America Speaks Experience

Margie Metzler

June 26, 2010

East Palo Alto, CA

8:30-3:30

My experience:

I arrived at the site at about 7:15. Met with five or six MoveOns, Gray Panthers and other activists. People kept joining. We were told we were at the only entrance to the building, yet I never saw anyone outside of us activists.  One of our number went upstairs around 8 to participate in the day’s activities, and was told she wasn’t on their lists, even though she had registered online. Since we never saw participants other than ourselves, we passed out our materials to each other and very few others. Our materials ended up on a table outside our meeting room.
At about 8, a guy who introduced himself as something Bui with one of the sponsors, the Silicon Valley Community Foundation, came down to talk with us. He said this was a truly non-partisan event and invited us all to join. We were still skeptical, but most of us if not all of us did. 

Interestingly, when we got to the registration table, none of us who had registered online were listed or had preprinted nametags, but they were nice to us and gave us materials and table assignments. There were about 20 tables of 10-11 people each, plus a trained facilitator. We were all split up, which was perfect. 
We found out there were nineteen other sites doing the same thing as us, as well as an equal number of “satellite sites” which could see what we were doing but not participate. (there were only 3 of those 200 miles from my zip, 95825, and they were small groups and were full. They were all over the country and we checked in with each other several times during the day;. We also had little clickers where we could vote, the computer saved our results and passed them to the “parent group” in Philadelphia, and within seconds the results were represented to us on screen. Pretty nifty.

We were told that the President, Senate and House majority and minority leaders and the 18 Budget Commission members (12 sitting legislators and 6 others) were listening and cared about our results.

Introductions: Everyone at my table appeared to be interested in listening, open-minded and pretty liberal. I stated that my father was a Keynesian economist who was part of the FDR administration, and that I therefore felt that turning around the economy should be well underway before we tackle the deficit. Several people openly agreed with me.  Our group was most interested in jobs, saving public education, put profits before people, stop sending jobs overseas, government should do more, reverse the increasing income gap, save the middle class, protect the most valuable, and take away power from corporations. No arguments from anyone. I didn’t even see any uncomfortable body language. 
Then we had a presentation on the budget and discussed our values. On a scale of 1 to seven between 1, Taking care of the current generation and 7, Taking care of future generations, we were about 4.5. On a scale between 1, Share the burden of reducing the deficit equally and 7, Place a greater burden for reducing the deficit on those that have more ability or capacity, we were between 6 and 7, and 1, The government’s responsibility to take care of the most vulnerable people, and 7, Individual responsibility to take care of one’s self, were about 2.

Meetings throughout the country to paricpate in 
WE all voted on all these items with our clickers, and the national votes were very similar to ours.

I was heartened by the whole day, although I remain skeptical of any endeavor that has Pete Peterson’s same attached to it.

I recommend we follow future actions and attend all of them. I signed up for their newsletters and plan to watch out.. 
I am attaching the results document in four PDF docs which we were given at the end. I am also attaching the worksheet we used with my own comments.

Below are some pertinent links and summations from others who participated. 

Links:
· Results: http://usabudgetdiscussion.org/our-budget-our-economy-june-26/
· The workbook we used: http://usabudgetdiscussion.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/03/Federal-Budget-101-Final-061110.pdf. (There were some important errors in figures in this document. Corrections are at http://usabudgetdiscussion.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/06/Deduction-Correction.pdf and http://usabudgetdiscussion.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/06/Health-Care-Correction.pdf .)
· The workbook with what this group determined to be our options. Not what we all agreed with. http://usabudgetdiscussion.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/03/Federal-Budget-Options-Workbook-062510B.pdf 
From Michael Lyon, Gray Panthers San Franscisco:
Hello, all,

 

It was truly amazing how America Speaks worked to force us into giving us the answers they wanted.  They presented us with a 25-page doomsday scenario in 2025 where today's Obama war budget was continued indefinitely and yesterday's Bush tax cuts to the rich were extended indefinitely, so  we had to come up with $1.2 trillion in cuts or revenue increases.  Then they whooped us up to get us dancing in front of the cameras waving oversized dollar bills, as the images on giant screen showed Town Halls in city after city, all  of us in a simultaneous paroxysm of debt-smashing enthusiasm.  And they smothered us in this smarmy togetherness, and inclusiveness, and earnestness, about making "our" nation a better place for our children and grandchildren.  It was like we were all the extras in "The Truman Show."

 

Given all this, I was amazed at how much pushback there was.  Our group started out talking about how loaded the war budget and tax break assumptions were that led to the $1.2 trillion figure.  Most people felt and said it was kind of outrageous to have a eight minute perfunctory conversations about 30 million unemployed or under-employed with no solution being proposed, and then have us dust off our hands and imagine in 2025 we'd gained full employment and put the wars behind us.  The person next to me said this was about class war.  

