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Beating the Boomers
Why Bush and Co. are racing to cut Social Security

By Dave Lindorff

 Social Security, the New Deal program 
that has provided a basic level of 
economic support for the nation’s 
elderly, disabled and orphaned for 70 
years, is in grave danger—not from 
Baby Boomers’ rising demands, but 
from a campaign of lies and fear-
mongering, led by the president.

The truth? There is no Social Security 
crisis. None whatsoever.

Yet, in his State of the Union address, 
President Bush put the campaign to 
destroy Social Security—and its 
promise of security for the aged and 
disabled—front and center, claiming that the system founded in 1935 is headed for 
bankruptcy in 2042.

Like the mythical weapons of mass destruction in Iraq, this was a flat-out lie. First of 
all, even if the date were correct, all that would happen in 2042 would be that the trust 
fund used to pay out benefits to workers would be exhausted. Even then, current 
workers’ taxes would continue to cover 73 percent of promised benefits to retirees. 

More importantly, that 2042 projection by the increasingly politicized Social Security 
Administration was a conservative projection made a few years ago based upon 
unreasonably low estimates of future economic growth. It has already been pushed 
back by several years of good economic performance. In fact, the Congressional Budget 
Office and most independent economists say that the trust fund should enable the 
system to cover all benefits through at least 2052 and perhaps through 2080 and 
beyond. And here’s something the president has not told people: If the cap on income 
subject to Social Security taxation—currently set at $90,000 in wages—was eliminated 
so that all income was subject to the tax, there would be no shortfall in the trust fund—
not in 2042, not in 2075, never.
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But the most crucial fact that the president and right-wing critics of Social Security 
have failed to mention is that, by 2045, nearly all of the Baby Boom generation will 
have already shuffled off this mortal coil, taking their outsized claims for benefits with 
them. 

Retirement policies

Given that there is no crisis, why are the president, right-wing politicians and pundits, 
corporate leaders, business organizations—and the media—all calling for “reforms” to 
“save” the system? They understand that the Baby Boom generation, as it approaches 
retirement, poses a crisis—not for Social Security, but for their political agenda. They 
know that if they can effectively kill off the program before it becomes a core Boomer 
issue, it will be much harder to reestablish it.

Consider this: Just as there will be nearly twice as many elderly retirees collecting 
benefits when the wave of Americans born between 1945 and 1960 hits its retirement 
age peak (the first Boomers start retiring in 2011), there will also be twice as many 
elderly voters. While today’s seniors came of age listening to Perry Como in the 
politically quiescent ’50s, tomorrow’s retirees will be people who listened to Bob Dylan 
and cut their political teeth on the civil rights and antiwar movements of the ’60s and 
’70s.

In a few years, we can expect to see an unprecedentedly large senior lobby that knows 
how to organize, and how to take it to the streets and fight hard when its own interests 
are at stake. Once they near retirement, this powerful voting bloc will see Social 
Security and Medicare as their number one political issue. If Social Security is already 
the “third rail” of electoral politics, not to be touched, in a few years, it will become the 
Molotov cocktail, exploding the political status quo.

Corporate America knows this. The people in the boardrooms and the conservative 
think tanks aren’t worried about 2042. They don’t think that long-term. If they did, 
they wouldn’t be so cavalier about the destruction of the environment and about global 
warming. They’re worried about 2010 and the senior revolution that is around the 
corner.

Today, people over 65, as powerful an electoral bloc as they are, represent only 17 
percent of the voting age population. By 2025, when the bulk of Baby Boomers will be 
in the 65–80 age bracket, retirees will represent 25 percent of the voting-age 
population, an increase of 45 percent in their relative voting power. If those aged 55 to 
64 are added into the equation—a reasonable assumption, since people who reach 55 
are starting to think about their retirement and tend to vote more in line with the 
interests of actual retirees—the elderly and near-elderly will represent 40 percent of 
the electorate.

The right talks ominously of a generational conflict between older retirees collecting 
pensions and younger workers paying the taxes to cover them. This is a ruse—a 
reflection of a panicky effort to destroy Social Security before the Baby Boomers realize 
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where their real political interests lie. Not everyone has children, but everyone has 
parents. How many people complain about the size of their parents’ Social Security 
checks? How many people want to have to be personally responsible for their elderly 
parents’ financial well-being? Even among young workers, a secure and generous 
retirement system has considerable support, because people don’t just vote their own 
interests; they vote their parents’ and grandparents’ interests too.

