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IT is almost 22 years to the month since Representative Barber 
Conable Jr. strode to the floor of the House to defend a 
carefully constructed plan to save Social Security. Mr. 
Conable, a moderate New York Republican with whom I then 
worked, spoke with characteristic understatement. "This is not 
a work of art," he told a packed chamber. "But it is artful 
work."

He was right. The $168 billion package eased the program 
through a turbulent period, and 1983 marks the last time 
Congress cut Social Security benefits, raised taxes and lived to 
tell about it. Before drawing too much inspiration from this 
history, however, we should recognize that this rescue was 
anything but assured when Mr. Conable and the other 
members of the bipartisan National Commission on Social 
Security Reform began work under the leadership of Alan 
Greenspan in February 1982.

Then as now, a president was ready to invest his political 
capital in Social Security reform. Despite his best efforts to 
convince the public that Social Security was going broke, 
Ronald Reagan got exactly nowhere. In May 1981 his budget 
director, David Stockman, proposed a deep cut in the early-retirement benefit available at age 62; 
in July there was the suggested elimination of the $122-a-month minimum benefit for the poorest 
beneficiaries; and in September word leaked out that Mr. Reagan was considering a three-month 
freeze in the annual cost-of-living increase. 

With his public approval sagging under opposition to all these proposals, Mr. Reagan did what 
any beleaguered president would do: he pulled his foot off the third rail of the political subway 
and proposed a bipartisan national commission to study the issue. Scheduled to report by January 
1983, after the midterm elections, the 15-member commission would, with luck, give the 
president time to recover before the 1984 campaign. 

Then as now, there was little agreement that the program was actually broken. Republicans used 
worst-case economic assumptions to paint the most draconian future imaginable - and then best-
case assumptions to sell their solutions. Democrats, in turn, used their own projections to 
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minimize the Social Security problem, and the worst-case numbers to illustrate the impact of any 
benefit cuts.

Then as now, there was intense conflict on how to fix the program. As expected, Republicans said 
the best way to rescue Social Security was to reduce benefits, while Democrats sought to give the 
program breathing room by raising taxes. 

Finally, then as now, Republicans worried about how Social Security would affect the midterm 
elections. Their concern was justified. With Social Security as the centerpiece of their "It's not 
fair ... It's Republican" advertising campaign, Democrats added 26 seats to their already 
substantial majority in 1982. 

So much for the parallels between then and now. The 1983 rescue was rooted in four conditions 
that do not currently prevail.

First, there was a real and pressing deadline for action in 1983 that simply does not exist today. 
Without action by March or April 1983, the Social Security trust fund would have started to run a 
slight deficit by midsummer. Social Security would not have literally gone bankrupt, but there 
would have been a slight disruption in check processing until the needed revenue dribbled in. 

Second, both sides in the 1983 debate eventually agreed on a single estimate of the size of the 
problem - a consensus that seems well out of reach today. "Everyone is entitled to their own 
opinions," Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan told his fellow commissioners as they set the targets 
for compromise only days after the 1982 midterm elections. "But not to their own facts." 

Third, negotiators had the political cover to form a consensus that would be hard to build in 
today's 24-hour news cycle. Although the commission is often credited for the 1983 Social 
Security rescue, the hard bargaining was done by a secret "gang of nine" that met irregularly 
during the first two weeks of January at the Foxhall Road home of James Baker, then the White 
House chief of staff. The members reached a final agreement one early afternoon in January 1983, 
then watched the Redskins defeat the Vikings in the N.F.L. playoffs as they waited for final 
approvals from the president and speaker of the House. 

Fourth, both sides agreed to mutual sacrifice, a concept that has yet to surface in the current 
conversation. Democrats accepted a six-month delay in the annual cost-of-living adjustment and 
the increase in the retirement age, while Republicans accepted a faster-than-planned rise in payroll 
taxes and a substantial tax increase on the self-employed. The two sides closed the deal by 
subjecting up to half of Social Security benefits to income taxes for higher-income beneficiaries, a 
provision that allowed Democrats to say Republicans had passed a tax increase and Republicans 
to say Democrats had agreed to a benefit cut. 

