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BOB SCHIEFFER, host: 

 

Today on FACE THE NATION, Republican presidential candidate John McCain. He was once 

the front-runner, then written off for dead when his campaign ran out of money. But suddenly 

John McCain is on the comeback trail. Can he pull it off? He's taken off the gloves with Romney 

and Giuliani, and now he claims he's the only real Republican in the race. But how would he 

handle the tough issues the next president will face--Iran and Syria, for starters? We'll talk to him 

about all of that, and we'll get a campaign quick check from Jim VandeHei, of politico.com. 

 

Then we'll check in with David Sanger of The New York Times, who broke the Syrian nuclear 

project story. 

 

I'll have a final word on Al Gore, the prize he won and the one he didn't. 

 

But first, Senator John McCain on FACE THE NATION. 

 

Announcer: FACE THE NATION with CBS News chief Washington correspondent Bob 

Schieffer. And now from CBS News in Washington, Bob Schieffer. 

 

SCHIEFFER: And good morning again. Senator McCain joins us from Bedford, New 

Hampshire, this morning. 

 

Senator, as I said at the top there, you're back on the bus, you're talking like the John McCain that 

some of us remember from campaign 2000. The other day you described yourself as old as dirt 

and with more scars than the Frankenstein monster. Last week during the debate, you took off on 

Mitt Romney, hit him hard. Have--are we seeing some sort of a liberated John McCain here all of 

a sudden? 

 

Senator JOHN McCAIN (Republican, Arizona; 2008 Presidential Candidate): I think so, Bob, in 

a way, but it's a same--I'm the same person. It's just, I think, that this campaign are now heating 

up, people are paying attention, average voters, and I think we're getting the traction. But we've 

got a long way to go. It's a long, hard pull. I've been trying to spend a lot of time in Iowa and do 

better there, which we're not doing as well as we should. I'm happy with our movement in New 

Hampshire and South Carolina. And overall I'd--I'm very pleased, but I know it's very tough. 

There's some very good people in the race, and they're doing well, and they're going to--there's 

stiff competition. 

 

SCHIEFFER: Well, let's talk a little bit about Romney. You all but called him a fraud last week, 

and you promised people--I think your quote was, `Look, you may not agree with me, but I will 

never con you.' Were you accusing Mitt Romney of being a fraud or a con man when he said he 

was the only real Republican in the race? 

 

Sen. McCAIN: I think we've all got to be honest about our records. I think that my record is very 

clear of more than 20 years of being a conservative Republican. I've taken some positions on 

issues that some Republicans or many Republicans may not agree with. But my record has been 

straightforward. There's no doubt the governor... 

 

SCHIEFFER: Well, what about his? Why did you say those things about him? 
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Sen. McCAIN: ...thinks that his record--his record--his record is very clear, that he ran in 

Massachusetts as a very liberal Republican. He said he didn't support President Reagan, said he 

didn't want to go back to the Bush/Reagan years, voted for a Democrat for president, supported a 

Democrat candidate here in New Hampshire, had liberal positions on literally every issue. I think 

we owe the voters our respect before we get their respect. And that respect means being 

straightforward on your record, run on your record, and justify the positions that you took. And 

so I don't think that it's appropriate to say, as Governor Romney did, that he's the only person that 

represents the Republican Party. In fact, he certainly didn't--doesn't represent the Republican 

Party that he characterized himself as such some years ago. 

 

SCHIEFFER: Well, do you think he's a flip-flopper? Do you think he's an opportunist? Or do you 

think, as he would argue on the abortion question, for example, that his position has just 

evolved? 

 

Sen. McCAIN: I--it's not just the abortion issue, although he certainly was passionate in it--in his 

advocacy for being pro-choice. But it's not--I mean, look at literally every major issue, whether it 

be immigration reform or taxes or immigration or any other issue, there has been changes in his 

position. And perhaps all of those are evolved, but I think that that brings to mind the question 

isn't consistency on fundamental issues an important factor in this race? And I don't think that 

consistency has been there. 

