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We’re in one of the most volatile moments in modern politics. The House, Senate, or White House has 
changed hands in each of the last six election cycles. That’s never happened before. Elected officials 
rotate in and out much quicker, congressional maps seem to change every two years, and candidates in 
both parties are beholden to the whims of the mercurial president currently in the White House. 

All of these developments come as Congress is more divided than ever before, partisanship is on 
the rise, and the very foundations of federalism are being tested on the streets and in courtrooms 
across the country. 

To take stock of this constant churn of political change, we decided to kick off our midterm cov-
erage in earnest with this special edition of Hotline. Within these pages, our correspondents and 
researchers outline the key storylines and influential figures that will shape one of the most conse-
quential midterm cycles this century.

Hotline started reporting on the machinations of the midterms before the last ballots were count-
ed in 2024, and will continue to cover the day-to-day developments in our newsletters. This edition 
allows us the space to examine the big questions we hope to answer over the course of the next 12 
months:

Will the 2026 midterms see a seventh change election in a row? What forces are influencing the 
Democratic coalition? Can Republicans count on Latino voters? Has President Trump learned his les-
sons from past midterms? Which 2028 prospects have the most to gain—or lose—in the midterms? 
The political landscape will undoubtedly shift again between now and next November. 

Change happens quickly, and Hotline will endeavor to cut through the noise with rigorous, nonparti-
san reporting and deliver the news that matters most. Thank you for reading this special edition, and allow 
us to help you navigate this sea of change throughout the next year. 

� — Kirk A. Bado, Hotline Editor

© Copyright 2025. The Hotline is published by National Journal Group Inc., 600 New Hampshire Ave., NW, Washington, D.C. 20037. All rights reserved. Reproduction and/or retransmission 
of the 2026 Midterm Preview or other National Journal Group Inc. publication is prohibited without permission.

Number of House seats Democrats need
to flip. On average, the party in power
loses 28 seats in the midterms.

Total projected price tag on
campaign ads in the midterms

Number of Senate seats
Democrats need to flip

3

$10.8M
Number of states with
gubernatorial races in 2026

36

4

Numbers to Know

Letter from the Editor



ONE YEAR OUT

4  THE HOTLINE   NOVEMBER 2025 PHOTO: ASSOCIATED PRESS

By James A. Downs

A midterm election cycle that started 
out like any other was upended this summer 
when President Trump called on Texas to 
revisit its congressional lines to net a handful 
of GOP seats. 

That kicked off a rapid race across the 
country to change district lines in the middle 
of the decade in an attempt to gain a partisan 
advantage in a narrowly divided Congress. 
More than 10 states may have new lines by 
the time the dust settles. 

Mid-cycle redistricting is not an uncom-
mon phenomenon in politics—there have 
not been consecutive elections with the 
same nationwide congressional map since 
2014, according to John Bisognano, presi-
dent of the National Democratic Redistricting 
Committee. But such changes were relatively 
minor and often came in the form of court-
mandated redistricting. 

The effects of the current rampant, 
unprecedented, partisan mid-decade 
redraws will have ramifications well beyond 
the midterms. 

“This is not good for states. This is not 
good for governance,” said Abha Khanna, 
an attorney at left-leaning law firm Elias Law 
Group, which is involved in a spate of redis-
tricting cases throughout the country. “All 
this is a constant chasing of power and noth-
ing else. It’s not what democracy was intend-
ed to do, and it’s not what government is 
intended to do.” 

Elias Law filed a lawsuit at the end of Octo-
ber challenging a Staten Island district in New 
York. If successful, it could net Democrats an 
extra seat. 

At present, there does not seem to be an 
end in sight for this arms race. But it remains 
to be seen whether this will become the new 
norm. A few members of Congress who have 
been affected have introduced legislation to 
ban mid-decade redistricting, but it’s unlikely 
the bills will gain much traction at the federal 
level.

On the other hand, some states, like New 
York, have begun to look at undoing indepen-
dent commissions via constitutional amend-
ment to restore map-making power back to 
state legislatures. 

Some remain hopeful this redistricting 

Whose lines are they, anyway?
The 
redistricting 
wars could 
have massive 
ramifications 
for years to 
come.

North Carolina state Rep. Pricey Harrison holds an alternative map as she speaks on a redistricting bill at the Legislative Building in Raleigh on Oct. 22.
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arms race ends in disarmament. 
“I still believe that this ends with national 

reform, and that being federal legislation to 
curb political gerrymandering in some capac-
ity,” Bisognano said. “I think that’s the only 
way to end this current spiral that is being 
forced upon this country.” 

Supreme Court intervention is unlikely, at 
least as it’s currently constituted. The John 
Roberts-led Court in 2019 ruled that parti-
san-gerrymandering claims were beyond the 
high court’s purview, instead kicking it to the 
states and Congress to curb such matters. 

Republicans agree the solution must come 
from Congress. 

“When you get into a nuclear arms race, 
it takes some pretty big cojones to get out 
of it,” said Mark Meuser, a California-based 
Republican election lawyer. “At some point in 
time it’s going to take some politicians who 
are willing to become statesmen and say, 
‘Congress, we’ve got to step up and do the 
right thing.’” 

Even if partisans eventually lay down their 
redistricting arms, a potentially more impact-
ful specter haunts long-term map-drawing 
processes. The Supreme Court last month 
reheard arguments in a racial-gerrymander-
ing case concerning the congressional map in 
Louisiana. 

The justices asked parties to answer 
whether race-based districts violate the Con-
stitution, a signal to some observers that the 
Court could be gearing up to gut Section 2 of 
the Voting Rights Act, which protects minor-
ity voting power. 

Predicting how the Court might rule is a 
fool’s errand, said Justin Levitt, a former 
Obama and Biden administration official for 
voting rights, and it’s no guarantee they will 

strike down the law. 
“I see parallels to the Alabama case two 

years ago, where the signals all looked like the 
Supreme Court was getting ready to strike 
down the Voting Rights Act, and then they 
turned around and said, ‘Nope,’” Levitt said. 

The original hearing dissected the tension 
between race and politics, which are partic-
ularly intertwined in the South. Levitt said 
there’s a possibility of a narrow ruling only 
tailored to the Louisiana map. 

“It just doesn’t seem to be where they’re 
leaning,” he added.  

States across the South are readying for 
the possibility of the end of the Voting Rights 
Act. Worried Democratic groups warn that 
as many as 19 seats could be gutted. Louisi-
ana Gov. Jeff Landry, who was influential in 
enacting the current lines, called a special 
session to push back the state’s primary date 
in case the Supreme Court drops its decision 
before the end of the year, while South Caro-
lina gubernatorial contenders are advocating 
to dismantle the lone Black-majority seat in 
the state. 

Most experts agree any landmark ruling 
won’t affect the 2026 midterms, as the pro-
cess to craft an opinion is often long and new 
districts would take time to implement.

But, should the ruling come, likely toward 
the end of the term in June, it promises to sig-
nificantly shape how districts are drawn after 
2030 and beyond. 

Elias Law Group’s Khanna, who said she is 
optimistic the Court will uphold the Voting 
Rights Act, stressed the importance of the 
case. 

“Anytime that the Supreme Court decides 
to opine on the Voting Rights Act, which is one 
of the seminal pieces of civil rights legislation 
in our history, it is consequential,” she said. 

“And we should all stand up and take 
notice.” Q

The incredibly shrinking House battlefield

President Nixon might have swept George McGovern in 1972 for one of the largest presidential 
landslides in history, but that didn’t translate into many gains for Republicans down the ballot. 
Republicans gained only a dozen House seats that year, keeping Democrats in the majority, with 
192 crossover districts. That means about 44 percent of the districts in the country voted for 
one party for president and the other for House—a high-water mark in modern elections. This 
type of ticket splitting is no longer the norm. For nearly three decades, the number of crossover 
districts has significantly decreased thanks to several cycles of aggressive gerrymandering and 
voter self-sorting. At the start of 2025, only 16 House members represented a crossover district, 
tied for a historic low. The lack of extension into enemy territory means that swings in the House 
are much smaller. In the last three election cycles, the average net gain for either party was seven 
seats. No matter how the dust settles next year, it’s more likely than not that the House will be 
divided by a single-digit majority. 
�  —Kirk A. Bado

Republicans
NAME	 REASON FOR LEAVING

Rep. Don Bacon (R-NE-2)	 Retiring

Rep. Morgan Luttrell (R-TX-8)	 Retiring

Rep. Michael McCaul (R-TX-10)	Retiring

Sen. Mitch McConnell (R-KY)	 Retiring

Sen. Thom Tillis (R-NC)	 Retiring

Sen. Joni Ernst (R-IA)	 Retiring

Rep. Buddy Carter (R-GA-1)	 Running for Senate

Rep. Andy Barr (R-KY-6)	 Running for Senate

Rep. John James (R-MI-10)	 Running for Governor

Rep. John Rose (R-TN-6)	 Running for Governor

Rep. Byron Donalds (R-FL-19)	 Running for Governor

Rep. Andy Biggs (R-AZ-5)	 Running for Governor

Rep. Randy Feenstra (R-IA-4)	 Running for Governor

Sen. Tommy Tuberville (R-AL)	 Running for Governor

Rep. Nancy Mace (R-SC-1)	 Running for Governor

Rep. Ralph Norman (R-SC-5)	 Running for Governor

Rep. Dusty Johnson (R-SD-AL)	 Running for Governor

Rep. Barry Moore (R-AL-1)	 Running for Senate

Rep. Ashley Hinson (R-IA-2)	 Running for Senate

Rep. Chip Roy (R-TX-21)	 Running for Atty General

Rep. Tom Tiffany (R-WI-7)	 Running for Governor

Rep. David Schweikert (R-AZ-1)	Running for Governor

Rep. Wesley Hunt (R-TX-38)	 Running for Senate

Sen. Marsha Blackburn (R-TN)	 Running for Governor

Rep. Mike Collins (R-GA-10)	 Running for Senate

Democrats
NAME	 REASON FOR LEAVING

Rep. Jan Schakowsky (D-IL-9)	 Retiring

Rep. Dwight Evans (D-PA-3)	 Retiring

Rep. Danny Davis (D-IL-7)	 Retiring

Rep. Lloyd Doggett (D-TX-37)	 Retiring

Rep. Jerrold Nadler (D-NY-12)	 Retiring

Rep. Jesus “Chuy” Garcia (D-IL-4)	 Retiring

Sen. Dick Durbin (D-IL)	 Retiring

Sen. Jeanne Shaheen (D-NH)	 Retiring

Sen. Tina Smith (D-MN)	 Retiring

Sen. Gary Peters (D-MI)	 Retiring

Rep. Raja Krishnamoorthi (D-IL-8)	 Running for Senate

Rep. Robin Kelly (D-IL-2)	 Running for Senate

Rep. Angie Craig (D-MN-2)	 Running for Senate

Rep. Haley Stevens (D-MI-11)	 Running for Senate

Rep. Chris Pappas (D-NH-1)	 Running for Senate

Rep. Josh Gottheimer (D-NJ-5)	 Running for Governor

Rep. Mikie Sherrill (D-NJ-11)	 Running for Governor

Rep. Seth Moulton (D-MA-6)	 Running for Senate

Sen. Michael Bennet (D-CO)	 Running for Governor

Who’s not returning to Congress
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By Erika Filter

As presidential hopefuls face their own 
reelection campaigns in the 2026 midterms, 
what may be more important is their ability 
to campaign on behalf of downballot candi-
dates across the country. 

Stumping for congressional and state can-
didates gives presidential hopefuls a host of 
benefits—they build support in key states, 
meet with key donors, and test out their own 
campaigning and fundraising chops. Like-
ly 2028 candidates have already rolled out 
some endorsements, but strategists said the 
majority of surrogate work will come after 
the midterm primaries, unless two candi-
dates have a preexisting relationship.