 

When the discussion of health care cuts came up, people were so disgusted with having to choose 5%, 10% or 15% cuts without being able to specify how the cuts would be made, that they refused to make any cuts at all.  Even the table moderator had to admit it was a stupid way to do it.  At least half the people said they'd be glad to cut health expenses if we had single payer or negotiated drug prices.  

 

When the subject of military spending came up, there a big discussion about whether the military and the wars were making us safer, whose interest they were being fought in, and whether the cuts would hurt ordinary soldiers.  We ended agreeing on the highest possible cut (15%) with some wanting much higher.

 

In the revenue portion, everyone was emphatic that rich people should be hit heavily,  and the arguments that this might discourage saving, or investment, or it might slow the growth of jobs got no traction.  Everybody agreed on raising the cap on payroll taxes to the original 90% of earned income, and some said the cap should be eliminated, though this was not an option, of course. There was some debate over whether to raise the rate of payroll tax.

 

What amazed me was that much of the same feelings seemed to be expressed nationally.  They had to admit on the national simulcast that there was a huge sentiment for single payer, and that people didn't like the options of cutting categories of services like healthcare without saying how it was done.  It made a complete mockery of their blather about our "empowerment," and "taking control."  I felt like when they brought out Commission member Alice Rivlin, she didn't know how to respond to the pushback, and just blathered herself.

 

About 2/3 of the way through, we had reached about $800 billion, and it was getting difficult because people didn't want to make additional cuts, but the table moderator kept saying we needed to make our target of $1.2 trillion.  By this time, we had all gotten comfortable with each other and beginning to feel bonded, so I ventured to say that we were all like a jury faced with a judge's instruction we didn't feel was fair because it was based on continued war spending and tax cuts to the rich.  But juries do disobey judges, and we had the option of disobeying our instructions, too.  This made some impression on people, but there was a strong impulse to meet our goal, and more cuts were made up to $1 trillion.

 

When we were asked what we would commit to do to continue working on these issues, I said I was in CARA and Gray Panthers and we had already had a town hall to defend Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid.  Another person said she was from Democracy for America and would continue to work to stop the war.  Another said he was from the Coffee Party, and I think he said he said he wanted to work against economic inequality. 

 

Our table did vote to raise the Social Security retirement age, which I was really disappointed about. I talked about my 35 year old son who's done landscape work and shines shoes, and whose shoulders and back are already beginning to fall apart. He's got a kid, and he'll never earn enough to go to school for a career change, and he'll never get a job with a pension, and I don't see how he'll last to 65, let alone 69.  It didn't make a difference.  I think off all the issues in the afternoon, this was the question that demanded the most identification with workers.

 

I'm sorry we didn't get a chance to talk afterwards very much, but in the little talking I did with other CARA people, it seemed like they had the same kind of experience, and as I said, it seemed to be reflected even in the simulcast.  Of course,  the America Speaks organizers are going to massage their message to the Obama Commission next Wednesday; they actually started doing it during the Town Hall with these phrases like "legislators, do your duty," "make the hard decisions," "remember the people are powerful," which encourage the Commission to carry out the Peterson agenda.  Still, I think our resistance to being stampeded was a well-deserved slap in the face to Peterson (and Obama.)

 

And here's a link to a Huffington Post article, "In Deficit "Town Meetings," People Reject America Speaks Stacked Deck"

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/roger-hickey/in-deficit-town-meetings_b_627030.html
 

Or Suburban Guerrilla's "America Speaks, Will the Politicians Listen?"

http://susiemadrak.com/?p=3625
 

 A video clip form Bucks County PA

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ASWi-l8BCfQ&feature=player_embedded
 

From Jodi Reid, CARA:

Hi everyone,
First, I want to thank each and every one of you for attending the America Speaks event in East Palo Alto on Saturday.  It was a long day, and it many ways a frustrating process – the choices we were given were limited by the authors of the process and did not give us an opportunity to answer the questions the way that we truly would have.  But there were some very positive things that happened too, in my opinion.

First, the technology that allowed all of us to be connected by audio visual and then vote and get the results immediately was totally awesome (as my kids would say).  Even I, the techno dinosaur, was impressed.  I wish we had that technology.  Just think how effective it would be in getting all of our members across the State/ Country to weigh in on key issues/ decisions.  

The other thing, is that there was clear agreement on raising the cap on taxable income as a way to strengthen Social Security.  Raising the retirement age, on the other hand, didn’t seem to have as many supporters as the first option – but it got listed as a recommendation anyway – which is scary.  As for health care cuts – this was a really skewed answer.  I know at our table, more than 50% of the folks were single payer supporters, which would save a lot of money – but that was not listed as a choice.  So it was really hard to give an answer when none seemed right. This happened on several questions.