This agreement was rooted in a common willingness to solve the problem regardless of the 
political consequences. Republicans gave up their effort to reduce the public's dependency on 
Social Security, while Democrats gave up the one campaign issue that might have slowed Mr. 
Reagan's easy run to re-election in 1984.

It is hard to imagine how a similar package could emerge from today's highly polarized process. 
Yet, as the 1983 rescue showed, Congress and presidents can take action when they are forced 
into up-or-down votes on urgent problems. The key is deciding just how urgent a problem is.

Paul C. Light, a professor of public service at New York University and a fellow at the Brookings 
Institution, is the author of "The Four Pillars of High Performance."

http://www.nytimes.com/2005/03/05/opinion/05light.html?th (2 of 3)3/5/2005 8:40:01 AM



The New York Times > Opinion > Op-Ed Contributor: The Crisis Last Time

Special Offer: Home Delivery of The Times from $2.90/week. 

RELATED ARTICLES

Clinton Prods Congress Over a Four-Bill Package  (June 26, 1999)  $

Social Security Won't Change, Lott Predicts  (April 26, 1999)  $

HOUSE G.O.P. CHIEFS FORGOING REVISION OF SOCIAL SECURITY  (April 23, 1999)  $

Washington Talk; Fixing Social Security, Even in the Flush Times  (March 7, 1999)  $

Find more results for Social Security (US) and Reform and Reorganization 

TOP OPINION ARTICLES

Editorial: A Fighting Strategy for Veterans

Editorial: The Bush Team's Abortion Misstep

Editorial: AIDS Drugs Threatened

Editorial: Lobbyist as Snapping Turtle

Go to Opinion

OUR ADVERTISERS

TIMES NEWS TRACKER
  Topics Alerts 
Social Security (US)
Reform and Reorganization

Track news that interests you.

 Copyright 2005 The New York Times Company | Home | Privacy Policy | Search | Corrections | RSS | Help | Back to Top 

  

http://www.nytimes.com/2005/03/05/opinion/05light.html?th (3 of 3)3/5/2005 8:40:01 AM

http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/opinion&pos=CircBottom&camp=nytcirc_footerb&ad=specialoffer-circulation.html&goto=http%3A%2F%2Fhomedelivery%2Enytimes%2Ecom%2Fcgi%2Dbin%2Fgx%2Ecgi%2FAppLogic%2BFTContentServer%3Fpagename%3Duser%252FContentMgt%252FPromoFeature%252FPromoFeatureT1P%26ExternalMediaCode%3DW93AA
http://query.nytimes.com/search/abstract?res=F00B17F7395E0C758EDDAF0894D1494D81&fta=y&archive:article_related
http://query.nytimes.com/search/abstract?res=F00D1EFE3D590C758EDDAD0894D1494D81&fta=y&archive:article_related
http://query.nytimes.com/search/abstract?res=F30C13FC3B5E0C708EDDAD0894D1494D81&fta=y&archive:article_related
http://query.nytimes.com/search/abstract?res=F60E16F7395B0C748CDDAA0894D1494D81&fta=y&archive:article_related
http://query.nytimes.com/search/query?ppds=des&v1=SOCIAL%20SECURITY%20%28US%29&fdq=19960101&td=sysdate&sort=newest&ac=SOCIAL%20SECURITY%20%28US%29
http://query.nytimes.com/search/query?ppds=des&v1=REFORM%20AND%20REORGANIZATION&fdq=19960101&td=sysdate&sort=newest&ac=REFORM%20AND%20REORGANIZATION
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/03/05/opinion/05sat1.html?8br
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/03/05/opinion/05sat2.html?8br
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/03/05/opinion/05sat3.html?8br
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/03/05/opinion/05sat4.html?8br
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/opinion/index.html
http://query.nytimes.com/search/query?ppds=des&v1=SOCIAL+SECURITY+%28US%29&fdq=19960101&td=sysdate&sort=newest&ac=SOCIAL+SECURITY+%28US%29&rt=1%2Cdes%2Corg%2Cper%2Cgeo
http://query.nytimes.com/search/query?ppds=des&v1=REFORM+AND+REORGANIZATION&fdq=19960101&td=sysdate&sort=newest&ac=REFORM+AND+REORGANIZATION&rt=1%2Cdes%2Corg%2Cper%2Cgeo
http://www.nytimes.com/premiumproducts/newstracker/index.html?incamp=tnt:article_subscribe
javascript:pop_me_up2('http://www.nytimes.com/ads/marketing/newstracker/Timestracker.swf','788495','width=788,height=495,scrollbars=yes,resizable=no,top=10,left=20,status=no,location=no');
http://www.nytimes.com/gst/poptoptnt.html?incamp=tnt:article_mostpopular
http://www.nytimes.com/mem/tnt.html?module=manage
http://www.nytimes.com/mem/tnt.html?module=precall&incamp=tnt:article_create
http://www.nytimes.com/ref/membercenter/help/copyright.html
http://www.nytco.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/ref/membercenter/help/privacy.html
http://query.nytimes.com/search/advanced/
http://www.nytimes.com/corrections.html
http://www.nytimes.com/rss
http://www.nytimes.com/membercenter/sitehelp.html

