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Please feel free to distribute to anyone who may be interested.

This issue of The Ecu-Advocate is available at http://www.pachurches.org/ecu-advocate.htm.

This issue of The Ecu-Advocate provides an in-depth look at Social Security.  The debate is expected to heat up over the coming weeks, and we want you to be informed as to the issues that surround this important program as Congress debates the pros and cons of the Administration’s proposals.  Watch for alerts/opportunities to express your views to your representative and our senators.

Also, the Council has prepared a new resource—“Tips for Contacting Your Legislators

and Decision Makers.”  If you have ever wondered why the Council does not engage in the “click and send” advocacy used by national organizations like MoveOn.org, the article featured in this issue will provide the answer.

Finally, the last piece is a brief follow-up note on the Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA).

Please note:  The website is in transition.  Links to current alerts are posted at http://www.pachurches.org/action_alert.htm.  You will find that they have taken on a new look!  Many thanks to those of you who have followed through to contact your legislators.
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· CAFTA:  A Post Mortem
SOCIAL SECURITY: A PRIMER

While it has faded in and out of the media spotlight over the last few months as the light turned to other issues, Social Security has been and continues to be an issue for the current two-year Congressional term. The Bush administration, arguing that problems in the system threaten its viability, has named it a priority issue. Some agree, while others say that the administration’s goal is to destroy the system. Regardless of which side is “right,” the issue has sparked heated debate.

A Brief History of the Social Security Program


A brief history of Social Security on the U.S. government’s Social Security website
 tells us tbat:

· prior to the advent of modern social security systems, most people relied on several traditional sources of economic security: assets; labor; family; and charity;

· more formal systems began to grow as societies grew in economic and social complexity (such as guilds/early trade societies, fraternal organizations like the Freemasons, etc.)

· over time governments began to adopt laws to protect the poor;

· American Revolutionary War figure Thomas Payne proposed the first apparent forerunner of the modern Social Security system, calling for establishment of a public system of economic security in his pamphlet Agrarian Justice;

· another forerunner was the Civil War Pension system that provided benefits to Civil War survivors and their families, though not the general population;

· company pensions were introduced in the late 19th century, another recognition of the need for income security in later years;

· four demographic changes, beginning in the mid-1880s, rendered the traditional systems of economic security increasingly unworkable—the Industrial Revolution; urbanization; disappearance of the “extended” family; and a marked increase in life expectancy;

· The Stock Market Crash of 1929 and the Great Depression led to radical calls to action, with the concept of “social insurance” emerging as the Social Security program adopted in 1935.



The Rev. Dr. Bruce P. Bouchard, pastor of Grace United Church of Christ (Hanover, PA) and Chair of the Pennsylvania Council of Churches’ Public Advocacy Action Team (PAAT), described the conditions of the Great Depression in this way in a sermon delivered on June 12, 2005:

In the middle of the Great American Depression, life was hard for most families. There was a 12 percent unemployment rate. People who lived on farms were barely able to make ends meet, but they usually had food to eat. People who lived in cities were reduced to standing in bread lines. Some actually starved. The level of poverty for many was like that of some developing nations today. For the elderly, the situation could be quite difficult. Back in this day, retirement was a concept only for those who were fairly well off. One would have had to save enough money to support oneself in order not to have to work. For those who were elderly and frail or sick, often it meant living on poor farms if there was not family to take care of a grandparent. The idea of being too old or sick to work was a terrible fear that haunted people back then.



It was from these now unimaginable conditions that our modern Social Security system emerged. The system was designed to protect persons from the staggering poverty experienced at that time, though as Dr. Bouchard also notes:

Although no one will ever become rich receiving social security, they will always be able to put bread on the table and some kind of roof over their head. This will happen even if the company that they worked for goes broke, their pension is stolen, their children will not speak to them, or the stock market crashes.



Will that continue to be true? Our President, some legislative leaders, and some economists are claiming otherwise—they say that the system is going broke, and that drastic action is needed to “fix” it.

How Social Security Works

As suggested in the history above, Social Security is a “social insurance” system, and not a savings account. Most working Americans contribute to this system, which pays benefits to persons after they retire, as well as to a number of surviving spouses and children, and persons who are disabled and no longer able to work. Payment into the system is usually a shared responsibility between workers and employers, though self-employed persons (including clergy) are responsible for paying their entire individual contributions.


Money paid into the system does not go into individual retirement accounts that are paid out when a person retires. The money goes into government accounts, and funds not needed immediately for expenses are invested so that the initial contribution grows. Investments are in the form of bonds guaranteed by the U.S. government—like the bonds we buy to save for retirement or for our children's education. These bonds earn interest—the 2002 rate of return earned by the Social Security trust funds averaged 6.4%
. They are considered one of the safest investments in the world.
This pool of money—principle and interest earned—is used to pay benefits to retirees and disabled persons. For those of us who are working, this means that what we contribute to the system benefits those who are already retired. When we retire, others’ contributions will provide the funds for the benefits we receive.

