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Overview


Social Security, as a government benefit, dating to the Great Depression, is predicted to start becoming financially unstable by 2016.  This rationale is attributed to people are living longer and the imminent retirement of the “baby boom” generation will mean more individuals deriving benefits and fewer workers contributing payroll taxes to the system.  President Bush continues to make Social Security reform a primary public policy issue with significant political implications.  Previous legislative efforts, however, to revise the retirement system often have proved polarizing.  For example, in the mid 1990s the last commission that studied Social Security reforms terminated its work without obtaining consensus.

In May 2001, President Bush appointed a 16 member bipartisan Social Security Commission to begin the daunting task of persuading Americans and Congress to embrace changes that his Administration endorses. These changes are predicated on Social Security privatization.  To guide the Commission’s work, the President formulated six governing principles:  (1) Advocate individual retirement accounts, (2) Social Security surpluses should not be used for other government purposes, (3) Payroll taxes should not be increased, (4) Government should not invest in the stock market, (5) Reducing benefits for Americans who are currently retired will be precluded, and (6) Prudently select investment options for Social Security privatization.  It appears, as though, the perspective of the President and the assigned Commission are unrepresentative of the array of views held by most Americans concerning the future of Social Security.

Current Status
On July 19, 2001, the Commission prepared an interim report that documents the weaknesses of the existing program and develops specific criteria consistent with the President’s agenda for evaluating proposed changes.  The report articulates radical alterations to Social Security and subsumes the following findings:  (1) Tax enhancements on huge federal debts are likely unless Congress allows privatization of Social Security; (2) Black and Hispanic people, women, and poor people would adversely endure the burden of a failed system; (3) Social Security would cease to exist by 2016; (4) Social Security can no longer exist in its present form; (5) Black and Hispanic people will endure unequal fiscal burdens of supporting benefits because of mortality and life expectancy trends and (6) Women are particularly vulnerable if Social Security shortfalls exist, because they are more dependent on government assistance to address conditions of poverty.  The full Commission on July 24, 2001, unanimously endorsed the 30 page interim report and will begin to construct the foundation for the President’s plan of Social Security privatization.  The report is intended to depict the condition of the nation’s largest entitlement program and endorse President Bush’s view of individual retirement accounts.

Political Landscape
Legislation is expected by late 2002; however, any debate pertaining to reforming Social Security will be divisive.  Democrats support an “add-on” program – private accounts to supplement Social Security.  However, the Commission, with an emphasis on structural change, has effectively ruled out using funds outside the projected Social Security surplus for the overhaul.  In view of such, most Congressional Democrats vehemently oppose individual retirement accounts, asserting that privatization unduly benefits affluent individuals while simultaneously eroding the economic safety net that Social Security ensures for ordinary Americans.  Democrats, joined by some moderate Republicans, have indicated that any attempts to reform Social Security legislatively must be relegated to bipartisanship and should include concerted ways to engage all Americans into the mainstream economic benefits of society.

Because of the tragic events of September 11, 2001, the SSC’s final recommendations on privatization and Social Security reformation have been delayed until Spring 2002. To date, five public hearings have taken place on Social Security reform.  Public hearings are designed to provide the Commission with contrasting perspectives on Social Security, and advocate a new national retirement system that would allow workers to divert some of their payroll taxes into private investment accounts.

Implications
NASW is one of the most ardent champions of social justice causes, ranging from fighting racism and discrimination to promoting pay equality for women and ethnic minority groups.  It is purported that Social Security is facing long term problems that will begin in approximately 15 years and thus, privatization is the indispensable remedy to address its financial shortcomings.  However, building individual wealth has never been Social Security’s purpose because it is a social insurance program.  Social Security protects against loss of income attributed not only to retirement, but also to death and disability. Historically, Social Security attempts to address the economic conditions of disenfranchised Americans through providing essential income to offset impoverished conditions.  The Commission’s interim report documented the weaknesses of the existing program and articulated the perspective of the Bush Administration. Social Security reform will have a critical effect on social workers and a substantial effect on their clientele.  Social Security is a valuable insurance program that benefits large numbers of women and ordinary Americans who are below retirement age.  Completely privatizing the system would have serious consequences for many women and individuals who are maintaining families on a limited income.

For many social workers and their clients, Social Security will be the major, if not primary, source of retirement income.  Therefore, Social Security’s guaranteed payment would be preferable to plans of privatization.  Privatization of benefits could dismantle the retirement benefits portion of the program, which is the most successful anti-poverty program the government has ever implemented.

NASW believes it is essential to preserve the integrity of Social Security as a basic safety net for those who cannot provide for themselves. The Association continues to engage coalitions committed to protecting and strengthening Social Security for women, ethnic minorities, children, and people with disabilities.  Any solution for improving Social Security must consider all Americans and include broad support for families.
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