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Ready to Fight! * Ready to Lead! June 28 — July 2,2010




The National Coalition on Fiscal Responsibility and Reform – What’s at Stake
Growing concerns about the rising federal deficit prompted President Obama to issue an Executive Order on February 18, 2010 to create a National Commission on Fiscal Responsibility and Reform.  The Commission is charged with reviewing revenues, federal spending for domestic programs, defense spending, and entitlement programs, including Social Security, Medicare and Medicaid in order to propose recommendations to Congress by December 1, 2010 with the goal of reducing the federal deficit to 3% of the GDP by 2015.  Congress has pledged to have an up or down vote on the recommendations.

While the nation’s rising budget deficit has received a lot of attention, any recommendations will have to be made in an equitable way, by balancing the need to promote economic growth and to meet existing needs.  It also should not be done at the expense of critical investments in our nation’s safety net.  A balanced approach needs to take into account that most of the projected budget deficit over the next 10 years comes from President Bush’s tax cuts for the wealthy, the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, spiraling health care costs and the continuing effects of the worst recession since the Great Depression.  These issues must be addressed as well.

Opponents of public services and safety net programs have seized the issue of deficits in this current economic downturn to slash these programs, claiming that they endanger our nation’s fiscal health.  Freezing or cutting these programs, however, will not promote long-term economic health.  Rather, economists have noted that increased investments in public services followed by increases in taxes 

are needed to create jobs, replace lost revenues for states and localities and promote economic growth.  Restraining spending in an economic downturn only prolongs and deepens recession.

Who is on the Commission and What Will They Do?

There are a total of 18 members on the Commission.  The President named former Clinton Chief of Staff Erskine Bowles and former Wyoming Republican Senator Alan Simpson as the Commission’s co-chairs.  Both have stated their intention to examine Social Security as part of their efforts.  Sen. Simpson has a long record of attacks on Social Security.  Additional members include three Senate Democrats, three Senate Republicans, three House Democrats, and three House Republicans.  Despite the good intentions of the President, the Commission contains a number of known foes of Social Security, Medicare and safety net programs.  Five votes are needed to block cuts, and 14 out of 18 commission votes are required to issue recommendations to Congress.  The recommendations, due out in December, cannot be fast-tracked through Congress, will be open to amendments and debate and will be subject to an up or down vote.  

Who is Behind the Attack on Social Security and Medicare?

Unfortunately, Social Security and Medicare have come under particular attack.  One-third of our nation’s elderly rely on Social Security for nearly all of their income.  And we know that Social Security is not just a supplementary income program in retirement.  It provides disability and life insurance to millions of American families, including 6.5 million children.  And Medicare is equally important, providing health care to 44 million seniors.

The attack against Social Security and Medicare is being championed by billionaire Pete Peterson and his namesake foundation, as well as the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and the National Association of Manufacturers.  Peterson has gone to great lengths to devise schemes to take away people’s Social Security and Medicare in the name of “fiscal responsibility,” even bankrolling the film “I.O.U.S.A.” which makes the one-sided argument that the nation is facing a fiscal crisis that can only be addressed through substantial cuts in entitlement programs, including Social Security and Medicare.  Peterson is quoted as saying that “the growth of Social Security would crowd out all forms of capital accumulations.”

Addressing the Deficit in a Progressive Manner
Instead of blaming deficits on social investments, the debate needs to be refocused by challenging the Commission to identify the root causes of the economic downturn and create new, progressive ways to pay for important investments and to balance our national checkbook.  An important first step has been taken to control health care costs by passing comprehensive health care reform.  We must also continue to make critical investments in job creation.  Additionally, we must discuss what resources are needed to keep our communities safe and prosperous.  Continued investments in public services for macroeconomic stimulus are essential.

We also urge the Commission to call for closing tax loopholes and shifting tax burdens so that businesses pay their fair share, especially financial institutions which helped drive our economy to the crisis we now face.  It is critical to tax the wealthy and big businesses in a fair and progressive manner to ensure all Americans, especially those who prosper most in our free and open society, share the responsibility for economic growth, security and continued prosperity.   
With respect to Social Security, which does not contribute to the deficit but has been attacked due to concerns over long-term solvency, relatively modest adjustments will suffice and without unfairly cutting benefits.  
How You Can Help
All Americans and all AFSCME members have a stake in this debate.  Your voices need to be heard.  Americans must see through the lies and distortions that could imperil public services, retirement and disability benefits for our nation’s most vulnerable citizens. 









Department of Legislation









May 2010
�








1

