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Mr. Chairman, thank you so much for holding this hearing.  Thank you for your strong
leadership on this issue.  I personally appreciate it very much.  Senator Collins, to you as well.  You
have been a stalwart and we very much appreciate it.  

Senator Voinovich, there couldn’t be a more passionate, articulate advocate for taking on the
debt of this country than you are, and that you have been.  We thank you for your willingness to
partner with us to try to get something done that is in the important interest of the country.  As always,
it is good to be with the former chairman of the Budget Committee, my friend, Senator Gregg, to
discuss this critical issue.

Senator Lieberman, you have been a leader in the Senate bringing attention to our long-term
fiscal crisis.  Along with Senator Voinovich, you have introduced “Securing America's Future
Economy Commission Act” or “SAFE Commission Act,” which would establish a special process to
develop legislation to significantly improve our long-term fiscal condition.  I believe that you are
exactly right that a special process is required.  

Those who say, “Leave it to the regular order,” it won’t happen.  We all know it won’t happen. 
We only need to point to the most recent effort on health care reform, which I believe does make
modest improvements, but it doesn’t fundamentally address the long-term imbalance.  And it is the
nature of the beast here.  I have been here 23 years.  If there is anything I am certain of, I am certain
that the regular order is not going to take on this burgeoning debt. 

As you know, last week Senator Gregg and I reintroduced our proposal for a special process. 
We call it the “Bipartisan Task Force for Responsible Fiscal Action.”  That bill already has the support
now of 34 of our colleagues – another colleague just joined last night.  Twenty Republicans and 14
Democrats – including Senator Lieberman and Senator Murkowski who is the one that joined just
yesterday.  Senator Voinovich is a leader as well.  I thank you for your support.  Thirty-four co-
sponsors in that short of period, because we just circulated this proposal days ago.  

I thank all of the members who have signed up, and some of them under pretty fierce lobbying
by those who do not want to see us proceed in this way.  You know, we have colleagues who are very
dug in on the notion that this invades their turf, and this upsets the normal distribution of
responsibilities to the committees of Congress.  I would just say to those members:  I respect the
jurisdiction of your committees, but even more than that, I believe the threat posed by the debt crisis in
this country supercedes any commitment to the jurisdiction of any specific committee, because the
committees of jurisdiction have had years to face up to this problem, and have failed to do so.  That is
a fact. 

Before I discuss the specifics of the Conrad-Gregg Task Force, allow me to take just a moment
to discuss how I see our economic future and why I think some special process is absolutely essential.
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Nothing short of the economic future of our nation is at stake.  

Here is Newsweek’s cover story from December 7, 2009.  I note parenthetically December 7th

as Pearl Harbor day.  I hope we don’t have to have a similar catastrophe before we wake up and face
up to this problem.  The Newsweek cover is entitled: “How Great Powers Fall: Steep Debt, Slow
Growth, and High Spending Kill Empires – And America Could Be Next.”     

If you go inside the magazine and read the article, this is one paragraph: “This is how empires
decline.  It begins with a debt explosion.  It ends with an inexorable reduction in the resources
available for the Army, Navy, and Air Force....  If the United States doesn't come up soon with a
credible plan to restore the federal budget to balance over the next five to 10 years, the danger is very
real that a debt crisis could lead to a major weakening of American power.”  We can’t allow that to
happen.  

The debt explosion in our country has already begun.  The Chairman referenced it, as did
Senator Voinovich, as did Senator Collins.  Under one 10-year scenario, gross federal debt could rise
to 114 percent of our gross domestic product by 2019.  That is approaching the record 121 percent of
gross domestic product, a debt level reached at the end of World War II.  

I don’t know what it is going to take to convince some of our colleagues that we have to act,
and we have to begin to act now.  If this isn’t a warning sign, if this isn’t an indication that it is
imperative that we take on this burgeoning debt, I don’t know what it would take.  But you know, the
longer-term outlook is even more serious.

Mr. Chairman, according to the Congressional Budget Office and their long-term fiscal
outlook, over the next 50 years, with rising health care costs, the retirement of the baby boom
generation, and the permanent extension of all of the 2001 and 2003 tax cuts, federal debt could climb
to more than 400 percent of gross domestic product.   That is totally unsustainable. 

You don’t have to have my word for it or Senator Gregg’s word for it.  We have had the head
of the Congressional Budget Office tell us that is completely unsustainable; the head of the
Government Accountability Office when the distinguished David Walker was in that position and will
be testifying before you shortly; we have had testimony from the Secretary of the Treasury in the
previous Administration and this Administration; we have had testimony from the Chairman of the
Federal Reserve, and you will be hearing from a former Chairman of the Federal Reserve a little later
in this hearing, and no doubt he would make the same judgement.  We have never had a debt in this
country’s history of 400 percent of the gross domestic product.  