The work starts at home, and potential 
2028 candidates are likely to get involved 
in home-state races. So far, Illinois Gov. J.B. 
Pritzker has endorsed his lieutenant gover-
nor, Juliana Stratton, to replace Sen. Dick 
Durbin, and Rep. Ro Khanna is promot-
ing Visalia Unified School District trustee 
Randy Villegas in California’s 22nd District 
and entrepreneur Brandon Riker in the 
41st District. California Gov. Gavin Newsom 

endorsed his lieutenant governor, Eleni Kou-
nalakis, for state treasurer.

Sen. Ruben Gallego of Arizona endorsed 
Rep. Angie Craig for Senate in Minnesota, but 
Minnesota Gov. Tim Walz is said to be unlike-
ly to endorse in that primary, which includes 
his lieutenant governor, Peggy Flanagan. 
Walz and Flanagan reportedly had a falling 
out over preparations to succeed Walz if he 
won the vice presidency last year.

Many 2028 hopefuls will look to the battle-
ground races in the midterms to prove their 
chops as surrogates. The Florida, Georgia, 
Maine, North Carolina, and Texas Senate rac-
es will all likely draw support from presidential 
hopefuls. Khanna has already endorsed Gra-
ham Platner for Senate in Maine, instead of 
outgoing Gov. Janet Mills, the establishment 
favorite. 

Georgia and North Carolina, in particular, 
serve dual purposes: They’re tough races for 
Democrats in the midterms, and they’re like-
ly battleground states in 2028. 

“You can check a lot of boxes by spend-
ing time in North Carolina right now,” long-
time Democratic strategist Steve Schale told 
National Journal.

Pritzker and former Transportation Sec-

Which 2028 prospects have the most 
to lose?
Potential 

presidential 

candidates will 

likely target 

battlegrounds 

and early states 

on the primary 

calendar.

California Gov. Gavin Newsom has a lot riding on his state’s redistricting measure.
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retary Pete Buttigieg have both visited North 
Carolina in recent months, with the Illinois 
governor addressing the state party at its 
annual dinner and Buttigieg speaking at Duke 
University. 

Schale, who worked on midterm strategy 
for Joe Biden in 2018, during the lead-up to 
his 2020 presidential run, said another ele-
ment of the strategy was looking for oppor-
tunities to stump in early states on the 
presidential-primary calendar.

This is a strategy many presidential hopefuls 
have pursued in past cycles, starting when Jim-
my Carter barnstormed Iowa in 1975 and put 
its caucuses on the map. The primary calendar 
may look different in 2028, but many of the tra-
ditional early states—Iowa, New Hampshire, 
Nevada, and South Carolina—will likely remain 
early, even if their order changes, and prospec-
tive 2028 candidates are not staying away.

Buttigieg, Walz, Gallego, and former 
Ambassador to Japan Rahm Emanuel have 
visited Iowa. Walz, Newsom, Kentucky Gov. 
Andy Beshear, Maryland Gov. Wes Moore, and 
Khanna have visited South Carolina. Gallego 
and Beshear have spent time in New Hamp-
shire, and Sens. Chris Murphy and Cory Book-
er have plans to visit the Granite State on Nov. 
12 and 14, respectively.

Aside from the geographical benefits of 
certain races, 2028 candidates will likely look 
for midterm candidates who fit their gener-
al brand. For instance, Khanna has already 
endorsed fellow progressives including Plat-
ner and Kat Abughazaleh, an influencer run-
ning in a safe blue seat in Illinois.

Strategists said many 2028 candidates will 
hold off on endorsing in primaries to avoid bad 
blood if their pick is not the eventual nominee. 
But the return on investment for candidates 
who do play in primaries may be larger.

“Some of these Democratic candidates are 
going to take flyers and intervene in prima-
ries because they want to be first on board 
for potential winners,” Democratic strategist 

Brad Bannon said. “Because successful candi-
dates remember those things.” 

Midterm candidates are usually the ones 
to invite presidential hopefuls to come speak, 
not the other way around. Their choice of 
candidates may be an early indicator of who 
intraparty members think has a good chance 
of winning. In 2018, Biden and Booker visit-
ed 24 states apiece to stump for other can-
didates, while Sen. Bernie Sanders visited 18. 
Biden and Sanders were the final two can-
didates in the 2020 primary, before Biden 
became the nominee. 

But the presence of national Democrats 
can pose a risk to a candidate in a battle-
ground race trying to separate him- or her-
self from the establishment wing of the party. 
Last cycle, Democratic Senate candidates in 
battleground states distanced themselves 
from former Vice President Kamala Harris in 
an attempt to win over Trump voters.

Midterm candidates may also seek the 
fundraising power that comes with inviting a 
national figure to speak, especially at a dinner 
with friendly Democratic donors. This year, 
the Clintons attended a fundraiser for Virginia 
gubernatorial candidate Abigail Spanberger.

“The Democratic presidential race has 
already started in earnest, and early presidential 
campaigns mean big money for midterm Demo-
crats and lots of endorsements,” Bannon said. 

Many prominent Democrats have already 
spoken at state-party dinners, a mutually ben-
eficial arrangement allowing state parties to 
fundraise and candidates to meet with donors 
in key states. 

Walz and Booker spoke at the California 
Democratic Party’s annual convention; Booker 
and Beshear spoke at the Florida Democratic 
Party’s annual Leadership Blue Gala; and Bes-

hear spoke at a Missouri Democratic Party 
dinner in September. Michigan Gov. Gretchen 
Whitmer spoke at yet another Florida Demo-
cratic Party fundraiser in late October.

This cycle has the unique addition of 
redistricting battles, which offer 2028 hope-
fuls—especially Newsom—an opportunity 
to burnish their partisan credentials. Oth-
er potential candidates, such as Pritzker and 
Moore, have dipped their toes into the redis-
tricting pool. 

Pritzker invited Texas Democratic law-
makers to stay in Illinois as they delayed the 
now-passed Texas gerrymander, and Moore 
has said “all options are on the table” when 
it comes to redistricting his state for Demo-
crats’ advantage.

Newsom has made Proposition 50, the 
California measure designed to net Demo-
crats five congressional seats through gerry-
mandered district lines, a top-priority issue. 
So while it’s likely he would suffer political 
damage were the measure to fail, other 2028 
hopefuls who deal with redistricting as a sec-
ond- or third-tier priority are less likely to see 
blowback if their attempts fail.

The 2028 hopeful with arguably the largest 

role in the midterms is Beshear. He becomes 
chair of the Democratic Governors Association 
in 2026, giving him the opportunity to stump 
for candidates, meet with donors, fundraise, 
and travel the country.

“If Democratic governors have a really 
good cycle, he’s now built a bunch of allies 
around the country,” Schale said. 

But the position comes with added risk—
the more Beshear ties his fate to the electoral 
success of Democratic governors across the 
country, the more he stands to lose if many of 
those governors don’t win. Q

PHOTOS:ALL-IN PODCAST,  ASSOCIATED PRESS

Maryland Gov. Wes Moore made an early visit to South Carolina.

Pete Buttigieg on the “All-in Podcast”
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By Nicholas Anastácio

Shortly after Senate Republicans gained 
four seats last November, soon-to-be chair of 
the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Com-
mittee Kirsten Gillibrand predicted her party 
would need two cycles to reclaim the majority. 

“I think it’ll take at least two cycles,” the 
junior senator from New York said, “but I’m 
willing to do the work.”

In early summer, anticipating passage of 
President Trump’s One Big Beautiful Bill and 
a series of Democratic recruitment wins, Gil-
librand changed her tune, projecting that her 
party could achieve a four-seat gain of its own 
next year.

But history might not be on Gillibrand’s 
side. The GOP expanded its Senate majority 
during Trump’s first midterms in 2018, despite 
the blue wave in the House, and the map this 
cycle slightly favors Republicans.

“The math is really, really tough for Demo-
crats,” said Carlos Algara, a political science 
professor who studies Senate elections at 
Claremont Graduate University. “I never say 
never in politics, but I would not be optimis-
tic if I was a Democratic strategist this cycle.”

Democrats will need to defend all of their 
must-win purple-state seats—in Georgia, 
Michigan, Minnesota, and New Hampshire—

while eyeing pickup opportunities in Alaska, 
Iowa, Maine, North Carolina, Ohio, and Texas.

Party leaders are projecting confidence 
they can reach 51 seats in 2026, a prospect 
Democratic strategists acknowledge as diffi-
cult. They project that Trump’s absence at the 
top of the ticket, low presidential-approval 
numbers, and their party’s overperformance 
in this year’s special elections all point to a 
chance for the party to overcome the odds.

“It looks real encouraging,” outgoing Sen. 
Gary Peters of Michigan told National Jour-
nal. “You have Sherrod Brown running in 
Ohio. I think that’s a big deal. [We have] the 
former governor of North Carolina. I think 
we’ve got some great candidates.”

Democrats are basing their ambitious mid-
term playbook on candidate quality, pointing 
to Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer’s 
recruitment of outgoing Maine Gov. Janet 
Mills, former North Carolina Gov. Roy Cooper, 
and former Sen. Brown of Ohio. Democrats 
believe these three recruits have built politi-
cal brands independent of the national Dem-
ocratic Party, which will allow them to defy 
the party’s high unfavorability rate.

Peters, who chaired the DSCC during the 
2022 and 2024 cycles, told National Journal 
the party’s recruitment of experienced candi-
dates is an asset, hearkening back to his rou-
tine emphasis on candidate quality.

Senate Democrats’ two-cycle math
The GOP won 

a four-seat 

gain in 2024. 

Democrats 

want theirs in 

2026.

Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee Chair Kirsten Gillibrand, Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer, and Sen. Andy Kim
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However, all three marquee recruits face 
historical headwinds in their races. Brown, 
who lost to Republican Sen. Bernie Moreno 
by less than 4 points last year, is the only 21st-
century Democrat to win a Senate race in 
Ohio, a state that increasingly favors the GOP. 
Cooper won two terms as governor in 2016 
and 2020, but his party hasn’t won a Sen-
ate seat in North Carolina since 2008. He’ll 
face former Republican National Committee 
Chairman Michael Whatley in a race to suc-
ceed retiring Sen. Thom Tillis.

Maine Democrats are divided on who they 
want to nominate against GOP Sen. Susan 
Collins, in a state that hasn’t elected a Demo-
cratic senator since 1988. (The state’s other 
senator, Angus King, is an independent who 
caucuses with the Democrats.) Oyster farm-
er Graham Platner, a 41-year-old populist, 
could upset the 77-year-old Mills in the pri-
mary, despite his recent controversies. The 
Democratic primary seems likely to serve as 
a microcosm of the larger debates over age, 
credentials, and priorities within the party, 
threatening to upset Washington leadership’s 
plans in a must-win race.

“While Republicans contend with a build-
ing midterm backlash, a string of disastrous 
recruitment failures, messy primaries, and 
a toxic agenda that have put their majori-
ty at risk, Democrats are on offense,” DSCC 
spokesperson Maeve Coyle told National 
Journal in a statement. “We have expanded 
the battleground map and are in a strong 
position to flip seats in 2026.”

Apart from the above trio of recruits, 
Schumer is still looking to convince former 
Rep. Mary Peltola of Alaska to challenge 
Republican Sen. Dan Sullivan instead of run-
ning for governor. When National Journal 
asked Sullivan how he feels about Schumer’s 
attempt to recruit Peltola, the senator simply 

grinned and shrugged.
If Peltola passes on a Senate bid, the party 

could find its fourth target in Iowa or Texas. 
Sen. Joni Ernst’s retirement is an encouraging 
sign for Democrats in Iowa, a state that val-
ues incumbency. Texas Democrats also see 
an opening amid the GOP primary showdown 
between Sen. John Cornyn and controversial 
state Attorney General Ken Paxton. Both rac-
es have competitive Democratic primaries.

“When you’re talking about a race like the 
United States Senate, we’re talking about 
being able to fundamentally change our coun-
try,” Iowa state Rep. Josh Turek, a Democratic 
Senate contender, told National Journal. “That 
should give a lot of people here in Iowa a lot 
of hope and a lot of enthusiasm.”

