Weekly Column
By Senator Herb Kohl (D-WI)

CELEBRATING SOCIAL SECURITY

This month we celebrate the 70th birthday of one of the most successful programs of President Roosevelt’s New Deal: Social Security. Decades later, it remains one of the most successful “family insurance” mechanisms in the history of our nation -- cutting poverty among the elderly by forty percentage points since FDR created the program in the 1930’s.
This landmark anniversary comes at a time when the program has been put under the spotlight by critics who aim to permanently change Social Security as we know it. 

We have all heard the arguments stating that Social Security will go broke. This is simply not true. Even if we do nothing to shore up the program – which is not an option – the government would still be able to pay full benefits for another forty to fifty years. What we do need to focus on, however, is how we can ensure that our grandchildren will still be able to rely on this cornerstone program for generations to come.
As your U.S. Senator, I feel an enormous responsibility not just for the present, but also for the future of our great state. Thus, today is the perfect time to look at the fundamentals of Social Security, acknowledge that it works but faces a financial problem, and then figure out a solution that both Democrats and Republicans can accept. Working together is the only way we can strengthen the financial future of this great program, relied upon by 929,000* Wisconsinites, of which 306,000* are disabled workers, survivors, spouses and children.
As our national saving continues to dwindle, economic experts agree on one thing: the only way to improve the financial future of the United States is to increase this savings.

The first step toward this goal is to examine the entire federal budget – and figure out how to reduce the deficits that are draining our national savings.  Growing deficits are taking a toll not just on our future ability to sustain Social Security, but also other critical programs like Medicare and Medicaid. 
The federal budget works just like any family’s budget – and like most families know, it is dangerous to spend money you don’t have. Not unlike the federal government, millions of Americans face a mountain of debt that impedes financial independence and growth.  Just like borrowing from the kids’ college fund to pay Visa, the federal government has been borrowing from Social Security to pay the bills for decades. 
The $2 trillion projected deficit over the next seventy-five years in Social Security is small compared to the $15 trillion dollar deficit over just the next thirty years under current policies. Extending tax cuts to the wealthiest 1% of Americans, permanently rolling back the estate tax, and the spending habits of Congress and the Administration must also be examined as we debate Social Security’s financial future and the future of other critical government programs.
The time to start working together is today – millions of Americans and the government bank account of tomorrow rely on it.

* Statistics based on 2003 data by the Social Security Administration

