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This report compares two alternative uses of the Social Security surpluses.

The plans differ in the way they dispose of projected Social Security surpluses over the next

decade.  Under both plans, the surpluses will vanish about the time the baby boom generation begins to

retire.  Moreover, because of other entitlement obligations, higher taxes will be needed beginning in the

third decade of this century — no matter which plan is adopted.

However, how we dispose of the surplus today has a large impact on the solvency of Social Secu-

rity during the years when today’s young people will be drawing their retirement benefits.

Under one alternative, the surpluses are used to allow workers to invest some of their payroll taxes

in personal retirement accounts (PRAs).  We estimate that the total investment will equal about 2 percent-

age points of taxable payroll for the next 10 years.  These funds will be invested in private securities,

earning a much higher rate of return than the rate implicitly promised by Social Security.  We assume that

total benefits will continue to be paid as scheduled but that the growth of the private accounts will substi-

tute for the government’s obligations to pay benefits — thus reducing the need to raise payroll taxes in

future years:

� Using the Congressional Budget Office’s long-term forecasts, we find the payroll tax needed to

pay benefits under the current system will rise from about 12.4 percent today to approximately

19 percent by the year 2050.

� However, with personal retirement accounts, Social Security obligations can be met in the year

2050 with about the same payroll tax that we have today.

The other alternative is to use the surplus to pay down government debt and use the interest sav-

ings (from lower debt) to pay benefits in the future years.  Under this plan:

� By the year 2022, the government will have to start borrowing again.

� By the year 2029, we will have the same debt that we have today.

Executive Summary



From that point forward, we have to make some assumptions about how the government will meet

its obligations.  We considered two options:

� Under Scenario One, the government maintains the same debt as it has under the PRA plan and

increases taxes to meet its spending obligations.

� Under Scenario Two, the government raises taxes to match the PRA tax burden and borrows to

fund any additional obligations.

Under Scenario One:

� The payroll tax will have to rise to 19.6 percent by the year 2050 (compared to 12.5 percent

under the PRA plan).

� The payroll tax will have to rise to 21.3 percent by 2070 — almost twice the tax rate needed

under the PRA plan.

To put this in perspective, if the burden of Medicare (parts A and B) is also expressed as a percent

of payroll, the total burden of elderly entitlements under this plan will be 34.8 percent in 2050 and 37.3

percent in 2070.  Thus, future workers will have to pay more than one-third of their income in taxes if

promises to today’s young people are to be kept.

Under Scenario Two:

� By the year 2050, the country will have four times as much debt as it will have under the PRA

plan.

� By the year 2070, the country will have 35 times as much debt as it will have under the PRA

plan.

Thus, although paying down debt initially frees us from government’s outstanding debt, in the long

run we end up with much greater debt because nothing has been done to solve the structural problem of

Social Security.
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Introduction
A surplus is political manna, enabling politicians to fund their favorite

programs.  Proposals offered during the presidential campaign included such

noble causes as strengthening Social Security, making America debt free,

improving health care, cutting taxes and providing prescription drug benefits

under Medicare, to name a few.  How these goals are pursued would produce

markedly different fiscal results.  The central issue in the debate boils down to how

the Social Security surpluses are used, because how they are spent today

determines the magnitude of tomorrow’s surpluses.

The fundamental choice is between using the Social Security surpluses to

reduce the federal debt and using them to prepay future Social Security benefits.

All other policy choices derive from this choice.  Thus, the bulk of our analysis

deals with the choice between retiring debt and prepaying future benefits.

A Closer Look at the Surplus
In July of this year, the Congressional Budget Office (CBO) issued

three new estimates of federal finances, updating its earlier estimates with an

even rosier picture of the future.  The CBO projects that between 2001 and

2010, the federal government will collect between $4.6 trillion and $5.8

trillion more than it spends.1

Figure I presents the CBO’s most conservative estimates of the budget

surplus between now and 2010.  Like the other two forecasts, federal tax

collections remain steady at about 20 percent  of gross domestic product

(GDP).  In this estimate, discretionary spending on things like national

defense is assumed to grow at the rate of inflation after 2000.  As a result,

discretionary spending falls from 6.2 percent to 5.2 percent as a share of GDP

between 2000 and 2010.  The other category that contributes significantly to

the overall size of the surplus is the spending on interest payments.

� From 2000 to 2010 interest payments as a percentage of GDP fall

from 2.3 percent to 0.4 percent.

� Over the same period the cumulative surplus will total at least $4.6

trillion.

� Of that total the Social Security surplus accounts for $2.4 trillion

and the non-Social Security surplus for the remaining $2.2 trillion.

