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I have come to the floor to discuss an amendment I am offering with Senator Gregg to
create a bipartisan fiscal task force.  The task force would be designed to develop a bipartisan
legislative package to address the Nation's long-term fiscal imbalances.  There would be a
requirement that the package come before Congress for a vote.  

Under the rules of the Senate, our amendment requires 60 votes to pass.  If we do not
reach the 60-vote threshold, I will continue to push for the creation of a special process to deal
with our debt, and I will fight to ensure any special process results in legislation that will get a
vote in the Senate and in the House.  We cannot afford another commission whose
recommendations sit on a dusty shelf somewhere at the Library of Congress.  

I believe our country is at a critical juncture.  We have seen in the previous
administration the debt of the United States double.  We are on course over the next eight years
for at least another doubling of the debt.  And already we are reaching precarious levels, record
levels -- record levels that have never been seen before in this country.  

I believe nothing short of the economic future of the country is at stake.  I point to this
recent Newsweek cover from December 7 of last year entitled, “How Great Powers Fall; Steep
Debt, Slow Growth, and High Spending Kill Empires -- and America Could Be Next.” 

Here is what the article went on to say: “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.”
  

The process has already begun.  As I indicated, in the previous administration the debt
doubled.  Foreign holdings of U.S. debt more than doubled.  We can see the track we are on. 
From 2001, at the beginning of the Bush administration, the debt skyrocketed, and it continues to
grow with the economic downturn and the projections from the Congressional Budget Office for
the future.  In fact, we now estimate that the gross debt of the United States could reach 114
percent of the gross domestic product of the United States.  That has only been equalled in U.S.
history after World War II.  At that point, the debt came down very rapidly.  

There is no forecast that shows this debt coming down and certainly no projection and no
forecast that it will come down rapidly.  Instead, what we have is a forecast by the Congressional
Budget Office that the debt will continue to explode.  Instead of being 100 percent of the gross
domestic product of the United States, the debt will rise to a level of more than 400 percent of
the gross domestic product of the United States.  



By any account, that is an unsustainable course.  We have had before the Budget
Committee the testimony of the head of the Congressional Budget Office saying the course we
are on is clearly unsustainable.  We have had the testimony of the head of the Government
Accountability Office saying the current course is clearly unsustainable.  We have had the
testimony of the Secretary of the Treasury, both in the previous administration and this one,
saying this trajectory is clearly unsustainable, and we have had the testimony, clear and
compelling, by the Chairman of the Federal Reserve that this course is absolutely unsustainable.  

I have said to my colleagues repeatedly that the debt is the threat.  It is something we
must face up to.  We have been through a very sharp economic downturn.  In the midst of a sharp
economic downturn, you do not raise taxes or cut spending.  That would only deepen the
recession.  In fact, we could have seen this country plunge into a complete collapse, and we
would not have been alone.  I think many of us believe we just narrowly averted a global
financial collapse.  

One reason it was averted is because of actions by this administration and the previous
administration and this Congress -- steps that were taken to provide liquidity to prevent a global
collapse.  But those steps also added to the deficit and debt.  We have to acknowledge that.  We
have to be very straight with people that those steps were necessary to avert a collapse, but they
also contribute to the long-term crisis we confront -- a crisis of a debt growing too rapidly and
forecasts to reach a level unprecedented in our national history, a debt level that could threaten
the economic security of the United States.  

Many people have asked me:  How does this threaten the economic security of the
country?  Very simply, this debt is increasingly financed from abroad.  In fact, in 2008, 68
percent of the new debt created by the United States was financed by foreign entities -- 68
percent.  China has now become our biggest creditor.  They have signaled publicly and privately
that they are increasingly concerned with the fiscal policy of the United States.  They are
increasingly concerned about the security of their loans to the United States.  Other countries
have expressed concern as well.  

If those countries decided they would no longer extend loans to the United States, we
would then be very quickly in a serious situation.  It would mean we would have to either cut
spending sharply or raise taxes dramatically or raise interest rates in a significant way to attract
new borrowing, new lenders.  The consequences of a failure to address these issues goes right to
the heart of the economic strength of the country.  

As I said, in the article in Newsweek, they say: “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.”

For those who believe there is no crisis and we can just stay with the status quo, this is a
quote from the National Journal cover story in November.  The article was titled, “The Debt
Problem Is Worse Than You Think.”   It stated: “Simply put, even alarmists may be
underestimating the size of the [debt] problem, how quickly it will become unbearable, and how
poorly prepared our political system is to deal with it.”



  
I believe the National Journal got it about right.  We are on a course that is clearly

unsustainable.  Virtually every expert says to us that this is so.  

