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MORNING BUSINESS

The ACTING PRESIDENT pro tem-
pore. Under the previous order, there
will now be a period for the transaction
of morning business until 3 p.m., with
Senators permitted to speak therein
for up to 10 minutes each.

The Senator from California.

———

CONRAD-GREGG AMENDMENT

Mrs. FEINSTEIN. Mr. President, I
wish to say a few words in favor of the
Conrad-Gregg amendment which will
shortly be before us and in opposition
to the Baucus amendment.

I have worked for some time to try to
produce legislation that would create a
commission which could be like a
BRAC commission and deal with what
I consider to be the most formidable
problem facing this government.

Every Wednesday during the summer
and spring, I have a constituent break-
fast. One of the things I do at that
breakfast is show what debt and deficit
really means. One of the best ways—
you learn this when you do a budget,
and I learned it when I was mayor of
San Francisco and for 9 years put to-
gether a budget—is to look at what is
actually spent, total numbers. That
gives you the real clue. It is called out-
lays, Federal outlays.

What have Federal outlays been? In
2009, 50 percent of everything the Fed-
eral Government paid out went to enti-
tlements. What are entitlements?
Medicare, Social Security, veterans’
benefits—things that cannot be con-
trolled—if you are entitled to them,
you get them. Look at interest on the
debt, which is 5 percent. If you look at
discretionary defense, it is 18 percent.
And if you look at everything else the
Federal Government does that every-
body talks about—education, agri-
culture, justice, the 22 agencies in
Homeland Security—it is just 16 per-
cent of what is spent. If you add to-
gether the 50 percent and the 5 percent
of interest, we see 55 percent of every-
thing the Federal Government spends
this year cannot be controlled. We have
to spend it. All the rest that is discre-
tionary is rather small in comparison.
If we project that out 10 years—and I
must say that new numbers are coming
out tomorrow, so this is the latest
number I have—entitlements go up to
56 percent and interest on the debt to
14 percent; that is, 70 percent of every-
thing that will be spent in the year 2019
if things are projected forward cannot
be controlled. Discretionary defense is
16 percent, and nondiscretionary—
again, everything else—is 14 percent. If
you wanted to balance out, you could
eliminate everything in discretionary
spending and you could not solve the
problem.

That is what is happening. Entitle-
ments are expanding to an inordinate
amount of what the Federal Govern-
ment pays out every year. It does not
matter whether something is in the
budget or not in the budget; if you
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have to pay for it and spend it, it con-
tributes to the deficit and that trans-
lates into debt. It is a very major prob-
lem.

That is why I rise today in support of
the amendment offered by Senators
CONRAD and GREGG to establish a bipar-
tisan commission to tackle this issue
and look at these programs—namely,
Social Security and Medicare—and
make some recommendations as to how
they can be changed, amended, melded
to essentially be able to maintain
themselves over time. We know both
these programs are the third rail of
American politics. Past Congresses and
past Presidents have failed to take the
steps necessary to ensure their long-
term viability. Social Security will
start running out of money in 2037, and
Medicare will start to run out of
money before the end of this decade. In
7 years, in 2017, Medicare will begin to
run out of money.

This is an opportunity to take a con-
cept which has worked before—namely,
the Greenspan Commission, which in
1983 added years to Social Security sol-
vency—and have a 1-year commission,
which is the Conrad-Gregg commission,
to deal with this debt. It would be an
opportunity to get our Nation’s fi-
nances back on track. If we could have
done it, we would have done it. If we
could have done it, why didn’t we? Why
year after year do we refuse to face the
issues? The Greenspan recommenda-
tions, including a change to the trust
fund revenue structure, actually won
bipartisan support. Those recommenda-
tions were adopted, and they were cred-
ited with saving Social Security at the
time.

More recently, the base realignment
and closure process, known as BRAC,
and the Homeland Security commis-
sion following 9/11 made recommenda-
tions. Many of those recommendations
were accepted. The BRAC Commission
had a process which all of us sort of de-
rided and did not like, but it got the
job done. They presented recommenda-
tions to the Congress; the Congress
could vote them down. That decided
the question. That is what the Conrad-
Gregg amendment would do.

We all see the gravity of what is hap-
pening. As we vote to increase the debt
limit for the ninth time in 8 years, we
are not able to do anything about the
biggest consumers of debt—entitle-
ments—because they are such valuable
programs to people and no one wants
them touched.

