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At a time when it’s increasingly common
to see impending doom everywhere — ter-
rorism, global warming, joblessness, etc. —
here’s something Americans can cross off
their be-very-afraid list: whether Social Se-
curity will be around so they can worry
about all those other threats in relative fi-
nancial comfort.
It’s true that last week’s
report on Social Security’s
long-termfinances shows a
program that’s dipping into
the red for the first time
since Congress last fixed it
in 1983. And it’s true that
the program’s vaunted
$2.6 trillion “trust fund,”
whichwould cover all costs
until 2037, isn’t terribly
trustworthy because it’s ef-
fectively full of bookkeep-
ing entries and no cash.
But here are a few things
to remember about per-
haps the most popular of
all government programs:
uEven if the trust fund
is just IOUs, Social Security
is still a moral and political
obligationwith few parallels in American so-
ciety. It’s no joke that it has been called the
“third rail of American politics (touch it and
die),” since any worker who has dutifully
forked over the payroll tax every pay period
for decades has every right to expect the
government to live up to its end of the deal
and provide retirement income when the
time arrives.Woeunto politicianswho try to
renege. History shows theyfind awaynot to.
uSocial Security’s problems are easily fix-
able. It’s the politics that’s hard. To come up
with the money the government owes the
trust fund, Washington has to economize
elsewhere. It’s used to doing the opposite:
spending trust fund money to hide the def-
icit. A plan for payouts after 2037 is also
needed.Washingtonhas beendebatingways
to trimbenefits andnudgeup taxes for years.

But members of Congress, wanting to stay
popular, refuse to make choices. Result:
stalemate. The one good thing about Social
Security’s balance sheet nearing the tipping
point is that it should recreate the sense of
urgency that saved the program in 1983.
Then, like now, many young people didn’t
believe Social Security would be there for
them, but leaders of bothparties rescued the
program by raising the retirement age in the
distant future (now the present) and raising
taxes. It was excruciatingly difficult then, and

reaching agreement in
these more polarized
times will be even harder.
But everyone knows how.
uThere’s no silver bul-
let, despite what priva-
tizers preach about the
magic of turning Social Se-
curity over to the markets.
In fact, it’s mystifying that
anyonewhowatchedhis or
her 401(k) stagnate with
the stock market for the
past decade would want to
trade Americans’ guaran-
teed retirement security
for the unreliable mercies
of the markets. What ad-
vocates of replacing Social
Security with private ac-
counts don’t say is that
their system might occa-

sionally beat Social Security, but it depends
heavily onwhen you retire.
People who retired in 1982 with nothing
but a stock portfolio, for example, reached
the end of theirworking life after 17 frustrat-
ing years of zero long-term gain in the mar-
ket. The Dow Jones industrial average got
within a few points of 1,000 in 1965, but it
didn’t break through1,000 for gooduntil late
1982. Meanwhile, inflation cut the buying
power of a dollar to 34 cents.
Social Security is, among other things, the

nation’s most effective anti-poverty pro-
gram, and when the markets crash, the el-
derly shouldn’t crashwith them. Somemod-
est tax increases and benefit trims are
needed because so many Baby Boomers are
retiring. But you can bet they’ll happen, just
because the other options areworse.

Source: Social Security Administration
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Into the red
For the first time since 1983,
Social Security is paying out
more in benefits than it's
receiving in taxes.
The shortfall going forward
(in billions of dollars):
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Today’s debate: Retirement income

Afraid Social Security won’t
be there for you? It will.

Our view:
Youngpeople doubt it, but that’s
not new.Neither are the solutions.

The nation’s largest entitlement program
is officially in the red. This year, Social Securi-
ty has paid out more than it receives in pay-
roll taxes. The Congressional Budget Office
predicts that by 2039, the system won’t be
able to pay retirees their “guaranteed” share
of Social Security benefits that they paid into
the systemwithout massive tax increases or
benefits cuts. In less than 20 years, just two
workers will be forced to pay the benefits of
every one retiree.
President Obama’s deficit commission is
considering an increase in both the retire-
ment age and payroll taxes to “fix” the com-
pulsory Social Security system. But, at over
12% of a worker’s income up to $106,800
(half paid by employers), Social Security al-
ready is the largest tax that most Americans
pay. Studies have shown that payroll taxes
would need to increase by 50% in order to
temporarily save the insolvent program. But
what happens when that’s not enough? At
what point does Social Security becomegen-
erational theft?
Moreover, raising the retirement age is
simply a cut in Social Security benefits. Un-

der these proposals, young workers would
losemoneybypayingmore in Social Security
taxes than they receive in benefits upon re-
tirement.
Americans should ask, if Social Security is