We believe that our Task Force proposal will work because it is based on several key
principles.  First, it is based on the principle of accountability.  All of the Task Force members would
be directly accountable to the American people.  The panel would include 18 members – 10
Democrats, two of whom would be from the Administration, and eight Republicans.  So in terms of
members of Congress, it would be eight Democrats, eight Republicans, two representatives of the
Administration.  It would be made up of currently-serving members of Congress selected by the
Democratic and Republican leaders in Congress.  The Administration officials would be the Treasury
Secretary and one other official selected by the President.  This means the bipartisan leadership at the
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highest levels of the government would be responsible for the panel’s outcome.

Second, the Task Force would have broad coverage.  Everything would be on the table,
including spending and revenues.  We can’t solve this problem, I believe, by looking at only one side
of the ledger.

Third, the Task Force would follow an expedited process.   To minimize politicization of the
Task Force, its recommendations would be submitted after the 2010 election.  If there is a broad
bipartisan agreement of the Task Force members, with at least 14 of the 18 members agreeing, the
recommendations would get fast-track consideration in the Senate.  No amendments, no filibustering.  

I know there are many who are concerned about the no amendment provision.  Senator Collins,
you referenced it.  Let me just say there are some who have suggested alternatives such as actuarially-
equivalent amendments.  Let me just say the reason Senator Gregg and I reached the conclusion of no
amendments is because in watching the process here we’ve concluded that if there are amendments,
Republicans would put up an amendment that will address the deficit but just in one particular way;
Democrats would do the same.  Everyone would have their amendment to explain to their constituents
why they didn’t support the final package, and therefor we never get to implementation of an actual
solution.  

A final vote on the recommendations would occur before the 111th Congress adjourns.  That is
what we call the Voinovich provision.  Senator Voinovich, after all this effort, deserves to be here to
vote as does Senator Gregg.  Senator Gregg has also announced, and I lament this, that he will be
retiring.  He and Senator Voinovich, if we don’t vote, won’t have a chance to do something that they
have worked so hard to achieve.

Fourth, and most importantly, the Task Force would ensure a bipartisan outcome.  As I noted, it
would take 14 of the 18 Task Force members to agree to report the recommendations to get fast track
considerations.  Final passage would require a three-fifths supermajority vote in the Senate and the
House.  And the President would still have to sign the bill.  Of course, he would preserve his ability to
veto.  So everybody would have to be in.  Everybody would have to be supportive of a solution.  We
believe, Senator Gregg and I, that that is important for the sustainability for whatever is done because
this won’t be a single year solution or a couple of years of alternations of the trajectory.  This is going
to have to be a long-term strategy and plan if it is to succeed.

We believe this is the best way to accomplish the changes that are needed and to maintain them
over time.  No one party can or will do this on its own.  It is not going to happen.  And if we’re going
to be honest with each other and honest with the American people, we have to acknowledge it is going
to take a special process to get this job done.  

This is the formulation that Senator Gregg and I have come to after many months of discussion
and negotiation.  It is very similar in many ways to your SAFE Commission.  Both of our proposals
require bipartisanship, in the Task Force and in Congress.  Both require that everything be on the table. 
And both guarantee that the Task Force recommendations get a vote – I cannot over emphasize that
point.  We have got to structure a circumstance that allows the recommendations to get a vote
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Your proposal would have some private citizens serve on the SAFE Commission and require
the Commission to hold public town hall meetings.  Certainly those are worthy ideas.  We held a
Budget Committee hearing on this topic in November and you testified about the SAFE Commission –
we appreciate your testimony.  And as a result of that hearing, Senator Gregg and I made changes to
our Task Force that would allow it to benefit from the assistance of knowledgeable and reputable
citizens as part of an advisory panel.  These same people could help the Task Force engage the public
and build support for the ideas contained in the recommendation.  

One area where our proposals differ is in the use of alternative ways of budget scoring to
evaluate the long-term effects.   The discussion about whether there are better ways to evaluate the
budgetary effects of legislation is complicated.  I personally prefer traditional, CBO scoring, but again
I don’t think we should let any of these issues stand in the way of a resolution.  The single most
important thing we can do, in terms of our fiscal future, is to put in place a process, a process that can
lead to a conclusion and can lead to the implementation of a solution.    

Chairman Lieberman, the work of any Task Force like you and I have proposed will not just be
formidable, but it is critical to our country’s future.  Thank you and Senator Collins for this
opportunity.  And again a special thanks to my colleague, Senator Voinovich, for his leadership over a
very long time on this issue.  And he just doesn’t talk the talk, he’s walked the walk, as have you
Chairman Lieberman, Senator Collins.  And I noticed Senator Carper has joined us.  He, too, has been
somebody who as a member of this Committee and as a member of the Senate Finance Committee who
has shown a real willingness to take on this threat.  

I have said to my colleagues on many occasions the debt is the threat.  That is where we must
focus our energy and attention.  I thank you very much for this opportunity.  
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