This commission would be bipartisan.
It would be composed of 18 members—
10 Democrats, 8 Republicans; specifi-
cally, 16 Members of Congress split
evenly between each party and 2 ad-
ministration officials. Their charge
would be to come to grips with this sit-
uation and make a series of rec-
ommendations on an expedited proce-
dure that would come to the Congress,
and we would either vote it up or vote
it down. Everything would be on the
table. The scope of the commission is
broad enough to include all possibili-
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ties for improving our budgetary out-
look. The commission would issue this
report before the end of the year. Mr.
President, 14 of the 18 Members must
approve the report before it could be
presented to us, and Congress would be
required to vote on the report, as I
said, with expedited consideration be-
fore the end of this year. So for the
first time, in a matter of months, we
would have before us some rec-
ommendations. How do we tweak So-
cial Security to enable it to go past its
doomsday? How do we handle Medicare
to see that it is viable throughout the
next three, four, five decades? It does
not circumvent congressional proce-
dures, nor does it exclude elected offi-
cials from shaping the final report.

The Social Security trust fund runs
out of money in 2037. If we do not do
anything, it is going to happen sooner.
Today, 50 million people depend on So-
cial Security. By 2050, 82 million peo-
ple—another 32 million people—will re-
ceive Social Security.

Most people do not realize that one-
half of American workers today have
no retirement or pension benefit from
their company. I did not know this.
One-half of all retiring workers have no
retirement or pension benefit from
their company. Social Security is what
they will have. With the problems in
the workplace today, with the increase
in bankruptcies, we can be sure that
Social Security is only going to be-
come more important as the decades go
on.

In 2007, Social Security alone kept 35
percent of older Americans out of pov-
erty. That is how important it is. Thir-
ty-five percent of our seniors would be
living in poverty if it were not for So-
cial Security. And for almost two-
thirds of people, Social Security makes
up more than half their income. So So-
cial Security is really the breadbasket,
it is the opportunity for many seniors
and pensioners and retirees to continue
to live and stay out of poverty.

Medicare is in even worse shape. By
2017, the hospital insurance trust fund
will be depleted. In last year’s Trustees
report, insolvency was projected in
2019. Medicare is unsustainable over
time.

That is something that none of us
wants to admit, none of us wants to
face. The record is clear: None of us has
faced it. None of us has done anything
about it, and yet the time is ratcheted
sooner and sooner.

So once the hospital trust fund is ex-
hausted, it will be necessary to reduce
the amount of benefits payable. What
does that mean? That means after 2017,
only 81 percent of benefits will actually
be paid. Think of that. Is it all right to
let that happen? Is it all right to do
nothing? Is it all right to say: OK, we
know that come 2017 only 81 percent of
the benefit an individual should get
will be paid, and it is because we are
not willing to do anything about it?
That is what we are saying if we vote
no on the Conrad-Gregg resolution.

Medicare Part B and Part D prescrip-
tion drug coverage will increasingly
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outpace beneficiary income over time.
So funds won’t be there to pay for pre-
scription drug benefits. That is the
simple result. Without finding an ade-
quate way to fund these obligations,
those funds will have to be borrowed or
will be nonexistent, and this further
adds to the debt we see coming down
the pike. All of it adds together to the
financial insolvency of both Social Se-
curity and Medicare.

That is why a commission is needed—
because we haven’t done what we
should have done. We haven’t made the
tweaks, the changes, the adjustments.
We haven’t looked at means testing.
These programs were founded on the
belief that no matter how wealthy you
are, you should get these benefits. My
own view is that should change. They
should be looked at more as insurance
programs. If you don’t need them, if
you are a millionaire, why should you
have these benefits? If you need them,
if you are part of the half of America
that has no pension or retirement ben-
efit, if you earn under, let’s say,
$250,000 a year as a retiree, maybe you
should still get them. But if you earn
more than $250,000, with this picture
facing us, maybe you should pay your
own way.

These are some of the decisions that
have got to be made, and we can’t keep
putting them off because they are un-
pleasant, because the more we put
them off, the bigger the troubles get.
That has been the case in the 17 years
I have been here. I have watched this,
and it keeps going up and up and up. So
the problem is apparent, but it has
been ignored. It has been shoveled
under the rug. It has never been ad-
dressed, and that is why we need a
commission.