 

SCHIEFFER: You also went after Rudy Giuliani because he is not for the line item veto. The 

line item veto has been ruled unconstitutional. Was he being a con man when he talked about 

that? 

 

Sen. McCAIN: No, but I don't think that it--I don't--I think an advocacy of opposing the line item 

veto is opposing what 43 governors of 50 governors have. Taking to court so that you can 

preserve pork barrel projects within the city of New York is not what Republicans are all about. 

The line item veto was declared unconstitutional because of the way it was written. We all know 

that if you write it the right way that you'll give the president of the United States the same power 

that 43 out of 50 governors have, and all of them say it's an essential tool. If we're really going to 

be--give the president of the United States the tool to eliminate this wasteful, pork barrel, 

earmark projects which has corrupted us, then you're going to have to have the line item veto. 

And so it is in direct contradiction, I think, to a fundamental Republican principle of being 

economic conservatives and eliminating waste and pork barrel projects if you--if you oppose the 

line item veto. We can write and have now written a line item veto which we are confident the 

United States Supreme Court will declare constitutional. And with all this wasteful spending out 

of control, with our Republican base becoming angered and dispirited, with former members of 

Congress in jail, then we ought to give the president of the United States the same power that 43 

governors in America have, and they have to balance their budgets. 

 

SCHIEFFER: All right. I want to ask you about a big story in The New York Times today. We 

have known for weeks that Israeli bombers bombed something in Syria. Well, it turns out--and 

this has all been shrouded in secrecy, nobody will comment in Israel or the United States. There's 

been no protest even from most of the leaders in the Arab world. Today, David Sanger of The 

New York Times reports that what the Israeli bombers struck is what appeared to be a nuclear 

reactor in Syria that was under construction, and there is some question as to whether this was 
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done with the help and cooperation of North Koreans. I would ask you first, do you know 

anything about this? And second, if, in fact, it turns out that North Korea was helping Syria with 

this, should we continue the negotiations that we're having with North Korea about dismantling 

their own nuclear program in exchange for US aid, and especially fuel oil? 

 

Sen. McCAIN: I don't know anything more than what was put into The New York Times today 

by David Sanger, and I thought it was a very good article. Apparently the North Koreans were 

assisting the Syrians, that this is--if they--raises several questions. If the North Koreans were 

helping the Syrians, who else are they helping? What do--how does this impact the North 

Koreans' pledge to us that they would dismantle their nuclear capability, and can we trust their 

word that they are doing so? Should we take North Korea off the list of nations that are basically-

-that--and cause sanctions to be imposed if they're carrying out these kinds of activities? What 

did the Syrians have in mind? What does Israel do in the future? Or does this signal a message 

from Israel to other nations in the region about moving forward with this kind of capability, 

which obviously threatens the existence of the state of Israel? 

 

This is one of the more interesting stories in a long time, and I really do believe that it argues, 

among other things, to make sure that any agreement we make with North Korea is a lot better 

than the one we--that failed under the Clinton administration, and is--does--this one have 

sufficient safeguards and sufficient inspection procedures so that it can, as Ronald Reagan once 

said, trust but verify. 

 

SCHIEFFER: Well, let me just ask you this, because there apparently are real discussion, debate 

going on within the administration about whether to even continue these negotiations with North 

Korea. Would you stop the negotiations with North Korea until you could figure out and have 

more information about what is going on here? What--if you were president now, what would 

you be doing right now about this whole situation? 

 

Sen. McCAIN: I'd make it very clear to the North Koreans that we are aware of their activities in 

Syria, and if there are other efforts of this kind, to--and it's all for money, as you know. The 

reason why the North Koreans are doing it, because their collapsed economy. I will continue the 

negotiations, keeping in mind many of the activities that they are engaged in. And it would mean 

that these would have to be ironclad agreements, which all of us would--are agree have no 

loopholes whatsoever, such as the one that existed in the Kato agreement back in the '90s that 

was negotiated by the Clinton administration. 