Democrats are also keeping their eye on 
Kansas and Mississippi. Schumer actively 

pushed District Attorney Scott Colom to 
challenge Sen. Cindy Hyde-Smith in Missis-
sippi, seeing an opening in the state with the 
largest percentage of Black residents. In Kan-
sas, Rep. Sharice Davids could be spurred to 
challenge Sen. Roger Marshall if the state’s 
GOP-controlled legislature redraws her dis-
trict to favor Republicans.

In the end, if Democrats can’t reach their 
ambitious one-cycle majority goal, the par-
ty will have to turn its attention to the 2028 
cycle—another potentially difficult environ-
ment for red-state Democrats. The party’s 
best pickup opportunities will be in North 
Carolina and Wisconsin, but at the same time, 
they will need to defend Arizona, Georgia, 
Nevada, New Hampshire, and Pennsylvania.

Algara told National Journal that Demo-
cratic gains in Maine and North Carolina are 
essential if the party wants to win the major-
ity in either 2026 or 2028. He pointed to GOP 
Sen. Dave McCormick’s seat flip in Pennsyl-
vania last year as a beneficial buffer for the 
GOP’s majority. Republicans lost the four oth-
er Senate elections in swing states last year.

“Just looking at the map in 2028, if Demo-
crats pick up no seats in this cycle, I would 
just find it very improbable that they would 
even have a path in ‘28,” Algara said.

Unsurprisingly, Republicans dispute their 
rival party’s one-cycle majority chances, 
plotting an expansion of their own. National 
Republican Senatorial Committee Chairman 
Tim Scott aims to increase the party’s 53-seat 
majority to 55.

“Republicans are united behind our incum-
bents and fantastic recruits like John Sununu, 
Michael Whatley, Mike Rogers, and Ashley 
Hinson, while Democrats face historically 

Former Sen. Sherrod Brown of Ohio

Former GOP Sen. John E. Sununu announcing his run for Senate in New Hampshire
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low approval ratings, a Sanders vs. Schum-
er proxy war for control of their Party, and 
an identity crisis after a decade of standing 
for nothing except hating President Trump,” 
NRSC spokesperson Joanna Rodriguez told 
National Journal in a statement.

The GOP sees bright spots in Georgia and 
Michigan, states that Trump won in both 
2016 and 2024. Democratic Sen. Jon Ossoff 
of Georgia, the most vulnerable Democratic 
incumbent, is facing his first reelection bid. In 
Michigan, Peters is retiring after two terms, 
spurring a contentious Democratic primary 
to replace him, while the NRSC backs former 
Rep. Mike Rogers’s comeback bid.

“Republicans are charged-up about getting 
a change for the first time in 32 years, putting 
a Republican in the United States Senate rep-
resenting Michigan and Michigan workers,” 
Rogers told National Journal in September.

With the help of Senate Majority Lead-
er John Thune, Republicans recruited for-
mer Sen. John E. Sununu of New Hampshire 
in the race to replace retiring Democratic 
Sen. Jeanne Shaheen, who defeated Sununu 
in 2008. The NRSC-backed Sununu will face 
former Sen. Scott Brown of Massachusetts 

in the primary, before he can take on Demo-
cratic Rep. Chris Pappas.

“I think we have a lot to run on, so I think 
we’ll hopefully pick up seats,” said Sen. Rick 
Scott, who chaired the NRSC during the 2022 
midterms.

Sen. Steve Daines, the NRSC chair for the 

2024 cycle, told National Journal that he is 
pleased with the current chair’s work ahead 
of the midterms, pointing to candidate-
recruitment efforts and fundraising. Daines 
said he is also confident his party can hold 
Senate control beyond the 2026 election.

“I feel good about it,” he said. “Looking at 
the map short- and even long-term, I think we 
are in a strong tradition of older majorities 
for the foreseeable future.”

Democrats are pitching their midterm 
strategy as grounded in lessons learned from 
the 2024 election, with a hyperfocus on the 
economy and affordability. They also hope to 
tap back into their 2018 playbook with a focus 
on health care—from attacking the One Big 
Beautiful Bill’s reduction in federal Medicaid 
spending, to staking their shutdown strat-
egy on preventing the Affordable Care Act’s 
enhanced premium subsidies from expiring at 
the end of this year.

Sen. Ruben Gallego, a swing-state senator 
from Arizona, told National Journal, “I think 
if these [Republicans] end up increasing the 
premiums of 24 million Americans by dou-
bling them, they’re going to end up paying for 
it at the polling booth.” Q
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“Just looking at the map 
in 2028, if Democrats pick 
up no seats in this cycle, 
I would just find it very 
improbable that they would 
even have a path in ‘28.”

— Carlos Algara, political science professor  
at Claremont Graduate University
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By Abby Turner

“Biden was grossly incompetent, and 
the 2020 election was a total FRAUD! The 
evidence is MASSIVE and OVERWHELMING,” 
President Trump said on Truth Social—not 
back in 2020 or 2021, but this June.

Nearly five years after his loss to Biden, and 
approaching the one-year anniversary of his 
own comeback win, the president is trying 
to use a combination of legal maneuvers and 
public pressure to instill doubt in elections 
before the first votes are cast in the upcoming 
midterms, which historically favor the party 
out of power.

Since Trump returned to office, the Justice 
Department has gone after states for failing 
to turn over voter information and is inves-
tigating Democratic donation platform Act-
Blue. In a sweeping executive order, Trump 
tried to bar states from accepting ballots that 
arrive through the mail after Election Day. He 
also vowed to ban mail-in voting and electron-
ic voting machines, while floating changes to 
the U.S. Census to exclude undocumented 
immigrants.

“This is a very relentless and broad-based 
push to meddle in elections,” said Wendy 
Weiser, vice president for democracy at the 
Brennan Center for Justice, who described the 
president’s “unprecedented and false claim of 
authority over elections” as “very concerning.”

Trump’s litany of complaints, threats, and 
directives may seem isolated, but experts 
say they point to a coordinated strategy to 

increase public distrust in elections, expand 
federal control over the process, and lay the 
groundwork to possibly contest next year’s 
midterm results.

“It is a multipronged effort, and they all 
feed in together,” Weiser said. “So if you sort 
of pull them apart and look at each of them in 
isolation, you’re missing the big picture.” 

In one of the administration’s most pub-
lic pushes, the Justice Department is suing 
eight states for refusing to turn over informa-
tion from voter-registration rolls sought by 
Attorney General Pam Bondi. The department 
requested detailed voter rolls, including driv-
er’s license numbers and partial Social Security 
numbers, claiming it needs the information to 
ensure states comply with voter-list mainte-
nance requirements under the Help America 
Vote Act. 

“One of the things that [state] Secretaries 
find so alarming is, even though they’ve asked 
the Department of Justice why they want 
this information, what they’ll use it for, they 
haven’t gotten any answers,” a spokesperson 
for the Democratic Association of Secretaries 
of State said in a statement. 

A March executive order, one of Trump’s 
first election-related moves, requires proof of 
citizenship for mail-in voter registration, bars 
states from counting ballots received after 
Election Day, and compels federal agencies to 
share data with state officials to purge ineligi-
ble voters. The courts have put most of these 
provisions on hold.

Trump has vowed to ban mail-in voting and 
get rid of electronic voting machines, though 

Trump’s midterm meddling has only just 
begun
Experts warn 

the president 

is upending 

norms and 

laws, and he 

may challenge 

election 

results he 

doesn’t like.
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he has yet to issue a formal order. The 
power to ban mail-in or absentee ballots 
is reserved to the states, but both Weiser 
and Michael Morley, director of Florida 
State University’s Election Law Center, say 
Trump could withhold federal funding if 
states don’t adopt his preferred policies—
a tactic used before.

Despite Trump’s sweeping rhetoric, he 
lacks the legal power to do most of what 
he has vowed or attempted to do so far. 

“He’s got zero inherent constitutional 
power, and Congress hasn’t seized it to give 
him power,” said Justin Levitt, who was the 
White House’s first senior policy adviser for 
Democracy and Voting Rights under Presi-
dent Biden. “And absent that, the power 
really lives in the states, where he can persuade 
like-minded states to follow his lead, but he 
can’t really execute much on his own.” 

When it comes to mail-in voting, Levitt said 
Trump may try to pressure Republican sec-
retaries of state and other elections officials 
to restrict or ban it in their states, but they’re 
unlikely to follow suit.

Republicans in 2024 encouraged mail-in 
voting, which is popular among senior citizens 
and other key parts of the GOP constituency. 
Since Trump’s rise, the GOP has increasingly 
performed well with infrequent voters, who 
would be the most impacted and potentially 
discouraged by changes to election proce-
dure, Levitt said.

“I think that his own campaign folks are prob-
ably telling him, ‘Hey, stop it. You’re costing us 
votes every time you do that,’” Levitt said of 
Trump’s claims that mail-in voting is fraudulent. 

Even if Trump attempts to ban mail-in bal-
lots, courts will likely block him. But experts 
say these efforts could still shape public per-
ception of election legitimacy. 

“I think many of the election officials I talk-
ed to, and I myself, are concerned that this is 
all an effort to delegitimize elections that the 
president thinks he might lose,” said David 
Becker, executive director and founder of the 
nonpartisan, nonprofit Center for Election 
Innovation and Research. 

Weiser and Becker noted the administra-
tion is now using the federal government to 
potentially take action in response to elec-
tion doubts, not just pressure other actors as 
Trump did in 2020.

“What’s different this time, in 2026, is that 
it appears the federal government is situating 
itself to be the primary spreader of disinfor-
mation about elections,” Becker said, “and so 
there is great concern about how the feder-
al government—I would go beyond the word 
‘influence,’ I would say how the federal gov-
ernment might interfere.”

Experts warn the DOJ’s lawsuits could lay 
the foundation to question midterm results. 
If states refuse to comply with the administra-
tion’s orders, Trump could claim their elections 

are invalid in order to justify federal 
interference, according to Jonathan 
Diaz, the Campaign Legal Center’s 
director of voting advocacy and 
partnerships. 

“Those states’ refusal to go 
along with his illegal orders is going 
to form the basis for challenges to 
those results,” Diaz predicted. 

But Morley said he doesn’t see 
the Trump administration going 
that far. If officials get the voter rolls 
and they’re clean, he said, “that’ll 
take a lot of steam out of reform 
efforts” because it would show cur-
rent safeguards are adequate. 

In the next 12 months, the 
administration’s grip on elections may tight-
en, with Trump potentially deploying feder-
al law enforcement or the military at polling 
locations. Governors are already sounding 
the alarm. Illinois Gov. J.B. Pritzker warned 
that soldiers could be stationed outside poll-
ing places to “intimidate people who are not 
Republicans.”

“I am worried that they’re teeing up plans 
not just to undermine trust, but to justify 
much more extraordinary and unlawful fed-
eral interference in actual elections: collect-
ing, taking control of the data and machinery 
of elections, floating the ideas of emergency 
powers,” Weiser said. 

The DOJ plans to send federal election 
monitors to counties in New Jersey and Cali-
fornia during this year’s off-cycle elections, at 
the request of state GOP officials.

Not only might increased federal oversight 
impact this year’s elections or the coming 
midterms, it could set the stage for larger fed-
eral control in elections to come, Becker said. 
But once the precedent is set, Republicans 
who cheer the administration’s moves could 
be sorry the next time a Democrat returns to 
the White House.

“If the power to basically dictate to states 
how they run elections is handed over to a 
White House because you happen to be in 
the same party as the president at the time, 
you’re going to be very disappointed at how 
that power is used when the party of the pres-
ident is different,” he said.

Levitt predicted the pressure campaign 
coming from Trump will set up mental bar-
riers to voting, although he added that the 
president lacks constitutional power to con-
trol elections and it’s up to Americans to see 
past that.

“He doesn’t have the lever,” Levitt said. 
“He can’t push the button that makes it hap-
pen, and that’s A), really important for people 
to understand, but B), can also feel unusual, 
because he’s got the lever, he’s got that but-
ton in a lot of other places.” Q

A poll worker monitors voting in Arizona in 2024.