	nytimes.com
	The New York Times > Opinion > Op-Ed Contributor: The Crisis Last Time


	DCLHEGMEPKIGKDKDEPFGGKMHMCOAHEKO: 
	form1: 
	x: 
	f1: [Go to a Section]

	f2: 

	form2: 
	x: 
	f1: full
	f2: 

	f3: 

	form3: 
	x: 
	f1: 1
	f2: http%3a%2f%2fwww%2enytimes%2ecom%2f2005%2f03%2f05%2fopinion%2f05light%2ehtml
	f3: The%20Crisis%20Last%20Time
	f4: The%20last%20time%20Social%20Security%20was%20%26%23034%3bfixed%2c%26%23034%3b%20in%201983%2c%20the%20left%20and%20right%20reached%20a%20consensus%20hardly%20imaginable%20today%2e
	f5: 1109929824424
	f6: 20050305
	f7: By%20PAUL%20C%2e%20LIGHT
	f8: Op%2dEd%20Contributor
	f9: The%20New%20York%20Times
	f10: Opinion
	f11: www%2enytimes%2ecom%2fyr%2fmo%2fday%2fopinion%2f05light%2ehtml
	f12: social%2bsecurity%2b%2528us%2529%3breform%2band%2breorganization%3bsuggested%255fopinion%3bop%252ded%2bcontributor%3b
	f13: 88vaQMKdkEW8JQmo3H6o8g

	f14: 

	form4: 
	x: 
	f1: 1
	f2: http%3a%2f%2fwww%2enytimes%2ecom%2f2005%2f03%2f05%2fopinion%2f05light%2ehtml
	f3: The%20Crisis%20Last%20Time
	f4: The%20last%20time%20Social%20Security%20was%20%26%23034%3bfixed%2c%26%23034%3b%20in%201983%2c%20the%20left%20and%20right%20reached%20a%20consensus%20hardly%20imaginable%20today%2e
	f5: 1109929824424
	f6: 20050305
	f7: By%20PAUL%20C%2e%20LIGHT
	f8: Op%2dEd%20Contributor
	f9: The%20New%20York%20Times
	f10: Opinion
	f11: www%2enytimes%2ecom%2fyr%2fmo%2fday%2fopinion%2f05light%2ehtml
	f12: social%2bsecurity%2b%2528us%2529%3breform%2band%2breorganization%3bsuggested%255fopinion%3bop%252ded%2bcontributor%3b
	f13: 88vaQMKdkEW8JQmo3H6o8g

	f14: 

	form5: 
	f1: 
	f2: 




