Spotlight on Poverty and Opportunity
January 17, 2012

9:30 a.m. ET

PATRICK T. MCCARTHY:  Good morning, everybody.  My name is Patrick McCarthy; I'm the President and CEO of the Annie E. Casey Foundation and I want to thank Spotlight on Poverty for the invitation to speak with you briefly this morning.  And thanks also to the core group who worked so hard to plan this morning's forum. 

Spotlight on Poverty has done a remarkable job, I think, over the years in bringing together diverse perspectives to find solutions for the economic hardship that now face millions of Americans.

The purpose of today's forum is to explore how the increasing struggles of American families to make ends meet, particularly the lower one third of American families, how their troubles are affecting the debates during the election of 2012.

As many of you know, Spotlight on Poverty was launched during the 2008 presidential election with the purpose of getting candidates to stake out what their positions are on increasing the middle class by improving opportunity and reducing poverty.

This initiative was cooked up at a Council on Foundations meeting where Casey's Mike Laracy got together with a number of other foundation folks and tried to think about how they could influence the debate in 2008.  Since then, more than 20 foundations across the country have contributed to what has become a one-stop-shop for ideas, for news, for research, opinion and more. 

I want to especially thank the W. K. Kellogg Foundation which funded this forum.  Later today you'll hear from Kellogg's president, Sterling Sperin who will share a taped message with you.  Unfortunately, Sterling had a pre-scheduled board meeting that prevented his attendance today.

I also want to thank the Kaiser Family Foundation for this beautiful venue that has been provided to us today.  

You know, when it – when it comes to the economy, we are a nation obsessed with statistics.  We measure, report and worry about leading economic indicators, unemployment rates, consumer confidence, the gross domestic product, spending, borrowing, home values, housing starts, the trade deficit, commodities, markets, several different stock market indices, inventories, sales volumes and on and on and on.  And these are all critical measures of the strength of the economy, of course, and they are indeed important to measure and to try to understand.

At the same time, I would love to see us spend even a fraction of that obsessive energy on the wellbeing of kids and families. We are in the midst of a great national debate about this country's future.  Yet, if you look back at the many debates that have already been held, you'll see that precious few minutes of those hours upon hours of debate have focus on the most important determinate of that future; the extent to which our children are prepared to contribute to our social, economic, military and indeed, our moral strength.

Imagine if every week or even once a month there were analyses of national trends and childhood educational, physical, emotional, behavioral and social development.  And imagine if we had a collective sense of urgency to do something if the trends were headed in the wrong direction or if, heaven knows, it looked like the U.S. was perhaps falling behind other countries in any of these areas.

If we did attend as much to the condition of our children and our families and to the prospects for our children's future, we would or should be very worried indeed.  It turns out that our children are falling behind and it seems to be at an accelerating pace.

As many as half – as many as half of all American children are growing up with at least one risk factor that predicts they will not succeed in the world they will inherit and as a result this country will become increasingly less able to compete and to thrive in the global economy thereby affecting not only the standard of living but also the strength of the nation for all of us.  

We simply can't allow half of our human capital to sit on the sidelines marginalized and bitter.  I promise you this is a kind of cancer that will eat away at the very fabric of our social fiber and not just economically but politically and socially as well.

So, what are some basic facts about child poverty?  Child poverty increased since 2000, the year 2000 to the year 2010 child poverty increased by almost 30 percent.  In 2010, almost 16-million children – 16-million children lived in poverty in households with incomes that were below 22,000 for a family of four. That represents 22 percent of all children.  

And even more troubling, more than 25 percent of all children under six were living in poverty.  Under six, the time from birth to age six is a time when human development is especially sensitive to environmental stressors.

In 2010, over 32- million children in the U.S. lived in low-income households.  That is, they lived in households where the income was less than half the poverty rate.  That means almost half of all America's children, 44 percent, live in families that are just one or two paychecks from an economic crisis.

And we need to remember why child poverty is not just bad for kids but why it's bad for the country as a whole.  We've long known the correlation between growing up in poverty and rotten outcomes for kids.  We know that they are less likely to be ready for school, to have lower vocabulary when they enter kindergarten, that they have problems in reading.  There is more retention in school.  They have more emotional behavioral problems. They're more likely to drop out.  They're more likely to become pregnant as teens, more likely to become involved in delinquency and subsequent adult crime, more likely to be unemployed as adults, more likely to be dependent on government programs. 

We know correlations between those kinds of bad outcomes and poverty are very strong.  We are now learning more and more every day from brain science and from public health research about the specific mechanisms that make this happen.

The studies on adverse childhood experiences, studies on brain development show the effect of stress on development of the executive function and resiliency necessary to learn and succeed.  We know that lead poisoning and other environmental hazards impact learning and attendance and those are both associated with growing up in poverty.

All of these add up to barriers that mean far too many American children start out behind their more advantaged peers and then fall even farther behind through the accumulated consequences of these stressors and barriers.  And as a result the odds are heavily stacked against a child who's born into the lowest fifth never moving up into that top third of income.

Perhaps most troubling of all; a recent study of 31 developed countries ranked the U.S. 27th in measures of social mobility, of equal opportunity and in measures that predict whether our children will have the life chances necessary for them to thrive and to mature and to contributors to a better future for themselves and a future that sustains the American dream of ever expanding opportunity.

