February 7, 2008

to focus the dollars on the problem,
and the problem is the credit lockdown
that is occurring generally in the econ-
omy but that is specifically being driv-
en by the housing market problems. We
know that for the last few years there
has been an expansion in lending in the
housing arena which was not supported
by the underlying collateral or by the
ability of people who were getting
these loans to pay those loans under
the terms of those loans. These were
called subprime loans.

What happened was people were at-
tracted into buying a house, which had
been built on speculation, and they
were attracted in on an interest rate
on the mortgage on that house which
was very low, with the understanding
that 2 or 3 years later that mortgage
rate would jump fairly considerably.

Well, unfortunately in many in-
stances what happened here was, we
built a lot of housing stock that could
not be purchased, or if it was pur-
chased, it was being purchased at costs
which were below the real value of pro-
duction, and on top of that, we were
saying to people who did not have the
incomes necessary to support the high-
er interest rate which was going to hit
them in 2 or 3 years, the 2 or 3 years
being now: You take the loan, we will
worry about that later.

Well, the ‘“‘later’ is today. The bub-
ble is bursting. People are being put
under extreme stress because many
people who bought these homes cannot
afford the increase on what is known as
their ARM, their adjustable rate mort-
gage.

It is severe. In parts of this country
it is extremely severe—in Florida, Ari-
zona, California. What is happening is
you see a classic bubble where as the
housing market starts to contract,
lending generally starts to contract.
Lenders who have these housing loans
on their books, or who have sold these
housing loans and cannot figure out
how to get out of their contracts, are
now trying to figure out how to get
their books in order, to rebuild their
capital and restructure themselves.

As a result, good loans in other areas
that are being repaid are starting to be
chilled, as is new Ilending. Con-
sequently, the entire economy starts to
lock up because it is hard to get loans
for anything, especially in distressed
housing areas. The people who have
these loans and live in these homes are
finding themselves under the pressure
of foreclosure. In many instances,
these people are hard-working Ameri-
cans who can pay a reasonable rate,
but because the adjustment is not rea-
sonable—it is very high under ARM
agreements—they are not able to meet
the obligations of the mortgage. So we
should be focusing our efforts on that
part of the economy.

I congratulate the Secretary of the
Treasury because he has tried to do
that both through jawboning, the lend-
ing community, and by setting up the
new HOPE proposal which has put a big
chunk of money out there, over $100
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billion, the purpose of which is to help
people restructure those loans so that
people who can make their payments
under the original loan agreement or
something near to the original loan
agreement, because they have good
jobs and they can make their interest
payments, aren’t forced out of their
homes as a result of a jump in their
mortgage rate. Progress is being made
there. Over 370,000 people have been
helped.

But the problem is so large that that
is not necessarily going to stabilize the
market and free up the lending ma-
chines in America. So additional things
should be done. For example, Senator
ISAKSON of Georgia has suggested we
have a one-time focused tax credit
given to people who buy one of these
homes in the inventory within the next
year and that the home has been pro-
duced during this period of excess pro-
duction and allow that to incentivize
people to go back in the market and
start to get this market going again.
That is what we need to do.

There are other ideas. The expansion
of the FHA is an idea which—I don’t
quite understand why we haven’t seen
that bill come back to the Senate. It is
in conference. It should be done soon.
Increasing the Ilending Ilimits on
Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae is a dan-
gerous step unless it is coupled with re-
forms necessary to make sure Freddie
Mac and Fannie Mae have the under-
lying capital to support an expansion,
but it is certainly something that
should be considered. There are initia-
tives that could be focused much more
in a targeted way and would actually
do something to correct the problem
and would, in the long and short run,
from my viewpoint, have a much better
effect on the economy.

In addition, if we are going to try to
stimulate the economy through classic
Keynesian activity, I am not too ex-
cited about that, but we ought to put it
on the productive side so we actually
create a more efficient economy that is
more productive and, therefore, capa-
ble of producing more jobs as we move
into the future. Our problem may be
that we don’t have enough jobs as we
move into the future. The way you get
around that is to create an attitude in
the marketplace so people are willing
to go out and invest, take risks, be en-
trepreneurs, and create more jobs.
There are ways to do that other than
just giving people $600 to go out and
spend arbitrarily, which they may
spend on a product that is not even
manufactured in the United States, in
which case there has been no stimulus
to the economy. If somebody buys a TV
made in China with their $600, that has
no stimulus effect on our economy be-
cause the dollars end up in China.

