QUESTIONS TO ASK FEDERAL CANDIDATES

AT 2008 CANDIDATE DEBATES
Social Security:

Initial question:  Some lawmakers and economic experts are saying that Social Security is going broke and won’t be able to pay benefits to younger workers.  They have proposed allowing younger workers to divert their Social Security taxes into private accounts. Other lawmakers and experts disagree and say diverting tax money into private accounts would be a mistake. What is your position on creating private individual accounts by diverting Social Security taxes into those accounts replacing all or a part of Social Security’s guaranteed benefit?

If the candidate answers he/she supports private accounts out of SS taxes, ask:


Taking money out of the current system to finance private accounts leaves less money to finance benefits for current beneficiaries and those about to retire. How do you propose financing that transition?  Would that be fair to younger workers?

Let’s say for example we have a worker earning $25,000 a year and 2% of that person’s earnings – which is the percentage that keeps being quoted – that’s $500 a year he/she would have to invest. That is a very small amount of money. How would you ensure that this small amount of money wouldn’t be eaten up by management fees?


Without as much money going into the Social Security trust fund, survivor and disability benefits could be put at risk.  How would you protect these vulnerable people?

If the candidate responds that the Social Security system can be fixed, ask:


What specific benefit changes would you make to Social Security to restore solvency?


How would you bring new revenue into the system?

If the candidate answers he/she would raise the age of eligibility, ask:


If workers have to work longer before they are eligible for Social Security benefits and many companies are forcing older workers into “retirement” before they are eligible for Social Security, what type of programs would you propose to ensure that there are jobs for them?

What provisions should be made for workers who work in physically demanding jobs, but are not disabled, yet by age 65 can not do those jobs anymore?

Enhancing Retirement Security
Initial Question: Social Security was never intended to be a worker’s only source of retirement income. But today families find it difficult to save. What options do you propose to make saving for retirement easier for American families? 

Half of all workers have no organized way to save for retirement beyond Social Security such as a pension or 401(k) plan. Would you support or oppose guaranteeing employees’ access to automatic payroll deductions in the workplace to fund an IRA?
Do you support or oppose creating retirement accounts in addition to Social Security?

Should the government provide an incentive to low- and middle-income workers to save for retirement?

If the answer to the above question is yes, then could ask:

The Saver’s Credit is an incentive for middle- and low-income taxpayers to save in a 401(k) and/or an IRA. The Credit applies to savings up to $2,000/year for taxpayers with AGI of $50,000.  Would you support or oppose expanding the Saver’s Credit to make it available for more Americans?  Would you support or oppose making the Saver’s Credit refundable so that all Americans could have a retirement savings account?

Making Health Care More Affordable
Initial Question: Health care costs are a major concern of many Americans. 49 million Americans are without health care coverage at some point in the year. Those with coverage face rising premium costs and the prospect of losing their coverage altogether. What policies would you propose to make health care and health insurance more affordable and accessible for everyone?
Medicare only covers about 50 percent of a beneficiary’s health care spending.  How would you help to limit Medicare beneficiaries’ out-of-pocket costs?

Health care today is very complicated and confusing to most people.  What would you do to make access to health care simple and understandable for the average American?

For many people today access to health insurance is a problem because of pre-existing health conditions which makes the cost of health insurance beyond their family’s ability to pay.  How would you as President ensure continuous access to health care services and insurance coverage for all Americans?

Research has shown that providing preventive care that leads to early detection of health problems saves money.  Yet many insurance policies don’t pay for preventive care.   As President how would you guarantee access to preventive care for all Americans?

The use of evidence-based research on various medical practices and prescription drugs has been shown to save money, yet provide quality care. What should the government do to promote the use of evidence-based research by doctors, hospitals and other health providers?

As President, how would you ensure that all Americans, regardless of their health and levels of disability, would have adequate coverage that gives them the best available treatment and care in appropriate settings throughout their life? 

Long-term Care:
Initial Question: At some point in their lives, most Americans will need supportive services to help with daily activities such as dressing, bathing, etc.  Most people prefer to receive care in their homes and communities rather than in a more costly nursing home.  What would you propose to shift long-term care services and financing so people can stay in their homes as long as appropriate?

Millions of families provide long-term care services to family members free of charge and 24 hours a day.  The caregiving burden, physically, emotionally and financially, is often overwhelming.  What would you propose to help support and relieve those families who care for a loved one in their home?

In most states locating long-term care services can be very time consuming and difficult to find especially when that search comes when a family suddenly realizes that their relative needs those services.  What would you propose to help people locate good, safe. affordable long-term care services?

Priorities:
What will be your top 3 domestic priorities if elected?

Gridlock:
Initial Question: Our elected leaders in Washington, DC, have become increasingly unable to solve major issues because of partisan gridlock.  How will you work to break the gridlock and get action on financial security and affordable health care?
Rising Energy Costs

Press reports have noted that households will face increases of 30% to 50% in the cost of heating their homes with natural gas this winter, and possible increases of  50% to 100% in heating oil costs.  Average gasoline prices have increased 33% over the past year.  State and local government agencies report having to reduce or eliminate supportive services in response to rising energy and fuel costs.  Even for the 21 percent of older adults who do not drive, rising fuel costs have created additional hardship due to cutbacks in services that rely on drivers, such as Meals on Wheels.

Do you think that government has a role in keeping fuel and utilities costs affordable for all Americans?

Affordable Housing  

The recent mortgage foreclosure crisis has thrown tens of thousands of lower-income families into a rental housing market that clearly cannot accommodate them.  Currently there are only about 6 million rental units affordable to the nearly 9 million American households with incomes below 30% of median income, and almost half of these units are either vacant or inhabited by higher-income households.  Nearly 18 million households are estimated to be “severely cost burdened” because they spend over half their income on housing.  Despite the growing scope of this affordability problem, rental housing assistance remains a small and shrinking share of the federal budget.

Do you believe the federal government has a role to play in helping families secure decent and affordable rental housing, and what should that role be?

Mobility Options:

Forty percent of the American public does not drive – 6.8 million of them are 65 or older and based on population trends, that number could reach over 14 million by 2030.  As Americans try to escape higher gas prices, the American Public Transportation Association reports that ridership on public transportation is at a 50-year high, but 40 percent of rural counties do not have public transportation options.  Walking and bicycling are also increasing, but roads in most communities are not designed to safely accommodate such use.  

What do you propose to provide mobility options for Americans who cannot or choose not to drive, particularly in rural areas?  

Transportation Infrastructure Funding:

The Highway Trust Fund is expected to fall short by $3.1 billion in the next fiscal year.  In part, this reflects lower gas tax receipts as Americans drove 9.6 billion fewer miles in May than in the year before.  According to the National Surface Transportation Policy and Revenue Study Commission, the unmet need in highway and transit funding is estimated to be at least $147 billion through 2020.  A good deal of transportation spending goes for new road projects, rather than to maintain existing roads and bridges or to increasing public transportation services.  

Do you believe future federal investment should be weighted more towards maintaining existing infrastructure and increasing public transportation, rather than towards new road projects?  What solutions do you propose to ensure sufficient transportation funding to meet these infrastructure needs?  
