movement” —
might expect its scores to be confined to cultural issues. But McCain
scored only 81 percent in 2003 in part because he voted against
ANWR drilling and against a funding cut for AmeriCorps, the com-
munity service agency. Jessica Echard, the group’s executive director,
says the Eagle Forum doesn’t actually limit itself to social issues, but
sees itself as an advocate of “comprehensive conservative policy.”

And while McCain did better with National Right to Life in 2003
to 2004, with a score of 82 percent, he was penalized for two votes
against the Medicare bill. Why was that measure considered a “right
to life” issue? Because, the group said, it contained a provision that

allows seniors to use their own money to pay for life-saving treatment.
McCain has a few scores from traditionally conservative groups

that he can boast about. The National Federation of Independent
Business (NFIB) doesn’t assign actual ratings, but McCain did well
in the eyes of the small-business organization. He voted with the
NFIB on all six of the votes it tracked in 2005 and all but one of the
six it followed in 2003 to 2004. The one exception was President
Bush’s 2003 tax cut, which McCain opposed.

And the National Taxpayers Union gave McCain only a 78 percent
score on their issues in 2005 — but by their standards, that was enough
to earn him an “A” grade. By contrast, Hagel also pulled an “A,” but Frist,
Allen and Brownback all lagged behind with “B+” scores.

McCain also consistently stands apart from his potential GOP
presidential rivals in the Senate voting score cards that are con-
structed without an ideological or public policy preference. Con-
gressional Quarterly, for example, each year calculates how often law-
makers vote against the express wishes of the president and how
often they stray from the majority of their partisan colleagues on roll
call votes that break mainly along party lines. McCain had one of the
top 10 party opposition scores among Senate Republicans in each
of the past five years and was in the top 10 in his caucus in oppos-
ing Bush in every year but 2004. None of the other 2008 GOP aspi-
rants cracked either top 10 list in any year. — DAV I D NAT H E R

www.cq.com | MAY 8, 2006 | CQ WEEKLY 1231

COVER  STORY

Energy policy: Cap greenhouse gas emissions at 2000 levels
by 2010 (McCain amendment) 

Most Republicans opposed, McCain voted ‘yes’
Arctic National Wildlife Refuge: Strike oil drilling (two votes)

Most Republicans opposed, McCain voted ‘yes’
Prescription drugs: Allow federal government to negotiate
lower drug prices for Medicare (two votes) 

Most Republicans opposed, McCain voted ‘yes’
Supplemental appropriations: More money for Humvees

Most Republicans opposed, McCain voted ‘yes’

maker voted with or against the president on votes on which the
president took a clear position beforehand. Party unity and opposi-
tion measures how often a lawmaker stood with or against most col-
leagues in his caucus in votes that broke mainly along party lines. At
right are McCain’s CQ vote study scores throughout his Senate

career, along with his annual voting record support scores from the
leading groups advocating on behalf of labor unions (AFL-CIO) and
businesses (U.S. Chamber of Commerce) and two prominent ideo-
logical advocacy groups, the liberal Americans for Democratic
Action and the American Conservative Union.
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