It is important to understand that all
this money comes from our children.
We don’t have a surplus to fund this
stimulus package. Therefore, when we
do stimulate, we need to do it in a
much more focused way which is going
to strengthen our economy and is
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going to address the underlying prob-
lem of the credit lockup which has
been fed by the housing bubble. I hope
we will take that up first. But, obvi-
ously, we will not take that approach.
There is a significant majority that is
going to support a stimulus package
which is Keynesian based. So be it. But
if we are going to do it, let’s do it in
the way which causes the least harm.
The way to do that is to get it out the
door quickly, have it be the package
which essentially left the House, and
not have the Senate throw in another
$44 billion which we have to borrow
from our children on top.

Those are my concerns. I appreciate
the courtesy of the Chair.

I yield the floor.

The PRESIDING OFFICER. The Sen-
ator from New Jersey is recognized.

Mr. MENENDEZ. Mr. President, I un-
derstand morning business has ended.

The PRESIDING OFFICER. It is
about to close.

——————

EXTENSION OF MORNING
BUSINESS

Mr. MENENDEZ. I ask unanimous
consent that the period for morning
business be extended until 12:30 p.m.,
with Senators permitted to speak for
up to 10 minutes each.

The PRESIDING OFFICER. Without
objection, it is so ordered.

———
ORDER FOR RECESS

Mr. MENENDEZ. I further ask unani-
mous consent that the Senate stand in
recess from 12:30 to 1:15 p.m.

The PRESIDING OFFICER. Without
objection, it is so ordered.

————
STIMULUS PACKAGE

Mr. MENENDEZ. Mr. President, our
Nation needs to take a critical step to
move our economy forward. We had a
chance last night to make that happen.
We had a chance in the Senate to make
that happen. We had a chance to pass a
package that would provide relief to
more Americans, would put rebates in
the hands of more taxpayers, would
give checks to more than 20 million
seniors who were not in the House bill,
would have taken the opportunity to
put money in the hands of 250,000 dis-
abled veterans, would extend unem-
ployment benefits for those who are
looking to find work but cannot in this
economy and who are on the verge of
finding themselves without unemploy-
ment compensation benefits, and would
provide important relief for businesses
suffering and help those most in need
with the cost of heating their homes
this winter.

Enough to stop the process, many of
our Republican colleagues bucked that
opportunity. They said they wanted to
deliver relief as quickly as possible,
but when they had the chance to pro-
vide that relief to the most Americans,
far more than the House bill, they said
no.
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I listen to our colleagues and I ask
myself: What is it that says so many in
our country—seniors on fixed incomes
with increasing demands in their fuel
and heating costs, those who still own
their homes or those who pay utility
bills, rising prescription costs, so many
different elements of their lives, and
they have fixed incomes, they have
worked a lifetime and find themselves
with challenges they cannot meet eco-
nomically—why do those 20 million not
deserve to be part of a stimulus pack-
age, especially when they will put that
money right back into the economy
quickly, which is the whole purpose of
a stimulus in the first place? If we can
have a stimulus that also helps a broad
section of our universe, those who have
worked hard, played by the rules,
helped build families and communities
and now find themselves struggling,
why wouldn’t we do that?

Why wouldn’t we take care of dis-
abled veterans and have them be part
of helping meet their challenges? They
have served their Nation with honor
and dignity and now find themselves
challenged. Why wouldn’t we have
them be part of a solution that also
helps to stimulate the economy?

For all this talk about quickness, it
is also quickness in the ability to make
this happen in a way that will have a
real impact on our economy but a real
impact, also, in the lives of Americans
who are struggling. Far too many
Americans have already suffered at the
hands of an economy that is sliding
backward. Far too many have seen
their homes taken away from them on
the brink of foreclosure. Far too many
have been in search of work or have
been waiting in vain for their pay-
checks to increase.

For those who have not yet felt the
effects of an economy that is sput-
tering, they fear and worry, wondering
when they will feel the squeeze. That
worry is understandable. The signs are
less than good.