 

So yeah, I'd continue the negotiations, but I'd also tell our Chinese friends, who have a lot of--and 

the only ones who really have leverage over North Korea, that we expect better behavior of the 

North Koreans. We expect the Chinese to help us in Burma. We help--we expect the Chinese to 

help us in Darfur. And I'm--remain more greatly concerned about whether China is going to 

assume its rightful, responsible role as an emerging superpower. 

 

SCHIEFFER: All right. Senator, we're going to continue this in just one minute. We'll talk about 

Iran, what you see happening there, and we'll get back to the campaign trail with a few questions 

about that, in one minute. 

 

(Announcements) 
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SCHIEFFER: We're back again with Senator John McCain. 

 

Senator, talking about Iran, you said the other day that you would take immediate action against 

Iran if it meant--if the security of the United States was at stake. And you went on to say that 

such a position, in your words, was closer to reality than current discussions might indicate. 

What did you mean by that? 

 

Sen. McCAIN: First of all, I--and I emphasize again, that's not the time to call in the lawyers as 

Governor Romney stated. I meant that there are many experts, as is well known, believe that Iran 

is within about two years of reaching a tipping point. In other words, they have achieved enough 

technical capability and enough material that inexorably they would acquire a nuclear weapon or 

weapons. That's a tipping point in the view of many experts and in the view of some that if we 

didn't take action before that time, then we would be placing--then Iran would be on the path that 

is... 

 

SCHIEFFER: So... 

 

Sen. McCAIN: ...would lead them to the acquisition of nuclear weapons. 

 

SCHIEFFER: ...let me--let me just--let me just interrupt you here. 

 

Sen. McCAIN: Yeah. 

 

SCHIEFFER: So what you're saying is... 

 

Sen. McCAIN: Yeah, sure. 

 

SCHIEFFER: ...if we determine that they are pretty close to having a nuclear weapon, you would 

recommend going in and taking some sort of military action at that point? 

 

Sen. McCAIN: No, I would not make that decision until that point. But I would say that the 

Iranians can't have a nuclear weapon, in my view. But I also believe that we've got a lot of things 

to do--that we could do, including getting other nations together to impose meaningful sanctions, 

painful sanctions on the Iranians, which I think could have a beneficial effect. I'm very pleased 

that the new president of France's leadership on this role. There's enough economic and political 

clout amongst European countries and other nations in the world who share our common values 

and ideals and goals to put enormous pressures on the Iranians. I think, as I've said many times, 

there's only one thing worse than military action against Iran and that is Iran acquiring nuclear 

weapons. But there's a lot of things we can do that we haven't done that I think could have some 

beneficial effects. 

 

SCHIEFFER: Senator, does it bother you that our intelligence has been wrong so much of the 

time in recent years in that part of the world? How can we really know what's going on in Iran? 

How can--how could we be certain that they're close to a tipping point, or within two years? 

 

Sen. McCAIN: Bob, I can understand why it's difficult to obtain intelligence out of North Korea. 

It's a totally closed society. Why we haven't been able to get a lot more out of Iran is--eludes me. 

We all know that the biggest fault line in American intelligence is not our technological 
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capabilities. It's human intelligence. Unfortunately, we still have people sitting in embassies 

waiting for someone to come in and give them information. Now, we are stepping up our 

capability. We are recruiting people with those language capabilities and background and 

knowledge. But it's still our greatest failing, and human intelligence is the only thing that can tell 

you an enemy's intentions. And that's why we've got a long, long way to go. 

 

SCHIEFFER: Let me also ask you about the comments of General Sanchez, who was our 

commander in Iraq, this week. He's now retired. He says now that the strategy was never any 

good, that it was doomed to failure, that all we can do now is stave off defeat. Over and over 

we're hearing generals who were in Iraq, they take the party line while they're on duty, but then 

after they get off duty they're so many times telling a different story. What is your reaction to 

that, Senator? 