I cosponsored a bill two Congresses
ago with Senator Domenici and I co-
sponsored a bill this Congress with
Senator CORNYN to create a Social Se-
curity-Medicare commission. Mine was
not composed of Members of Congress,
but there was opposition. People felt,
well, if this body is going to have the
ability to make a recommendation
that may result in having to put more
money into the system, either by in-
creasing the payroll tax or any other
way, then it ought to be the Members
of the Congress or the Senate who
make that recommendation. Senator
CONRAD and Senator GREGG took that
as a kind of mandate and said: All
right, we will do that, and here is what
we propose.

I am very glad the Senator from
Florida is on the floor. We have worked
as part of this group together, come to
several meetings. I guess it would be
fair to say there are about 16 or 17 of us
who have worked together with Sen-
ator CONRAD on the Democratic side on
this, and we do so because we recognize
doing nothing doesn’t save Medicare
and doing nothing doesn’t save Social
Security. But doing something may, so
that is why we need a commission.
This will never get done if we follow
regular order in the Congress. For 17
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yvears, I have watched that regular
order year in and year out, and nothing
has happened. I remember Fritz Hol-
lings standing right there on the floor
talking about Kkeeping money from
going out of the trust funds. As you
know, now it is an accounting judg-
ment. Everything goes into one fund,
but there is just an accounting judg-
ment. He advocated separating it out
so it couldn’t be used to balance the
budget. Right now the trust funds are
used to balance the budget. They are
not set aside for a special fund to see
that Social Security remains secure. It
is the good faith and credit of the gov-
ernment that does that. Well, I say
that isn’t enough. We have to face the
consequences, bite the bullet. We have
to find a way to see that our national
credit card is fiscally responsible.

The ACTING PRESIDENT pro tem-
pore. The Senator’s time has expired.

Mrs. FEINSTEIN. I know my time is
up, but I want to indicate my very sin-
cere support and my thanks to both
Senator CONRAD and Senator GREGG for
their work, for their leadership, and for
their strong advocacy. They have
friends. We will support them. And I
very much hope this body will as well.

Mr. President, I yield the floor.

The ACTING PRESIDENT pro tem-
pore. The Senator from Florida.

Mr. NELSON of Florida. Mr. Presi-
dent, I am speaking today in favor of
the Conrad-Gregg amendment, of which
I am a cosponsor also.

While the Senator from California is
here, I want to go back 27 years ago to
one of the times in which government
came together and worked best on a
crisis. It was 1983. I had come to Con-
gress a few years before, and we were
suddenly at the point at which Social
Security was going to run out of
money within 6 months. Obviously,
something had to be done. The good
news was there were two wily old Irish-
men who were leading the government.
One was in the White House—his name
was Reagan—and the other one was the
Speaker of the House—and his name
was O’Neill. Those two were great ex-
amples. They could fight like cats and
dogs during the day, but when they
walked out the door, they were per-
sonal friends. They had a personal rela-
tionship. When it came time to cutting
a deal to get the performance of the
government, they could do it.

Realizing that Social Security was
about to be in financial cardiac arrest,
they said: We are going to do this.
They appointed a blue ribbon panel,
much like what we are talking about
here in this Conrad-Gregg amendment.
The difference between then and now is
that we had leaders of both parties who
were committed to making it work. I
am not sure what we are going to see
out here on the landscape today, unless
the American people rise up and say: A
pox on both your Houses. You guys bet-
ter get together.

That is what we are trying to do with
this bipartisan amendment. The good
news is that because of the delibera-
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tions of that panel and because those
two Irishmen, President Reagan and
Speaker O’Neill, said: We are going to
take this off the table at the next elec-
tion as a club, a bludgeon, to hit our
opponents over the head with, that
blue ribbon panel came forth, was pre-
sented to the Congress, passed over-
whelmingly in the Congress, and it
made Social Security solvent from 1983
well into this century.

That is the kind of example we need
here, of our coming together in a bipar-
tisan way, with commonsense solu-
tions. That is what I rise to talk about
today. I thank the Senator from Cali-
fornia for being not only erudite but el-
oquent in her presentation.

Mrs. FEINSTEIN. I thank the Sen-
ator.

Mr. NELSON of Florida. Mr. Presi-
dent, there is a reason for this, and it
is our Nation’s budget is on a path to-
ward crisis. We have to do something
extraordinary, just as we did back in
1983. Over the last decade, we have
spent billions to wage two wars, but we
still proceeded with a tax cut for the
wealthy and a prescription drug benefit
that gave too much to the pharma-
ceutical industry as well as the health
insurance industry, and what happened
was the debt doubled.

