“So, an actuary walks into a bar and says we need a higher birth rate...”

To strengthen Social Security and our economy,

Invest in larger families. And bring in more workers.
Statement of Karl Polzer, Center on Capital & Social Equity*

U.S. Senate Finance Committee hearing: “The Future of Social Security”

June 24, 2026

* The Center on Capital & Social Equity educates the public about economic inequality and advocates for the
‘bottom 50%’. Click here for CCSE work on Social Security and retirement income policy, 2014-present.)

Actuarial assumptions in the just-released Social Security trustees report, reflecting a
falling US birth rate and sharp drop in immigration, make one thing crystal clear: In the long
run, the United States will need to increase its number of children and workers to help keep
the program financially stable. And the same holds true for the US economy, now saddled
with a historically high — and potentially crippling — national debt.

American men and women are failing to produce the children and future workers necessary
both to propel economic growth and pay taxes to support government spending. Without
increased immigration, the US population is expected to decline. As in other industrialized
nations, the US fertility rate (now about 1.6 children per woman) has dropped below the
rate people are dying.

While slowly reducing the debt, Congress should invest more to enable people to raise
larger families. After briefly discussing Social Security’s role in the national debt, this
statement proposes that Congress develop comprehensive legislation to grow and train the
workforce. It then discusses several ways Congress can redirect funding to help families
raise children.

Rising debt

Many organizations calling to rein in the national debt now report that it is roughly equals
our GDP -- about $31 trillion. But that figure can be deceptive. Itincludes only debt held by
the public. The federal government owes itself another roughly $8 trillion through
“intragovernmental transfers,” which bring to total national debt to about $39 trillion or
about 123% of GDP.
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Social Security’s role in the budget deficit and national debt falls in the intragovernmental
transfer category. By the end of 2025, about $2.34 trillion of what the program lent to the
Treasury in past years (when Social Security’s payroll tax generated more revenue than
needed to pay claims) was left in the Social Security trust fund, representing about one-
third of total governmental transfers. Since the trust fund holds no real assets, only
enforceable IOUs, the Treasury must come up with hard cash to pay beneficiaries as Social
Security draws down its reserves. In 2025, drawing down trust fund reserves resulted in the
Treasury issuing about $200 billion more in debt. (See p. 45 of the trustees report.)

Social Security trustees estimate the program will draw down another $243 billion in 2026,
with the annual amount rising to $406 billion in 2031, the year before the trust fund is
depleted. Atthat point, revenue from current taxes will only cover about 80% of the Social
Security’s promised benefits. The year after trust fund depletion, Congress will have to
make of the difference either through more borrowing or by raising taxes to maintain
scheduled benefits. Or Congress could opt to cut benefits. Or develop a combination of
the three approaches.

The Congressional Budget Office has estimated that Social Security’s actuarial deficit over
the next 75 years is equal to 1.5 percent of GDP — roughly $400 billion annually. That’s
about the same amount that the Trump tax cuts, which disproportionately benefit higher
income people, add to the national debt each year. Walking back these tax cuts is not
necessarily the best way to fully fund Social Security. But this analysis shows that there is
ample room to restore Social Security solvency by reversing tax changes of a magnitude
that did not disrupt the U.S. economy. An amount equal to 2025 tariff revenues could
eliminate most of Social Security’s financing gap.

The longer Congress waits to deal with Social Security’s finances, the more difficult
solutions become, especially in the near term. Tax increases are never popular, and
seniors typically must be given decades of notice to plan for benefit cuts.

More workers, kids, and future taxpayers

In the long term, expanding the US economy could greatly improve Social Security’s
financing. As stated above, we will need more workers to pay into the social insurance
program. That can happen in two ways: 1) having more children who become future
workers and taxpayers and, 2) bringing more workers and children into the country through
legal immigration. Below | discuss what can be done cheaply or in a budget-neutral way.

Major immigration and workforce legislation

The time is ripe for Congress to consider a multi-pronged immigration, workforce, and job
training strategy. There is growing awareness among policymakers that the United States
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will need to bring in millions more immigrants legally. A related issue is that the US
education system is now misaligning young people with available work. Al and other
innovations are expected to erase millions of middle-income jobs while demanding new
types of skills.

The US already faces growing demand for doctors and other health care professionals;
technology and software specialists; engineers; actuaries; and other well-paid
occupations. However, the greatest need for additional labor will be in low-wage service
jobs paying less than $20 per hour -- including health and personal care aides and fast-food
and counter workers, according to the Roosevelt Institute. Immigrants hold large
percentages of these jobs along with American-born whites and racial minorities.

After deporting 700,000 illegal immigrants and pushing another two million to self-deport,
the Trump Administration, and Republicans in Congress, may be willing to accept more
legal immigrants if they are seen as key to economic growth. In a recent Fox News
interview, Department of Homeland Security Sec. Markwayne Mullin drew a sharp
distinction between illegal and legal immigration: “..The problem is we want immigration.
We want legal immigration. The people that want to make the country stronger. We're a
nation of immigrants,” Mullin commented to a skeptical Fox interviewer. Mullin is on target
in supporting more immigration. But that would be the opposite of Trump Administration
policy so far.

