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Congress is currently considering proposals to amend the Constitution to mandate a balanced budget: a
requirement that federal spending not exceed revenues in any fiscal year unless a supermajority
(generally three-fifths) of members in each chamber of Congress agrees to additional spending. Even
without the addition of more dangerous features such as a cap on total spending and a super-majority
requirement for revenue increases,1 a balanced budget requirement would threaten the economy and
critical programs – including Social Security.2

Social Security is a self-financed social insurance program with a $2.6 trillion Trust Fund.

Social Security is a social insurance program financed primarily by the payroll tax contributions of
covered workers and their employers. The surplus contributions of workers and employers to Social
Security between 1983 and 2010 are invested by the Social Security Trust Fund in interest-bearing U.S.
Treasury bonds. These contributions built up a Trust Fund of $2.6 trillion by the end of 2010 to help
finance the baby boomers’ retirement, and the Trust Fund is expected to grow to $3.7 trillion by the end
of 2022. The Social Security Board of Trustees estimates that with its dedicated revenues and reserves,
Social Security can pay 100 percent of promised benefits until 2036 and 77 percent of benefits after that.3

Current budget rules treat the self-financing Social Security program as “off-budget,” and Social Security
has been exempted from past budget enforcement rules.4 But these statutory rules would be superseded
by the language of a constitutional amendment.

The broad language of proposed balanced budget amendments would treat Social Security
revenues and benefits like other government revenues and spending.

Each of several current proposals in the House and Senate requires that “total outlays for any fiscal year
shall not exceed total receipts for that fiscal year.” They define “total receipts” as “all [federal
government] receipts…except those derived from borrowing,” and “total outlays” as “all [federal
government] outlays…except those for repayment of debt principal.”5 Similar or identical language in
earlier proposals consistently has been interpreted to encompass Social Security revenues and benefits.6

Social Security would not be protected from cuts under a balanced budget amendment.

Each of the current proposals requires all spending to be offset by tax revenues collected in the same
year. If total government spending exceeded total revenue in any year, Social Security benefit payments
would be included among the outlays that could be subject to cuts to reduce the deficit – even if the
balance in the Social Security Trust Fund considered separately were more than sufficient to pay current
benefits (as it is expected to be until 2036). In fact, the amendment would generally bar Social Security
from drawing on its Trust Fund reserves to pay promised benefits unless the rest of the federal budget ran
an offsetting surplus (or the House and Senate each garnered the supermajority necessary to permit
deficit spending).7

In short, the Balanced Budget Amendment is a giant raid on the Social Security Trust Fund.
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