The Obama administration had to
stem the bleeding, putting a tourniquet
on the pending nationwide economic
collapse, so it pumped money into the
economy. That was primarily for infra-
structure spending, teachers’ salaries,
targeted tax relief for small business,
and targeted tax relief for the middle
class.

That same economic collapse did
what one expects recessions, near de-
pressions to do: It lowered the tax re-
ceipts, and thus put us in an even
tighter spot. So now we have to face
the realities of this fiscal situation.
Due to the economic downturn, tax
revenue, as a share of the economy, is
at its lowest point in 50 years. It is less
than 15 percent of GDP, whereas spend-
ing is now above. It is at 26 percent of
GDP. You know when you take in less
revenues but you spend more, that dif-
ference, which we call the annual def-
icit, means you are headed for trouble.
The analysts are telling us that by
2019, the debt could be 114 percent of
the GDP.

We saw in the charts of the Senator
from California how the interest rate
in 2019 would balloon up to three-
fourths of $1 trillion. The rising trend
continues at an alarming rate even
after 2019. Former Fed Chairman Alan
Greenspan said:

The challenge to contain this threat is
more urgent than at any time in our history.
Our Nation has never before had to confront
so formidable a fiscal crisis as is now visible
just over the horizon.

This is not to mention this also af-
fects our national security. Guess who
is the biggest holder of our foreign
debt. It is China. What happens if they
suddenly want us to pay off all of those
bonds they hold? Do you think China is
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an adversary? Well, if you don’t, do you
think they are an economic adversary?
Do you think they would like to be a
military adversary? Do you realize
what they are doing in space in order
to become a world power?

I came to Congress a long time ago,
and I have been talking about balanced
budgets, but now this problem is so
massive it can’t be solved, as the Sen-
ator from California said, by regular
order. We are going to have to take a
good look at the whole picture. We
need some commonsense folks who will
work together, who will respect each
other—did you hear what I said, re-
spect each other—and who will rec-
ommend the tough decisions that must
be made in order to get this Nation’s
fiscal policy back on track.

I realize on the one side you have
folks saying: Does that cut Social Se-
curity? Does that cut Medicare? Then
on the other side you have folks who
say: Does that mean you worry about
raising taxes? Those are legitimate
concerns. Every one of us, every family
member in America has to deal with
these kinds of questions in their own
family’s budget. When we spend more
than we bring in, we have to make
choices. We have to make adjustments.
It is the responsible thing to do.

It will not be easy. It will not be easy
politically, especially with people hold-
ing that club of the next election over
their heads saying: I am going to beat
you into the ground and beat you po-
litically to death if you make these
tough choices. But in the end I trust,
because of the understanding of the
American people of their government
and their understanding of their own
family budgets, they will trust a bipar-
tisan group of lawmakers accountable
to the American people who will have
examined the budget, hashed out their
differences, and agreed to a plan that
will make us solvent again.

Without drastic measures we risk
saddling our children with debt that
can never be repaid and credit that
cannot be restored. We have the oppor-
tunity right now to try to fix it. I urge
our colleagues to support this amend-
ment, and I yield the floor.

The ACTING PRESIDENT pro tem-
pore. The Senator from Tennessee is
recognized.

———————

STATE OF THE UNION

Mr. ALEXANDER. Mr. President, I
look forward to the President’s State
of the Union Address on Wednesday, as
I know most Americans do. There is a
lot of talk about how the President
might reconnect with the American
people. The President himself said a
couple of days ago, after Massachusetts
elected a Republican Senator, that per-
haps he had not been talking to the
American people directly about core
values. If I may do this in a respectful
way, I would like to make a suggestion
about what the President might say on
Wednesday evening.

To reconnect with the American peo-
ple, I suggest in his State of the Union
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Address the President talk first about
creating jobs; second, about reining in
the national debt; and make terrorism
his third subject. Then it would not
hurt my feelings one bit if he stopped
his speech right there and focused his
unswerving attention on jobs, debt and
terrorism until he has them all headed
in a better direction. After all, in my
view, the President struggled in his
first year not only because his agenda
veered too far to the left but because
he took too many big bites out of too
many apples and tried to swallow them
all at once.

Years ago, I learned that a Governor
who throws himself into a single issue
with everything he has for as along as
it takes can usually wear out every-
body else. I think that is true for Presi-
dents, too. In 1952, President Dwight D.
Eisenhower said, ‘‘I shall go to Korea.”
Then he focused on that one problem,
ended the conflict, and Americans
thanked him for it.

