Robert Weiner Social Security Points
(Updated August 24, 2005)
· Bush may well be squandering his political capital on private retirement accounts; it’s fine with Democrats if Republicans want to be known for trying to destroy Social Security, as long as they lose.  Things have gotten so bad that he extended his 60-day nationwide propaganda tour in a last-ditch effort to avoid defeat but loses points in the polls everywhere he does it.  People understand and disagree with his pitch.
· The more Bush tries to sell his Soc Sec pitch, the more disapproval of it has grown in the polls: it's dropped by 5-15% depending on the poll -- unprecedented for Presidential salesmanship of a major issue.
· It’s a myth that there aren’t good Democratic proposals. Good Democratic solutions that Bush and congressional Republicans oppose include: reinvesting the current ($1.3 trillion) and ongoing ($145 billion a year) Trust Fund surpluses, as House Democratic Whip Steny Hoyer suggested to me; repealing future tax cuts if SS shortfall occurs; making the payroll tax rate a pay-as-you-go system, like SSI; and raising or abolishing the $90,000 annual payroll-taxable income limit.

· Repubs oppose these because Bush/cong Repubs want to continue using Trust Fund surpluses to pay for tax breaks for the wealthy and the Iraq War, and hide the huge federal deficits that did not exist in the last Administration. A new Republican proposal by some members desperately tries to usurp the Dem position of blocking SS use for other programs but contorts it to use the money for private accounts – and offers no new funding to erase the greater debt to SS as a result.
· Bush’s Social Security proposals are a Cry Wolf, Granny-You’re-on-Your-Own, Wall Street Giveaway.  Bush wants to reward Wall Street and Banking firms because they gave him $38 million in campaign contributions and $8 million in Inauguration party funds.  Even some Repubs are running away from the proposal: “Dead horse” (Thomas), could lose Congress (Gingrich), “What crisis?”(Weekly Standard); “can’t force American People” (Hastert).
· Bush has caved on the words ("crisis" > "problem", and "private" > "personal") under pressure but maintains the scare tactic and exaggeration of “bankrupt."  
· Bush is age-baiting by telling seniors he won't touch their checks, while promising youth a better deal through privatized accounts;  neither has worked because Granny wants not just her own security but her children’s and grandchildren's;  and youth, as Lehrer pointed out, do not want to risk their future with private accounts, or to raise their retirement age either, because they understand that living longer does not necessarily mean living better.  Not one hand went up in Lehrer report's on-site survey of teenagers for raising the retirement age.  A new poll shows youth oppose private accounts, too.
· Another myth is that Social Security has always been in the black. Oscillations are routine. Bush fails to acknowledge that there have been eleven years with shortfalls.  According to SSA’s own “Trust Fund Operations” (and Bush refuses to acknowledge there is even a Trust Fund), the eleven years with shortfalls covered were 1959, 1961, 1962, 1965, and 1975-1981.  So another wave would hardly be unprecedented or new. 
· The goal of Social Security is to keep people out of poverty.  It’s not going to make you rich, but it's not going to leave you poor either. That's the point; Social Security works, cutting elderly poverty by two-thirds. About two-thirds of retirees rely on Social Security for more than half of their income and one-third rely on it for 90% or more of their income. If Social Security checks stopped going out today, 48% of elderly Americans would immediately be thrown into poverty.  
· Privatizing Social Security will require as much as a 40% cut in benefits, increase the deficit by $2 TRILLION over the next ten years (10+ Trillion over 4 decades) and Bush now even concedes it won't make the program any more solvent.
· There is no permanent solution and no permanent problem, despite the president’s claims, because we can’t foresee future population changes.  Abolishing SS and relying on the whims of Wall Street would be a “permanent solution,” but it would be abandonment of future senior citizens.

· Bush claims private accounts will “build a nest egg.”  Workers already have a nest egg in SS that Bush wants them to gamble in the stock market.  People should only invest money that they don’t need, not their retirement income.

· Bush thinks private accounts would promote an “ownership society”.  When the stock market goes down, however, your ownership evaporates; stocks may rise over time, but Bush plans to cut SS benefits of younger workers, which means that low-income earners will have less retirement money even with higher rates of return.

· The market based on the most secure companies and funds – the very kind promoted by Bush for SS -- has gone from 12,000 to 7,000 and now just to 10,500 – still a huge loss -- in the last five years.  That’s real food and real money swings to seniors.

· If Social Security benefits of younger workers are slashed, then how “voluntary” would private accounts really be?

· Many people already have private retirement accounts in the form of savings, IRAs, and pensions, but  SS is a safety net, not an investment, that protects retirees, widows,  surviving children, and people with disabilities.

· In order to pay the  borrowing costs when private accounts are created, the gov't would have to cut benefits, raise taxes or the retirement age of younger workers.  Low-income workers wouldn't contribute enough towards retirement, thusly, they would make less in such accounts than they do now.  Also, married women who have never worked now receive spousal benefits under Social Security, while their retired husbands receive SS benefits separately.  That won't be possible with private accounts, because you would only have the option of passing it along to someone else.  Unless you’re a millionaire, would you be willing to pass along your retirement income to your favorite nephew?  Of course not!  You will depend on it after you stop working.

· Such accounts would not be inflation-indexed like Social Security, and would entail various fees. The only private accounts we can agree to are outside of SS, where the government would help people save more.
· Bush has refused to weigh into the real priority, Medicare, 4X worse than SS, according to new Social Sec Trustees report.  One reason Medicare is in crisis with skyrocketing costs now is his refusal to allow price negotiations with suppliers, as done by many other federal agencies, and his refusal to allow drug imports.  The Administration is pandering to the pharmaceutical companies who have contributed hugely to his and Republican congressional campaigns.
· There is serious question as to whether Social Security is even in a major problem – the Social security Trustees ADDED four years to projected solvency in just the last five years (now at 2041 before there is 73% coverage – and not the zero coverage people are led to believe), and CBO says 2052 and 80% of coverage -- and both numbers actually allow greater real benefits than now, because of inflation, even if the reduced payments are provided.  AND continued economic improvements may moot the entire problem as more people have more jobs and pay payroll taxes.

· Also, the problem if it exists at all is a BLIP, not a permanent one, because the baby boomers (who are the highest baby percentage ever at 2.9 per family) are having the fewest children ever (2.1 per family) – meaning fewer beneficiaries the system will have to pay, when it will go back into a huge surplus.  That down-the-road cyclical piece is never mentioned by the Administration or congressional Republicans as they want to do permanent damage to Social Security and FDR’s successful program legacy.