The Current Situation

In recent years, many economists and government officials have claimed that the Social Security system is going broke—that some time in the future, with best estimates being around 2041 (give or take a couple of years), worker contributions will no longer provide 100% of benefits promised under the current system. There are a couple of reasons this is expected to happen: (1) worker to retiree ratios are declining—that is, the number of workers contributing to the system compared to the number of persons they must support is getting smaller; and (2) life expectancy is increasing. Without any changes to the system, the percent of benefits funded by worker contributions is expected to decline to around 70% of what is needed.

The Current Debate



The President and a number of members of Congress, along with some economists, have taken the position that the system as it is currently constituted is broken and cannot be fixed. Others have asserted that with some changes, the current system can be made viable for the foreseeable future.



The Administration’s view is that the best way to address the projected shortfall is to establish a system of private accounts, “carved out” of the current system. This represents an ideological move toward Bush’s concept of an “ownership society.”
 Under such a system, funds that are now being invested in the Social Security Trust Fund would instead be used to fund personal accounts that individuals can draw upon when they retire. These funds would no longer be available to pay out benefits under the current system, leaving the Social Security program with an estimated shortfall in the trillions (estimates vary depending on who is making the estimates). The government would have to make up the difference if benefits to current and future retirees are to be maintained
, or make changes to reduce the benefits that are paid out.



Opponents of the private account proposal have cited a number of reasons for their opposition. They include:

· Cost—if the diversion of funds to private accounts results in multi-trillion dollar shortfalls, the government will need to find funds to cover the difference, resulting in even larger budget deficits than already exist.

· Changes to the current system—such as increasing employee/employer contributions, or raising the threshold where individual contributions to the system stop—will provide sufficient funds to ensure the long-term viability of the system.
· Threats to current and future beneficiaries—For nearly two-thirds of retirees, Social Security provides the majority of their income. Over one-third of Social Security benefits go to non-retirees. For example, according to Call to Renewal, “Social Security helps more low-income children than welfare (TANF). When a worker becomes disabled or dies, the entire family is protected from poverty by benefits. There are over 4.5 million widows and widowers who depend on Social Security.”
  Some other statistics:
 (1) 20% of American adults receive benefits—22% of women and 18% of men; (2) More than half of women 65 and older and 40% of older men would be in poverty without the program; (3) More children are supported by Social Security (5.4 million) than by welfare (4 million)—one million children are lifted out of poverty every year through Social Security benefits; and (5) Women are nearly 60% of all beneficiaries, including retirees, the disabled, and survivors—27 million women receive Social Security benefits each month. 

· Personal accounts, as the sole source of benefits, carry risks—According to AARP, many retirees who thought they were set financially are having to cut their budgets dramatically or even return to work because the value of their investment portfolios has declined significantly over the past few years.

· There is nothing to preclude use of individual retirement accounts as an adjunct to Social Security contributions. In fact, according to Peter Orszag of The Brookings Institution, “Social Security provides the foundation of retirement income, but must be combined with other saving to achieve full retirement security. Retirement income should thus be viewed in terms of tiers, with Social Security delivering a core tier of protection upon which additional retirement income must be built.”

A Theological Perspective



One of the legislative priorities of the Pennsylvania Council of Churches for 2005–2006 is opposing Social Security privatization. “We expect that the most vulnerable in our society (children, the poor, working families at the poverty level, etc.) will have access to adequate resources in order to cover the necessities of life and to empower decisions to improve their own circumstances.”
 Scripture provides a wealth of support for this position.



The Principles for Public Advocacy of the Pennsylvania Council of Churches (draft 2005) states:

The Pennsylvania Council of Churches envisions a Commonwealth characterized by a profound sense of justice and shalom in human relationships and social structures at all levels of society. Such justice is rooted in God’s commandments to ancient Israel, in Jesus’ teachings, and in the witness and life of the church throughout its history. Just as Scripture bears witness to a vision of justice on earth, so too Scripture shows us God’s shalom, God’s loving-kindness toward all Creation. This loving-kindness leads to a vision of wholeness, health, and reconciliation/peace in relationships and systems

Our call to justice and shalom might best be represented in the words of Micah 6:8: “He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?”



Because we are each worthy of respect as creatures made in God’s image,
 we are entitled to wholeness that “reflects the loving-kindness God intends for creation”—with “access to all that helps create a decent life: adequate health care, housing, food, education, and nurture.”



Scripture repeatedly commands us to look after the needs of “widows and orphans,” and as Christians, we are called upon to support “the least of these.”
 “Social Security benefits going to the least, the last, and the lost should be guaranteed beyond a doubt—not reduced or left to chance.”
 