such a great program, why is it mandatory?
Workers should have the choice about
whether they want to remain in the current
system or invest in a personal saving retire-
ment account, which would allow them to
have complete control over their retirements
funds andpass the remainingbalance to fam-
ily members. Let’s have Social Security com-
pete against other investment options.
In fact, dozens of other countries have de-

veloped similar and successful retirement
plans that promote freedom. Australia’s pop-
ular retirement program, which includes
personal accounts that have provided more
income for retirees, increased national sav-
ings and reduced pressure on the budget.
With U.S. lawmakers proposing tax hikes

and benefit cuts to Social Security, the pro-
gram is increasingly becoming a bad deal for
workers and retirees. Americans should be
free to choose an optional personal retire-
ment account that allows them to take their
retirement into their ownhands.

Dick Armey, a Texas Republican, is a former
House majority leader who is now chairman
of FreedomWorks and co-author of Give Us
Liberty: A Tea PartyManifesto.

Let’s upend Social Security
Opposing view:
As pressure on theprogramgrows,
so does appeal of private accounts.

ByDick Armey

Letters

As a registered nurse, I was ap-
palled to learn that we are outsourc-
ing themajority of themanufacturing
of medications given in the United
States (“Voters trust U.S. drugs — but
should they?,” Life, Aug. 3).
Muchof thismanufacturing is done

in India and China, and the pharma-
ceutical companiesmake it difficult to
know exactly where the medications
aremade.
To make the situation worse, the

Food and Drug Administration (FDA)
faces a challenge to oversee theman-
ufacturing because of the location of
these facilities and lack of manpower.
We need new drug safety measures
in this country.
Fromnowon, Iwillwonderwheth-

er each medication I give a patient is
safe. Shame on the pharmaceutical
companies using this method, as well
as the FDA and U.S. government for
letting this happen.

Lana Chang, R.N.
AnnArbor,Mich.

Fight child obesity

A new study cites excessive weight
gain during pregnancy as a contrib-
utor to obesity in children. Perhaps a
prospective mother who overeats
gives her children the propensity to
get fat, but inmyopinion, lifestyle and
eatinghabits are bigger factors (“Birth
weight strongly linked to obesity,”
News, Thursday).

If parents would make meals at
home instead of relying on fast food,
take-out and restaurant foods that
are high in fat, salt and sugar, we
wouldn’t have this problem.
Give your child aball and tell him to

go out and play for an hour while
you’re making dinner, or better yet,
go out and toss the ball with him. Ex-
ercise and eat right. It’s that simple.
We didn’t have this problem when

I was growing up because we didn’t
eat processed food, andwewere out-
sidemost of the time running around
with our friends and neighbors. So
let’s get back to basics, and the prob-
lemwill be solved.

CindiWetzel
Bethlehem, Pa.

More oversight of drugmanufacturing needed

Commentary writer Michael Med-
ved’s Forumpiece “Good luck taming
this corporation,” in which he casti-
gates the federal government as an
out-of-control andpower-hungryGo-
liath, is so far out of touchwith reality
that one wonders whether Medved
doesn’t understand what govern-
ment does, or is just worried about
taxes on his high income (Thursday).
The federal government is basically

the largest retirement system, em-
bodiedby Social Security, and is ama-
jor provider of medical care reim-
bursement for seniors. Large
proportions of its outlays are dedicat-
ed to national defense and security,
which conservatives such as Medved
constantly support. In the case of try-
ing to “boycott” the government in
the form of not paying taxes, perhaps
he should consult the Constitution,
which permits tax collection based
on income. Imprisonment occurs
only where there is egregious eva-
sion. The interdependency of corpo-
rations and government is a simple
consequence of living in amixed cap-
italist economy.

Christopher Hahin
Springfield, Ill.

Both parties at fault

Congratulations to Michael
Medved on his commentary about
the U.S. government. It has become
clear that the government is out of
control andno longer serving the best
interest of the people. It was clear
with the bank bailouts of the Bush
and Obama administrations. The Re-
publican andDemocratic parties’ pol-
itics are equally to blame.
The recent health care reform law

does nothing to control the mighty
mega-insurance companies’ quest for
profits over patients’ lives. It will,
however, create new expensive gov-
ernment bureaucracies. Every day,
my staff and I try to “precertify”med-

icines and tests for patients through
endless insurance company red tape.
Now the government is forcing ev-
eryone to buy private health care in-
surance in thenext fewyears or suffer
a financial penalty. Medved is correct
that theU.S. government is constantly
expanding at our expense.
We should streamline the govern-
ment to create an efficient and mini-
mal entity that takes care of law, jus-
tice enforcement, security and
emergencies only.