 

Sen. McCAIN: I respect and honor General Sanchez's service--brave service to our nation 

throughout his career. I had meetings that General Sanchez was present where he advocated the 

strategy that he now is so critical of. He testified before the Armed Services Committee and did 

not say that he had the concerns that he has raised now. I respect him. I wish that he had given us 

the benefit of that knowledge at the time because there were some of us, like me, who were 

strongly opposed to Rumsfeld's strategy and advocated the strategy that we have today. 

 

SCHIEFFER: Well, what should these generals do? 

 

Sen. McCAIN: I respect and honor all these... 

 

SCHIEFFER: Senator, we don't want generals making policy. That's for the civilian leadership. 

But should they resign? Should they be willing to speak out when they don't agree with the 

policies? What should they do? 

 

Sen. McCAIN: At the confirmation hearing of all senior--of these senior officers, the questions 

asked at the Armed Services Committee, `Will you give this committee your honest and candid 

opinion if there--and personal opinion if directly asked?' They always say yes, they will. That's 

number one. 

 

Number two is, if you think the country is going in the wrong direction, and it's going to cause 

the needless loss of American--young Americans' lives, then of course you should stand up and 

you should leave your position. And I know that's a very tough decision for people to make. But 

first of all, I would start by giving my candid and honest and personal opinion when asked by 

Congress because--during their confirmation hearings, which means they are appointed to the 

rank that they are nominated for, then they should give that opinion at that time. Unfortunately, 

that doesn't happen very often. 

 

SCHIEFFER: Right. 

 

Sen. McCAIN: And one of the reasons, in all due respect, my friend, is because General Shinseki 

gave his opinion and got fired. 

 

SCHIEFFER: All right. We have to leave it there, Senator. Thank you so much for being with us 

this morning. 
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We'll be back with the roundtable in just a second. 

 

(Announcements) 

 

SCHIEFFER: Joining us now, David Sanger, the chief Washington correspondent for The New 

York Times, who broke the big story that the bombing in Syria was apparently a nuclear reactor 

under construction; and Jim VandeHei, who is the executive editor of politico.com. 

 

First, David, what happened here? I mean, the Israelis apparently bomb what you're now 

reporting was a nuclear reactor. Was there any suggestion that the North Koreans were helping 

on this? 

 

Mr. DAVID SANGER (The New York Times): There are suggestions from the design, Israelis 

believe and some American analysts believe, as well. The design of this reactor is very similar to 

the design of one of the reactors the North Koreans have used to produce their own plutonium for 

their own weapons back in North Korea. You know, intelligence on these things is always 

preliminary, and it looks, from what we understand, as if what the Israelis claim was a reactor 

was probably at a very early stage. So the Syrians would've been years away from a weapon, 

which is why many in the Bush administration were concerned that they may be acting 

prematurely by going in and striking. It's an act of war, obviously, to go into another country and 

wipe out some of their facilities when they may be that far away from a weapon. But it does tell 

you the Israelis are quite serious in making clear that they're not going to have a neighbor do this. 

 

SCHIEFFER: I thought it was sort of interesting--we were talking to Senator McCain about 

intelligence and all of that--it's the Israelis, apparently, who discovered it. Is that what your 

reporting shows? 

 

Mr. SANGER: We believe that the Israelis discovered it using some United States satellite 

reconnaissance. But it looks as if the Israelis probably looked at that more carefully than we did. 

 

SCHIEFFER: But they were a long way from having this thing completed. 

 

Mr. SANGER: Oh, a long, long way, we think. And you know, even after you have a nuclear 

reactor running, it's a long way from there to getting a weapon. 

 

SCHIEFFER: Jim VandeHei, you saw Senator McCain. I mean, it's almost like it's a new kind of 

re-energized Senator McCain... 

 

Mr. VANDEHEI: Right. 

 

SCHIEFFER: ...is out there. And he is doing better in the polls in New Hampshire. He's not 

doing very well in Iowa right now. 

 

Mr. VANDEHEI: True. 

