
DEADLOCKED

Moses came down from Mount Sinai with the
Ten Commandments from God. Roger Berliner
came down from the same mountain with a
gemstone he purchased at a souvenir stand.

It was September 2000. Berliner had lost
his first campaign for a seat on the Mont-
gomery County Council in the Democratic pri-
mary that year, and he was on a spiritual jour-
ney that had taken him from Bethesda to the
sands of Sinai and the iconic mountain. There
was no burning bush. Instead, there was this
stone, ugly on the outside, sparkling quartz
in the middle. Berliner had an epiphany: Look
inside yourself to find the sparkling, gemlike
quality within, and your destiny here on Earth.
That destiny, Berliner concluded, was to run
again for public office.

These days, the stone sits in an area adjoin-
ing his master bedroom, positioned on his
“main meditation table in front of my little 10
Commandments tablet,” an item made of
Jerusalem stone that was given to him by a
fellow traveler. It is here, in his Potomac home,
that Berliner, 57, meditates “sporadically, but
not enough,” escaping the “nonstop chatter of

our minds to touch into the
deeper reality.”

Berliner’s spiritual side is
masked behind the public
persona of an ambitious politi-
cian whose star is rising.
Elected on his second try to
the Montgomery County
Council in 2006, the former
congressional aide, energy
lawyer and now council vice
president is on an upward
path to become its president
in less than a year.

A Democrat, Berliner will
be the first council member
representing the wealthy, 
formerly Republican-leaning
First District that stretches
from Potomac through
Bethesda and Chevy Chase
to hold the top leadership
post. He plans to seek 
re-election to the council 
in 2010.

Elected on the slow-
growth slate backed by

County Executive Ike Leggett, Berliner has
held to his principles, but also sought com-
promise with builders and developers on such
issues as the construction of oversized homes
in residential communities and climate change
legislation requiring new homes to meet strict
federal energy standards by 2010. Business
leaders, though unhappy over some of his
stands, have softened toward him, saying
Berliner is at least willing to hear their side
of the issues. “I appreciate that he’s a good
listener,” says Jane Fairweather, a real estate
agent who is a member of the board of direc-
tors at The Greater Bethesda-Chevy Chase
Chamber of Commerce. “You just have to be
in front of him to get him to listen.”

Says one politically active development
consultant who requested anonymity because
he still deals with the council: “I’ve been hear-
ing a lot of complaints about Berliner from
Chamber and business circles. They say he
has his finger to the wind, is completely all
over the place, really opportunistic and not
much of a leader.” 

Berliner has also gotten mixed reviews

from neighborhood groups. “He’s doing a fan-
tastic job,” says Len Simon, president of the
Edgemoor Citizens Association. “He’s got a
lot of energy and spirit for the job. We’ve been
delighted with the job he’s done the first cou-
ple of years.” 

Similarly, Ilaya Hopkins, president of the
East Bethesda Citizens Association, praises
Berliner for taking on the mansionization issue,
in which Berliner sponsored legislation bar-
ring oversized houses in older neighborhoods,
a proposal the council adopted 8-1 in Decem-
ber.“For a mature, settled community like East
Bethesda, that has some direct ramifications,”
Hopkins says. “He’s done a really admirable
job of bringing different perspectives to the
table and being a good listener and address-
ing concerns in an evenhanded way.”

Conversely, Berliner’s opposition to the
incorporation of Rollingwood, a Chevy Chase
neighborhood south of East West Highway,
didn’t win him many friends there. J.P. Mon-
talvan, who headed up the neighborhood
group in favor of incorporation, says Berlin-
er did a lot of listening, but was ultimately
“very disappointing…I’ll give him a one on
a scale of zero to 10 for meeting with us on
two separate occasions. But I think he had
his mind made up.”

Parsing Berliner’s stands has proved chal-
lenging at times. Says former County Exec-
utive Doug Duncan: “He doesn’t seem to have
a clear voting pattern yet, which in some ways
is good. It means he’s looking at each issue
on its own merits. He listens to discussion,
makes up his own mind based on comments
he hears. And he seems to have avoided any
of the personality clashes. Some will vote cer-
tain ways because of who’s the sponsor. He
doesn’t seem to follow that.”

Past as Prelude
The son of a shirt manufacturer and home-
maker in suburban Cincinnati, Berliner enjoyed
a privileged childhood that included summer
camp in Maine. At Walnut Hills High School,
a college prep school in Cincinnati, he excelled
in sports, was sophomore and junior class
president and president of the teen center.
Berliner later graduated from Dartmouth Col-
lege in Hanover, N.H.

In the early 1970s, Berliner marched against
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the Vietnam War. Opposed to the Iraq War,
he nevertheless doesn’t support an anti-war
resolution sponsored by three of his council
colleagues that calls for immediate withdrawal
of U.S. troops. “At this point, given what the
county has on its agenda, I don’t think [the
resolution is] appropriate,” Berliner says. “It’s
not part of our core responsibilities, and we’ve
been criticized for taking on issues that seem
extraneous to our constituents. Any time we’re
not spending on the budget right now is time
we should be asking, why not?”