In the CBO’s forecasts, the total budget surplus in each year — the

combination of non-Social Security and Social Security surpluses — is used to

pay down the existing federal debt held by the public.2

“The fundamental choice is
between using the Social
Security surpluses to pay
down the debt and using them
to prepay future benefits.”
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Alternative Uses of the Social Security Surpluses
Preserving the Social Security surplus for Social Security involves

more than just depositing the funds into the trust fund.  The bonds in the Trust
Fund are merely promises to impose taxes on future taxpayers.  As pointed out
by both the Congressional Budget Office and the Office of Management and
Budget, to redeem the bonds in the trust fund the government must raise taxes,
reduce other expenditures or borrow. [See the sidebar.]  The only way the
surplus funds can contribute to future Social Security expenditures is by
enhancing the future availability of consumption.  We can do this by using any
surplus to expand the nation’s capital stock, thus increasing the country’s
ability to produce.  Essentially, there are three options.  Social Security’s
surpluses can be used (1) to pay down debt, (2) to invest in private capital
markets using a single centrally held account or (3) to invest in capital markets
via personal retirement accounts.3

“The bonds in the Social
Security Trust Fund are
merely promises to impose
taxes on future taxpayers.”

FIGURE I

CBO’s Baseline Budget Projections
(Assumes discretionary spending grows at inflation rate)

Billions

Source: The Budget and Economic Outlook: An Update, July 2000, Congressional Budget Office.
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Every spring when the Social Security Trustees release their reports on the status of the Social
Security and Medicare programs, much attention is paid to the year in which the trust fund is
exhausted. But as these excerpts from the Congressional Budget Office and Office of Manage-
ment and Budget documents indicate, the more telling date is the year in which Social Security
expenditures exceed revenues.

Trust funds have no particular economic significance; they function primarily as accounting
mechanisms to track receipts and spending for programs that have specific taxes or other revenues
earmarked for their use.

When a trust fund receives payroll taxes or other income that is not currently needed to pay
benefits, the excess is loaned to the Treasury.  If the rest of the budget is in deficit, the Treasury
borrows less from the public than would otherwise be required to finance current operations. If the rest
of the budget is in balance or in surplus, the Treasury uses the cash from trust fund programs to pay
down outstanding debt owed to the public.

The process is reversed when the time comes for a trust fund to draw down its reserves to pay
expenses. To repay what it has borrowed (with interest) from the trust fund, the federal government
must raise the cash by boosting taxes, reducing other spending, borrowing more from the public or (if
the total budget is surplus) paying down less debt.

These [trust fund] balances are available to finance future benefit payments and other trust fund
expenditures — but only in a bookkeeping sense.  These funds are not set up to be pension funds, like
the funds of private pension plans. They do not consist of real economic assets that can be drawn
down to fund future benefits. Instead, they are claims on the Treasury that, when redeemed, will have
to be financed by raising taxes, borrowing from the public, or reducing benefits or other expenditures.
Thus the existence of large trust fund balances does not, by itself, have any impact on the
government’s ability to pay benefits.

From an economic standpoint, the government is able to prefund benefits only by increasing
saving and investment in the economy as a whole. This can be fully accomplished only by simulta-
neously running trust fund surpluses equal to the actuarial present value of the accumulating benefits
and not allowing the federal fund deficit to increase, so that the trust fund surplus reduces a unified
budget deficit or increases a unified budget surplus. This would reduce federal borrowing by the
amount of the trust funds surplus and increase the amount of national savings available to finance
investment. Greater investment would increase future incomes and wealth, which would provide more

real economic resources to support the benefits.

The Elusive Trust Fund

Source:  The Budget and Economic Outlook: Fiscal Years 2001-2010, Chapter 1, Congressional Budget Office,

January 2000; and Budget of the United States Government: Analytical Perspectives Fiscal Year 2000, Office

of Management and Budget, pp. 337-38.
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Many are attracted to allowing workers to invest part of their Social
Security taxes in personal retirement accounts.  Upon retirement, the funds in
these private accounts would pay for part or all of the promised Social Security
benefits.  If the contributions to private accounts are implicitly funded by the
Social Security surplus, they will increase the nation’s stock of productive
assets, which will increase the nation’s future income.

Paying down the national debt and establishing personal retirement
accounts have similar economic consequences.  Both actions inject new funds
into the capital market.  Regardless of what security is initially purchased — a
government bond, a private bond, a private security, etc. — the injection of
new funds expands the economy’s capacity to create new capital (i.e., new
machines, buildings, computers, etc.).

Explicit and Implicit Debt.  There are two types of federal
government debt.  First, explicit federal debt in the form of bonds held by the
public is estimated to be $3.4 trillion.  This debt is backed by the full faith and
credit of the U.S. government.  A second type of debt is implicit.  Examples
are future promises to pay benefits under such programs as Social Security and
Medicare.  These promises are not backed by the full faith and credit of the
government, and the Supreme Court has ruled that future Congresses are not
bound by the promises of past Congresses.  Nonetheless, many view these
programs as establishing a political contract between generations.  Reneging
on such promises is likely to carry a heavy political cost.

Explicit debt has two bad consequences.  First, it crowds out private
investment.  Every dollar borrowed by government in the credit market is a
dollar not available for private borrowers.  Second, explicit debt incurred today
creates a burden for taxpayers tomorrow.  And the act of collecting those taxes
will likely discourage work, saving and investment, thus leading to another
undesirable economic consequence.