Last Friday, we learned that 17,000
jobs were lost in January alone—the
first monthly loss of jobs in more than
4 years. Growth slowed to a near halt
at the end of last year, coming in under
1 percent. We saw the biggest increase
in unemployment rates since after Sep-
tember 11.

We all overwhelmingly agree on the
need to take action to stimulate our
economy, and fast. It is wonderful to
have come to that type of consensus on
the need. What we need is a genuine
spirit of bipartisanship in the Senate
to bring us forward to conclusion. We
had that opportunity yesterday.

Certainly, what the House did is a
solid start. It would largely achieve
what we would hope to see in a stim-
ulus plan. But, as with many first at-
tempts, there are clearly some signifi-
cant holes. The House plan would get
us almost but not quite where we
should be. This was our chance—hope-
fully, we will revisit it—to get it right.
We are not talking about adding a load
of new provisions, as some are imply-
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ing. We are talking about making sen-
sible changes to make sure we will
have the most benefit for those most in
need, and at the same time, because we
are providing a benefit for those who
are most in need, we are helping
achieve the goal we want: stimulating
the economy in a way that we will ei-
ther avoid a recession—although cer-
tainly Wall Street is telling us they are
convinced there is a recession—or at
least narrow the time, the scope, and
the impact of a recession.

The value of any plan we consider
should be based on one simple bench-
mark: the number of people we can
reach and how effectively we can put
needed dollars into the economy. Based
on that benchmark, the Senate clearly
has a better plan. The economic stim-
ulus package we have before us is a
plan the Senate and the country can
get behind. It will get money into the
hands of people who have basic needs
to cover, people who will spend it im-
mediately. That is the first goal of a
stimulus.

Our plan puts rebates in the hands of
20 million seniors. It may not have
been intentional, but the fact is, the
House plan leaves out millions of sen-
iors who are low income, whose pri-
mary source of income is Social Secu-
rity. In my State of New Jersey, more
than 1 million seniors are eligible for a
rebate under the Senate plan. Under
the House bill, they would not receive
a dime. If we think there is no eco-
nomic link to including seniors, the
fact is, seniors spend much more of
their income than any other age group.
People over the age of 65 are respon-
sible for a full 14 percent of all con-
sumer spending.

The bottom line is, a true stimulus
package would help those who spend
the most and are most in need. The
Senate plan does just that.

The Senate plan also reaches another
group that is excluded from the House
bill—disabled veterans. Under our plan,
we ensure that a quarter million dis-
abled veterans who would not other-
wise receive a rebate will get a check.
When those veterans went to war, they
never forgot whom they were fighting
for, and we cannot forget them now.

In several ways, the Senate plan puts
resources toward where economists
agree they are most effective—extend-
ing unemployment benefits. It isn’t
just common sense, because it helps
those who are suffering most. That is,
of course, common sense, but it also
gets the best bang for the buck in eco-
nomic terms. For every dollar we in-
vest in extending unemployment bene-
fits, we generate $1.64 in economic ac-
tivity.

This universe is known. They are out
there. They are facing an immediate
challenge. They will have the resources
in their hands much quicker than for-
mulating a rebate check. It is another
reason—timeliness. Despite broad con-
sensus that such a stimulus plan must
include additional benefits for those
who have been out of work for an ex-
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tended period of time, such benefits are
absent from the House bill.

There is no question unemployed
workers are facing tough times. Long-
term unemployment is far higher than
usual and nearly twice what it was
when we were facing our last recession
in the year 2001.

In New Jersey, more than 66,000
workers will be exhausting their unem-
ployment benefits by June of this year,
joining more than a million workers
nationwide facing long-term unemploy-
ment.

Last week, almost 70,000 new workers
filed for unemployment benefits—the
highest level since Hurricane Katrina.

The need to address the economic
hardships facing unemployed workers
is real. We have seen in the past that
unemployment benefits have stimu-
lated the economy in times of hard-
ship, and they should be part of this
plan this time around.

The Senate plan also includes impor-
tant extensions of tax credits for en-
ergy efficiency and the production of
alternative energy, including solar en-
ergy. Credits such as these help con-
sumers purchase new appliances and
greener sources of energy for their
home. We also extend the solar energy
credit, which helps drive the purchase
of solar panels. In New Jersey, which is
only second to California in the num-
ber of solar installations, this has an
enormous impact. This provision could
save more than 40,000 jobs, at a time
when we see increasing job losses, and
it can do something to help stimulate
the economy by the purchase of these
products immediately—so save jobs,
purchase products, make the invest-
ments and, at the same time, stem the
tide of the movement toward greater
unemployment that we see in the coun-
try.