I hope President Obama would focus
with Eisenhower-like intensity on jobs.
In the 1980s, I found the best way to do
that was not to try to turn my State,
Tennessee, upside-down all at once. We
were then the third poorest State in
the Union. My goal was raising family
incomes. I didn’t try to turn it upside-
down all at once, but I went step by
step—sometimes learning as I went—
amending banking laws, defending
right-to-work, keeping debt and taxes
low, recruiting Japanese industry and
then the auto industry, building four-
lane highways so the auto suppliers
could get to the auto plants, and fi-
nally a 10-step ‘‘Better Schools’ plan
which included centers and chairs of
excellence for higher education.

In my view, a step-by-step job strat-
egy for the country should include tax
cuts, less regulation, certainty so peo-
ple can make their plans, free trade, a
balanced labor climate, good edu-
cational opportunities, and clean but
cheap energy. Unfortunately, the
President has too often proposed high-
er taxes, more regulation, uncertainty,
protectionism, expensive labor policy,
higher college tuitions (as Medicare
costs are passed on to States), a na-
tional energy tax, and new costs for
the businesses that we count on to cre-
ate jobs.

As for debt, Democrats in Congress
are trying this week to raise the na-
tional debt limit by $1.9 trillion, an
amount that is more than the total
Federal budget in 1999. To be sure,
President Obama inherited some of
this, but he has run up a $1.5 trillion
debt in just one year and it took Presi-
dent Bush 8 years to accumulate a $2
trillion debt. The solution for a boat
sinking because it has a hole in it is
not to put more holes in it.

Finally, the President deserves credit
for his decisions on Iraq and Afghani-
stan but bringing terrorists from Guan-
tanamo to Illinois, trying the 9/11 mas-
termind in New York City, and failing
to interrogate the Christmas Eve ‘‘un-
derwear bomber’’ in Detroit shows dan-
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gerous confusion about how to deal
with terrorists.

When I ©became Governor, Ned
McWherter, then the Democratic house
speaker, said, ‘I want to help because
if the Governor succeeds the State suc-
ceeds.” In the same way, I want Presi-
dent Obama to succeed. The best way
for him to do that, I respectfully sug-
gest, is to declare an end to the era of
the 2,700-page bills and to work with
both political parties, step by step, on
jobs, debt, and terrorism to help Wash-
ington re-earn the trust of the Amer-
ican people.

I yield the floor.

The ACTING PRESIDENT pro tem-
pore. The Senator from North Dakota
is recognized.

————

CONRAD-GREGG AMENDMENT

Mr. CONRAD. Mr. President, tomor-
row we are going to vote on the ques-
tion of whether we establish a bipar-
tisan debt commission, a commission
empowered to come up with a plan, a
plan if 14 of the 18 Members would
agree, would come to the Senate for a
vote.

This story ran recently in Newsweek.
This was actually the cover of News-
week:

How Great Powers Fall; Steep Debt, Slow
Growth, and High Spending Kill Empires—
And America Could Be Next.

Inside, the story reported:

This is how empires decline. It begins with
a debt explosion. It ends with an inexorable
reduction in the resources available for the
Army, Navy and Air Force. . . . If the United
States doesn’t come up soon with a credible
plan to restore the federal budget to balance
over the next five to 10 years, the danger is
very real that a debt crisis could lead to a
major weakening of American power.

It is not hard to see how that could
happen. Since 2000, the debt has ex-
ploded. In the previous administration
the debt doubled. It has increased
again with the economic downturn, and
we are now on a course to have a gross
debt that will be 114 percent of the
gross domestic product of the United
States.

That is the short term. We can han-
dle a debt of 114 percent of the gross
domestic product. We have done it be-
fore. We did it after World War II.
Japan has a debt right now of 189 per-
cent of their gross domestic product.

The real challenge confronting Amer-
ica is that, according to the Congres-
sional Budget Office, we are on course
to have a debt that will reach 400 per-
cent of our gross domestic product over
the next 50 years. Nobody believes that
is a sustainable situation—not the
head of the Congressional Budget Of-
fice, not the head of the Office of Man-
agement and Budget, not the former
head of the General Accounting Office,
not the head of the Federal Reserve,
not the Secretary of Treasury—all of
them have said a debt of that mag-
nitude poses a systemic threat to the
economic security of the United
States.
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