Battling Boosters
  EMILYs List 11 5 45.45% 2-0 3-6

  League of Conservation Voters 23 11 47.83% 2-3 9-9

  AIPAC 21 10 47.62% 0-2 10-9

  Club for Growth 14 10 71.43% 3-2 7-2

  Fairshake 12 7 58.33% 2-0 5-5

CROSSOVERS TOTAL INVOLVED TOTAL WIN WINNING % SENATE W-L HOUSE W-L

Congressional Leadership Fund 21 11-10

House Majority PAC 22 11-11

Democratic Congressional Campaign
Committee 22 11-11

National Republican Congressional
Committee 20 9-11

HOUSE TOTALS TOTAL INVOLVED W-L

Senate Majority PAC 5 2-3

Senate Leadership Fund 5 3-2

Democratic Senatorial Campaign
Committee 5 2-3

National Republican Senatorial
Committee 5 3-2

SENATE TOTALS TOTAL INVOLVED W-L
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By Abby Turner and Nicholas 
Anastácio

With open races for governor and Senate 
in Iowa for the first time in nearly 60 years, 
Democrats see a rare opening in a state that 
has been steadily trending red. Renewed 
Democratic optimism following retirement 
announcements from Gov. Kim Reynolds and 
Sen. Joni Ernst, both Republicans, is likely to 
be matched with larger than usual investment 
in the Hawkeye State. 

Yet enthusiasm and higher investment 
alone may not overcome the structural head-
winds that have plagued Democrats in recent 
cycles. President Trump carried the state 
three times, widening his margin in each run.

“Open seats in Iowa tend to be pretty 
competitive, regardless of where they exist,” 
University of Northern Iowa political science 
professor Donna Hoffman said. 

Republicans have coalesced around Rep. 

Randy Feenstra, who has all but officially 
announced his run to succeed Reynolds—
one of the most unpopular governors in the 
country. He’s likely to sweep the GOP prima-
ry thanks to his congressional district repre-
senting around 25 percent of the state. 

State Auditor Rob Sand is the likely Demo-
cratic nominee, prompting the Iowa GOP to 
sound the alarm over his candidacy. Sand has 
centered his campaign on pragmatic gover-
nance over partisanship, while breaking from 
his party on some cultural wedge issues. His 
entrance to the race prompted The Cook Polit-
ical Report with Amy Walter to shift the con-
test from solid Republican to lean Republican.

Sand is the only statewide elected Demo-
crat, after the Democratic attorney general 
and treasurer lost reelection by roughly a per-
centage point each in 2022. Though running 
as a Democrat, the former registered inde-
pendent told National Journal  he doesn’t shy 
away from criticizing both sides.

“I don’t think that either political party is 

Is Iowa a field of dreams or 
nightmares for Dems?

Democrats have 

an opportunity 

in two statewide 

races for the first 

time in decades.

Demonstrator at a No Kings Rally held  in Des Moines in June
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actually very good at solving the problems 
that we face,” Sand said. 

In the Senate race, Democrats don’t have 
a Sand. Several contenders are competing in 
the Democratic primary, all without a prior 
statewide win or bid. Meanwhile, Republicans 
are satisfied with Rep. Ashley Hinson taking 
Ernst’s place on the ticket, welcoming her 
$4.1 million war chest.

“Hinson is just already hitting the ground 
hard out of the gate,” said Tyler Campbell, an 
Iowa-based GOP strategist. “She’s a prolific 
fundraiser, she has a great team, and I think 
she’s going to be a unifying force for Republi-
cans around the state.”

Hinson, a former TV news anchor, has 
established herself as a rising star in GOP 
politics beyond the Hawkeye State, hosting 
national Republican leaders and several 2024 
presidential contenders at her annual Hin-
son’s BBQ Bash fundraiser.

“There is no one better for this fight than 
Ashley Hinson, a force with a proven record 
of fighting fiercely for Iowa, the determi-
nation to build a winning coalition, and the 
grit to earn every vote,” National Republican 
Senatorial Committee spokesperson Joanna 
Rodriguez told National Journal in a state-
ment.

Even against a favorite such as Hinson, and 
without a strong candidate like Sand, Demo-
crats aren’t counting themselves out of the 
running just yet.

Democratic Senatorial Campaign Commit-
tee spokesperson Maeve Coyle told National 
Journal in a statement that “Iowans are feel-
ing the pain of the GOP agenda Ashley Hin-
son supports as chaotic trade wars threaten 
Iowa’s economy, and thousands of Iowans risk 
losing their health care thanks to Republicans’ 

Medicaid cuts and refusal to 
take action to stop health 
care costs from rising.”

State Rep. Josh Turek, a 
two-time Paralympian from 
a Trump-won district, has 
caught the attention of Sen-
ate Minority Leader Chuck 
Schumer and other Wash-
ington Democrats. A self-
described “common-sense 
prairie populist,” Turek told 
National Journal his party 
has a “generational opportu-
nity” to capture both state-
wide vacancies.

“We’re seeing even more 
energy and excitement than 
we even had in 2018 in terms 
of what we’re seeing for civ-
ic engagement,” Turek said. 
“You can see, particularly in a 
state like Iowa, we are ready 

for change.”
First Turek will have to clear the Demo-

cratic primary, facing state Sen. Zach Wahls 
and former Knoxville Chamber of Commerce 
Executive Director Nathan Sage.

With two highly competitive races shaping 
up, strategists and party officials told Nation-
al Journal that both parties will invest sig-
nificantly more in the state, with Democrats 
expected to outspend Republicans. 

But winning the money race doesn’t guar-
antee anything. In 2018, when Reynolds was 
first up for election, Democrats spent around 
$12 million backing Fred Hubbell against 
the Republicans’ $7 million. During Ernst’s 
reelection campaign in 2020, Democrats and 
aligned groups poured $130 million into the 
state, over the GOP’s $90 million. Both Dem-
ocratic candidates lost.

Strategists from both parties expect next 
year’s gubernatorial race to exceed state 
spending records, but they are less inclined 
to believe the Senate contest will exceed the 
2020 race’s $220 million price tag during a 
midterm year.

“I think, from talking to Republicans here 
in the state, they are aware and concerned 
about Rob Sand,” said Jeff Link, a veteran 
Democratic strategist from Iowa. “They do 
not take that race for granted, and because 
of that, I think they’re going to pour a lot of 
resources into Feenstra.”

Link estimates the governor’s race could 
cost between $60 million and $75 million, 
and the Senate race could reach as much as 
$100 million. Iowa GOP Chair Jeff Kaufmann 
expects the Republican National Committee, 
which didn’t invest last cycle, and the Repub-
lican Governors Association to get involved. 

Democrats will “have all the resources that 

they need,” Republican political strategist 
David Kochel said. But, he added, “they may 
not have all the voters they need.”

Republicans hold a nearly 200,000 regis-
tered-voter advantage over Democrats, but 
Hoffman warns against comparing apples 
to oranges. The law changed in 2021 so any-
one who misses one general-election cycle is 
moved off the active voter rolls. Democrats 
have particularly struggled to recover in rural 
Iowa.

While Republicans have a clear advan-
tage in the state, former Des Moines Register 
political reporter David Yepsen believes that, 
of the two races, Democrats have a stronger 
chance in the gubernatorial campaign. That 
race is likely to hinge on hyperlocal issues 
such as water quality, cancer rates, and a 
proposed carbon-sequestration pipeline, 
while the Senate race will be more subject to 
national headwinds.

Democrats say they feel confident they can 
play off of consistent GOP control in the state 
to place blame over one of the most pressing 
issues in the midterms: a struggling economy 
and rising costs. The U.S. Bureau of Econom-
ic Analysis ranked Iowa’s economy 49th in 
the country, and it is the only state, alongside 
North Dakota, where the economy shrank in 
2024. Agriculture, a key economic driver, has 
also taken a significant hit from Trump’s tar-
iffs against China, which was formerly one of 
the largest buyers of U.S. soybeans. Amid the 
trade war, China has begun buying more soy-

Iowa state Rep. Josh Turek (D)

Republican Rep. Ashley Hinson
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beans from Argentina at the expense of farm-
ers in Iowa and other crop-dependent states.

“Whatever metrics you want to use, farm-
ers are having a tough time. And if they’re not 

happy, ain’t nobody happy,” Yepsen said. 
“So that’s something that’s new to the 
political mix here, and it has encouraged 
Democrats, who have been very down 
about things in recent years.”

Democrats see parallels with former 
Kansas Gov. Sam Brownback, whose 
deep tax cuts drained his state’s bud-
get in the 2010s and crippled funding for 
schools and services. After Brownback 
left office, the conservative state elect-
ed a Democrat as its next governor. Iowa 
now faces a $900 million budget deficit, 
after multiple rounds of tax cuts under 
Reynolds. 

“They supported Kim Reynolds, and 
they have been supportive of Joni Ernst, and 
so that is the reality of anybody who runs in 
their place,” Iowa Democratic Party Chair 
Rita Hart said. 

“They are running on that record, and 
they’re complicit in that record. So they’re 
going to have to answer for it.”

But Republicans say they aren’t worried 
about any negative impact of Reynolds and 
Ernst on the GOP field. 

“I don’t think of [Reynolds] as bringing 
baggage to other Republicans,” Kochel said. 
“I think if she was in the race, you know, you’d 
see a different dynamic playing out.” 

Whether Democrats can capitalize on 
economic concerns will hinge on the sheer 
number of voters they can turn out. While 
Republicans look like they have an advantage, 
strategists and experts suggest the state is 
more purple than it may appear.

“Iowans are actually pretty comfortable 
voting for Democrats,” Sand said. “They have 
not been doing it to the same degree that they 
were in 2008, but they’re not allergic to it.” Q

Democrats planting seeds to return in 2028?
A successful performance from Democrats in Iowa could put the Hawkeye State back into contention for first-in-the-nation status on the Democratic 
presidential primary calendar, state-based strategists told Hotline. Iowa lost its spot at the top of the Dems’ nominating calendar after 2020, when a technical 
meltdown delayed results and then-South Bend Mayor Pete Buttigieg declared victory—before final results showed him and Sen. Bernie Sanders in a virtual tie. 
In 2024, then-President Biden moved South Carolina, a state that propelled his 2020 campaign, to the front of the line. Ahead of 2028, the Democratic National 
Committee is considering a host of options for the new primary calendar, including Michigan, New Hampshire, Nevada, and South Carolina. Republicans, on 
the other hand, have kept Iowa first on their primary calendar. Iowa Democrats argue the imbalance allows Republicans to capture widespread attention in the 
state. Iowa Democratic strategist Jeff Link said if state Auditor Rob Sand can win the gubernatorial contest in Iowa despite Democrats’ disadvantage in voter 
registration, “that’s kind of a big deal, and if we could win back one or two of those House seats, it would be a huge deal.” Iowa faces an uphill battle to regain 
its status with Democrats, due to the past technical issues, the unwieldy format of its caucuses, and its nearly 90 percent white demographics. But wins for the 
party in 2026 could give the state positive attention and signal that Dems still have a home in Iowa.
�  — Erika Filter

Iowa Gov. Kim Reynolds
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By James A. Downs

ALONG THE RIO GRANDE VALLEY, Texas—
Tucked away in the southeast corner of 
Texas, the Lower Rio Grande Valley is, in many 
respects, the epicenter of political shifts in 
the United States. The fast-growing region, 
anchored by Hidalgo County, has surpassed 
El Paso as Texas’s largest metropolitan area 
along the border. 

The area is staunchly working-class. Small 
businesses—and their struggles in an uncer-
tain economy—predominate. Faith plays a big 
role in people’s lives. The census doesn’t ask 
for religious affiliation, but it’s fair to assume 
the majority of residents are or were raised 
Catholic. The region quickly turns rural out-
side city limits, and residents in some places 
have to drive long distances to reach neces-
sities like health care. For some, it’s cheap-
er and easier to cross the border to receive 
medical attention in Mexico.

Hillary Clinton won the region convincing-
ly in 2016, but since then it has seen steady 
shifts toward the Republican Party, culmi-
nating in 2022, when Republicans won con-
gressional seats here for the first time ever. 
Former Rep. Mayra Flores became the first 
Republican to represent the region when she 

flipped a seat in a special election for the 34th 
Congressional District. A few months lat-
er, Rep. Monica De La Cruz became the first 
Republican to win in the 15th District. 