Immigrants comprise an important — and arguably foundational — part of the country’s
economy and social structure.

Testifying before Congress last month, David Bier, of the libertarian Cato Institute,
highlighted ways that immigrants contribute to nearby Fairfax County, Virginia, and
nationwide. “Our research finds immigrants—Ilegal and illegal—work at higher rates,
generate more income and taxes, and have reduced the national debt by $14.5 trillion over
the last 30 years...” he said. “Nationwide, illegal immigrants are half as likely as likely to
commit crimes that land them in prison as US-born Americans. Despite all this, Congress
refuses to allow most would-be immigrants to come legally, which leads to illegal
immigration.”

Bier noted that only 3% of applicants seeking legal permanent resident status were
approved in 2024: “That was before the current administration banned a majority of the
legal immigrants previously allowed to come, including half of all spouses of US citizens. It
has cut legal immigration twice as much as illegal immigration. At the same time, it
terminated legal status for over 2 million immigrants who were already here, creating four
times as many new illegal immigrants as it has deported.”
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In a recent Northern Virginia online community discussion responding to Bier’s testimony,
people with widely differing political views tended to agree that Illegal immigration should
be stopped and criminal aliens deported. But many residents also saw legal immigration
as part of the American tradition and said it can be helpful. Some said that undocumented
immigrants who have worked and contributed to the economy for years, and their children,
should be given a chance to stay.

There remains great resentment among working-class Americans toward illegal
immigration, which can undercut native-born access to jobs and bargaining leverage.
Employers can exploit illegal immigrants with below-market wages and unhealthy working
conditions. If undocumented workers complain or try to organize, they can be kicked out of
the country.

A critical question remains: Without immigration, where will American employers find
enough workers, especially to fill low-wage jobs? The left-leaning Roosevelt Institute
suggests policies “supporting employment, wage growth, and worker bargaining power”
would help boost this part of the workforce. A disproportionately ballooning service sector
otherwise could widen economic inequality and spark social conflict.

Pro-family policies and spending

In May, Democratic Reps. Tom Suozzi and Debbie Dingell, and Republican Reps. David
Valadao and Blake Moore introduced the Supporting Newborn Parents Act. The bipartisan
bill would create a new fully refundable $2,000 tax credit that parents could receive
immediately upon having a child. Parents would apply for the credit in the hospital when
filling out their newborn’s paperwork for getting a Social Security number.

“..(T)he price tag is arguably modest ($6.4 billion a year), especially stacked next to the
cost of, say, Donald Trump’s Iran war ($16.5 billion per day),” according to an article in
Jacobin titled “Stop Yapping and Pay New Parents.” The tax credit would phase out for
extremely high earners, starting with incomes of $200,000 for single filers and $400,000 for
married couples.

Congress could take a more ambitious approach by providing universal coverage for costs
associated with pregnancy, childbirth, and medical care in the first few years of life, based
on ability to pay. As more states enact paid sick-day and medical leave legislation, at some
point Congress could set a federal floor to protect workers from income loss resulting from
pregnancy and caring for young children.

In a 2024 paper and Washington Examiner op-ed, the Center on Capital & Social Equity
proposed four ‘low-budget’ ways Congress can help working-class families raise more
healthy and productive kids:
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— Expand the existing child tax credit to help more working-class parents and grandparents
raising kids.
—Provide Social Security credit for unpaid work raising young children.

—Update and improve SSI so more people with disabilities can work.
- If taxes must go up, hold the working poor (and middle class for that matter) harmless.

There are many other ways that Congress could help. According to Pew research, the cost
of daycare is one of the biggest challenges to raising children. The federal government
already provides states with funding to help some families through the Child Care and
Development Block Grant, but the program is vastly underfunded. Inthe future, Congress
could redeploy funding toward helping American families afford daycare and away from
unnecessary wars that drive up inflation and result in tens of thousands of civilian deaths

(aka genocide).

This year, Congress appropriated $11.7 billion for the Child Care and Development Fund.
That’s roughly the same amount as ICE’s request for discretionary spending. It’s also about

the same amount the US has provided to Israel each year since 2023 to support the mass
destruction of Gaza. On top of the annual request, Congress provided ICE with $74.85

billion in separate mandatory funding through a reconciliation package, dramatically

expanding the agency’s total budget authority.

There are only so many illegals who can be expelled. Israel does not need any more
financial assistance in killing (defenseless) Gazans. Our country would be well served by
cutting our losses in those areas. There are scores of other items in the budget that could
be trimmed to help families and children.

The US needs more kids and workers to grow its economy and manage the ballooning debt.
Congress should spend taxpayers’ money where it can do the most for the American
people.
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