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Social Security Stance Risky, Democrats Told
Bush Could Outflank Their Rigid Opposition

By Dan Balz
Washington Post Staff Writer
Tuesday, March 8, 2005; Page A03 

The opening round of the Social Security debate has played out just the way Democrats had hoped, with President Bush on the defensive, Republicans in Congress divided 
and Democrats united in their opposition to the centerpiece of Bush's plan, voluntary personal accounts. 

But at a time when many Democrats are congratulating one another, others are beginning to worry that their strategy of rigid opposition has not begun to pay any political 
dividends and that Bush could yet outflank them before this fight is over. 

 

Posing with Franklin D. Roosevelt's statue after a 
news conference on Social Security are, from left, 
Sens. Harry Reid, Charles Schumer, James 
Jeffords, Patty Murray and Jon Corzine. (Shaun 
Heasley -- Reuters) 

The party's situation was posed most provocatively by two veteran Democratic strategists, Stan Greenberg and James 
Carville. In a memo issued last week, the two wrote: "We ask progressives to consider, why have the Republicans not 
crashed and burned?" 

"Why has the public not taken out their anger on the congressional Republicans and the president?" they added. "We 
think the answer lies with voters' deeper feelings about the Democrats who appear to lack direction, conviction, 
values, advocacy or a larger public purpose." 

What worries some Democrats about the debate over Social Security is that Bush stands for something and they do 
not, other than opposition to the creation of private accounts. So far, party leaders believe that posture has served 
them well. But some Democrats fear that Bush, by having pushed for changes and by appealing to younger voters 
with his proposal for the accounts, will score a political victory even if he does not get the main element of his plan. 

Harold Ickes, White House deputy chief of staff in the Clinton administration, said that without a plan of their own, 
Democrats risk GOP inroads among younger voters and the potential of Bush engineering a compromise this year in 
which he claims victory, even in the absence of the personal accounts he has championed. 

Democrats are winning the fight over private accounts, Ickes said. "But if the Democratic position is we can't have 
private accounts but also can't have an increase in the cap [on earnings subject to the payroll tax] or the retirement 
age, that may be a difficult position to sustain." He added: "I couldn't predict what form it [a compromise] might take, 
but I think the administration has a lot at stake on the Social Security issue. . . . They are a wily group and I think they 
are going to come up with something to claim victory." 

The Democratic strategy begins with trying to force Bush to yield on the issue of private accounts. Their latest gambit 
came Friday, when Senate Minority Leader Harry M. Reid (D-Nev.) sent a letter to the White House, signed by all but 
three Democrats in the Senate, telling Bush they are prepared to work on a bipartisan solution to ensure Social 
Security's solvency that would include personal accounts outside of the retirement system. But they asked Bush to 
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"unambiguously announce" his rejection of personal accounts in the system. 

One of those who signed the letter was Sen. Joseph I. Lieberman (Conn.), who is seen by the White House and his 
fellow Democrats as someone who eventually may team up with the Republicans for a compromise. 

Lieberman once was attracted to the kind of personal accounts Bush has proposed, funded with payroll taxes, but now 
opposes them. Still, he is actively working with Republicans in the Senate -- and talking to administration officials -- 
about ways to keep the system solvent. He said Democrats must do more to find a compromise with the White House. 
"It's not enough to oppose the president's privatization plan," Lieberman said. "We've got to come up with an 
alternative to protect Social Security." 

Asked about the prospects of Democrats starting to develop their plan, a Senate leadership aide said: "We're not 
there yet. We're on the cutting edge of a conversation that really hasn't begun yet. What needs to be done once and 
for all is to get privatization off the table before there can be serious negotiations." 

House Democrats remain as united as their Senate colleagues against Bush's proposal, but some of them came back 
from meetings with constituents in their districts urging their leadership to begin to develop a Democratic proposal for 
protecting Social Security. House Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi (D-Calif.) has called for a plan to pay back money 
taken from Social Security funds but has not outlined how. 

Democrats face tough choices developing their Social Security plan. None has yet proposed rolling back Bush's tax 
cuts for the wealthiest Americans, for example. Most serious proposals for keeping the system solvent involve either 
raising taxes or reducing the growth of benefits, but Democrats have not staked out positions on those either. 

In their analysis, Greenberg and Carville said Democrats have resisted saying there is a problem with Social Security, 
even though 63 percent of Americans in a recent National Public Radio poll said there was. "To say there is no 
problem simply puts Democrats out of the conversation for the great majority of the country that want political leaders 
to secure this very important government retirement program," they wrote. "Voters are looking for reform, change and 
new ideas but Democrats seem stuck in concrete." 

David Winston, a GOP pollster, said Democrats have been shortsighted in their strategy, underscoring that they have 
already lost the battle over defining that there is a problem. "Now we're into the second stage, which is 'Okay, what's 
the policy?' " he added. "Nobody has the lead on who's the right group to do the policy. Given the history on this, that's 
a plus for Republicans because we've been so far behind" Democrats on who has the best ideas on Social Security. 

Greenberg said Democrats risk a missed opportunity if they do not find their voice on Social Security. "I think 
Democrats should be real clear on their principles and they should broaden the agenda" to a debate over "the cost of 
health care, pensions and other issues that are essential to retirement," he said. "Make it a bigger battle for 
retirement." 

Bush may have underestimated Democratic resiliency on Social Security as he steps up his travel and salesmanship. 
But the more his plan appears to be in trouble, the more pressure will grow on Reid and Pelosi for a Democratic plan. 
Many Democrats are mindful that Bush has reversed course before -- on creation of the Homeland Security 
Department and the commission to investigate the attacks of Sept. 11, 2001 -- and claimed political victory in the 
process. 

"Bush will not leave the table empty-handed," said Marshall Wittmann of the Democratic Leadership Council. "At some 
moment Democrats will have to recalibrate their strategy. For the time being Democrats have been very successful at holding a united front. The crunch time will come when 
Bush changes course and adopts a different target for something less than full privatization." 
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