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Interview of Robert Weiner by host Steve Weisman, on 50+ stations
Steven Weisman (Host):  And joining us now on “A Touch of Grey” is Bob Weiner.  He was the former Chief of the Select Committee on Aging for the United States House of Representatives under Chairman Claude Pepper, a former Clinton White House agency public affairs director, has his own company, Weiner Associates Public Affairs and Issue Strategies now and certainly is one of the nation’s foremost experts on the issues of Social Security, Medicare, and pensions, and he’s joining us now.  Good to have you with us.
Robert Weiner: Steve, it’s good to be with you, but the foremost expert in the nation and with your new book is you, and your listeners should be very proud to have you as a host, and buy the book!

SW:  Thank you, thank you.  The book is Boomer or Bust.  Speaking of busts, we’re heading into the election season, and one perennial issue that comes up is Social Security and Social Security change.  I don’t even like to say Social Security reform because some of the proposals, particularly what we’re seeing from the White House, it’s hard to call those things reform, isn’t it?

RW:  Well, Steve, it is a scam by the White House, and the American people have seen through it.  Nancy Pelosi told me, “We won on this issue.”  And we have so far, but the President is again going to bring up the Granny-you’re-on-your-own, cry-wolf, Wall-Street-Giveaway on seniors’ Social Security pensions that they have earned.  And it is a real tragedy, as you point out in your book, it is a real tragedy because, pick your number, whether it’s the Social Security Trustees or the Congressional Budget Office, the system is solvent between 40 and 50 years, and even if you get to the end-game when it’s 20% short, one-third of the funding from the Iraq war would solve it from then forward. 

If the economy continues to improve, there will be zero deficit.  President Bush wants to give back the money that seniors have put into Social Security to the Wall Street contributors who gave $38 million to his two campaigns.  That’s really what it’s all about.  So every time Bush spoke on the campaign trail on this, he dropped ten points in the location that he went, because seniors didn’t even need Democratic opposition to explain it.  They saw right away that he was giving away their money.
SW:  Let’s look at some of the specifics on that because one of the President’s cornerstones is to have private investment accounts which is something to me that doesn’t even make sense, but he’s talking about this to save Social Security, and how much money is it going to cost?

RW:  Well, Steve, first of all, it’s billions in fees that go to the Wall Street coffers when you convert it to private accounts.  That’s the real reason.  The other factor is, take private accounts – just now, six years after Clinton hit the all-time high in the stock market, six years later, it’s getting close to the all-time high again.  In other words, the very parallel that Bush wants to do, the biggest corporations in America -- the Fortune 500 and the NASDAQ 100 -- they have been stagnant for six years, and if you take the 3% inflation each year, they’ve lost 18% in the last  years.  That’s what he wants to do with seniors’ money, and he uses the argument of “Over the last 25 years, you can look at the history.”  Well, yeah, but we’re not living in the last 25 years, we are living in the present, and in the last six years, that’s what the stock market has done, and seniors will be shafted.  They will go into poverty, they will have to go back to that old image, Steve, of going into trash cans.  I’m not making that up because when I was chief of staff on the House Aging Committee, that’s what we looked at, seniors going into trash cans to get their food, and that’s what will happen.  We’ll have a nation again of soup kitchens for seniors.
SW:  The other thing that gets me, why I agree with you that this is such a scam is: the whole idea is to earn social security more money through the stock market or other investments other than the kinds of treasury bills in which they’re now invested.  Fine, if you want to go that route, why does it have to be individual accounts, why couldn’t it be the federal government being able to invest without all of these extra fees?
RW:  Well that’s exactly what I say in my oped in the Tallahassee Democrat.  I’d urge people to go to my website: www.weinerpublic.com.  And click on “OpEds” and go to the Tallahassee Democrat, February 25th 2005, “White House Social Security “Facts” are Anything But”. facts, Democrats are absolutely wanting to protect Social Security.  And contrary to the Republican spin, it’s not that we don’t have a plan or we’re all negative.  That’s a pile of you-know-what.  We do have an agenda, the Republicans just never want to say it.  I have talked to Pelosi and Dean and Steny Hoyer, and what we want to do is use part of the Bush tax cuts toward reducing the social security deficit if there ever is one.  Or, as you just pointed out an option, re-investing the Social Security Trust Fund surplus which is $145 billion a year.  That’s a surplus, I point out, not a deficit.  That’s $145 billion a year into the very kinds of private funds the President proposes, and use the profit down the road if a trust fund deficit ever does occur.  That would call the Republicans’ bluff, we would absolutely protect Social Security, and the Administration wants none of it.
SW:  Looking at one of the other things that was big this year was Medicare and particularly the Medicare prescription drug program. Another giveaway to the pharmaceutical companies?