Flores would lose that same election, as 
the lines shifted to a more Democratic-lean-
ing district following reapportionment. But 
the gains for her party were emblematic of 
political changes in what was traditionally 
a Democratic stronghold. In 2024, Hispan-
ic voters turned out in historic numbers for 
President Trump.

Now, emboldened by yet another new 
congressional map blessed by Trump, Repub-
licans hope to flip the entire valley red. Yet 
those ambitions rely on continued drift by 
Hispanic voters toward the GOP.  

The Texas redistricting plan revamps five 
congressional districts across the state, turn-
ing three formerly Democratic districts into 
Republican strongholds or Republican-lean-
ing seats. The map also makes two border dis-
tricts—already competitive—slightly redder.

The resulting map not only creates confu-
sion for voters and candidates—who don’t 
necessarily know where they’ll run, amid a fed-
eral trial challenging the lines—but it also banks 
on the staying power of the Republican Party 
with Hispanic voters. The data used by Repub-
licans during the redistricting process suggest 

Republicans bet on Hispanic drift
President Trump 

has driven big 

Republican gains, 

but will they stick 

in downballot 

races?

Seguin is a south central Texas town that moved into a new congressional district as part of the state’s controversial mid-decade redistricting.
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they’re relying on these voters sticking with 
them, even as opinion polls show Hispanic vot-
ers nationwide souring on the president.

Democratic Rep. Henry Cuellar, who rep-
resents one of the South Texas districts fac-
ing changes, says he is not deterred by the 
new lines. In an interview with National Jour-
nal from his hometown of Laredo, Cuellar 
argued that he stands to benefit from the 
redistricting. He said the Texas Legislature 
based the new lines on Trump’s 2024 perfor-
mance in the region, but they may not be able 
to reach that level again.

“I got 90-95 percent of the area that I cur-
rently represent or used to represent two-
and-half years ago,” said Cuellar, referring 
to the 2021 post-apportionment map, which 
Texas recently modified. 

Cuellar admitted that “three of [the dis-
tricts] look tough for Democrats,” but the 
revisions are largely based on Trump’s perfor-
mance in the region, and he believes downbal-
lot Democrats remained competitive in 2024.

Democrat Colin Allred would have narrow-
ly lost Cuellar’s new district during his 2024 
Senate campaign, while Beto O’Rourke would 
have carried the seat in his campaign for gov-
ernor in 2022.

“It creates confusion more than anything,” 
Ada Cuellar, a Democrat running for Texas’s 
15th Congressional District (and no relation 
to Henry), told National Journal from a diner 
in Weslaco, Texas.

Under the new lines, Weslaco sits in the 
15th District, but if the map is struck down 
by the courts and Texas returns to its current 
lines, the city remains in the 34th District, 
held by Democratic Rep. Vicente Gonzalez. 

Small details like this add to the confusion 
brought on by the sudden map changes, but 
Ada Cuellar said her strategy remains largely 
the same.

“We’re working on whatever map is the 
current map,” she said. 

Voters don’t seem to have enjoyed the 
redistricting process. Allred is running for 
Senate again, and on campaign stops in 
Brownsville, McAllen, and Edinburg in early 
October, when he proclaimed his desire to 
ban gerrymandering nationwide, he was fre-
quently met with a raucous applause.

“I hated it. Period. Flat out,” said Linda Yza-
guirre, a student at the University of Texas Rio 
Grande Valley. “I hate this idea of uncertain-
ty behind our politics and behind the people 
that get to choose who wins.” 

Yzaguirre, a social-work student who has 
worked with some local agencies, says she wor-
ries about the needs of the community that 
could result from the gerrymandered maps. 

“A lot of agencies will struggle. They will 
falter. … They all rely on the government to 
be able help fund and support people here,” 
she said. 

For now, the new Texas map hangs in lim-

bo, pending a ruling in a federal lawsuit. Argu-
ments took place in El Paso in October.

The plaintiffs contend that racial consid-
erations predominated in the drawing of the 
map. They point to a Justice Department 
letter sent to Gov. Greg Abbott outlining a 
handful of coalition districts—those in which 
multiple minority groups make up a majori-
ty—that needed to be rectified. Coalition dis-
tricts are not protected by Section 2 of the 
Voting Rights Act.

Adam Kincaid, president of the National 
Republican Redistricting Trust and chief archi-
tect of the Texas map, testified that he did not 
consider race but only used political data. 

A ruling is expected in time for the 2026 
elections.

The region figures to be a central part of 
the battle for the House majority in the mid-
terms, even if the map does not pass muster 
in court. Republicans signaled they would tar-
get Gonzalez’s seat in the Rio Grande Valley, 
as well as Cuellar’s district farther up the road 
in Laredo. 

Democrats hope to find opportunity in the 
Republican-leaning 15th District, where Ada 
Cuellar and Tejano-music star Bobby Pulido 
are vying for the nomination.

Alvaro Corral, a professor of political sci-
ence at the University of Texas Rio Grande 
Valley, says he doesn’t think it’s a “miscalcula-
tion to think voters will stick” with the Repub-
lican Party, “at least for the time being.”

The areas along the border have received 
significant attention as immigration has 
become a political wedge, particularly in the 
Trump administration. But the Rio Grande 
doesn’t feel like it’s under a microscope. 

And yet, it just might be the most impor-
tant political battlefield in 2026 and beyond 
to test the durability of the GOP’s new coali-
tion. Q 

Lower Rio Grande Valley National Wildlife Refuge
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Senate Democrats have a clearer path to regain the majority in 
2026, but they acknowledge it’s a difficult lift for the minority party to 
gain four seats on a map that skews red.

Recruitment wins, open GOP-held seats, and an expensive Tex-
as GOP primary are fueling Democratic hopes that they can regain 
ground in red states after completely disappearing in 2024. Democrats 
are also looking to defy historical trends; the last time Senate Demo-
crats returned to power after one cycle was in 1954.

Republicans say they remain confident they can expand their 53-seat 
majority to 55 seats—a share the party hasn’t reached since 2004.

Minority Leader Chuck Schumer scored recruitment coups for his 
party in Maine, North Carolina, and Ohio. But Democrats face a pleth-
ora of competitive primaries that could upend their takeover goal, as 
Schumer and other Washington Democrats either publicly or privately 
signal their preferred choices in Iowa, Maine, Michigan, and Minnesota.

Republicans have landed their fair share of recruits on the map as 
well, including Rep. Ashley Hinson in Iowa, former Sen. John E. Sununu 
in New Hampshire, and former Republican National Committee Chair-
man Michael Whatley in North Carolina. The GOP will need to navigate 
contentious primaries in Georgia and New Hampshire, as well as spir-
ited primary challenges in Louisiana and Texas.

These rankings are based on conversations with operatives, strate-
gists, campaigns, and pollsters in both parties.

1 NORTH CAROLINA: OPEN (R)
Former Gov. Roy Cooper’s entrance into 

the open race could help Democrats score 
their first Senate win in the Tar Heel State since 
2008. Cooper has led Whatley in several polls 
and outraised the Republican, $10.9 million to 
$1.4 million, during the third fundraising quarter. 
Democratic strategists view this as their strongest 

pickup opportunity on the map, and also as essential for their ambitions to 
win the state’s other Senate seat and presidential electoral votes in 2028. 
Republicans question Democrats’ optimism, expressing confidence that their 
recent statewide success at the federal level and their gains in voter registration 
will push Whatley across the finish line. Despite Cooper’s decades-long political 
career and his two gubernatorial wins with President Trump on the ballot, he’ll 
be running in his first federal race. With no electoral experience, Whatley will 
have to catch up to Cooper’s statewide name recognition and compete with a 
swath of Democratic spending that’s expected to flood the state.

2 GEORGIA: SEN. JON OSSOFF (D) 
Ossoff is the most vulnerable incumbent on the map, but it could have been 

worse for him. Term-limited Republican Gov. Brian Kemp 
passed on a Senate campaign, opting instead to support 
his friend Derek Dooley in the GOP primary. Kemp 
staying on the sidelines opened the floodgates for a slew 
of B-level candidates such as Dooley to duke it out in 
what’s shaping up to be a competitive primary. Still, any 
of these JV Republicans could beat Ossoff, the youngest 
member of the Senate. When he was last on the ballot 
in 2020, Ossoff benefited from Stacey Abrams’s massive 
GOTV effort, the energy of a presidential election—and then Trump depressing 
GOP turnout during the January runoff with his claims of widespread voter fraud. 
Next year it’s all about Ossoff, but his $12 million fundraising quarter over the 
summer means that he’ll have plenty of resources to put up a fight.

3 MAINE: SEN. SUSAN COLLINS (R)
Collins is Democrats’ white whale, and this is 

the year they say they’ll finally catch her. But the 
last remaining Republican senator representing 
a state that Democrats carried in the last three 
presidential elections won’t go down easy. She’s 
defied political gravity before, most notably 
during her last reelection in 2020, when she was 

heavily outspent by her Democratic opponent. Democratic strategists say her 
historically low favorability numbers, thanks in part to her lackluster resistance 
to the Trump administration, will flip the script 
this time around. But a messy Democratic primary 
threatens the party’s best-laid plans. In one corner is 
outgoing Gov. Janet Mills—the establishment favorite 
and a huge recruitment win for Schumer—but she 
would be 79 years old in January 2027, the oldest 
freshman senator ever. In the other corner is oyster 
farmer Graham Platner, a populist darling who has 
caught the eye of the progressive base, but a series of 
scandals threaten to derail his campaign. Platner has 
vowed to stay in the race, and his massive early fundraising edge could make 
this race go the distance.

4 MICHIGAN: OPEN (D)
With nearly 10 months to go until the 

primary, the Democratic contest to replace 
retiring Sen. Gary Peters isn’t getting clearer. 
Schumer and his allies believe Rep. Haley Stevens 
has the best chance of holding the state’s second 
Senate seat for Democrats. State Sen. Mallory 
McMorrow and 2018 gubernatorial candidate 

Abdul El-Sayed hope to challenge the Washington narrative. Stevens has 
led in early primary surveys and performed comparatively well in general-
election polls, but her opponents argue she’s benefitting from higher 
name ID and could be uniquely vulnerable to anti-establishment sentiment 
and GOP attacks. Meanwhile, former Rep. Mike Rogers is showing what 
he learned from his unsuccessful 2024 run, strengthening his fundraising 
operation and consolidating GOP support early with help from Trump and 
the National Republican Senatorial Committee. Republicans also view next 
year’s Democratic competition as weaker than Sen. Elissa Slotkin, who held 
off Rogers last year. Rogers will still need to defy electoral trends to secure 
his state’s first GOP Senate win since 1994, and his allies believe it will be 
expensive to get him across the finish line. Democrats say Rogers will be a 
weaker opponent in 2026, expressing doubt about his goal of securing at least 
85 percent of his 2024 voters.

5 NEW HAMPSHIRE: OPEN (D)
Republicans couldn’t recruit former Gov. Chris Sununu, so they turned to 

the next best thing: his brother. With help from Majority Leader John Thune, 
former Sen. John E. Sununu is keeping GOP hopes alive in the Granite State 
as he runs for the seat he lost to retiring Sen. Jeanne 
Shaheen in 2008. New Hampshire Democrats have 
consistently scored federal wins since 2016, but 
Republicans have held onto the governor’s mansion. 

The NRSC-backed former senator will need to first 
hold off former Sen. Scott Brown of Massachusetts, 
who lost to Shaheen in 2014, in a potentially nasty 
GOP primary. Sununu has been critical of Trump in 
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the past, supporting his opponents during the 
2016 and 2024 primaries and calling him a “loser” 
in an op-ed last year. But polling, both partisan 
and nonpartisan, shows Sununu closely behind 
Rep. Chris Pappas in a margin-of-error contest—a 
better showing than a Brown-Pappas matchup. 
If Sununu clears the primary, Pappas and 
Democrats will have to convince voters to ignore 

the Republican’s highly recognized last name and focus on his record.