In many respects implicit debt has some of these same economic
effects.  For example, Social Security’s promise to pay future benefits reduces
the incentive of today’s workers to save.  And the payroll tax collected to pay
benefits to today’s retirees reduces the ability of today’s workers to save.  In
addition, as with explicit debt, implicit Social Security debt implies a higher
tax burden on future generations.

We have chosen to define implicit Social Security debt as the present
value of the system’s accrued liabilities.4  In making this calculation we used a
5.5 percent real interest rate rather than the real government borrowing rate of
2.8 percent.  The higher interest rate reflects the fact that this debt is not
backed by the full faith and credit of the federal government and hence its
payment is less certain than the government’s redeeming of a bond.5  The
appendix details our calculation of implicit debt.

“Explicit debt — bonds held
by the public — is estimated
to be $3.4 trillion.”
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Figure II presents the estimated implied Social Security liability in

current dollars alongside the CBO’s most conservative estimates of the debt

held by the public and cash holdings under the assumption that the total

surplus is used to reduce the explicit debt.  In 2001 the implicit Social Security

liability is estimated to be $8.8 trillion, or 86 percent of GDP.  By 2010 the

amount grows to more than $15 trillion, which is about equal to estimated

GDP in that year.  This debt, together with the debt held by the public less any

government cash holdings, is the total indebtedness of the federal government.

As seen in the figure, under the reduce-the-explicit-debt option, by 2009 the

government’s cash holdings will exceed the remaining government debt held

by the public, so the government will no longer be in debt as “debt” is nor-

mally calculated.  But despite the absence of explicit debt, the towering Social

Security debt will keep growing.

FIGURE II

Federal Debts and Assets
(Reduce the Debt Option)
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“Even when explicit debt is
paid off, the towering Social
Security debt will keep
growing.”
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Illustrating the Alternatives.  Figure III shows the relative size of the
combined implicit and explicit debts of the federal government under the two
debt reduction options.  The white bars show the path of total debt when Social
Security and non-Social Security surpluses are used for debt reduction.  The
bars are the sum of the debt held by the public and the implicit Social Security
debt less any accumulated cash.  The CBO estimates that beginning in 2007
the government will have paid off all the mature debt instruments and will
begin to hold cash assumed to earn the rate of return on Treasury notes.  The
black bars show the path of total debt when Social Security surpluses are
invested in stocks and bonds and the resulting non-Social Security surpluses
are dedicated to debt reduction.  The lower total debt is defined as the sum of
debt held by the public and implicit Social Security debt less the accumulated
balances in personal retirement accounts.  As indicated in the figure, using
Social Security surpluses to invest in stocks and bonds results in a total debt
that is $536 billion less than if the surpluses are dedicated solely to reducing
debt held by the public.

Trillions
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Social Security Surpluses Used to Retire Debt
Held by the Public
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Retirement Accounts
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“Using Social Security
surpluses to invest in stocks
and bonds results in a total
debt that is $536 billion less
than if they are used to
reduce debt.”

Illustrating the Alternatives.  Figure III shows the relative size of the
combined implicit and explicit debts of the federal government under the two
debt reduction options.  The white bars show the path of total debt when Social
Security and non-Social Security surpluses are used for debt reduction.  The
bars are the sum of the debt held by the public and the implicit Social Security
debt less any accumulated cash.  The CBO estimates that beginning in 2007
the government will have paid off all the mature debt instruments and will
begin to hold cash assumed to earn the rate of return on Treasury notes.  The
black bars show the path of total debt when Social Security surpluses are
invested in stocks and bonds and the resulting non-Social Security surpluses
are dedicated to debt reduction.  The lower total debt is defined as the sum of
debt held by the public and implicit Social Security debt less the accumulated
balances in personal retirement accounts.  As indicated in the figure, using
Social Security surpluses to invest in stocks and bonds results in a total debt
that is $536 billion less than if the surpluses are dedicated solely to reducing
debt held by the public.

“Using Social Security
surpluses to invest in stocks
and bonds results in a total
debt that is $536 billion less
than if they are used to
reduce debt.”
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“Under the pay-down-the-
debt option, the government is
debt free by 2013 and runs a
surplus until 2022.”

“Beginning in 2022 the
government must either raise
taxes or issue debt to balance
the budget.”

“By 2029, the debt levels are
the same under the two
alternatives.”

Why does the investment-in-assets option produce better results than
paying down debt?  Because of the difference between the historical average
return on a representative portfolio of stocks and private bonds (5.5 percent)
and the interest rate on government borrowing (2.8 percent).  By not paying
down debt, the government is effectively “borrowing” at a 2.8 percent rate of
interest; by using the same money to invest in assets, it is replacing future
Social Security obligations with assets that earn 5.5 percent per year.6  In
other words, taking advantage of this “risk premium” plays a central role in
our analysis.

