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The Social Security bankruptcy clock is 
ticking faster, the government report-
ed Monday. The retirement trust fund 
is now projected to run out of money 

by 2033, three years earlier than previously ex-
pected. Medicare is still on pace to go broke by 
2024 and that could speed up, too, as medical 
spending continues to rise.

Social Security trustees blame declining 
prospects on a combination of factors, primar-
ily falling income for working Americans and 
the accelerating retirement of baby boomers, 
the mammoth post-war generation that hit the 
delivery rooms starting in 1946. 

Social Security, established in 1935 in the 
depths of the Great Depression, once was a 
paragon of self-sufficiency. The taxes paid by 
workers  produced reliable surpluses for the 
trust fund, ensuring more than enough money 
would be available for future retirees. Troubles 
began when politicians discovered they could 
“borrow” the excess to spend on other pro-
grams, without worrying much whether the 
debt would be repaid – or could be repaid.

The economic downturn of 2007 reduced 
revenue for most government programs, in-
cluding Social Security. Then President Obama 
and Congress tried to stimulate the econo-
my by further cutting Social Security income  
through a reduction of payroll taxes over the 
past two years. This 2 percent tax decrease 
saves the typical $50,000-a-year wage earner 
about $1,000 annually but threatens to con-
vert Social Security from a program in which 
workers and retirees have legitimate owner-
ship rights into just another welfare operation 
financed by general taxation. If the trust funds  
dry up in 2033, retirees will receive only partial 
payments.

Medicare, meanwhile, shares many of So-
cial Security’s problems and adds some that 
are uniquely its own. Older people generally 
require more medical attention but the Af-
fordable Care Act, if administered as planned, 
would reduce Medicare funding while man-
dating insurance coverage for younger Ameri-
cans who are now uninsured.

How to save these agencies from insol-
vency is a hot political topic. Some call for re-
duced benefits. Others say the solution lies in 
expanding the tax to higher income earners. 
It’s all a big concern, naturally, for this year’s 
presidential candidates. Mitt Romney wants 
Medicare to rely more on private insurance, 
with government helping poor people pay their 
bills. President Obama prefers to retain federal 
guarantees on benefits but is open to the idea 
of raising the Medicare eligibility age to 67. The 
Social Security age has been raised before and 
likely will be again.

The necessity for an expanded government 
role is growing in direct proportion to the pri-
vate sector’s retreat from responsibility for 
retirement and retiree health care. The busi-
ness world has all but abandoned traditional 
pensions, leaving workers no choice but to roll 
their retirement dice in the stock market. Pub-
lic workers generally have better benefits but 
even they are starting to worry about the fu-
ture of their chronically underfunded pension 
programs.

Government thus faces pressure to rein in 
Social Security and Medicare spending even 
as it appears an aging population with dwin-
dling options will need more rather than less 
public assistance in decades to come. With the 
projected Social Security bust now just 21 years 
away – and subject to further revision – there’s 
little room for procrastination. The ticking 
clock tells us it’s time to dispense with political 
games and come up with solutions that really 
work.
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We are about to have the 
worst presidential cam-
paign money can buy. The 
Supreme Court’s dreadful 

Citizens United decision and a somno-
lent Federal Election Commission will 
allow hundreds of millions of dollars 
from a small number of very wealthy 
people and interests to inundate our 
airwaves with often vicious advertise-
ments for which no candidate will be 
accountable. 

One would like to think that the 
court will eventually admit the folly 
of its 2010 ruling and reverse it. But 
we can’t wait that long. And out of this 
dreary landscape, hope is blossom-
ing in the state of New York. There’s 
irony here, since New York is where a 
lot of the big national money is coming 
from. No matter. The state is consider-
ing a campaign finance law that would 
repair some of the Citizens United 
damage, and in a way the Supreme 
Court wouldn’t be able to touch. 

 The idea is that to offset the power 
of large donors, citizens without deep 
pockets should be encouraged to flood 
the system with small contributions 
that the government would match. 
Gov. Andrew Cuomo has pledged to 
a state overhaul of this sort, based on 
the one already in force for New York 
City elections. In his state of the state 
address in January, Cuomo spoke of 
how urgent it is to “reconnect the peo-
ple to the political process and their 
government.” He could make himself 
into a reform hero across the country if 
he and the Legislature created a model 
law for other states, and the nation. 

The New York City program is 
straightforward: The government 
gives participating candidates $6 in 

matching funds for every dollar raised 
from individuals who live in the city, 
up to the first $175. At a maximum, this 
means a $175 contribution is augment-
ed by $1,050 in public funds. That’s a 
mighty incentive for politicians to in-
volve more citizens in paying for cam-
paigns. In the city system, participat-
ing candidates have to live within cer-
tain spending and contribution limits. 
In a new statewide system, there are 
likely to be no spending restrictions 
but lower limits on contributions. 