6 OHIO:  SEN.  JON HUSTED (R)
One of Schumer’s biggest wins this cycle was 

convincing former Sen. Sherrod Brown to forgo 
a gubernatorial bid and take another crack at the 
Senate. Without Brown, this race would not be 
on the map, but he will still have a difficult time 
beating back the partisan tide that swept him away 
last year. Democrats are bullish that Brown has the 

juice to flip this seat, even though it’s not the same Ohio that first elected him in 
2006. Trump carried the state three times, with his largest margin coming last 
year when he romped over former Vice President Kamala Harris by 12 points. 
The state is also poised to elect Vivek Ramaswamy, the Trump ally and brief co-
lead of the administration’s Department of Government Efficiency, to replace 
term-limited moderate Republican Gov. Mike DeWine.

7 TEXAS: SEN. JOHN CORNYN (R) 
The competitiveness of this race next 

November will come down to the GOP primary 
in the spring. If state Attorney General Ken 
Paxton—the controversial MAGA ally who was 
nearly impeached by the state legislature—
defeats Cornyn for the nomination, Democrats 
have a puncher’s chance and will invest millions 

into finally flipping Texas. But if Cornyn survives the primary, Texas will drop 
on Democrats’ priority list. Complicating Paxton’s chance is Republican Rep. 

Wesley Hunt. The Houston-area congressman 
launched a challenge to Cornyn in the fall, positioning 
himself as a “new generation” of MAGA. Hunt 
threatens to siphon support from both Cornyn and 
Paxton. If none of the candidates gets a majority in the 
March primary, the top two advance to a May runoff. 
Overtime in the primary will have a much larger price 
tag for Republicans, draining resources that could go 
to pickup opportunities in Georgia or Michigan. On 
the Democratic side, former Rep. Colin Allred is back 
again after losing by about 10 points to Sen. Ted Cruz 
last year. Allred said he’s retooled his campaign, but he 
won’t have a glide path to the nomination. State Rep. 
James Talarico, the plainspoken son of a preacher, 
has caught the attention of the pundit class and could 
beat the former congressman in the primary.

8 IOWA: OPEN (R)
The retirement of Sen. Joni Ernst is giving both parties optimism. The 

White House actively pressured Ernst to run for reelection, viewing her 
incumbency as a strength in the Hawkeye State. But several GOP strategists 
recognize the baggage the senator could have brought to a reelection bid, 
pointing to her grim response to a May town hall question about Medicaid 
cuts. Rep. Ashley Hinson’s Senate ambitions alleviated those concerns. The 
congresswoman rapidly assembled her Senate campaign team amid the Ernst 
retirement rumors and quickly coalesced GOP support, including from Trump 
and the NRSC. Democrats haven’t secured a Senate win in Iowa since 2008, but 
the party isn’t ignoring the state’s first Senate vacancy 
since 2014. State Sen. Zach Wahls, state Rep. Josh 
Turek, and former Knoxville Chamber of Commerce 
Executive Director Nathan Sage are competing for 
the Democratic nomination. National Democrats say 
Turek—who hails from a Trump-won district—has 
the best chance against Hinson, but some Republican 
operatives believe Wahls has a stronger chance of 
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clearing the primary. Despite Republicans holding a nearly 200,000-registered-
voter advantage in Iowa, Democrats hope recent state-legislative flips and an 
open governor’s race featuring state Auditor Rob Sand could turn the tide in 
their favor.

9 MINNESOTA: OPEN (D) 
Inclusion of this race on the list is a testament to the larger national 

trends influencing the purple state, but it says much less about how 
Republicans on the ground are going about the 
campaign to replace retiring Democratic Sen. 
Tina Smith. Despite the prospect of an open-
seat race a year after the GOP made gains in 
Minnesota, only two main Republicans have 
emerged, while the gubernatorial race has 
garnered much more interest. The two front-
runners are former NBA player Royce White, 
a controversial conspiracy theorist who lost 
to Democratic Sen. Amy Klobuchar last year, 
and retired Navy SEAL Adam Schwarze, who 
has lagged in fundraising. In the Democratic 
primary, Rep. Angie Craig squares off against 
Lt. Gov. Peggy Flanagan. Both women would 
be formidable candidates to succeed Smith, 
and either one should have no real challenge if 
Republicans continue struggling to find more 

legitimate alternatives than the current offerings.

10 ALASKA: SEN. DAN SULLIVAN (R) 
 Former Rep. Mary Peltola has the right 

of first refusal to either challenge Sullivan or 
pursue a gubernatorial bid. Similar to Iowa and 
North Carolina, Alaska hasn’t elected a Senate 
Democrat since 2008, when Mark Begich unseated 
GOP Sen. Ted Stevens after his conviction on 
federal corruption charges. Peltola, the last Alaska 

Democrat to be elected statewide, may be able to recover from her 2024 
loss to win a Senate upgrade. An October Alaska Survey Research poll found 
Peltola at 48 percent and Sullivan at 46 percent, a 6-point improvement for 
the Democrat since the summer. But the former 
congresswoman will need to actually launch a Senate 
bid in order for Democrats to comfortably put 
Alaska on the battleground map, especially as backup 
contenders await her decision. Republicans project 
confidence in Sullivan’s reelection chances, but they 
aren’t ignoring that this is the senator’s first election 
under the state’s ranked-choice voting system. The 
same October poll found 37 percent of Alaska voters 
viewed Sullivan positively and 50 percent viewed him negatively. The GOP 
incumbent will be tasked with selling the president’s One Big Beautiful Bill in his 
state and defending its reductions to federal entitlement spending in one of the 
most Medicaid-dependent states, while touting its Alaska-specific provisions. Q

Nicholas Anastácio and Kirk A. Bado contributed
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At this stage in the cycle, there’s more uncertainty than certainty 
as the White House pushes Republicans to redraw maps and Democrats 
struggle to respond in kind.

At publication, only Texas and North Carolina have successfully passed 
new maps. California is currently counting ballots to respond to Texas. If 
passed, the state could add five new Democratic-leaning seats.

Hotline has opted to leave out a handful of seats that are all but 
guaranteed to flip and are deemed uncompetitive by campaign committees 
and super PACs. Two districts in Texas now skew heavily Republican and 
won’t be contested by either party, while a third went to President Trump 
by about 10 points and could come online as the primaries develop.

Seats in Utah, Missouri, and Indiana all face potential changes, but with 
judicial and legislative challenges still pending, the final district makeups are 
not currently clear. Republicans could benefit in up to three seats in Missouri 
and Indiana, while two GOP-held seats in Utah could become battlegrounds. 

The list is based on conversations with strategists, consultants, and 
campaigns in both parties.

1 NEBRASKA 2ND: OPEN (R)
This open seat remains atop the list, and 

it equally remains a must-win for Democrats in 
pursuit of the majority. The Omaha seat is just 
one of three Republican-held districts that former 
Vice President Kamala Harris won, due in large 
part to Rep. Don Bacon’s crossover appeal. With 
his retirement at the end of the term, Republicans 

have massive shoes to fill. Omaha City Councilman Brinker Harding and former 
state Sen. Brett Lindstrom are duking it out for the GOP nomination, while 

the Democratic field is crowded and largely unsettled. Regardless, whoever 
emerges on the Left will start with a leg up in the Democratic-leaning seat.

2 TEXAS 34TH: REP. VICENTE GONZALEZ (D) 
Redistricting did no favors for Gonzalez, whose district shifted 6 points 

to the right following the state’s contentious special session this summer. 
Gonzalez won reelection last year despite President Trump carrying the 
Rio Grande Valley seat, but demographics are often destiny, and it may be 
hard for the congressman to survive this time around. What could help him, 
however, is a contentious Republican primary between Eric Flores, an Army 
veteran and former federal prosecutor, and former Rep. Mayra Flores, whom 
Gonzalez has twice defeated.

3 NORTH CAROLINA 1ST: REP. DON 
DAVIS (D)

Davis is the other Democrat on this list who may 
fall victim to redistricting. Republicans in the 
General Assembly passed new lines, shifting the 1st 
District several points rightward—Trump would 
have won it by double digits—and effectively 
eliminating all swing districts in the Tar Heel State. 
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Davis hasn’t made his decision known yet—he’s suggested he may run for 
reelection in the 1st or the 3rd against Republican Rep. Greg Murphy—but this 
instantly becomes a top opportunity for the GOP. There’s little Democrats 
can do to stop the map: Republicans have a supermajority in both chambers, 
and congressional maps are not subject to gubernatorial veto. Three local 
elected officials are duking it out on the Right for the opportunity to take on 
Davis, if he decides to stand and fight. 

4 COLORADO’S 8TH: REP. GABE EVANS 
(R)

Evans hopes to become the first incumbent to win 
reelection in this district, which was newly drawn 
following the 2021 apportionment period. He 
defeated former Rep. Yadira Caraveo, who briefly 
launched a comeback bid, by a hair last year. With 
Caraveo out of the picture, state Reps. Manny 

Rutinel and Shannon Bird appear to be the front-runners for the Democratic 
nomination, but the field is crowded and still uncertain. Evans has leaned into 
crime and immigration in his early days in Congress, issues relevant in the 
Denver area, but he faces a tough reelection bid in what’s expected to be a 
bluer year than 2024.

5 PENNSYLVANIA’S 7TH: REP. RYAN MACKENZIE (R)
The Democratic field is large, uncertain, and factional, as Mackenzie awaits 

the winner. Carol Obando-Derstine secured endorsements from EMILYs List 
and former Rep. Susan Wild, who lost to Mackenzie last year, but firefighter 
Bob Brooks appears to be a darling of signal-callers in Washington. Former 
federal prosecutor Ryan Crosswell has raised good money, but Republicans are 

salivating to prosecute carpetbagging allegations against him. Northampton 
County Executive Lamont McClure has elective experience, but he’s struggled 
to keep pace with fundraising. There’s no clear front-runner here, and it could 
get messy in one of the premier bellwethers across the country. 

6 MAINE 2ND: REP. JARED GOLDEN (D) 
Republicans have put Golden on their target 

list since he first was swept into office in the 2018 
blue wave during Trump’s first term. Since then, 
he’s carved out a reputation as a committed Blue 
Dog Democrat, unafraid to buck party leadership, 
while going on to win again and again as his 
district gets redder. However, Golden might fall 

victim to Democratic infighting after State Auditor Matt Dunlap launched a 
primary challenge, claiming that Golden is insufficiently progressive. Even if he 
survives the primary, Golden will face his toughest opponent yet in Republican 
Paul LePage. The former governor has a clear shot at the nomination and the 
resources to give whoever emerges from the Democratic primary a difficult 
race. 

7   OHIO 9TH: REP. MARCY KAPTUR (D)
Kaptur, one of 13 Democrats representing 

a district Trump carried, overcame the partisan 
tilt of her northeastern Ohio district twice after 
GOP lawmakers redrew the map in their party’s 
favor following the 2020 apportionment. But the 
laws of political gravity might assert themselves 
on Kaptur this time, as another potential redraw 

of the Ohio map could push her Trump-won district 
into deeper MAGA territory. Even without the redraw, 
Kaptur will face a difficult race against likely GOP 
nominee Derek Merrin. The 2024 Republican nominee 
came within a point of beating Kaptur last year. He’s 
better resourced this time around, has the ability 
to self-fund, and has consolidated early support. 
If Republican lawmakers put her seat out of reach, 
watch for Kaptur, 79, to potentially retire.
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Redistricting will 
continue to impact the 
2026 elections

Both Democrats and Republicans 
are still revisiting district lines and 
maps ahead of the midterms.
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8  IOWA 2ND:  REP. MARIANNETTE 
MILLER-MEEKS (R)

Miller-Meeks seems to have a knack for winning 
tight races. Last year she prevailed over Democrat 
Christina Bohannan by 800 votes out of nearly 
413,000 cast, in one of the closest races in the 
country. That’s a landslide compared to 2020, when 
she beat Rita Hart by just 6 votes. Democrats say 

Miller-Meeks’s luck will finally run out next year. Bohannan is back and has the 
primary virtually clear. She outraised Miller-Meeks 
last quarter and entered October with more than $1.6 
million in her campaign war chest. Miller-Meeks has 
struggled in past cycles to consolidate the support 
of her Republican base. A primary challenger, David 
Pautsch, received 44 percent of the vote last year 
with very little campaigning—a troubling sign for the 
incumbent. Republicans are quick to dismiss Bohannan 
as a perennial candidate (this is her third campaign in 
as many cycles), but Miller-Meeks unsuccessfully ran for Congress three times 
before finally winning in her fourth campaign.