To summarize, both the paying-down-debt option and the investing-in-
assets option will increase the capital stock and add to the nation’s means of
production.  However, investing in the private market has the additional
advantage of improving the government’s fiscal position relative to pure debt
reduction.7

Long-Run Implications8

Under the pay-down-the-debt option the government is debt free by
2013 and runs a surplus until 2022.  Beginning in 2022 it must either raise
taxes or issue debt to balance the budget.  By 2029 the debt levels are the
same under the two alternatives.  Beyond 2029 we assume that taxes rise to
balance the budget. By 2029 we will have the same debt that we have today.
At this point, we have to make some assumptions about how the government
will meet its obligations.  We consider two options:

� Under Scenario One, the government maintains the same debt as it has
under the PRA plan and increases taxes to meet its spending obligations.

� Under Scenario Two, the government raises taxes to match the PRA
tax burden and borrows to fund any additional obligations.

Scenario I:  Both Alternatives Hold the Same Long-Term Debt.
As noted above, under the personal retirement account option Social Security
surpluses are invested rather than used to pay down debt.  As a result, we
assume the nominal debt stays at its 2000 level.  This debt as a percent of
GDP is depicted by the solid line in Figure IV.  The dashed line identifies the
debt in the case in which the Social Security surpluses are used to retire debt.
As illustrated in the figure, we allow the debt to rise to the same level as in the
case in which the surpluses are used to fund PRAs.

The tax schedules for the two scenarios are presented in Figure V.
With PRAs, beginning in 2013 taxes must rise to balance the budget.  Taxes
will be higher under the PRA option until 2028, but beginning in 2029 and
thereafter the pay-down-the-debt tax rates are higher.  The abrupt increase in
the pay-down-the-debt tax level in 2029 is the result of allowing the
government to borrow between 2022 and 2029 to fund its fiscal deficit, but
then requiring a balanced budget thereafter.  The tax rates under the debt
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retirement option are higher because of treating Social Security separately.
We can do this as long as the system is made solvent by taking the surpluses
and investing them in private securities.  Based on the CBO’s forecasts of
expenditures and our estimates of revenues including the constant interest
payment, a real rate of return of 5.37 percent is required to make the system
solvent.9  Given that this rate of return is close to the long-term market return,
it is feasible to treat Social Security separately without need for tax collections
above projected levels.

As Figure VI shows, with the PRA option — assuming a real market
rate of return average of 5.4 percent — tax revenues as a percent of payroll
will be roughly equal to the income rates reported by the Social Security
trustees.  In 2050 that rate is 13.3 percent.  However, if the surpluses are used
to retire debt, no savings are available to offset some of the expenses of the
system, and the tax rate on payroll will rise to 18.8 percent.  Furthermore, if

PDD Option: Social Security surpluses
are used to reduce debt followed by
government borrowing until the debt
rises to the same level as under the
PRA option

PRA Option: Social Security
surpluses used to fund personal
accounts but no reduction in
nominal debt (balance the
budget in every deficit year)

FIGURE IV

Scenario I: Debt  as a Percentage of GDP
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“If the surpluses are used to
retire debt, the tax rate on
payroll will rise to 18.8
percent.”
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payroll taxes are used to pay the interest on the debt, the tax rate will have to
be 19.6 percent.

Scenario II:  Both Alternatives Have the Same Long-Term Tax
Rate.  Figure VII illustrates the second comparison of alternatives.  This
comparison treats the establishment of PRAs in the same way as in Scenario I.
However, for the pay-down-the-debt option we assume that taxes are allowed
to rise to the same levels as under the PRA option.  Deficit financing is then
used when the required revenues under the pay-down-the-debt option exceed
those under the PRA option.  As depicted in the figure, the debt under the
PRA option follows the same schedule as before.  The debt under the pay-
down-the- debt option is identical to the debt shown in Figure IV until 2020,
but in this case, rather than letting the debt rise to cover the shortfall, we let
taxes rise until they are the same as taxes in the PRA option.  Beginning in
2029 debt rises to cover the differential.  From 2000 to 2040 the debt level is

FIGURE V

Scenario I: Taxes as a Percentage of GDP

PRA Option: Social Security
surpluses are used to fund
personal accounts no reduction in
nominal debt (balance the budget
in every deficit year)

PDD Option: Social Security
surpluses are used to reduce
debt followed by government
borrowing until debt rises to
the same level as under the
PRA option
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“With the pay-down-the-debt
option, by 2050 the country
will have four times as much
debt as with the personal
retirement account option.”

payroll taxes are used to pay the interest on the debt, the tax rate will have to
be 19.6 percent.

Scenario II:  Both Alternatives Have the Same Long-Term Tax
Rate.  Figure VII illustrates the second comparison of alternatives.  This
comparison treats the establishment of PRAs in the same way as in Scenario I.
However, for the pay-down-the-debt option we assume that taxes are allowed
to rise to the same levels as under the PRA option.  Deficit financing is then
used when the required revenues under the pay-down-the-debt option exceed
those under the PRA option.  As depicted in the figure, the debt under the
PRA option follows the same schedule as before.  The debt under the pay-
down-the-debt option is identical to the debt shown in Figure IV until 2020,
but in this case, rather than letting the debt rise to cover the shortfall, we let
taxes rise until they are the same as taxes in the PRA option.  Beginning in
2029 debt rises to cover the differential.  From 2000 to 2040 the debt level is
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lower under the pay-down-the-debt option, but it is higher in subsequent years.
By 2050 debt is 20 percent of GDP, compared to only 5 percent with the PRA
option.