Finally, scripture reminds us that government does bear responsibility for the needs of its vulnerable citizens as well. The prophet Isaiah cries out for justice for the people when he says, “Ah, you who make iniquitous decrees, who write oppressive statutes, to turn aside the needy from justice and to rob the poor of my people of their right, that widows may be your spoil, and that you may make the orphans your prey!”



Call to Renewal has summed up well the reasons for a position that opposes a Social Security system based on privatization well with these words:

Social Security cannot be debated in a vacuum…The solvency of Social Security should be addressed in the context of other decisions and priorities. We must weigh who will gain and lose from other choices against who stands to win and lose from Social Security reform. Who will be asked to bear the burden of attempts to preserve Social Security? Does that reflect strong national, community and moral priorities?

…We must ensure security for the common good–not risk dignity and livelihood.

TIPS FOR CONTACTING YOUR LEGISLATORS AND DECISION MAKERS

Why the Pennsylvania Council of Churches Doesn’t Do “Click and Send” Advocacy

You may have noticed that the Council’s Action Alerts seldom include pre-written letters that may simply be copied, signed, and sent to legislators and other decision makers.  This is an approach that many organizations have used in recent years—you need only to click on a link, provide your personal contact information, send, and your name is added to a list of persons who support or oppose proposed legislation or actions, mostly at the national level.  It appears to be a reasonable, efficient, inexpensive approach, particularly for non-profits and for citizen-based groups where large numbers of individuals and organizations must speak because there is little or no money for successful direct lobbying.

This approach is simple, yes—but is it effective?

Information collected from those who do advocacy work for non-profit and faith based organizations suggests that the effectiveness of “click and send” advocacy efforts is questionable.  In a 2005 letter to her constituents, Elizabeth Sholes, Director of Public Policy for the California Council of Churches, said of these efforts,

…legislators have told us that this is met with very lukewarm reception at their end when the numbers aren't in the hundreds of thousands.

Staffers also point out that unless the originating group brings postcards to legislators in great quantities, these also have virtually no influence because they show no commitment, no thought.  Save your postage—if you're to mail them yourself, it's not worth the money!
Sholes’ words are in keeping with comments the Council’s advocacy staff has received from a handful of Pennsylvania legislators.  While the numbers vary—one legislator suggested as few as 10-15 contacts are needed, while another named as many as 125-150—these legislators asserted that personal contacts are significantly more effective than mass produced letters, faxes, or e-mails.  One legislator explained it this way:  If this legislator receives as few as 10-15 letters and other contacts that are personal and individual, it suggests that there is a depth of sentiment that goes far beyond the number of messages received because most people will not take the time to make such contacts, even when they share the opinions expressed in these contacts.

Your opinions are important, and it is important that you express them to your legislators and decision makers.  The Pennsylvania Council of Churches will empower you for action by educating you on the issues and suggesting actions that may be taken, but the bottom line is that it takes YOU to make the effort to make a difference.
Click here for the Council’s resource page, then click on “Tips for Contacting Your Legislators and Decision Makers” for specific advocacy tips to guide you in your efforts.  For specific Action Alerts from the Council, click here.

CAFTA:  A POST MORTEM
Most of you probably know that the Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA) was approved in the U.S. House of Representatives last week, and was sent to the President for his signature.  Please take a few minutes to thank your representative if he or she voted against the agreement, and express your disappointment if they voted for it.  Click here for Resource page to link to full contact information for all Pennsylvania members of the U.S. House of Representatives if you wish to do more than call.  Here is the tally for the Pennsylvania delegation, along with their Washington, DC office numbers:

To Thank Those Who Voted Against CAFTA:

Rep. Robert Brady, (202) 225-4731 

Rep. Chaka Fattah, (202) 225-4001

Rep. Paul Kanjorski, (202) 225-6511

Rep. John Murtha, (202) 225-2065

Rep. Allyson Schwartz, (202) 225-6111

Rep. Mike Doyle, (202) 225-2135

Rep. Tim Holden, (202) 225-5546

To Express Your Regret to Those Who Voted FOR CAFTA:

Rep. Phil English, (202) 225-5406

Rep. Melissa Hart, (202) 225-2565

Rep. John Peterson, (202) 225-5121

Rep. Jim Gerlach, (202) 225-4315

Rep. Curt Weldon, (202) 225-2011

Rep. Mike Fitzpatrick, (202) 225-4276

Rep. Bill Shuster, (202) 225-2431

Rep. Don Sherwood, (202) 225-3731

Rep. Charles Dent, (202) 225-6411

Rep. Joe Pitts, (202) 225-2411

Rep. Tim Murphy, (202) 225-2301

Rep. Todd Platts, (202) 225-5836
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