9 PENNSYLVANIA 10TH:  
SCOTT PERRY (R)

Perry and Democrat Janelle Stelson are on a 
collision course for another high-profile matchup, 
after last year’s election saw Perry escape by just 
over a point. Stelson picked up where she left off 
in her first quarter of fundraising, stacking more 
than $1 million and outpacing the incumbent, who 

does not have a strong history of fundraising. 
Democratic Gov. Josh Shapiro won this seat by 
13 points in 2022, and with the popular governor 
expected to cruise to reelection, Democrats think 
he might be able to help Stelson over the edge. 
That said, Perry has survived over the last few 
cycles even as the district trends Democratic. 
There’s likely to be fireworks in this one.

 

10 ARIZONA’S 6TH: REP. JUAN 
CISCOMANI (R) 

 Ciscomani has fought through two close 
elections now, and that doesn’t appear likely 
to change in 2026. A newcomer, Marine Corps 
veteran JoAnna 
Mendoza, entered 
the Democratic 

primary and has raised solid money—she 
outraised Ciscomani in Q3—effectively clearing 
the field before it developed. Ciscomani was 
rumored to be considering a statewide bid 
this cycle, but he turned it down in favor of 
reelection—welcome news to Republicans after 
losing a handful of competitive incumbents to higher office. Ciscomani is 
an adept fundraiser and a skilled politician, but not having Kamala Harris—
who tanked in Arizona in 2024—on the ballot won’t do him any favors as he 
seeks a third term. Q

James A. Downs and Kirk A. Bado contributed
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Governors are on the front lines in President Trump’s second 
term, either aligning with him on issues like mid-decade redistricting 
or pushing back on increased federal pressure and the deployment of 
the National Guard. 

Next year, 36 states will hold gubernatorial elections in a midterm 
that is expected to be a referendum on Trump. Democrats have seven 
open seats to defend compared to Republicans’ 10. Conventional wis-
dom holds that the party out of power does better in the midterms, 
but Democrats will have to overcome voter fatigue and dissatisfaction 
with their party.

Here are Hotline’s initial gubernatorial Power Rankings, which list 
the top 10 states most likely to flip next fall. The findings are based on 
interviews with committees and operatives, as well as analysis of fun-
draising and polling. 

1 KANSAS: OPEN (D)
Term-limited Democratic Gov. Laura Kelly is a uniquely popular governor 

in a red state, but it’s unlikely conditions are right for Democrats to repeat her 
wins. Two cycles ago, Democrats rode voter backlash to former Republican 
Gov. Sam Brownback’s sweeping income-tax cuts, which had drained the 
state’s budget and strained services. Eight years later, any ties Democrats 
make between the current GOP field and Brownback may fall flat. Still, the GOP 
field is full of familiar names from that era. The front-runners—former Gov. 
Jeff Colyer, Secretary of State Scott Schwab, and state Senate President Ty 
Masterson—either served alongside Brownback or supported his tax cuts in the 
legislature. Colyer leads with name ID from his brief stint as governor following 
Brownback’s resignation in early 2018, while Masterson has made headlines for 
his role at the forefront of the state’s mid-cycle redistricting push this year. On 
the Democratic side, Lt. Gov. David Toland, the most talked-about potential 
contender, passed on a run, leaving state Sen. Ethan Corson as the Democrat 
hoping to carry on Kelly’s moderate legacy. But Corson lacks statewide name 
recognition. With no fundraising data yet, it’s unclear who in either primary has 
the weight. For Republicans, the job is simple: Don’t fumble the race.

2 MICHIGAN: OPEN (D) 
The Wolverine State is shaping up to be one of the most competitive open 

seats thanks to Detroit Mayor Mike Duggan, who is running as an independent. 
Duggan’s entry scrambles both parties’ math. Republicans say the former 
Democrat will siphon voters from the Left, while Democrats see him pulling 
voters from both sides. With Duggan in the mix, neither party will need to 
crack 50 percent to succeed term-limited Gov. Gretchen Whitmer, which bodes 
well for Republicans. Both primary fields are large and won’t be settled until 
August 2026, leaving little time for whoever emerges to run a general-election 
campaign. Secretary of State Jocelyn Benson is the conventional Democratic 
front-runner. In the first half of 2025, she led with $3.2 million raised to Lt. Gov. 
Garlin Gilchrist’s $750,000. It can be hard to convince voters to continue with 
same-party leadership for a third term in any state, so Benson will have to prove 
how she’s different from Whitmer. Rep. John James is viewed as the Republican 
front-runner, but some institutional GOP leaders have soured on him. State 
Senate Minority Leader Aric Nesbitt outraised James in the first half of the year.

3 WISCONSIN: OPEN (D)
Both fields in the Badger State are still taking shape after Democratic 

Gov. Tony Evers announced in July he would not seek a third term. In a race 
without an independent wild card like Duggan in Michigan, each party must 
inch towards 50 percent to pick up the governor’s seat. Out of all the swing 
states in 2024, Trump won with his narrowest margin in Wisconsin. While the 
state historically swings opposite the party in the White House, convincing 

voters to extend one-party rule for a third term 
remains a challenge, just as in Michigan. Rep. Tom 
Tiffany is the likely GOP front-runner over newcomer 
Josh Schoemann. Former Navy SEAL Bill Berrien 
suspended his campaign after reports that he had 
followed sexually explicit accounts online. With the 
primary set for late August, Republicans can start 
mounting a general-election campaign early if Tiffany 
consolidates support. A crowded field is shaping up on the Democratic side: 
State Attorney General Josh Kaul’s decision not to run cleared the lane for 
Lt. Gov. Sara Rodriguez as the moderate Democratic choice. Former Lt. Gov. 
Mandela Barnes has a higher name ID thanks to his 2022 challenge to Sen. Ron 
Johnson, but his anticipated entrance into the race concerns Democrats who 
don’t want a repeat of his narrow loss.  

4 GEORGIA: OPEN (R)
This state’s governor’s seat has been Democrats’ white whale, but they 

see 2026 as their best shot yet. Growing Asian, Hispanic, and Black populations, 
primarily in the Atlanta metro area, have started to chip away at Republicans’ 
edge in the state. Candidates in the crowded Democratic field are homing in 
on health care following the cuts to Medicaid funding in the GOP reconciliation 
bill and the fight over expiring Affordable Care Act tax credits—both of which 
have particular salience in the Peach State, where the Republican-controlled 
legislature never expanded Medicaid. Sen. Jon Ossoff’s reelection bid, expected 
to be one of the most expensive races next year, could also boost the eventual 
Democratic nominee in a coordinated campaign. Still, it’s too early to pinpoint a 
Democratic front-runner. Former Atlanta Mayor Keisha Lance Bottoms, former 
DeKalb County chief executive Michael Thurmond, and state Sen. Jason Esteves 
are leading the pack, but there will likely be a runoff next summer. That could 
bode well for Republicans if they can avoid a messy primary—which is already 
proving hard. Trump-endorsed Lt. Gov. Burt Jones and state Attorney General 
Chris Carr have sparred over Jones’s fundraising via a leadership PAC, while 
Secretary of State Brad Raffensperger is emerging as the moderate alternative. 
Republicans found success in the past with moderate Gov. Brian Kemp, but if 
Jones wins the GOP nomination, he may struggle to attract independent voters. 

5 ARIZONA: GOV. KATIE HOBBS (D)
 Hobbs faces the toughest reelection bid for a Democrat in 2026. The 

Grand Canyon State, where Trump saw his best margins out of any swing state 
in 2024, remains a top GOP target. Hobbs narrowly beat Kari Lake in 2022, 
when the Republican ran a flawed campaign centered on election denialism. 
This time she’s likely to face a stronger opponent. The GOP primary has shaped 
into a three-way race between Rep. Andy Biggs, Rep. David Schweikert, and 
2022 candidate Karrin Taylor Robson (who fell to Lake in the primary). Trump 
originally endorsed Robson in December 2024, but four months later he also 
endorsed Biggs. Biggs snagged the Turning Point USA endorsement before 
Charlie Kirk’s assassination, which could bode well in the late conservative 
activist’s home state. Meanwhile, Hobbs can mount her general-election bid 
while the three duke it out in the primary, with voting not taking place until 
August 2026. The incumbent has already outraised the Republican field, even as 
Robson self-funds her campaign. Still, on paper, Arizona seems like a red state. 
Republicans’ key to overcoming Hobbs’s incumbency advantage may just be 
running a normal, well-funded campaign compared to Lake’s ill-fated bid..

6 NEVADA: GOV. JOE LOMBARDO (R) 
On the other side of the aisle, Lombardo faces the toughest reelection 

for a Republican governor. After Arizona, Trump saw his second best swing-
state performance in Nevada. Lombardo defeated former Gov. Steve Sisolak 

Tom Tiffany
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after the Democrat shut down the Las Vegas Strip during COVID-19 and hurt 
the economy. But four years later, similar economic headwinds could unseat 
Lombardo. Tourism is down 11 percent since last year, amid rising costs and 
slowing international travel. Economic impacts on the strip ripple throughout the 
state. If the race hinges on economic concerns once again, Lombardo may take 
the flack. Still, he’s remained relatively popular, faces no primary challengers, and 
can try to pin blame on the Democratic-controlled state legislature. On the other 
side, state Attorney General Aaron Ford has secured endorsements from the 
Nevada congressional delegation and is the likely favorite over Washoe County 
Commission Chair Alexis Hill. Lombardo raised $3.2 million in 2024 and had $5.5 
million cash on hand, while Ford has yet to file any campaign finance reports. 

7 IOWA: OPEN (R) 
State Auditor Rob Sand might be the strongest 

Democrat running statewide anywhere in the country 
this cycle. The plainspoken Sand is running as a 
crusader against wasteful spending, and without the 
burden of a voting record from a legislative office, 
he’s able to buck his party on key social issues like 
transgender policies and gun access. Sand has all but 

cleared the primary field, and he’s made his campaign a referendum on outgoing 
Republican Gov. Kim Reynolds’s record. Republicans fully acknowledge that Sand 
is a formidable candidate, but they argue that if a contender like Rep. Randy 
Feenstra emerges from the GOP primary, they’ll be set. Democrats draw parallels 
between this race and the 2018 contest in Kansas, when Kelly won by attacking 
the controversial Brownback. Reynolds’s deep unpopularity, coupled with the 
Trump administration’s tariffs severely impacting Iowans, are a real concern for 
Republicans—and Sand might be best positioned to take advantage of favorable 
political winds.

8 MAINE: OPEN (D)
Crowded primaries on both sides of the aisle complicate early analysis 

of the race to replace term-limited Democratic Gov. Janet Mills. So far, seven 
Democrats and seven Republicans have formally launched campaigns, with 
more contemplating bids in the wings. In such a crowded field, familiarity might 
be the difference between victory and defeat. Thankfully, there are plenty of 
contenders with names that have been on the ballot dozens of times before. 
On the Democratic side, there’s former clean-energy executive Angus King 
III, the son of independent Sen. Angus King. There’s also Secretary of State 

Shenna Bellows and former state House Speaker Hannah Pingree, the daughter 
of Rep. Chellie Pingree. On the Republican side, businessman Jonathan Bush, 
nephew of George H.W. Bush and cousin of George W. Bush, is the latest Bush 
scion to attempt a comeback in the party his family once ran. In a purple state 
that Democrats have carried in the last three presidential elections, the party 
expects to hold serve. But with several candidates raising good money and 
polling mixed, this race will be a slow burn all the way to the primary in June.