The right doesn’t have much time on this issue. Somewhere in their mid-50s, people 
start to think seriously about retirement. Today’s oldest Baby Boomers are just hitting 
that milestone now, and when they start to contemplate their retirement, the picture 
will not be pleasant. Property values—where many have placed their faith and their 
savings—are stagnating, not rising. Post-Enron, those 401(k) pensions that so excited 
the middle class a few years ago have been treading water. Meanwhile, companies are 
whittling away pension programs as fast as they can, eliminating “defined benefit” 
plans that pay benefits based upon set formulas and replacing them with plans that pay 
based upon what employees contributed, and on how well the investment portfolio 
performed. According to the American Benefits Council, between 1985 and 2002, the 
number of companies in the U.S. offering defined benefit plans fell from 114,396 to just 
32,321.

Time is ticking

Given the sorry state of the private safety net, it won’t be long before a movement 
springs up among the new elderly and near elderly not just to “rescue” Social Security, 
but to radically transform it into a true retirement program. Tomorrow’s senior lobby 
won’t feel constrained by current law, which makes workers foot half the bill. (We’re 
talking about their own kids, after all!) We can expect to see a push for more of the tax 
burden to be shifted onto employers. We can also expect to see future Congresses 
pressured into passing legislation that will remove the income cap on the Social 
Security tax, as well as make private pensions fully portable, so that employers can’t 
pocket years of contributions every time they let go workers before they are “vested.” A 
movement to expand Medicare from a niggardly program that only barely covers the 
medical care of the elderly to a full-fledged national healthcare program that covers 
everyone may also be in the cards.

That is a scary vision for corporations and the right, and it’s why Bush is pushing to 
wreck the system now. The president’s proposed “solution”—private accounts for 
younger workers—would not fix Social Security, because, again, there is no “problem” 
to fix. But by removing some contributions from the reserve fund, they would create 
problems. The huge costs of financing the transition to private accounts and the new 
fees those accounts incur, combined with the risks associated with private investments, 
will jeopardize benefits for current retirees and for younger workers. Separate 
retirement plans will also pit the young against the old, making it politically easier for a 
future Congress to continue slashing the remnants of Social Security. 

It’s time to see the president’s attack for what it is: an attempt to destroy the most 
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enduring legacy of the New Deal.

permalink email to a friend printer friendly subscribe

Reader Comments

I posted this previously in another thread---- 
Here’s a copy of the letter I composed which I emailed to my Congressman and state Senators: 

Dear Congressman ......., 

As a concerned citizen residing in the .....district, I am worried that 
Washington is intent on compromising Social Security.  Looking at the way in 
which the present administration has concealed $400 billion overcosts for 
their Medicare overhaul, how can we trust them to overhaul another system 
upon which Americans depend? 

Please do not allow our Social Security institution to fall victim to a 
fiscal fiasco like our National debt.  We cannot afford to let our enormous 
deficit to continue to grow. 

Respectfully/Sincerely, 
.......... 

Just an idea if anyone else is concerned about the fate of Social Security.  Now my “representatives” 
are in George’s pocket, so my effort is probably falling on deaf ears, but if enough people express 
concern we may be heard. I think this is a critical issue.  

Info to Contact your Senator: 
http://www.senate.gov/general/contact_information/senat tors_cfm.cfm 

To contact your memeber of the 109th Congress: 

http://www.visi.com/juan/congress/ 

Happy President’s Day!  (followed by Nelson’s voice---of the Simpsons---- haa ha) 

Posted by pick of the litter on February 21, 2005 at 10:49 AM 

During a time period where we are running up deficits in the 1/2 trillion per year neighborhood 
mostly due to ill-advised tax cuts for the rich, Bush has the audacity to make his top priority “fixing” a 
program that, by the most conservative estimates, will be fully funded for 37 more years.  Are you 
fucking kidding me? 

I suppose that if Bush were a doctor he’d tell me to put off treatment for my cancer so that I could 
save up my money in case I get Alzheimer’s in 40 years. 