The consequences of a failure to deal with the debt are enormous.  They could go right to
the heart of the economic strength of the country.  So Senator Gregg and I have come to the floor
with a proposal to have everything on the table, to have a bipartisan commission evaluate various
options for dealing with our long-term debt threat and to come back with a proposal.  But they
can only come back if 14 of the 18 members of that commission agree on a future course, a
supermajority, a bipartisan majority.  If 14 of the 18 agree, that plan comes to Congress for a
vote.  Members here will decide.  This is not outsourcing the responsibility.  This is giving an
independent commission the responsibility to come up with a plan, but that plan would have to
be voted on by Members of the Senate, Members of the House, and under our formulation it
would require a supermajority in both Chambers to pass.  Of course, the President would retain
his veto powers.  He would be able to veto any proposal passed by the Senate and the House.  I
believe the prerogatives of the Senate and the House are preserved.  It will require a vote of
supermajority here and in the House and, of course, signature by the President.  

The former Chairman of the Federal Reserve, Alan Greenspan, has talked about the
urgent need to address the long-term debt situation.  This is what he said on December 17 of last
year in testimony before the Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs Committee: “The
challenge to contain this threat is more urgent than at any time in our history....[Our] nation has
never before had to confront so formidable a fiscal crisis as is now visible just over the horizon.”
  

I believe the former Chairman of the Federal Reserve has it right.  We face an
unprecedented threat.  Never before in our Nation's history have we looked forward and seen the
prospect, if we continue current policies, of a debt that would equal 400 percent of the gross
domestic product of the United States.  That has never, ever faced this country.  That is a threat
with which we are unfamiliar.
  

The response Senator Gregg and I have crafted over two years of debate and discussion
with many of our colleagues is one that is based on the principle of accountability.  All of the
task force members would be directly accountable to the American people.  There would be 18
members -- 10 Democrats, 2 from the administration, and 8 Republicans.  So in terms of
Members of Congress, it would be even: 8 Democrats, 8 Republicans.  They would have to be
currently serving Members of Congress selected by the Democratic and Republican leaders.  The
Secretary of the Treasury and one other administration official would serve representing the
administration, for a total of 18.  

The bipartisan fiscal task force would provide broad coverage.  Everything would be on
the table -- entitlements, revenue, discretionary spending.  Spending and revenues all would be
before them for a judgment on how we deal with the debt threat.  

The work of the fiscal task force would enjoy expedited procedures -- procedures we
have used before to bring especially difficult issues to both the Senate and the House.  The
recommendations would only be submitted after the 2010 election.  There would be fast-track



consideration of the proposal in the Senate and the House.  There would be no amendments.  It
would be an up-or-down vote.  The final vote would come before the end of the 111th Congress.  

Again, I wish to emphasize I am not proposing that we take action to raise revenue or cut
spending in the midst of an economic downturn.  That would be counterproductive.  But we do
need to face up to this long-term debt.  The provisions that would come from any commission, I
am sure, would be ones that would be put in place over time.  They would be phased in.  The
Commission would be cognizant that our economy remains weak and, in fact, may require even
additional debt in the short term.  

The bipartisan fiscal task force would ensure a bipartisan outcome.  Fourteen of the
eighteen task force members would have to agree to the recommendations for it to come to a
vote, and final passage would require supermajorities -- a three-fifths vote in both the Senate and
the House.  Also, the President must still sign off.  As I indicated earlier, he would retain his full
veto powers. 

This approach has been criticized by both the left and the right -- the left, a group of
organizations that have banded together to say this kind of approach could lead to reductions in
Social Security and Medicare -- cuts in Social Security and Medicare.  I would simply say to
them:  Look at where we are.  Look at where we are.  Social Security and Medicare are both cash
negative today.  The trustees of Medicare say Medicare will go broke in 8 years.  Social Security
will take somewhat longer.  But both are on a path to insolvency if we fail to act.  

It hasn't just been from the more liberal side of the spectrum that the criticism has come,
but also on the right.  The Wall Street Journal ran an editorial calling the debt reduction
commission -- or the deficit commission -- a trap.  They say it is a trap that will lead to higher
taxes; to more revenue.  So on the left and the right we have those complaining that if you move
forward to deal with the debt, you are going to make reductions in programs and you are going to
increase revenue.  I think that is undeniably the case.  If you are going to deal with this debt
threat, we are going to have to make changes in the spending projections of the United States. 
We are going to have to make changes in the revenue base of the country.  

I would suggest to those who are concerned about tax increases, the first place to get
more revenue is not with a tax increase.  The first place to get more revenue is to collect what is
actually owed.  If you examine the revenue streams of the United States, it jumps out at you that
we are collecting about 80 percent, or even somewhat less than that, of what is actually owed.  If
we were collecting the money that is actually owed under the current rates, we would be doing
very well.  But we have offshore tax havens, abusive tax shelters, a tax gap -- the difference
between what is owed and what is paid -- and we also have a tax system that is completely out of
date.  

We have a tax system that was designed at a time when we did not have to be worried
about the competitive position of the United States.  Now we do.  The world has changed and
our revenue system has not kept pace.  Instead, it is hemorrhaging with offshore tax havens
costing us, according to the Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations, over $100 billion a year
in lost revenue.  