9 OHIO: OPEN (R) ⬆
Democrats’ odds of flipping the open race took a hit when former Sen. 

Sherrod Brown shocked Buckeye politicos and opted to run against Republican Sen. 
Jon Husted instead. Now they are pinning their hopes on former Rep. Tim Ryan, 
who has yet to formally enter the race, but who some view as cut from the same 
cloth as Brown. The public pining by Democrats for Brown and now Ryan seems like 
an indictment of the lone Democrat already running: former state Department of 
Health Director Amy Acton. Strategists worry that her 
role overseeing the state’s response to the COVID-19 
pandemic could present too much baggage to overcome 
in an increasingly Republican-friendly state. On the GOP 
side, former presidential contender Vivek Ramaswamy 
has kept all major opponents on the sidelines and earned 
the endorsement of the state party, despite the wishes 
of term-limited Gov. Mike DeWine. Ramaswamy will be 
on a glidepath to replace DeWine if Ryan does not enter 
the race. Even if Ryan does run, Ramaswamy is still the runaway favorite. 

10   ALASKA: OPEN (R)
  This race comes down to former Rep. Mary Peltola, the last Democrat 

to win statewide in Alaska, who is still weighing whether to run to replace 
term-limited Gov. Mike Dunleavy or to challenge Sen. Dan Sullivan. Peltola has 
demonstrated a unique crossover appeal, much like her friend, Republican Sen. 
Lisa Murkowski. This record of moderation could give her an advantage in the 
state’s ranked-choice voting system, in which the top four finishers advance from 
the primary to the general election. With a large field of Republicans vying for 
the office, including Lt. Gov. Nancy Dahlstrom, Peltola would have a puncher’s 
chance of pulling off another upset. But she’ll have to get in the race first. Without 
another serious Democratic contender, this race all depends on Peltola. Q

Abby Turner and Kirk A. Bado contributed

Rob Sand

 Vivek Ramaswamy
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2026 candidate deadlines for federal offices

Alabama	 Open: N/A	
	 Close: Jan. 23, 2026, by 5 p.m. 
Alaska 
	 Open: N/A 
	 Close: June 1, 2026, by 5 p.m. 
Arizona 
	 Open: March 7, 2026 
	 Close: April 6, 2026, by 5 p.m. 
Arkansas 
	 Open: Nov. 3, 2025, at 12 p.m. 
	 Close: Nov. 11, 2025, by 12 p.m. 
California 
	 Open: Feb. 9, 2026 
	 Close: March 6, 2026, by 5 p.m. 
Colorado 
	 Open: Jan. 2, 2026 
	 Close: March 17, 2026, by COB 
Connecticut 
	 Open: N/A 
	 Close: June 9, 2026, by 4 p.m. 
Delaware 
	 Open: N/A 
	 Close: July 14, 2026 
Florida 
	 Open: April 20, 2026
	 Close: April 24, 2026
Georgia 
	 Open: March 2, 2026, at 9 a.m. 
	 Close: March 6, 2026, by 12:00 p.m. 
Hawaii 
	 Open: Feb. 2, 2026 
	 Close: June 2, 2026, by 4:30 p.m. 
Idaho 
	 Open: Feb. 23, 2026, at 8 a.m. 
	 Close: March 6, 2026, by 5 p.m. 
Illinois 
	 Open: Oct. 27, 2025 
	 Close: Nov. 3, 2025 
Indiana 
	 Open: Jan. 7, 2026 
	 Close: Feb. 6, 2026 
Iowa 
	 Open: Feb. 23, 2026 
	 Close: March 13, 2026 
Kansas 
	 Open: N/A 
	 Close: June 1, 2026, by 12 p.m. 
Kentucky 
	 Open: Nov. 5, 2025 
	 Close: Jan. 9, 2026, by 4 p.m. 

Louisiana 
	 Open: July 15, 2026
	 Close: July 17, 2026, by 4:30 p.m	
Maine 
	 Open: N/A 
	 Close: March 15, 2026, by 5 p.m. 
Maryland 
	 Open: N/A 
	 Close: Feb. 24, 2026, by 9 p.m. 
Massachusetts 
	 Open: N/A 
	 Close: May 26, 2026,  
	 for state legislature/Aug. 25, 2026, 
	  for federal and statewide 
Michigan 
	 Open: N/A 
	 Close: April 21, 2026, by 4 p.m. 
Minnesota 
	 Open: May 19, 2026 
	 Close: June 2, 2026 
Mississippi 
	 Open: Dec. 1, 2025,  
	 Close: Dec. 25, 2025, 
Missouri 
	 Open: Feb. 24, 2026, at 8 a.m. 
	 Close: March 31, 2026, by 5 p.m. 
Montana 
	 Open: Jan. 8, 2026 
	 Close: March 9, 2026, by 5 p.m. 
Nebraska 
	 Open: Jan. 5, 2026 
	 Close: March 1, 2026 
Nevada 
	 Open: March 2, 2026 
	 Close: March 13, 2026, by 5 p.m. 
New Hampshire 
	 Open: June 3, 2026 
	 Close: June 12, 2026 
New Jersey 
	 Open: N/A 
	 Close: March 23, 2026, by 4 p.m. 
New Mexico 
	 Open: Feb. 3, 2026, at 9 a.m.
	 Close: Feb. 3, 2026, by 5 p.m.
New York 
	 Open: March 30, 2026 
	 Close: April 2, 2026 
North Carolina 
	 Open: Dec. 1, 2025, at 12 p.m. 
	 Close: Dec. 19, 2025, by 12 p.m. 

North Dakota 
	 Open: Jan. 2, 2026 
	 Close: April 6, 2026, by 4 p.m. 
Ohio 
	 Open: N/A 
	 Close: Feb. 4, 2026, by 4 p.m. 
Oklahoma 
	 Open: April 1, 2026, at 8 a.m. 
	 Close: April 3, 2026, by 5 p.m. 
Oregon 
	 Open: Sept. 11, 2025 
	 Close: March 10, 2026 
Pennsylvania 
	 Open: N/A 
	 Close: March 10, 2026, by 5 p.m. 
Rhode Island 
	 Open: June 22, 2026 
	 Close: June 24, 2026, by 4 p.m. 
South Carolina 
	 Open: March 16, 2026, at 12 p.m. 
	 Close: March 30, 2026, by 12 p.m. 
South Dakota 
	 Open: Jan. 1, 2026 
	 Close: March 31, 2026, by 5 p.m. 
Tennessee 
	 Open: N/A 
	 Close: March 10, 2026, by 12 p.m. 
Texas 
	 Open: Nov. 8, 2025 
	 Close: Dec. 8, 2025, by 6 p.m. 
Utah 
	 Open: Jan. 2, 2026, by 8 a.m. 
	 Close: Jan. 8, 2026, by 5 p.m. 
Vermont 
	 Open: April 27, 2026 
	 Close: May 28, 2026, by 5 p.m. 
Virginia 
	 Open: March 16, 2026, at 12 p.m. 
	 Close: April 2, 2026, by 5 p.m. 
Washington 
	 Open: May 4, 2026, at 8 a.m. 
	 Close: May 8, 2026, by 5 p.m. 
West Virginia 
	 Open: Jan. 12, 2026 
	 Close: Jan. 31, 2026, by 11:59 p.m. 
Wisconsin 
	 Open: April 15, 2026 
	 Close: June 1, 2026, by 5 p.m. 
Wyoming 
	 Open: May 14, 2026 
	 Close: May 29, 2026 

STATE	       CANDIDATE FILING DEADLINE	 STATE	 CANDIDATE FILING DEADLINE	 STATE	 CANDIDATE FILING DEADLINE

Candidates for federal office must submit paperwork or filing fees by fixed deadlines. This chart identifies state filing deadlines and, where 
applicable, when the filing period opens.
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2026 primaries, by state and date

Arkansas
	 March 3/ March 31 
North Carolina 	
	 March 3/ May 12 
Texas
 	 March 3 / May 26 
Mississippi
 	 March 10/ April 7 
Illinois 	
	 March 17 
Indiana 	
	 May 5 
Ohio 	
	 May 5 
Nebraska 	
	 May 12 
West Virginia 
	 May 12 
Georgia 	
	 May 19 
Idaho 
	 May 19 
Kentucky
 	 May 19 

Oregon
 	 May 19 
Pennsylvania 
	 May 19 
Alabama
 	 May 19/June 16 
California
 	 June 2 
Iowa
 	 June 2 
Montana
	 June 2 
New Jersey
 	 June 2 
New Mexico
 	 June 2 
South Dakota
 	 June 2/July 28 
Maine 
	 June 9 
Nevada
 	 June 9 
North Dakota
 	 June 9 

South Carolina
 	 June 9/June 23 
Oklahoma 
	 June 16 
Virginia
 	 June 16 
New York
 	 June 23 
Utah
 	 June 23 
Maryland
 	 June 23
Colorado
 	 June 30 
Arizona
 	 Aug. 4 
Kansas
 	 Aug. 4 
Michigan
 	 Aug. 4 
Missouri
 	 Aug. 4 
Washington
 	 Aug. 4 

Tennessee
 	 Aug. 6 
Hawaii
 	 Aug. 8 
Connecticut
 	 Aug. 11 
Minnesota
 	 Aug. 11 
Vermont
 	 Aug. 11 
Wisconsin
 	 Aug. 11 
Alaska
 	 Aug. 18 
Florida
 	 Aug. 18 
Wyoming
 	 Aug. 18 
Massachusetts
 	 Sept. 1
New Hampshire
 	 Sept. 8 
Rhode Island
 	 Sept. 8 
Delaware 
	 Sept. 15 

STATE	      PRIMARY DATE/RUNOFF	 STATE	  PRIMARY DATE/RUNOFF	 STATE	  PRIMARY DATE/RUNOFF	 STATE	 PRIMARY DATE/RUNOFF
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Almanac of American Politics Profiles
Below, you’ll find brief profiles of some of the top players in next year’s election cycle, from the speaker of the House to the heads of party 
committees. To see the full profiles, and those of every other national officeholder in the country, visit www.nationaljournal.com/almanacplus.



ONE YEAR OUT

29  THE HOTLINE   NOVEMBER 2025

Almanac of American Politics Profiles
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Almanac of American Politics Profiles



Access National Journal’s fully searchable database with hundreds of

in-depth profiles on policymakers, influencers, and staff at the

federal, state, and local levels. Constantly updated by our team of

analysts, Almanac+ delivers the most current profiles, keeping pace

with the dynamic nature of Washington politics. 

Explore curated groups like the 119th Congress and its Committee

Leaders, the MAHA Commission, or the Trump Team, to stay up to

date with the players driving policy. 

With Almanac+, you will prepare strategically, connect effectively,

and understand Washington in real time.

Your guide to
knowing Washington
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PREDICTION
GUARANTEED*

FLAWLESS

Former Rep. Mary 

Peltola (D-AK) will

challenge Sen. Dan

Sullivan (R-AK) next year,

performing better than

former Sen. Sherrod

Brown (D-OH) in Ohio’s

Senate race.

None of the 

primary challengers

to incumbent

Democrats will win

their seats.

Erika Filter 

National Correspondent 

Republican gains 

with Latino voters will

hold, and that will

ultimately deliver them

an even narrower

majority in the

 House.

Nicholas Anastácio

Senate Correspondent 

Kirk Bado

Hotline Editor

Republicans hold 

on to the open seat in

Arizona’s 1st Congressional

District. In Texas, embattled

Rep. Henry Cuellar (D-TX 28)

holds on for reelection but

Rep. Vicente Gonzalez 

(D-TX 34) loses.

James A. Downs

 House Correspondent

Abby Turner

States Correspondent 

Following his 

neighbor to the southwest

Kansas Gov. Laura Kelly (D), 

Iowa Auditor Rob Sand (D) 

will ride the wave of an

unpopular Republican governor

and a struggling state 

economy to the governor’s

mansion.

*We cannot guarantee or predict the outcome of any election. All information is provided for informational purposes only.