Berliner’s life hasn’t been without chal-
lenges. Unable to conceive a child, he and
his wife, Susan Dillon, have adopted three.
Tragically, one died of sudden infant death
syndrome. Berliner also was misdiagnosed
in the late 1980s with multiple sclerosis for
symptoms that, for a dozen years, mimicked
the disease and ultimately left him with a
weakened left side. It was only months after
his 2000 pilgrimage to Sinai that doctors said
he had suffered a neurological disorder of
unknown origins, a one-time event that caused
damage, but is not progressive, Berliner says.

“Most of us are defined by the broken,
rather than by the parts that run smoothly,”
Berliner says. “You realize how fragile it all is,
and how fragile we all are. These events made
me more empathetic, heartful and grateful.”

Though Berliner considers himself a seri-
ous and spiritual person, he also has a whim-
sical side. He likes mobiles, for instance, “for
their grace and freedom,” and has three hang-
ing in his sixth-floor council office and three
more at home.

Since 1988, the Berliners have lived in a
neo-Victorian house on nearly a half acre off
MacArthur Boulevard, near the C & O Canal
National Historical Park. Their son attends
Walt Whitman High School, and their daugh-
ter is at St. Mary’s College of Maryland in St.
Mary’s City. The family has two dogs. Berlin-
er’s wife, Susan, formerly a lawyer at Steptoe
& Johnson, works as a fundraiser for Search
for Common Ground, a nonprofit organization
that promotes world peace; Berliner serves
on the board of its Washington, D.C., office.

If past is prelude, Berliner’s career path
has been a logical progression. After Dart-
mouth, he landed a Capitol Hill internship as
a speechwriter for U.S. Rep. Nick Galifianakis

(D-N.C.) as the Watergate scandal was unfold-
ing. “The Capitol was charged with an incred-
ible energy as all of us—novices and Capi-
tol Hill veterans—were totally glued to the
proceedings,” Berliner says. 

He was legislative director for U.S. Sen.
Howard M. Metzenbaum (D-Ohio), a policy
advisor to U.S. Rep. Henry A. Waxman (D-
Calif.) and director of congressional liaison
for the Federal Energy Regulatory Commis-
sion under President Carter. He also worked
for the California legislature while attending
law school in Sacramento. 

For 18 years, the last three as a partner,
he was with the Washington law firm of Man-
att, Phelps & Phillips. The firm’s founder,

Charles Manatt, served as Democratic Nation-
al Committee chairman from 1981 to 1985.
With an office in his home, Berliner still devotes
about 10 hours a week to private practice as
an energy lawyer, representing the interests
of, among others, Los Angeles County.

Politics is his passion: “Always, a part of
me said, ‘This is what I was meant to do.’ I
would’ve lived a life of regret if I didn’t stand
for office. I love being a legislator. I’m a crea-
ture of the legislative process. It’s what I know
in my bones. I like tackling big issues. I like
the public policy debate. I like the strategy
involved. I like the negotiations. I like all of it.”

A special election in 2000—after three-
term Republican Betty Ann Krahnke resigned—
gave Berliner the opportunity to realize his
dream. Putting $10,000 of his own money into
the race, he ran as a supporter of the Inter-
County Connector highway. He lost in the pri-
mary to slow-growth Democrat Pat Baptiste,
who was defeated in the general election by
Howard A. Denis, a progressive Republican. 

Berliner ran again in 2006, defeating Denis

by 12 percentage points. “It was a good year
to be a Democrat, and I felt I ran a good cam-
paign,” Berliner says. Today, there is specu-
lation that Denis, who has been working full
time for retiring U.S. Rep. Tom Davis (R-Va.)
on the House Committee on Oversight and
Government Reform, will challenge Berliner
in 2010. Denis says he has given no thought
to entering the race, but he didn’t rule it out.

The county legislation Berliner considers
his greatest achievement so far is a package
of seven clean-air bills he sponsored that
contains 25 measures to combat climate
change. Among other things, the bills require
that all new homes meet strict federal ener-
gy controls after 2010, a concession to builders

who objected to his earlier 2009 deadline.
The legislation also requires sellers to pro-
vide prospective buyers with 12 months of util-
ity bills so they are able to gauge energy costs
before making a home purchase. Berliner’s
package was enacted last April, on Earth Day.

Berliner also has taken on the issue of
teardowns that result in oversized houses
and unhappy neighbors. With 75 percent of
all such development in the county occurring
in his district, Berliner sponsored legislation
to limit the size of new homes built on small
lots. Before doing so, however, he formed a
task force that included builders and home-
owners. “I try to work on a consensus basis,”
he says. 

The builders have not endorsed the result-
ing legislation, which is still pending but,
Berliner says, they also have agreed not to
oppose it. “Is that a big bill for everyone in
the county?” he asks. “As important as get-
ting our budget right? No. But I have no apolo-
gies, even though it won’t change the world.”

—Eugene L. Meyer
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“…We’ve been criticized for taking on issues that
seem extraneous to our constituents. Any time we’re
not spending on the budget right now is time we
should be asking, why not?”

—County Council member Roger Berliner, who represents the First District.
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