Figure VIII depicts the tax rates under the two options.  From 2000 to
2029 taxes under the pay-down-the-debt option are less than or equal to taxes
in the PRA option.  From 2029 on, the tax schedules are the same, with deficit
financing funding the shortfall between the two schedules of required taxes.

As both comparisons indicate, in the long run prepaying Social
Security benefits using the current Social Security surpluses has advantages
over paying down the debt.  The differences arise because individuals use their
PRAs to help fund their Social Security benefits.  The higher market rates of
return and the sheer ability to save, as opposed to the government’s inability to
save, account for the superiority of the PRA option.
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FIGURE VI

Scenario I: Taxes as a Percent of Payroll
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Conclusion
The first question that must be addressed in the debate over the budget

surplus is whether the Social Security surpluses should be used to pay down
the debt held by the public or to prepay Social Security benefits.  We limited
our analysis to this question.  How any non-Social Security surpluses are spent
is another matter.  We have suggested that prepaying Social Security benefits
with personal retirement accounts is the best use of the Social Security
surpluses.  This directs Social Security taxes toward their intended purpose —
to fund retirement benefits — rather than toward paying down debt.
Establishing personal retirement accounts also gives back a share of the
surplus to the taxpayers.  Over the long run, investing the Social Security
surpluses in stocks and bonds will enhance the government’s fiscal position
relative to using the surpluses to reduce the debt held by the public.  Further,
prepaying part of Social Security’s future expenditures reduces the required
payroll tax relative to maintaining the status quo.

FIGURE VII

Scenario II: Federal Debt as a Percent of GDP

PRA Option: Social Security surpluses
are used to fund personal accounts with
no reduction in nominal debt (balance
the budget in every deficit year)

PDD Option: Social Security
surpluses are used to reduce
debt (let debt rise to finance
tax collections in excess of
taxes necessary with PRAs)
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To honor the commitments made to Social Security participants, we
must acknowledge that these commitments are as much real debt as is the
recognized national debt.  Hence, in assessing the government’s fiscal position
under the alternative policy options for the Social Security surplus, we should
look at their respective impact on both explicit and implicit debts, both on- and
off-budget.

As we have seen, the total budget surplus is composed of the Social
Security surplus and the non-Social Security surplus.  How Social Security
surpluses are spent affects the future sizes of non-Social Security surpluses.
Using Social Security funds to retire the debt held by the public reduces
interest payments and thereby increases the amounts that can be spent on tax
cuts and spending initiatives.  However, this does not mean the government’s
fiscal position would improve more by using the Social Security surplus to
retire the explicit debt instead of allowing private retirement accounts.
Although setting up private accounts will not have direct impact on the on-
budget position, it will reduce future off-budget deficits.

FIGURE VIII

Scenario II: Taxes as a Percentage of GDP

PRA Option: Social Security surpluses
are used to fund personal accounts with
no reduction in nominal debt (balance
the budget in every deficit year)

PDD Option: Social Security sur-
pluses are used to reduce debt (let
debt rise to finance tax collections
in excess of taxes necessary with
PRAs)

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

2000 2010 2020 2030 2040 2050 2060 2070

Year

“The government will not
improve its fiscal position
more by using the Social
Security surplus to pay down
debt.”
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Both funding private accounts and paying down the national debt are
splendid ideas that will enhance the nation’s capital stock and ensure greater
output in the future.  However, the economic consequences of the two options
really rely on their differing levels of credibility.  As workers see their
personal accounts grow, they will expect the opportunity to make the same
investment next year.  Congress will have a hard time taking this freedom
away.  But if Congress decides to spend some of the surplus rather than
paying down the debt, few taxpayers will notice and the potential for
increased national income simply will evaporate.

NOTE: Nothing written here should be construed as necessarily reflecting the
views of the National Center for Policy Analysis or as an attempt to aid or
hinder the passage of any bill before Congress.

“If private accounts are
funded, Congress will have a
hard time taking this invest-
ment opportunity away.”
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1 The surplus estimates vary in accordance with assumptions concerning growth in discretionary spending on such items as
national defense.  More importantly, surplus estimates depend on using the surpluses in the early years to reduce government
debt.

2 The CBO notes that the reduction in debt held by the public is not exactly equal to the budget surplus.  The reasons include
changes in the government’s cash balances and other borrowing requirements. From the projection in which discretionary
spending grows at the inflation rate, the total surplus in 2000 is expected to be $232 billion, with the debt reduced by $224
billion.  Also, beginning in 2007 a new line item representing accumulated excess cash appears in the projections.  In 2007
$281 billion in cash is held in this account, and $1,081 billion in debt remains outstanding because not all of the debt is
available for redemption at that time. Subtracting the excess cash account from the publicly held debt identifies the net explicit
government indebtedness. By 2009 the accumulated excess cash is $1.2 trillion; the debt held by the public is $887 billion and
the government is out of debt.  If the Social Security surpluses are taken off-budget from this day forward, in the sense that
they are invested in real assets like stocks and bonds, they are no longer available to reduce the debt and thereby reduce the
interest payments that service the debt.  It is typically stated that Social Security surpluses are being used to pay down national
debt, but because money is fungible, we could equivalently say that the Social Security surpluses are being used to fund
national defense and that general revenue funds are being used to pay down the debt.