The beautiful thing is that this ap-
proach should answer most of the crit-
icisms offered by those who defend the 
Citizens United world. I say “should” 
because advocates of current arrange-
ments will find a way to oppose any 
reforms. But the New York Revolution, 
if it happens, would undercut many of 
their arguments – including their con-
stitutional claims. 

The New York reform does not limit 
anyone’s capacity to participate. It cre-
ates incentives for more people to par-
ticipate. It does not reduce the amount 
of political speech. It expands the 
number of people speaking through 
their contributions. It does not protect 
incumbents. On the contrary, it opens 
the way for candidates who might oth-
erwise be driven from the competition 
by established politicians with access 
to traditional funding sources. 

In short, it makes our democracy 
democratic again. 

And it works. A study of the New 
York City program published recently 
by Michael Malbin, executive director 
of the nonpartisan Campaign Finance 
Institute, and his co-authors Peter W. 
Brusoe and Brendan Glavin concludes 
that the evidence “suggests that multi-

ple-matching funds can stimulate par-
ticipation by small donors in a manner 
that is healthy for democracy.” 

In particular, they discovered that 
the reform substantially increased in-
volvement by residents of poor and 
minority neighborhoods. Suddenly, 
politicians are hanging around with 
people other than those with yachts, 
private jets and complicated tax 
breaks. Malbin and his colleagues put 
it more soberly: A matching-funds ap-
proach means politicians “spending 
time with a more diverse set of constit-
uents than he or she would if all of his 
or her fundraising engaged the upper 
middle class and rich.” 

As for those who object to “taxpayer 
financing of elections,” consider that a 
candidate doesn’t get a dime unless he 
or she raises money from willing pri-
vate donors. Besides, the Malbin paper 
notes, “political and civic participa-
tion are public goods” and elections 
“are, after all, the public’s business.” 
Conservatives fond of vouchers in so 
many other areas should see this as 
an opportunity to create Democracy 
Vouchers. 

It will take courage for incum-
bent politicians to risk establishing a 
bold new system that could put some 
of them in danger. But in the course 
of our history, New York has been a 
proudly innovative place. A nation 
looking for a way out from under the 
money regime created by Citizens 
United badly needs the example of 
politicians who believe in democracy 
enough to democratize the mother’s 
milk of politics. 
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Don’t use hunger to make North Korea shape up
The following editorial appeared in the Los An-
geles Times on Sunday, April 22:

North Korea is threaten-
ing “retaliatory mea-
sures” for a decision 
by the United States to 

withhold 240,000 metric tons of 
food promised as part of an agree-
ment announced less than two 
months ago. Never mind that the 
cancellation followed Pyong-
yang’s failed launching of a mis-
sile designed to put a satellite into 
space, an operation the U.S. con-
sidered a violation of that same 
agreement, not to mention U.N. 
Security Council resolutions. The 
regime’s chutzpah and hypocrisy 

know no bounds.
At the same time, it’s dismay-

ing that the people of North Korea 
will have to suffer for the duplicity 
of their unelected leaders. When 
the so-called Leap Day agreement 
was announced, we expressed 
uneasiness about the idea of bar-
tering food for diplomatic con-
cessions. As a general policy, the 
United States should do its utmost 

to alleviate starvation and malnu-
trition without regard to geopoli-
tics. Food aid should not be prom-
ised or withheld for political, dip-
lomatic or strategic reasons.

The Obama administration 
says that’s not what it is doing. In-
deed, it is not characterizing the 
suspension of food aid as tit for tat 
for the bungled April 13 launch, 
which the U.S. sees as a violation 
of Pyongyang’s promise to refrain 
from long-range missile launches. 
Rather, it argues, a regime that 
can’t be trusted to abide by under-
standings about its military activi-
ties likewise can’t be relied on to 
allow efficient distribution of food 
to the needy. The administration 

also says that, in light of North 
Korea’s provocative behavior, it is 
concerned about the well-being of 
Americans who might be sent to 
that country to aid in food distri-
bution

Those arguments are not ter-
ribly persuasive. Though it’s true 
that shipments of rice and beans 
to the North have in the past been 
diverted for the use of the military 
and their families, the suspension 
of food aid last week seems more 
like retribution for the attempted 
launch than a reaction to concern 
that the food might not get safely 
to its intended recipients.

The underlying problem is that 
food aid was linked to North Ko-

rean compliance in the first place. 
Had it not been, proceeding with 
the aid after the missile launch 
wouldn’t have looked like a sign of 
weakness on the part of the U.S. 
And what of the future? White 
House Press Secretary Jay Carney 
said last week that if North Korea 
abandons its nuclear weapons 
program and abides by its inter-
national obligations, “there is an 
avenue available ... to allow them 
to better feed and educate their 
people.” Put another way, that 
means that hungry children will 
continue to be held hostage to the 
machinations of a rogue regime. 
Finding a way to feed those chil-
dren remains a moral imperative.
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As a general policy, the 
United States should do its 
utmost to alleviate starva-
tion and malnutrition with-
out regard to geopolitics.


