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Social Security Plan Meets Doubt in Iowa
GOP Lawmakers: Approach Isn't Selling

By Jim VandeHei
Washington Post Staff Writer
Thursday, March 31, 2005; Page A04 

CEDAR RAPIDS, Iowa, March 30 -- Two key GOP lawmakers who joined President Bush on Wednesday as he pitched restructuring Social Security said that Bush has failed 
to sell the American people on his plan to change the 70-year-old federal retirement system. 

"Today, the public has not found his personal account approach compelling," Rep. Jim Leach (R-Iowa) said in an interview late Tuesday, less than 24 hours before appearing 
with Bush at Kirkwood Community College here. 

 

Taking his Social Security campaign to Iowa, 
President Bush stops at a restaurant in Cedar 
Rapids for a radio interview with talk show host Jan 
Mickelson. He was joined by Sen. Charles E. 
Grassley (R-Iowa), center. (J. Scott Applewhite -- 
AP) 

Leach went on to say that Senate Finance Committee Chairman Charles E. Grassley, a fellow Iowa Republican, "is 
convinced the momentum is not there, and I am convinced the partisan goodwill is not there." Leach is one of several 
GOP members who have refused to endorse private investment accounts, the centerpiece of the president's Social 
Security plan. 

Grassley, chairman of the Senate panel responsible for Social Security, said in a separate interview Tuesday 
afternoon: "I don't think [Bush] has made much progress on solving the solvency issue or what to do about personal 
accounts. It concerns me because as time goes on, I was hoping the president would be able to make my job easier. 
We are not hearing from the grass roots that, by golly, you guys in Congress have to work on this." Grassley supports 
private Social Security accounts. 

Nearing the midway point of a 60-day campaign to win support for his Social Security plan, Bush flew into this swing 
state to warn that Congress cannot afford to put off the tough decisions about the future of the popular entitlement 
program for retirees and the disabled. With stops such as this, Bush is also trying to stiffen the support of Republicans 
such as Grassley and win over skeptics such as Leach, the local congressman. 

"This issue is beginning to permeate. People, whether they're sitting on a tractor or anywhere else in society, are 
beginning to hear the message: We have a problem," Bush told the mostly Republican audience. 

Although a broad consensus is developing that Bush has succeeded in illuminating the financial and demographic 
pressures gripping Social Security, the assessment offered by Grassley and Leach before the event illustrates the 
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challenges the president faces in trying to enact the top domestic priority of his second term. 

"There is not the significant momentum it takes to get a bill through the Senate," Grassley said. 

Undercutting the chief political argument Bush is using to prod skeptical Republicans, Grassley also said, "It's far from 
an open-and-shut case that if Congress does not deal with this, there would be a price to pay" with voters. 

Still, the president's initiative is far from dead, and Grassley intends to begin committee hearings in July. At the town 
hall meeting, the senator introduced Bush, saying, "We got to turn up the heat on Washington, D.C., to see this as an 
issue and get a bipartisan agreement to get something done." 

Afterward, Grassley told reporters he would push for private accounts even if a majority of the public does not appear 
behind the idea. "The president knows one of the rules of politics is repetition," he said. 

Leach, though skeptical, has not ruled out voting in favor of the accounts, as long as they are part of a larger deal 
seen as "self-apparently fair to all sides," he said. 

What concerns many Republicans the most is the intense level of opposition to restructuring Social Security -- 
nurtured by an aggressive campaign by the senior citizens lobby group AARP -- even before the most politically 
unappealing aspects of the plan are discussed in detail, including a reduction in guaranteed benefits. 

Bush supports allowing workers younger than 55, if they so choose, to put as much as 4 percent of their income 
subject to Social Security taxation into retirement accounts to be invested in a small menu of stock and bond funds. In 
exchange, they would surrender a similar portion of their guaranteed Social Security benefits in hopes of doing better 
financially with the private account. Unlike the current system, the money built up in private accounts could be passed 
onto family or friends if the worker dies before or after retirement. 

"Shouldn't we give people the option of making the decision themselves?" Bush asked here. "That seems like a 
reasonable approach for government." 

The president has said that the accounts will do little to fix the long-term solvency issues facing Social Security, but he 
has not specified the mix of tax increases, benefit cuts and deficit spending he would support to make the system 
solvent for generations to come. Instead, Bush said he would leave those details to a reluctant Republican Congress. 

Grassley and Leach noted how Democrats remain largely opposed to private accounts, creating a significant, and perhaps insurmountable, obstacle to congressional action. 
Bush has called for legislation to be completed by the end of this year, in part because White House advisers worry that it will be impossible to enact Social Security changes 
in a congressional election year. 

A recent survey of Democratic senators by The Washington Post found that Republicans are several votes shy of the 60 they would need to overcome a filibuster, the most 
powerful tool the minority has to kill legislation. 

Democrats have not detailed a plan to shore up Social Security, and do not intend to, a senior Senate Democratic leadership aide said, because they think they are winning 
the political war over personal accounts. 

Bush said Wednesday that the public is realizing the extent of the problem and will soon start asking, "What are you going to do about it? How come you are not solving it?" 
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