3 Instead of or in addition to investing in domestic equity markets, we could invest in other nations’ capital or bonds.  In either
case, when we need additional output to allow workers to continue to enjoy the fruits of their labor — while at the same time
providing for the growing number of retirees to maintain their standard of living — we could use the increased domestic or
foreign output.  Whether we invest in our nation’s capital or that of other nations, real investments produce real income.
Alternatively, the Social Security surplus can be invested in domestic government bonds, in paying current publicly held
federal debt or in buying the debt of other countries.  When Social Security expenditures begin to exceed revenues, the real
assets in the Trust Fund can be sold.  If these assets consist of equities, the Trust Fund will be selling their ownership of
corporate America back to the public.  If the assets consist of federal government bonds previously held by the public, the sale
of these bonds will bring the publicly held debt back to its former level.  If the assets consist of the bonds of foreign
governments, the additional resources will come from those foreign nations.

4 This definition differs from the concept of Social Security wealth as defined by Feldstein (1974).  In that definition Social
Security wealth is the sum of the net promises, in terms of the present value, to all the participants of the system.  It is the
difference between the present values of retirement benefits for the adult population and the present values of lifetime payroll
taxes.  In 1995 this net liability was estimated to be $7 trillion [Feldstein(1998)].

5 Past changes to the program such as taxing benefits, increasing the retirement age and raising the taxable maximum are
evidence of uncertainty.  Current proposals to further increase the retirement age and to raise the taxable maximum make the
returns earned by current and future taxpayers appear even more uncertain.

6 This does not rule out the possibility that in any particular year the return on stocks and private bonds may fall below the
interest rate on government borrowing.  Indeed, MaCurdy and Shoven (1999) show that for a 10- or 20-year period,
government bonds outperform a typical stock portfolio 25 percent of the time.

7 In either case, the correct measure of additions to the capital stock is the capitalized value of the budget surpluses.

8 The analysis that follows is based on the CBO’s Long-Term Budget Outlook released on October 6, 2000.  The CBO presents
three forecasts that differ by how the budget surpluses are used.   The most optimistic variant assumes that the total surpluses
are saved.  For this forecast, all surplus funds are used to pay down the federal debt.  Once the net debt is retired in 2008, the
government is assumed to hold assets that earn a rate of return equal to that earned on Treasury securities.  Under this scenario,
by 2030 the government holds assets equal to 49.5 percent of GDP.  These asset holdings are used to finance future
expenditures and persist until 2050.  From then, new debt must be issued or taxes raised above their projected levels.  The
intermediate variant assumes that only Social Security surpluses are saved and used to retire debt and then buy assets once debt
is zero.  Under this scenario the net debt is zero by 2013. Between 2013 and 2027 the government holds assets, growing to 7.2
percent of GDP by 2020.  By 2027 the assets are exhausted to cover deficits.  The least optimistic variant assumes that none of
the surpluses are saved, and all are spent on new programs or used to cut taxes. In this case the nominal debt held by the public
does not rise and thus declines as a share of growing GDP.  We use the intermediate variant as the baseline for our forecasts.
We obtained the annual revenue and expenditure estimates from the CBO based on their “Save the Off-budget Surpluses”
assumption. The CBO’s annual series ends in 2049. The appendix describes how the forecasts are extended to the year 2070.
We modify the CBO’s forecast in one significant way: we assume that government does not hold assets.  We make this

Notes
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adjustment due to the historical aversion to government holdings of financial assets.  In the surplus years we assume either that
taxes are cut or that surpluses are used on temporary spending programs.

9 Over the duration of the CBO’s long-term forecasts, until 2049, their estimates of Social Security expenditures are less than
the Trustees. We calculated the rate of return that would be required to make the system solvent using both the CBO’s and the
Social Security Administration’s forecasts. We calculate that a real rate of return of 5.37 percent is required to make the system
solvent indefinitely using the CBO’s forecasts and that a real rate of return of 6.29 percent is necessary to make the system
solvent using the Social Security Administration’s forecasts. Again, we assume that a constant interest payment is paid from the
rest of the budget to Social Security based on the Trust Fund interest payment in 2000. For consistency with the rest of the
expenditure projection we use the CBO’s forecast. See the appendix for further details.
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Appendix
Social Security’s Accrued Liability

The following equation identifies our estimate of Social Security’s accrued liability at a point in
time:

Social Security Debt  =

Accrued liabilities are equal to the present value of the benefits that all currently living taxpayers
and retirees are expected to receive based on their earnings up to the year of the calculation.  It is similar
in concept to the method Kotlikoff (1995) suggested for crediting workers for their participation in Social
Security.  In the equation i identifies birth year, y

0 
is the starting year of the calculation, and r is the real

rate at which future benefits are discounted. N
it
 represents the number of individuals born in year i who are

alive in year t. B
it
 is the average benefit based on earnings up to year y

0
 received in year t by individuals

born in year i. Because this calculation is based on accrued benefits it depends on earnings histories and is
thus independent of earnings projections and future tax policy.

