As the nation’s senior Demo-

crat, President Barack Obama is

expected to work hard for his
party’s congressional candidates.
But in Florida’s unusual three-
way Senate contest, the White
House faces a complicated calcy-
lation.

White House officials haye
taken calls in recent days from
at least three Democrats seeking
to start a conversation about the
candidacy of Florida Gov. Charlie
Crist, the one-time Republican
star who is now running for Sen-
ate as an independent. These
Democrats are active in party
politics but are nonetheless
backing or leaning toward Mr.
Crist in the Senate race,

The White House told the
Democrats that the president is
supporting his party’s likely
nominee, U.S. Rep. Kendrick
Meek. But the Democrats came
away from the conversations
thinking that the White House
might be open to discussing the
level of passion that it would put
behind Mr. Meek’s candidacy, ac-
cording to people familiar with
the conversations.

Mr. Crist’s path to victory
would become easier if the pres-
ident refrained from singling
him out for criticism or from
making Mr. Meek’s election a top
priority during the busy cam-
»aign season. The White House
fficials speaking with the Dem-
)erats included Mr. Obama’s po-
itical director, Patrick Gaspard.

In another potential sign of
emocratic interest in Mr. Crist,
ienate Majority Leader Harry
teid (D, Nev.) called the Florida

overnor late last week to wish
im well, according to people fa-
iliar with the conversation, Al-
es of Mr. Crist saw the gesture
§ an overture to potential coop-
ration. A spokesman for Mr.
eid declined to comment.

Mr. Crist, in an interview, said
¢ didn’t know about calls to the
'hite House. White House
wokesman Bill Burton, in an
nail, sought to dispel what he
lled “conspiracy theories
lout the White House trying to
nk shot support for anyone
it Meek.” He said Mr. Meek “is
e president’s candidate” and
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that it was a “safe guess” that
Mr. Obama would campaign for
him

Still, people familiar with the
conversations say that several
factors could color Mr. Obama’s
approach to the race. Polls show
Mr. Meek trailing significantly
behind Mr. Crist and presump-
tive Republican nominee Marco
Rubio in a three-way contest.
M. Crist leads the pack, at least
for now. Because Mr. Crist has
not ruled out caucusing with the
Democrats as a senator, the
White House could have reason
to help him defeat Mr. Rubio—or
at least to avoid steps that
would impede his campaign.

In addition, people familiar
with the conversations said that
Mr. Obama’s history with Mr,
Meek could play a role in his

thinking. Mr. Meek was a
staunch backer of Mr. Obama’s
chief rival for the 2008 Demo-
cratic presidential nomination,
Hillary Clinton.

By contrast, Mr. Crist literally
embraced Mr. Obama on a trip to
Florida early last year when the
president was selling his eco-
nomic stimulus plan—and sup-
ported the program as Mr.
Obama was seeking Republican
support to lend bipartisan credi-
bility to his agenda. Mr. Crist
was later punished by his party
for that support, as Mr. Rubio
and other Republicans used it to
undermine him in the party pri-
mary for Senate,

But Mr. Obama could risk his
own political standing if he were
t0 mute his support for his
party’s nominee, According to

Florida Gov, Crist (left) at a campaign event May 2. Rep. Kendrick Meek greets President Barack Obama in Miami in October.

people familiar with the deliber-
ations, the White House is reluc-
tant to antagonize Florida party
activists backing Mr. Meek, who
is_black, or Mr. Meek’s col-
leagues in the Congressional
Black Caucus, whose support the
White House needs to help mo-
bilize black voters in other races
around the country. Moreover,
those activists would be impor-
tant allies of the president dur-
ing his own re-election in 2012.

“This presents an interesting
conundrum for the White
House,” said Eric Johnson, a
Democratic political consultant
who was chief of staff to former
US. Rep. Robert Wexler (D.,
Fla.).

The White House and top
Democrats “really don’t want
Marco Rubio as a senator,” said

Mr. Johnson. “But ‘it’s riot yet
clear whether Kendrick Meek or
Charlie Crist is the man to beat
Rubio.”

John Morgan, an Orlandé-
area trial lawyer and Democrat
who has been advising Mr. Crist,
said another impediment to
White House aid is that Mr. Crist
has not committed to caucusing
with the Democrats as a senator.
Mr. Crist has so far dodged the
question, saying he is open to
aligning with either party.

Still, Mr. Morgan added of the
White House: “I don’t think
they’re going to put a bunch of
money behind Kendrick Meek.”

- Advisors to Mr. Meek argue
that he lags in the polls only be-
cause he has yet to air television
ads. Moreover, they say the
White House has told the cam-
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paign that it would be “heavily
supportive.”

“This is the No. 1 Democratic
pickup Opportunity in the coun-
1y, so, of course the president i<
going to be involved,” said Meek
campaign strategist Steve Mur-
phy. Another complicating facto:
for Mr. Meek is the surprise en-
try into the Democratic primary
by billionaire Jeff Greene, who
has pledged to spend “whatever
it takes” to win.

A new Mason-Dixon poll re-
leased Thursday showed Mr.
Crist leading Mr. Rubio 38% to
32%, with 19% backing Mr. Meek.
But, more importantly, Mr. Crist
was beating Mr. Meek among
Democrats, the poll found.

Advisors to Mr. Crist believe
that if he can maintain those
levels of support in the Demo-
cratic base, then other voters
and the White House would con-
clude that the governor is the
strongest challenger to Mr. Ru-
bio.

Mr. Crist said in an interview
that if Mr. Obama returned to
the state, he would happily stand
with Mr. Obama again,

“You can’t win in Florida
statewide races unless you geta
significant crossover vote,” Mr.
Crist said, noting that registered
Democrats outnumber registered
Republicans by about 700,000 in
the state. “You have to do rela-
tively well at least among both
parties in order to have some
level of ciirroce #



