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Social Security Vote May Be Delayed
Critics Could Force Proposal to Change

By Mike Allen and Charles Babington
Washington Post Staff Writers
Wednesday, March 2, 2005; Page A01 

The Senate's top Republican said yesterday that President Bush's bid to restructure Social Security may have to wait until next year and might not involve the individual 
accounts the White House has been pushing hard. 

The comments of Senate Majority Leader Bill Frist (R-Tenn.), made as GOP lawmakers returned from a week of trying to sell the plan to voters, underscored the challenge 
facing the White House, especially in light of unbroken Democratic opposition. 

 

Senate Minority Leader Harry Reid says public 
forums show that "the president's message is not 
selling." (File Photo) 

"In terms of whether it will be a week, a month, six months or a year, as to when we bring something to the floor, it's 
just too early," Frist said. 

Frist is reluctant to put off a vote until 2006, when lawmakers will be focused on midterm congressional elections and 
the atmosphere will be more politically charged, aides said. But with polls showing widespread skepticism of Bush's 
proposal and some Republicans opposed to the approach, GOP leaders signaled yesterday that they may have no 
choice but to put off action. 

That a politician as closely allied to the White House as Frist would even raise the possibility of putting off the proposal 
until next year -- possibly dooming it -- was an unexpected blow to the administration. 

White House spokesman Trent Duffy said Bush remains committed to winning passage of new Social Security 
legislation, although he would not speculate on when the president might get a vote on his plan. "The timeline is the 
one that will produce the finished product of legislation on his desk that he can sign," Duffy said. "There are plenty of 
times that official Washington has said the president won't succeed, and he has." 

Frist's comments came as lawmakers returned from a week-long break during which many held town meetings to 
discuss the president's Social Security plan. Some Republicans were shocked by the intensity of opposition 
expressed, while many Democrats seemed emboldened by the reaction. 

Bush came off his reelection in November vowing to make Social Security his top domestic issue and promising to 
provide details for creating personal investment accounts for younger workers and other steps to ensure the system's 
long-term solvency. The president hit the road, campaign style, to try to sell his plan to the public. But as polls showed 
growing skepticism among Americans, GOP congressional leaders -- including House Ways and Means Committee 
Chairman Bill Thomas (R-Calif.) -- urged Bush to stick to generalities while they devised a detailed plan. 
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Wednesday's Question:
What was the first state to perform 
an execution after the Supreme 
Court reinstated the death penalty in 
1976?

California

Mississippi

Texas

Utah
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But now many GOP lawmakers appear wary of forging ahead with a politically risky plan until Bush can demonstrate 
there is adequate public support for change to the 70-year-old federal retirement program. 

Sen. John W. Warner (R-Va.) said that at a meeting he conducted, "People [were] saying, 'Hey, wait a minute. Let's 
deal with this Medicare-Medicaid situation first. That's where my greatest pain is.' " 

Sen. Orrin G. Hatch (R-Utah) said he supports the president's efforts, but added, "It's going to be a difficult thing to do 
at best." 

Frist supports the president's proposal for creating personal investment accounts but acknowledged to reporters that 
the plan is in trouble. "I wouldn't take that off the table yet," Frist said. 

In another sign of the difficulty in selling the package Bush has outlined, Senate Finance Committee Chairman 
Charles E. Grassley (R-Iowa) said in a radio interview that he thinks workers should be able to divert only about half 
as much in payroll taxes to new personal investment accounts as the White House has suggested. Under Bush's 
proposal, workers younger than 55 who opt to participate in the program would be able to divert as much as 4 percent 
of income subject to Social Security taxation into individual investment accounts, beginning in 2009. 

Grassley said on "The Diane Rehm Show" on WAMU-FM that under a restructured Social Security, young people are 
"going to be able to take maybe 2 percent, in my estimation . . . and start saving for retirement." 

Bush and the Republican leadership have yet to agree on the specifics of remaking Social Security, but a detailed bill 
will be introduced Monday by Sen. Chuck Hagel (R-Neb.), a maverick in his party who may run for president in 2008. 
Hagel has been developing a comprehensive plan largely in secret that includes the centerpiece of Bush's idea -- 
personal accounts that come from payroll taxes. Hagel's bill also addresses the future solvency of the system. 

House leaders have said they want the Senate to go first in passing Social Security legislation. That is because they 
are pessimistic about picking up Democratic support, and they do not want to put GOP members in the position of 
passing a controversial bill that then dies in the Senate, leaving a ripe issue for Democrats in 2006. 

Some White House officials and congressional Republican leaders have said if they do not win passage of a bill this 
year, it would be more difficult to do so in the heated political environment of an election year, or in the two years after 
that when Bush is a lame duck and attention is focused on a new presidential race. 

House Majority Leader Tom DeLay (R-Tex.), meeting reporters in his office, called Social Security "the mother of all 
issues, and it is going to take a lot of dialogue with the American people." 

"I have been a little disappointed that about a third of our members, a little over a third of our members, have held 
town meetings," DeLay said. "As the majority leader, I would love to have 232 members holding multiple town 
meetings throughout their districts. Hopefully, we will get there." 

"Once you get the facts out and get through all the misleading comments by the opposition, then people realize that there is a problem," DeLay said. 

Senate Minority Leader Harry M. Reid (D-Nev.) told reporters that the past week of public forums "has proven that the president's message is not selling." 
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