In practice the benefit calculation and the number of individuals are further separated into sex and
education categories.  Elsewhere we have presented our methodology for projecting Social Security
taxable earnings by birth year, sex and education categories (Rettenmaier and Saving (2000)).  For
individuals born in 1933 and later, the benefits are derived from our earnings projections using the
scheduled benefit formula.  For individuals who retire in the future, zeros enter their earnings history
between year y

0
 and their years of retirement.  For older workers the benefits are taken from the average

benefits reported Table 5.A1 in the 1997 Annual Statistical Supplement.  The data include the average
benefits for men and women by age and by type of benefit for retired workers, wives, and widows.
Benefit amounts are converted to y

0
 using the Social Security Trustees intermediate estimate price level

changes and are discounted to y
0
 using a real discount rate of 5.5 percent.  Population is from the Census

Bureaus middle series projection.

Extending the Budget Forecast to 2070

 At the beginning of October the Congressional Budget Office released its long-term budget
forecasts.  The variant of the forecasts used here is referred to as the “Save the Off-Budget Surpluses”
assumption.  The CBO provides annual estimates out to 2049 of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and
federal tax receipts and the various expenditure categories as a percent of GDP.  Federal debt held by the
public and net interest payments also are provided.  Beyond 2049 we assume that tax receipts, federal
consumption expenditures and other expenditures retain the same share of GDP they had in 2049.  GDP is
estimated by letting GDP per worker grow at the rate of growth that existed over the last 20 years of the
CBO forecast.  The GDP estimates beyond 2049 are equal to the GDP per worker multiplied by the
number of workers.  The number of workers is obtained from the 2000 Trustees Report. Medicare and
Social Security expenditures beyond 2049 are calculated by estimating expenditures per beneficiary by
applying the growth rates in per beneficiary expenditures derived from the CBO’s forecasts.  Total Social
Security or Medicare expenditures are obtained by multiplying the number of beneficiaries by the per-
beneficiary estimates.  Finally, total Medicaid expenditures are assumed to grow at the same rate as the
Medicare expenditures.



18    The National Center for Policy Analysis

About the Authors

Dr. Liqun Liu is an Assistant Research Scientist at the Private Enterprise Research Center

(PERC) at Texas A&M University.  His primary research areas are taxation analysis and evaluation of

government expenditures.  His current focus is on the effects of reforming elderly entitlements.  Dr. Liu

serves as an investigator on several research grants at PERC.  He has papers published or accepted for

publication in National Tax Journal, Economic Inquiry, Journal of Institutional and Theoretical

Economics and Review of Economic Design.  He also has served as a referee for Economic Inquiry and has

presented his research at many academic and public policy conferences.

Dr. Andrew J. Rettenmaier is a Research Associate at the Private Enterprise Research Center.

His primary research areas are labor economics and public policy economics.  Dr. Rettenmaier and the

Center’s Director, Thomas R. Saving, have presented their Medicare reform proposal to U.S. Senate

subcommittees and to the National Bipartisan Commission on the Future of Medicare. Their proposal has

also been featured in the Wall Street Journal, New England Journal of Medicine, Houston Chronicle and

Dallas Morning News.  Dr. Rettenmaier is the co-principal investigator on several research grants and also

serves as the editor of the Center’s two newsletters, PERCspectives on POLICY and PERCspectives. He

is coauthor of a book on Medicare, The Economics of Medicare Reform, and is an editor of Medicare

Reform: Issues and Answers, which is forthcoming from the University of Chicago Press.

Dr. Thomas R. Saving is the Director of the Private Enterprise Research Center at Texas A&M

University.  A University Distinguished Professor of Economics at Texas A&M, he also holds the Jeff

Montgomery Professorship in Economics.  Dr. Saving is a newly named trustee of the Social Security and

Medicare Trust Funds.  His research has covered the areas of antitrust and monetary economics, health

economics, the theory of the banking firm and the general theory of the firm and markets.  He has served

as a referee or as a member of the editorial board of the major U.S. economics journals and is currently an

editor of Economic Inquiry.  Dr. Saving has authored many articles and two influential books on monetary

theory. He has been president of both the Western Economics Association and the Southern Economics

Association.  After receiving his Ph.D. in Economics in 1960 from the University of Chicago, Dr. Saving

served on the faculties of the University of Washington and Michigan State University, moving to Texas

A&M in 1968. Dr. Saving served as chairman of the Department of Economics at Texas A&M from 1985-

1991.



 Saving the Surplus    19

About the NCPA
The National Center for Policy Analysis is a nonprofit, nonpartisan research institute founded in

1983 and funded exclusively by private contributions.  The mission of the NCPA is to seek innovative
private sector solutions to public policy problems.