Finally, our plan provides needed re-
lief to industries that are hurting and
may have to lay off employees in the
coming months. I am pleased this
package takes into account the unique
challenges facing the housing industry
right now. We all know this is a sector
of our economy that is under incredible
strains right now. The Senate plan
would ensure they are able to spread
out their losses so hopefully we can
stop some of the bleeding in the hous-
ing sector and, in the process, prevent
thousands from losing their jobs.

This stimulus package we have be-
fore us is not perfect. Some of us would
have liked to have included increased
Medicaid payments to States, which
would have provided a needed boost to
States struggling to provide health
care. But the fact is, if we only pass
the House version, we would be falling
far short.

All of what I have talked about—20
million seniors, a quarter million dis-
abled veterans, the essence of how the
provisions on the housing components
were included, the whole question of
the universe of the unemployed seeking
to get a job, not being able to find it,
and not having the resources to sustain
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themselves and their families—all of
that would not be in the plan. All of
that would not be in the plan.

We can do this. Of course, that is in
addition to the rebates for both single
people and married couples and mar-
ried couples who have children who are
already a part of our package as well,
building upon the House proposals.

So let’s pass a package that has the
widest possible impact. Let’s pass a
package that does not leave out 20 mil-
lion seniors, that takes care of a quar-
ter million disabled veterans, and pro-
vides rebates to as many Americans as
possible.

That is acting wisely, and it can be
done quickly. We need our colleagues
to join with us in the sense of urgency
that exists, and to say to those 20 mil-
lion seniors, those quarter of a million
veterans, the millions who are unem-
ployed: We stand with you as fellow
Americans in this time of need in turn-
ing our economy around for all of us.

That was the choice we had yester-
day. I hope we will have that choice
again. I hope the hearts of some will be
softened in this process and that they
will cast a vote to move in a much dif-
ferent direction.

With that, Mr. President, I yield the
floor.

The PRESIDING OFFICER. The Sen-
ator from Rhode Island is recognized.

———

WIRED FOR HEALTH CARE
QUALITY ACT

Mr. WHITEHOUSE. Mr. President,
today I rise to speak for a few moments
about health care and to recognize the
extraordinary work four Members of
this body have done to promote an in-
tegrated, interoperable health informa-
tion technology infrastructure in this
country. Senators KENNEDY and ENZI
on the HELP Committee, Senator HIL-
LARY CLINTON, and Senator HATCH,
along with their talented staffs, have
balanced a tremendous number of in-
terests to put forward a very promising
first step in our long journey toward
reforming our ailing health care sys-
tem. I commend their tremendous ef-
fort in drafting the Wired Act. I look
forward to working to see strong
health information technology legisla-
tion passed in the Senate, in the House,
and signed into law by the President.

Adoption of health information tech-
nology is a vital part of saving lives
and lowering costs in our health care
system. The RAND Corporation esti-
mates, in its most conservative esti-
mation, that a national, interoperable
HIT system could save $81 billion per
year. As Senators KENNEDY, ENZI, CLIN-
TON, and HATCH are so aware, Amer-
ica’s health care information infra-
structure is decades behind where it
should be. We are losing billions and
billions of dollars—I sound like Carl
Sagan: billions and billions of stars—
billions and billions of dollars to waste,
inefficiency, and poor quality care as a
result of that failure. Ultimately, and
most tragically, lives are lost to pre-

CONGRESSIONAL RECORD — SENATE

ventable medical errors because health
care providers do not have adequate de-
cision support for their determinations
on medical treatment, medication, and
so forth.

I am an enthusiastic supporter of
health IT as one mechanism of fixing
our broken health care system. In fact,
one of the first bills I introduced as a
Senator was the National Health Infor-
mation Technology and Privacy Ad-
vancement Act, in which I proposed a
national not-for-profit entity with
Presidential appointment subject to
advice and consent of the Senate, pos-
sessing rulemaking power to set na-
tional standards under the Administra-
tive Procedures Act, and with the abil-
ity to set licensing and access fees to
raise capital for necessary investments
outside the Federal budget process.