Posted by Matt Harris on February 21, 2005 at 11:03 AM 

All of George W. Bush’s actions can always be explained by his own words coming from his very 
own mouth as shown in Moore’s F-9/11-in his speech to the ultra rich:"Some call you the have’s and 
have-more’s. I call you my base”. In every action(ignore his promises to gain votes)he has remained 
true to his pledge to screw every American who is not very wealthy. He is a man of priciples. When 
the choice is between “What would Christ do?” and the money, he always chooses the money...
Amen 

http://www.inthesetimes.com/site/main/article/1964/ (4 of 6)2/22/2005 11:40:49 AM

http://www.inthesetimes.com/site/main/tellafriend/beating_the_boomers/
http://www.inthesetimes.com/site/main/print/beating_the_boomers/
http://www.inthesetimes.com/subscribe/
http://www.inthesetimes.com/site?URL=http://www.senate.gov/general/contact_information/senat
http://www.inthesetimes.com/site?URL=http://www.visi.com/juan/congress/


Beating the Boomers: Why Bush and Co. are racing to cut Social Security -- In These Times

Posted by Mark Cartwright on February 22, 2005 at 12:40 AM 

Thank s for the info, Pick. I keep forgetting where to go to protest this horror.......... 

Since I am a Boomer, 55 and disabled, (not to mention, GAY)the Bush Axe Plan really scares the 
crap out of me! 

What the Bushies don’t realize is that many of us who took to the streets in the ‘60’s have NEVER 
stopped paying attention to what these pigs are doing. 

When I count up the # of years the Dem’s have been in the white house since Nixon, I find the total 
of 12 years!(Carter and Clinton) This is what has put us, USA, in this horrible political/social bind. 
The right has been chipping away at our freedoms, the environment and the poor ever since Nixon. 
He wasn’t really so bad, believe it or not. After Nixon’s impeachment, the right figured out how to 
take the power away from the people and got busy doing it. They realized that the “cushy” fifites 
created a generation of folks with time on our hands; time to go to college, listen, learn and protest. 

Since then, they systematically destroyed the economy so people didn’t have time to think past their 
next meal. While preaching “Family Values”, they crushed the families. Then, blamed women who 
had to work to support their families for everything that happened because Mommy wasn’t home. 

I still wonder how these “smart guys” think they are going to pay for their programs as they decimate 
the middle-class with their “fiscal programs”? The rich won’t pay and the poor can’t. Where’s it going 
to come from? Hmmmmmm? 

Posted by Southvalley on February 22, 2005 at 9:06 AM 

HUBRIS: 

Arrogance caused by too great pride. 

Common among Texas oil men. 

And current White House occupant. 

Posted by Nate Bushnell on February 22, 2005 at 3:43 PM 

“Some call you the power elite. I call you “my base”…the haves…and the have-mores”. 

When that mindless, simpleton that we call the President made that statement, he made it at a time 
when he didn’t understand that EVERY word uttered by the President in public is document, and on 
the record. 

And he made that statement at one of those “$3000 a plate” capitalist pigfest fundraisers, that the 
average American can’t even DREAM of attending. He made it from a dais that included Dick 
Cheney, former Halliburton CEO, Jack Welch (GE Chairman), and other members of the power 
elite. 

He said it with all sincerity. And I need look NO FURTHER than that statement to understand just 
WHO and WHAT George Bush IS. 

These people have been rewarded with all the benefits afforded to free men by this great country. 

Yet...HE and THEY would deny the average working person, the people on whose backs THESE 
elitists build and prosper, a continuation of a system that affords nothing more than a guarantee that 
when they reach the end of the road that they can retire with their dignity and honor intact. 

Social Security is in trouble? Fine. How about a business picking up the tab. The American people 
signed off on HUGE tax breaks for corporations and the elites with the promise that it would be used 
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for “investment” and lead to more jobs and growth in the economy. Well, corporations have taken 
that money and used it to invest in jobs...OVERSEAS. They have turned their backs on the 
American People in the name of the “free market”. 

Why is it a crime to expect them to “give something back” in the BEST INTERESTS OF THE 
COUNTRY and its PEOPLE? 

Posted by Liberal AND Proud on February 22, 2005 at 3:52 PM 

sorry, correction 

http://www.senate.gov/general/contact_information/senat tors_cfm.cfm 

Posted by pick of the litter on February 22, 2005 at 4:07 PM 
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