So, the moral of the story is that we need to keep organizing and getting our message out about SS. And we need to watch to make sure that our voices are not taken out of context when America Speaks shares the results.  

Attached are the results that will be shared with Commission by America Speaks.  See if you agree with their messaging.

Finally, I look forward to working with all of you in CA to make sure that our  voices continue to be heard by the Commission and by Congress.

Onward,

Jodi Reid, CARA

415-550-0828

PS – please forward this to others who attended the America Speaks event in CA who were not on this email.

America Speaks: Hijacking democracy 

by: Art Perlo 

June 28 2010 

On Saturday, America spoke clearly: Tax the rich! Cut the military budget! Tax Wall Street! 

But the message that will be delivered to the President's Deficit Commission will likely be: Cut Social Security! Cut Medicare! And the message to Congress will be sacrifice the unemployed, education, and jobs to reduce the deficit. 

Billionaire investor Peter Peterson financed America Speaks last Saturday -- simultaneous "town meetings" in 60 towns and cities. Peterson has poured $1 billion into the Peterson Institute, whose goal is building popular support for cutting Social Security and Medicare/Medicaid. I attended the event in New Haven, CT.

False Premises

All of the cities followed the same script. But the whole discussion was based on false premises:
1.    The greatest threat to America's future is the long-term deficit
2.    It is possible to talk about the deficit in isolation from the rest of the economy

The script presented an alarming picture of a growing deficit that threatens to swallow the entire economy. But it did not present the context. A few of the things they left out:

1. The long-term budget problem is really a problem of health care costs. It is the health care system that needs being fixed.

2. Inequality has reached record levels in the last 30 years. The richest 1% have doubled and tripled their wealth, while the other 99% have stagnated or lost ground. Taxes on the wealthy have fallen while taxes (including state and local) on the rest of us have risen. 

3. Social Security has its own funding stream (our payroll taxes), is running a surplus, and will be able to pay full benefits for at least another 25-30 years without cutting benefits or raising the retirement age.

4. The ability to meet government expenses depends on a strong economy, including a well-educated and healthy population, a strong infrastructure, clean environment, clean reliable energy supply, a more equitable distribution of income, and production of useful goods and services, not speculation and luxury consumption. 

Limited Options

The participants were divided into small groups and asked to cut the deficit in 2025 by $1.2 trillion. We were not allowed to challenge the goal or the premises, or to raise other urgent problems to be solved in the next 15 years. We were presented with 40 options for reducing the deficit, with less than 2 minutes to discuss each option, and no way to suggest other options.

The 3,500 participants across the country agreed on measures to tax the rich, the corporations, and Wall Street, to cut military spending, and to enact a carbon tax to aid a shift to clean energy. These were also the conclusions reached by the small group I participated with. There was a class-conscious current that crossed party lines. A man who plans to vote for the Republican Senate candidate was outspoken that the rich need to pay more, "and none of us at this table make that kind of money," he said. 

But my group also went along with the other participants nationwide in agreeing to raise the Social Security retirement age to 69, and to cut Medicare/Medicaid spending by 5%-10%. In the two minutes allowed for each option, there was no time to explore these issues in depth. But in some cities, participants refused to follow the script, and insisted on being allowed to vote for "single payer" health care reform. This would be an essential step to controlling the costs of the entire health care system, avoiding cuts to Medicare/Medicaid.

When confronted with the question, should the government concentrate on solving immediate problems or long-term problems, my group all agreed that it is a false question; that solving immediate problems like creating jobs in education, clean energy, rebuilding infrastructure is essential to solving long-term problems. But this was not an option we were allowed to vote on.

Stacked Deck

The "town hall" meetings were presented as an opportunity for ordinary citizens to have input to deciding national priorities. Most in my group expressed appreciation of the opportunity to speak out, and a sense of obligation to be part of the discussion. Locally, the meeting was organized and conducted by academic researchers and groups like Community Mediation, which are interested in bringing together people from diverse backgrounds to solve problems.

But we were playing with a stacked deck. Even though we came up with some surprisingly good proposals, the immediate impact of these "town hall meetings" will be to validate the faulty premise that the biggest economic priority is immediate action to cut future deficits. This premise has already been used as an excuse by Senate Republicans to kill extended unemployment benefits and deny aid to state governments. As a result, over a million people have already lost all their income, and another 7.5 million will be kicked off by December. State governments are facing new budget crises and 300,000 teachers are on track to be laid off on top of last year's cut-backs. How can this help the economic future of the country?
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