I still believe that is the best and
most effective kind of authority. I also
recognize there are many good ideas
out there. But time is short. We cannot
snap our fingers and be an IT-enabled
health care environment. Develop-
ment, testing, buildout, and adoption
will all take time. We do not have
much time. A tsunami of health care
costs is sweeping down on us, inevi-
tably, as baby boomers age and costs
increase.

The Comptroller General of the
United States has warned us of what he
called ‘‘unprecedented stormy seas
ahead that threaten to swamp the ship
of state.” He testified that ‘‘we’ve
never seen anything like what we’re
headed into’’—mnever in our history.
Our present Federal health care liabil-
ity, if nothing changes, is $34 trillion.
That is a ‘34 with 12 zeros behind it.
It comprises the bulk of the $563 trillion
in Federal liabilities we are presently
obliged to pay in coming years. Now—
now—is the time to get started in hu-
mane ways to avert this fiscal crisis.
Health IT is a baseline platform nec-
essary to even try to respond humanely
to the looming crisis.

Unfortunately, in moving toward our
ultimate objective, we must realize
that health IT adoption alone will not
stop the tidal wave of health care
costs. As I think we all know, our
health care system is broken in more
ways than one. Look at the signs of its
failure.

The number of uninsured Americans
is climbing and will soon hit 50 million.
Despite the best doctors, the best
nurses, the best equipment and proce-
dures, and the best medical education
in the world, as many as 100,000 Ameri-
cans are Killed every year by unneces-
sary and avoidable medical errors. Life
expectancy, obesity rates, and infant
mortality rates are a cause for na-
tional embarrassment compared to
other industrialized nations. The an-
nual cost of the system exceeds $2 tril-
lion, and is expected soon to double.

We spend more of our country’s GDP
on health care than any other industri-
alized country: 16 percent—double the
average of the European Union. More
American families are bankrupted by
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health care costs than any other cause.
There is more health care than steel in
Ford cars. There is more health care
than coffee beans in Starbucks coffee.

Hospitals are broke. Doctors are furi-
ous. Paperwork is choking the system.
This system is crying out for reform.

I believe that comprehensive restruc-
turing of our health care system must
rapidly address three critical issues. As
I have already said, the first is the de-
velopment of a national, interoperable,
secure health information technology
infrastructure. But there are two other
equally important issues: One, the
American health care system must in-
vest properly in quality and preven-
tion, promising areas where better care
actually lowers cost; and, two, the way
we pay for all this, the way we pay for
health care, sends perverse price sig-
nals that drive market behavior away
from the public interest, that drive be-
havior away from what we want.

So these are the three critical issues
at the core of the health care crisis in
this country—inadequate health infor-
mation technology, inadequate atten-
tion to quality and prevention, and a
perverse price signal system.

Let us look first at how improved
quality of care can lower cost. That
intersection of where improved quality
of care and lower cost intersect should
be our national holy grail in health
care. The Keystone Project in Michi-
gan shows how effective this can be. It
went into a significant number of
Michigan ICUs—not all of them but a
significant number—to improve qual-
ity and reduce, for instance, line infec-
tions and respiratory complications.
Between March 2004 and June 2005, the
project saved 1,578 lives—in just that
year and 2 months. It saved 81,000-plus
patient days that otherwise would have
been spent in the hospital, saving over
$156 million. It is a win-win.

The Rhode Island Quality Institute
in my State took this model statewide,
with every hospital participating, and
we are already seeing the number of
hospital-acquired infections declining,
and the costs declining as well. The
same principles can be applied to pre-
vention, as well as to quality improve-
ment.

Local efforts around the country,
such as the Rhode Island Quality Insti-
tute, Washington State’s Puget Sound
Health Care Alliance, and Utah’s
Health Information Network, are lead-
ing the way. We need, as a nation, to
get behind these State and local ef-
forts. As many Members of the Cham-
ber know, any good business needs to
do research and development and these
local efforts are the R&D on which we
can base reform of our broken health
care system.

All across America, in local commu-
nities, where people know and trust
each other, the reforms of our system
are being dreamed, negotiated, tested,
and implemented. We need to nourish
this effort, and I thank my 15 bipar-
tisan cosponsors for supporting a small
grant program I proposed to do just
that.
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