CraigM.Wax, family physician
Mullica Hill, N.J.

Fear fuels ‘Tea Party’

Michael Medved’s recent column
views the “Tea Party” movement too
narrowly. The Tea Party “new brand
of populism” isn’t just about individ-
uals vs. “business . . . government
and largemedia and elite universities,
too.” Some Tea Partiers also believe
it’s about a threat posed by immi-
grants, minorities and gay men and
lesbians. Others object to deficits cre-
ated by the same politicians they
spent the past decade voting into of-
fice. In short, the Tea Partymovement
seems tobemore about fear than fear
of anything in particular.
Yes, our government has grown. It

grew into health care, for example,
because Americans without insur-
ance are not Americans without
medical care; they just see doctors in
emergency rooms that bill the rest of
us. That’s socialized medicine. And
government grew into financial reg-
ulation because, when it retreated
from that field, the markets and their
managers ran us to ruin. This growth
wasn’t the maniacal pursuit of lar-
gesse. It was public problem-solving.
We can’t afford to let government

get too big. But we certainly can’t af-
ford to let it get too small.

Phillip Zeeck
Austin

ByMary Altaffer, AP

‘Taxed enough already’ protest:A couple participate in a “Tea Party” pro-
test on April 15 inNewYork against big spending by the federal government.

U.S. government provides
essential services

End of ‘stop loss’
is long overdue
Although there areplans to eventu-

ally eliminate the practice of requir-
ing our military personnel to serve
longer than their original commit-
ments, this practice has been un-
dermining the morale of our fighting
forces (“Forced military extension to
end,” News, Friday).
By using it to maintain troop levels

in Iraq and Afghanistan, our govern-
ment has “broken faith” with the
troops who volunteered to serve
their country and had their assign-
ments extended. Not only has this
“backdoor draft” been devastating to
morale, it also represents an unfair
burden on the soldiers and their fam-
ily members, and likely is a factor in
the spiraling rate of suicides in our
military. If the government cannot
find sufficient recruits to man our
“volunteer army,” it should re-estab-
lish its credibility by being honest and
re-establishing a real draft.

BobHamlett
Nashville

Give to start-ups
The billionaires who promised last

week to give away half their fortunes
would do a great service by donating
one-quarter of their wealth to char-

ities and the other
quarter to start up
new companies in the
U.S. to put people
back to work. The up-
per management of
charities makes en-
tirely too much mon-

ey (“Band of billionaires pledge to
give,”Money, Thursday).
Also, the Obama administration

could call on these great men and
women for advice on how to get our
economy back on track. Members of
Congress don’t know what they are
doing. They only know how to spend
other people’smoney.

GinaDelowrey
Port St. Lucie, Fla.
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Commitment
to accuracy

With the emotional debate over
illegal immigration intensifying,
we’re interested in hearing your ex-
periences.What is your or your
family’s immigration story?When
did your parents come to theUSA
andwhy?Howhave you been af-
fected by illegal immigration? Send
us your comments of 250words or
fewer to letters@usatoday.comor
fax to 703-854-2053. Include your
contact number and home address
for verification purposes. Com-
ments that are acceptedwill be part
of a continuing conversation on this
page and online.

Voices
of Immigration

Ross Douthat, column,
The New York Times: “Gay-
marriage critics who fret
about a slippery slope to
polygamy miss the point.
Americans already have a
kind of postmodern polyg-
amy available to them. It’s
just spread over the

course of a lifetime, rather than
concentrated in a Big Love-style menage. If
this newer order completely vanquishes
the older marital ideal, then gay marriage
will become not only acceptable but mor-
ally necessary. The lifelong commitment of
a gay couple is more impressive than the
serial monogamy of straights. And a cul-
ture in which weddings are optional cele-
brations of romantic love, only tangentially
connected to procreation, has no business
discriminating against the love of homo-
sexuals.”

Michael Barone, column, The Wash-
ington Examiner: “Republicans are start-
ing to think about how to answer the Rob-
ert Redford question. You know the scene.
In the 1972movie The Candidate, the Red-
ford character, having won the election,
turns to his political consultant and asks,
‘What do I do now?’ManyRepublicans fear
they will look as clueless as Redford. . . .
Some cynical Republicans say candidates
should just harp on their opposition to the
policies of the Obama Democrats and fig-
ure outwhat to do if they’re in themajority
when they get there. Others say they
should present public policy alternatives.
. . . House Republican leaders say they’ll
put together something in the nature of a
1994-style Contractwith America over the
August recess. That’s a good idea. Poli-
ticians like to win elections. But if they’re
not in the business in order to shape public
policy, why are they there at all?”

Et cetera
Smart insights on the news of the day
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