RW:  The pharmaceuticals and the American Hospital Association -- you know, people say the United States has the best health care in the world.  Here are the facts: We’re 26th in infant mortality and 24th in life expectancy.  And the reason for that is all the money that the American Medial Association, the American Pharmaceutical Association, the American Hospital Association earn, they don’t want to go anywhere near what every other country has which is: Health care is a right, not a privilege.  Guaranteed health benefits to their citizens.  And the Medicare scam that we adopted which guarantees the profits of the pharmaceutical companies says, Yes, you’ll get a discount, except that does nothing about their pricing.  It’s outrageous.  So what we’ve seen since the plan has come into being is that there’s been a 15% jack-up in the prices, so sure, you get a 15% discount, and whoop-dee-doo, what have you got?  You’ve got profits for the pharmaceutical industry.  You have got a plan that’s zero benefit when you have to spend in the gap between something like $3000-6000, and the people who really need that care don’t get it.  And you have guaranteed high prices, because they put it in the legislation – Bush and Congress put it in despite the Democrats’ attempt to allow negotiating with the pharmaceutical companies; the bill prohibits negotiation with the pharmaceutical companies.  It guarantees their option of high prices, and it blocks imports from Canada and other countries that have perfectly good care.  The bluff was exposed on the fact that Canada wasn’t a matter of safety.  Canada has fine health care and pharmaceutical products.  But to block the imports also stops seniors from getting the best prices.  Again, this is a President who was elected on one issue:  give tax breaks and bennies to his rich contributors, and that’s what he’s done on every issue whether it’s healthcare or Iraq --   with Halliburton or Social Security, he’s with Wall Street.  You pick your issue, and seniors are getting shafted.
SW:  I want to go back to two of the things you commented on because these are in the fine print and there’s nothing fine about the fine print.  We can’t allow our seniors to get their pharmaceuticals from “third world countries” like Canada, but then these pharmaceutical companies…

RW:  You know, Condi and the Canadian Foreign Minister can get together, but we can’t get together with their products.

SW:  Yeah, she better not take any of his Aspirin though.  But when these pharmaceutical companies for their own profits have many of these drugs made, they’re made overseas, so we’re not even getting the so-called “American drugs,” are we?

RW:  You’re exactly right.  Hoechst, the huge pharmaceutical conglomerate that’s overseas.  You’re absolutely right.  The products are generated overseas, we can’t even have the benefit of that.  We have outsourced our profit-making.  That’s the other thing that because of the corporate linkages that Bush wants, he can’t take foreign contributions, but he can take contributions from American companies that have foreign subsidiaries and in fact the subsidiaries are often the headquarters, so you’re exactly right.  You called it.
SW:  I want to go back into one of the issues, because here is something the VA does -- group buying -- and does it very, very effectively, but as you pointed out, it wasn’t even that they didn’t deal with it in the law, they specifically prohibit it.  Medicare would be the largest group and have that clout from buying.  What possible justification could there be for that?

RW:  There is none.  There absolutely is none, and it was a question of the votes.  Rahm Emmanuel tried specifically to change it.  The congressman -- actually I worked very closely with him in the White House, he and I were colleagues working  crime and drugs issues -- and he is now a congressman from Illinois, and he’s Chair of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee.  He tried, and he had the amendment with the allowance for imports, and with negotiating with the pharmaceutical companies.  As you pointed out, we wanted to do what the VA does.  They have very cheap and effective but still profit-making for the pharmaceutical companies kinds of drugs they provide to all our nation’s veterans, and the Administration blocked it in Medicare.  The Republicans blocked it.  And, by the way, that was a one-vote-margin on the Medicare bill in the dark of night where one congressman was bribed and threatened with not supporting his son, the Administration really balked at him, and that went to the Ethics Committee.  The Ethics Committee agreed that that was a huge violation of congressional rules to get that one Republican congressman’s vote.  So, this is slimy from the word “Go” by the Administration, but you know what, Steve?  I think the American people see it.  And as future-to-be Speaker Nancy Pelosi told me, the American people got it on how we blocked the Administration on Social Security, but they still have the votes at least until November 6, and they did get that thing through on Medicare.  They also haven’t done anything on private pensions where we now have half of what we had 10 years ago in terms of people being protected in their private pensions.
SW:  Well, this is something we’re going to have to talk about in a future discussion.  Bob Weiner, thanks so much for being with us, and let’s talk again because I want to get into that issue of private pensions.

RW:  Good, Steve, it’s a pleasure.  Thanks for the service that you provide to the American people through your show and all you’ve done with your book, it’s a real privilege to be with you.