 

SCHIEFFER: But he has clearly made a decision to take on Romney. 
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Mr. VANDEHEI: He has, and all that energy is directed at Romney. I think he authentically 

believes that Romney's not being sincere about his commitment to Republicanism over the last 

10 years. But there's also a clear political calculation here. He knows that he needs to start to, you 

know, take some of that support away from Romney and try to hurt him, particularly in Iowa, so 

that McCain, who's doing pretty well in New Hampshire, if he can do better in New Hampshire 

and make this a Giuliani-McCain race going forward, then all the sudden he truly could be the 

comeback kid. But he needs to do something to get at Romney. And that's why you see him 

going after him. I expect to see a lot more of that going forward. 

 

SCHIEFFER: Everybody thought that Fred Thompson would make the big splash... 

 

Mr. VANDEHEI: Right. 

 

SCHIEFFER: ...in the debate. He basically kind of stood there. And what I find surprising is he 

didn't have anything scheduled this weekend. 

 

Mr. VANDEHEI: No, it's really an amazing campaign. I mean, the bar was so low for him going 

into that debate. I didn't think he did that terrific of a job, but everyone walked away saying, 

`Well, at least he exceeded the lowest of possible expectations.' He needs to do something, 

though, to really sort of capture those Republicans who were really enamored with him early on. 

Now he has a very light schedule, which plays to the perception of him, particularly in 

Washington, that he's not the most energetic of candidates that we've seen in some time. And he 

also has to do something to show that he's different as far as ideas. I mean, this Republican race 

has had a dearth of new ideas, and when you look at what's happening out there, whether it's in 

Iran, or what's happening with health care, or this mortgage crisis, you would think that this is a 

great opportunity to be the candidate of new ideas. So far he hasn't been it. 

 

SCHIEFFER: Do you think foreign policy's going to play a part in this campaign? I sense that it 

is for maybe the first time in a long time. 

 

Mr. SANGER: Oh, I think it's going to be a much bigger part of the campaign than it has been in 

decades. I mean, just look at what we've got: Iraq and the kind of second-guessing you're seeing 

from General Sanchez that you were discussing, Iran, Syria, Mideast peace. And suddenly, 

Americans see that, not only in a 9/11 context, but in these contexts it's directly related to their 

own security. 

 

SCHIEFFER: About 30 seconds left, we haven't talked about Democrats. If Hillary Clinton wins 

in Iowa, is it all over on the Democratic side? 

 

Mr. VANDEHEI: It'll be very hard for anyone to recover from that. She's doing so well as far as 

the fundamentals of politics right now. The question is, is there any way for an Obama 

comeback? I don't think that Gore will jump into this race. There's been a lot of speculation about 

that since he won the prize. But I do think if he were to come out and back Obama, maybe even 

campaign with Obama, that might help energize that Obama campaign and make this a more 

competitive race. 

 

SCHIEFFER: All right. Thanks to both of you. Back with a final word in just a moment. 
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(Announcements) 

 

SCHIEFFER: Finally today, winning the Nobel Prize would be a sweet moment for anyone, but 

it must have been especially sweet for Al Gore, who was among the first to see the danger of 

global warming. Republicans made fun of him for years. The first George Bush called him 

"Ozone Man," and Bob Dole got a lot of laughs when he called him "Owl" Gore. Not so funny 

anymore. The first question everyone had was would Gore now seek the presidency, the prize 

that eluded him? His friends say no. He's been telling them he realized that running for president 

was something that he just wasn't very good at, and he was probably right. When he ran, the 

economy was booming and the country was involved in no wars, making him one of the few 

candidates ever to lose on a platform of peace and prosperity. We can argue till dark about 

whether the Supreme Court did right by him, but even he admitted he ran a terrible campaign. 

 

But here's the part that gave me pause. When he won the prize, his friends said he really no 

longer needed to be president, the prize had vindicated him. He was now a respected, influential 

voice on the world stage. If he chose to run for president, they said, he'd become just another 

politician. Well, that's probably true, too. But isn't it a sad commentary on what our politics has 

become and how we now view the presidency and those who seek it? 

 

That's it for us. See you next week right here on FACE THE NATION. 
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