*Now Libya steps on Obama message*
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President Barack Obama’s decision to intervene in Libya has presented him with a whole new set of political problems with members of both parties. But its most worrisome effect for the White House is the way it’s undermining his efforts to address what has been his administration’s longest-running issue — the economy. 

The economy – and Obama’s claim that he rescued the country from the brink of depression — will be central to Obama’s reelection campaign, which he officially launched by releasing a video message to supporters Monday morning.

But in the view of his closest allies, Libya is drowning out his attempts to portray himself as an economic commander-in-chief fighting a series of new threats to the fragile U.S. recovery, especially the devastating and politically poisonous rise in gas prices. 

The most recent example: On Friday, press secretary Jay Carney hoped to spend quality time with the White House press corps discussing an upbeat March employment report showing the economy added 216,000 jobs, outpacing analysts’ estimates.

But he was asked a grand total of two questions about the report. He fielded 16 about Libya and at one point had to sneak in a plug for the positive job numbers when a reporter asked a question about budget negotiations with Congress.

“Don’t tell me Libya is not a distraction,” said Leslie Gelb, president emeritus of the Council on Foreign Relations. “Dealing with a military operation of this complexity, with this many moving parts, takes an enormous amount of the president’s time. We’re talking about hours and hours a day dealing with his national security staff. ... It has an impact on everything else.”

No one understands this better than the West Wing staff, especially senior adviser David Plouffe, who has relentlessly emphasized the need to focus on the recovery to subordinates, congressional Democrats and Obama himself.

“I know there’s a lot going on in the world, and the news is filled with images of the Middle East and Japan,” the president said during an appearance on Friday at a UPS facility in suburban Maryland.

“But you should know that keeping the economy growing and making sure jobs are available is the first thing I think about when I wake up every morning. It’s the last thing I think about when I go to bed each night.” 
He pointed out that unemployment had fallen a full percentage point in the past four months, from 9.8 percent to 8.8 percent. “The last time that happened,” he added, “was during the recovery in 1984.” 
Obama’s team has been trying to keep the focus on the economy in the face of seemingly relentless foreign policy headwinds. Their decision to go ahead with his five-day Latin America tour last month, for example, was motivated less by foreign policy objectives than by the prospect that a Brazilian trade deal would deliver jobs to the Midwest. 

Obama’s schedule since then has been dominated by a steady diet of events on the economy — green jobs events, visits to manufacturing plants and an emphasis on employment-boosting education reform. On Wednesday, Obama travels to a Philadelphia-area clean energy company to discuss the increase in gas prices. 

Obama staffers have made it clear to Democratic allies they are worried about the effect of Libya on their economic message and that one of the factors pushing the administration to hand over control of military operations is the perception that the president is more focused on the Middle East than on Middle America.

“That’s the biggest danger here for him politically, that the American people will see him taking his eye off the ball, like he did on health care,” said a Democratic strategist.

Health care, in fact, provides an object lesson to the White House. Despite the historic accomplishment of the legislation that was finally enacted, the months of focus on the issue by the White House contributed to the sense that Obama was not doing enough on the economy, with disastrous consequences in the 2010 election.

The problem, however, is that while the economic clouds have parted to reveal some positive indicators, most Americans are still struggling through the worst economic trials of their lives. 
And despite the booming stock market and positive trend lines, a host of new threats looms: Regular gas could cost more than $4 a gallon by early summer; the housing market seems to be in freefall again; the economic fallout from the Japanese tsunami and nuclear crisis is still unclear; and no one know what the outcome will be of the battle with congressional Republicans over the budget and the debt ceiling.

“The single most difficult thing to do in politics is declaring victory on the economy. When are your allowed to say things are getting better?” asked James Carville, a former adviser to President Bill Clinton. 
“If you do it too early, like Obama’s people did in early 2010, people get angry. I’ve seen the focus groups. ... He’s got people who are telling him that he needs to say things are looking up and he’s got other people saying, if you do that, you’ll get killed. It’s a hell of a tough call.”

A national Gallup Poll released Friday painted a stark picture of the challenges Obama faces: He now polls better on his handling of foreign affairs — with a 46 percent approval rating — than on his handling of the economy, for which his positive rating is 39 percent.

For months, Obama has said that he was elected to multi-task, emphasizing his need to juggle an extremely unpredictable series of rolling revolutions in the Muslim world with his demands back home.

Plouffe, for his part, is going the all-media-is-local route, making an intensive push to reach media outlets in battleground states with Obama’s economic message in order to bypass a national media increasingly obsessed with international affairs.

In a little-noticed move in the late-2010 West Wing restructuring, Plouffe assigned responsibility for state-level media to his communications director, Dan Pfeiffer.

The result has been several waves of Obama interviews with regional TV outlets in battleground states such as Florida, Ohio, Colorado, North Carolina and Wisconsin.

Obama’s popularity has seen small but significant bumps up in several of those states, especially Florida, where his approval rating has risen from about 43 percent before the midterm elections to 48 percent in late March, according to surveys by Progressive Policy Polling. 
The hyperlocal approach will only intensify, Obama aides said, as his reelection campaign reorganizes its state operations and launches regional surrogates to get out the president’s economic message. 
“I think they have made a big improvement by being much more focused and leveraging state and local outlets to get their message out state by state,” says veteran Democratic strategist Dan Gerstein, “rather than trying to wrestle the national media into veering off the crisis of the moment.

“You can track the states where he has made a major push on jobs and see a 5-point bump ahead of his national approval ratings. Florida seems like the best example: His numbers there are pretty good, all things considered. ... They were in the toilet before the midterms.”