The center is probably best known for developing the concept of Medical Savings Accounts
(MSAs).  The Wall Street Journal called NCPA President John C. Goodman “the father of Medical Sav-
ings Accounts.”  Sen. Phil Gramm said MSAs are “the only original idea in health policy in more than a
decade.”  Congress approved a pilot MSA program for small businesses and the self-employed in 1996
and voted in 1997 to allow Medicare beneficiaries to have MSAs.

Congress also relied on input from the NCPA in cutting the capital gains tax rate and in creating
the Roth IRA.  Both proposals were part of the pro-growth tax cuts agenda contained in the Contract with
America and first proposed by the NCPA and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce in 1991.  Two other recent
tax changes — an increase in the estate tax exemption and abolition of the 15 percent tax penalty on
excess withdrawals from pension accounts — also reflect NCPA proposals.

Another NCPA innovation is the concept of taxpayer choice — letting taxpayers rather than
government decide where their welfare dollars go.  Sen. Dan Coats and Rep. John Kasich introduced a
welfare reform bill incorporating the idea.  It was also included in separate legislation sponsored by Rep.
Jim Talent and Rep. J. C. Watts.

Entitlement reform is another important area.  NCPA research shows that elderly entitlements will
require taxes that take between one-half and two-thirds of workers’ incomes by the time today’s college
students retire.  A middle-income worker entering the labor market today can expect to pay almost
$750,000 in taxes by the time he or she is 65 years of age, but will receive only $140,000 in benefits —
assuming benefits are paid.  At virtually every income level, Social Security makes people worse off —
paying a lower rate of return than they could have earned in private capital markets.  To solve this prob-
lem, the NCPA has developed a 12-step plan for Social Security privatization.

The NCPA also has developed ways of giving parents the opportunity to choose the best school for
their children, whether public or private.  For example, one NCPA study recommends a dollar-for-dollar
tax credit up to $1,000 per child for money spent on tuition expenses at any qualified nongovernment
school — a form of taxpayer choice for education.

The NCPA’s Environmental Center works closely with other think tanks to provide common sense
alternatives to extreme positions that frequently dominate environmental policy debates.  In 1991 the
NCPA organized a 76-member task force, representing 64 think tanks and research institutes, to produce
Progressive Environmentalism, a pro-free enterprise, pro-science, pro-human report on environmental
issues.  The task force concluded that empowering individuals rather than government bureaucracies
offers the greatest promise for a cleaner environment.  More recently, the NCPA produced New Environ-
mentalism, written by Reason Foundation scholar Lynn Scarlett.  The study proposes a framework for
making the nation’s environmental efforts more effective while reducing regulatory burdens.

In 1990 the NCPA’s Center for Health Policy Studies created a health care task force with repre-
sentatives from 40 think tanks and research institutes.  The pro-free enterprise policy proposals developed
by the task force became the basis for a 1992 book, Patient Power, by John Goodman and Gerald
Musgrave.  More than 300,000 copies of the book were printed and distributed by the Cato Institute, and
many credit it as the focal point of opposition to Hillary Clinton’s health care reform plan.



20    The National Center for Policy Analysis

A number of bills before Congress promise to protect patients from abuses by HMOs and other
managed care plans.  Although these bills are portrayed as consumer protection measures, NCPA studies
show they would make insurance more costly and increase the number of uninsured Americans.  An
NCPA proposal to solve the problem of the growing number of Americans without health insurance would
provide refundable tax credits for those who purchase their own health insurance.

NCPA studies, ideas and experts are quoted frequently in news stories nationwide.  Columns
written by NCPA experts appear regularly in national publications such as the Wall Street Journal, Wash-
ington Times and Investor’s Business Daily. NCPA Policy Chairman Pete du Pont’s radio commentaries
are carried on 359 radio stations across America.  The NCPA regularly sponsored and participated in
Firing Line Debate, which aired on 302 public broadcasting stations.

According to Burrelle’s, more than 55,000 column inches devoted to NCPA ideas appeared in
newspapers and magazines in 1999.  The advertising value of this print and broadcast coverage was more
than $97 million, even though the NCPA budget for 1999 was only $5 million.

The NCPA has one of the most extensive Internet sites for pro-free enterprise approaches to public
policy issues, www.ncpa.org, receiving about one million hits (page views) per month.  All NCPA publi-
cations are available online, and the Web site provides numerous links to other sites containing related
information.  The NCPA also produces an online journal, Daily Policy Digest, which summarizes public

policy research findings each business day and is available by e-mail to anyone who requests it.

What Others Say about the NCPA

“...influencing the national debate with studies, reports
and seminars.”

— TIME

“...steadily thrusting such ideas as ‘privatization’ of
social services into the intellectual marketplace.”

—  CHRISTIAN SCIENCE MONITOR

“Increasingly influential.”

— EVANS AND NOVAK

“The NCPA is unmistakably in the business of selling ideas...(it)
markets its products with the sophistication of an IBM.”

— INDUSTRY WEEK

The NCPA is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit public policy organization.  We depend entirely on the financial support of individuals,
corporations and foundations that believe in private sector solutions to public policy problems.  You can contribute to our
effort by mailing your donation to our Dallas headquarters or logging on to our Web site at www.ncpa.org and clicking
“An Invitation to Support Us.”