If anybody doubts the proliferation of offshore tax havens, I would urge them to Google
offshore tax havens and see what you find.  We did that last year and got over 1 million hits,
including my favorite: live offshore tax free by putting your funds in offshore tax havens.  

The reality is this:  We have a dramatic imbalance between spending and revenue.  The
revenue is the green line, the spending is the red line.  Look what has happened with the
economic downturn:  Revenue is at its lowest point in 50 years as measured as a share of the
economy. Revenue is less than 15 percent of the gross domestic product of the country. 
Spending has skyrocketed to 26 percent of the gross domestic product of the country.  You can
see that is far higher than it has been going back 30 years.  

Of course, we understand why, in the middle of a sharp economic downturn, the
automatic stabilizers take effect -- unemployment insurance, a whole series of other measures to
try to prevent an even steeper downturn.  So spending goes up, revenue goes down, the deficits
widen, and the debt explodes.  That would not be so troubling if the long-term trend didn't tell us
the debt will continue to grow from these already high levels. 

The need for tax reform, I think, is clear:  We have a tax system that is out of date and
hurting U.S. competitiveness.  As I mentioned, we are hemorrhaging revenue to tax havens and
abusive tax shelters.  The alternative minimum tax problem threatens millions of middle-class
taxpayers -- something that was never intended.  That cries out for reform.  These long-term
imbalances must be addressed.  Simplification and reform, we know from experience, can keep
rates low and improve the efficiency of the system. 
 

The arguments I have advanced this morning are arguments that have now been endorsed
by more and more budget experts as they look at the long-term threat to the country.  Alan
Greenspan, the former Chairman of the Federal Reserve, said this: “The recommendation of
Senators Conrad and Gregg for a bipartisan fiscal task force is an excellent idea.  I hope that you
succeed.”
  

Douglas Holtz-Eakin, who was the chief economic adviser to Senator McCain in his
Presidential bid, said this in testimony before the Senate Budget Committee just last year:  “I am
a reluctant convert.  I have always felt that this is Congress' job, and, quite frankly, it ought to
just do it.  And that attitude has earned me no friends and has gotten us no action.  So I have
come around to the point where I'm in favor of something that is a special legislative procedure
to get this legislation in front of Congress and passed.”
 

Mr. Geithner, the Secretary of the Treasury, said this in testimony before the Budget
Committee last year: “It is going to require a different approach if we're going to solve the
long-term fiscal imbalance.  It's going to require a fundamental change in approach, because I
don't see realistically how we're going to get there through the existing mechanisms.”
  

Here is a quote from David Walker, the former head of the Government Accountability
Office: “I think the regular order is dysfunctional as it relates to these types of issues.  And it's,
quite frankly, understandable, because you're talking about putting together a package that
crosses many different jurisdictions.  And the idea that that would end up emerging from the



regular order I think is just totally unrealistic.”  That was testimony before the Budget
Committee in 2007 by the Comptroller General.  

Leon Panetta, the former chairman of the House Budget Committee and the former Chief
of Staff to President Clinton, now the Director of the CIA, said this in testimony before the
Senate Budget Committee in response to the question: “Shouldn't we rely on just the regular
order; the normal committee process?”
  

“It'll never happen.  The committees of jurisdiction will never take on the kind of
challenges that are involved in this kind of effort.  If you just leave them under their own
jurisdictions, that will never happen.”
  

It hasn't happened, and I am Chairman of one of the committees.  I accept that the normal
process is not going to deal with a threat of this magnitude.  It is going to take all of us,
Democrats, Republicans, Congress, and the administration, working together to fashion a plan
that deals with the long-term debt threat; that also deals with the short-term need to restore jobs,
to restore economic growth, and to build the economy.
  

These things are not contradictory.  They, in fact, are complementary.  We must do both. 
We must restore economic growth and economic strength and, at the same time, we must deal
with the long-term debt threat.  That is the proposal Senator Gregg and I bring to the floor.  We
urge our colleagues to seriously consider what we have offered.  It has 35 cosponsors, about
evenly divided between Republicans and Democrats.  I know it is a tall order to get to 60 votes
in the Senate.  It is especially hard when organizations on the left are opposing it and
organizations on the right are opposing it for very different reasons.  But this is a case of the
challenge of the middle holding.  

That has been the great strength of America -- our ability to take on tough challenges and
meet them.  Whether it was World War I or World War II, the Great Depression or all the other
challenges this country has faced, over and over America has proven it is up to the challenge.  I
believe we are up to this challenge as well, and I believe people working together can come up
with solutions that would be credible not only to markets in this country but markets around the
world that are beginning to wonder:  Does America have the ability to face up to the debt threat
that overhangs the future economic strength of the country?  

I appreciate this time.  I thank the chairman for allowing this time.  I know Senator Gregg
will be coming to the floor in about an hour for his presentation on the same subject.  I thank the
Chair, and I yield the floor.  