In short, it's become less the case that you can look your child in the eye regardless of your income, regardless of your wealth and say if you work hard, if you use all the talents that you have, if you play fair you're going to be better off than I was.  That is becoming less and less the case.

So, we need to ask what the candidates are saying about these challenges.  We hope that all candidates for not only national office but for state office will make these issues a key part of their platforms as they make their case to voters and that they will stake out their priorities and their solutions.  

We should expect them to tell us their position on safety net programs such as unemployment insurance and the supplemental nutrition assistance program or food stamps.  We need to know their positions on work promoting, family supporting policies such as the earned income tax credit and the child tax credit.

We need to know where they stand on early childhood, where they stand on early elementary. We need to know where they stand on making sure every single child is reading proficiently by the end of third grade.  Where do they stand on skill development, post-secondary access for low income kids and their parents?

What will they present as strategies to raise revenues to address the needs of struggling families and how will they re-deploy the limited resources we have from less effective to more evidence based interventions.

It's clear that no one party and no one ideology has all the answers to these kinds of challenges. In my view, the most important aspect of this morning's forum and in fact, of the work of both the Spotlight on Poverty and Opportunity Nation and other such organizations more generally is that they are showing that in this time of bitter partisan bickering there are still many people, important people on both sides of the aisle, on all sides of the ideological spectrum, people who care and who care deeply about promoting economic mobility and opportunity and about improving the conditions of our nation's poor families.

I recently attended the Opportunity Nation summit this past fall and I saw Michael Gerson and Arianna Huffington on the same stage and I was ready for a good fight and they agreed far more than they disagreed. And I would say when Rick Santorum and President Obama agree about using the tax code to support families struggling to raise children well, maybe even if the lion will never lie down with the lamb, they can exchange the occasional tweet.

So, I think that this morning's discussion of how growing poverty will affect the national debate really offers an extraordinarily important opportunity.  I look forward to a stimulating and lively discussion.  And again, I want to thank the organizers of the event and for all the panelists for their work in preparing this morning's conversation.

I'll now turn it over to our emcee for today who is Maureen Bunyan of ABC-7 News.  She is the founder of the National Association of Black Journalists. And as she just reminded me this morning, a former board member of the Casey Journalism School. 
MAUREEN BUNYAN:  Thank you so much, Patrick and good morning, everyone.  Great to see you all here.  

It's my great pleasure to be here not only because as a journalist I, like many of you who are journalists, are watching the Republican primaries very carefully and are looking forward to an interesting year in terms of politics this year but also because I have an interest in poverty issues and especially in the reporting of poverty issues.

And for those of you who are reporters and even for those of you who are not, who are advocates or policy people, one of the reasons I got into journalism to begin with was because I was fascinated with – in the 1960s with the war, as it was called, on poverty that President Johnson organized.

And I was one of the young people in those days who thought I could make a difference and I searched for a long time to figure out where my voice could be heard and through what means it could be heard.  And at that time, I decided that my voice could best be heard in the arena of journalism.  

And so I got into broadcast journalism and I wasn't in print journalism but I thought one of the things that was missing in the so-called war on poverty in the '60s was the voice – the voice of people who were the ones about which the war on poverty was being fought.  And so, my calling, so to speak, into journalism was a calling that made me want to speak for the voiceless. 

Today, as Patrick just said, we have a lot of information. We may not necessarily be speaking for the poor but we certainly know a lot about them.  And one of the reasons I'm so happy to be here today is to see if we can get our panelists and all of you to get a better picture not only of the statistics about people in poverty and as Patrick so eloquently outlined, children in poverty because they are the next generation but also, where our political leaders are taking us.

What are their values?  What are their interests?  How do they see this country moving forward?  We seem to be more interested in the, I guess the – whether our politicians are rich or poor I don't think that has anything to do with their feelings and their attitudes and their knowledge about the people who need us the most in this country.  

We certainly, certainly have to know who we're talking about when we talk about the poor.  And we certainly have to know what are the resources – human resources, leadership resources that we have in this country in addition to the financial? 

So, very, very happy to be here.  I want to let you know a couple things about what you're going to be hearing.  We have two panels today as you probably know that will address two questions.  One, will the problems facing low income Americans influence the 2012 election and become a central issue for the candidates?  And of course, how will the struggling economy affect media coverage of poverty during the election and beyond?

But before we get to the first panel, it's my great pleasure to introduce Jim McLaughlin CEO and partner at McLaughlin and Associates.  Jim is a nationally recognized public opinion expert and strategic consultant.  He has also worked for more than 50 members of Congress, eight senators and seven governors. He has also had other political clients including the Republican National Committee and many state republican parties. 

Jim conducted a poll for Spotlight, focused on whether the reality of increasing poverty and hardship will have an impact at the ballot box and Jim is going to share the results of his research and his polling with us.  

Jim?

JIM MCLAUGHLIN:  Thank you, Maureen.  Oh good.  You guys are quick.  You get them up there before he can even start.

Just to give everybody an idea, what we did was, back in November about – I guess it was about a week or so after the elections we actually conducted a national survey and we did the old piggy back and this was done, by the way – a lot of times some of the media polls you see nationally, as (Celinda) will tell you, aren't always the most accurate in the world.

And the reason why they're not, they might be talking to adults or sometimes just registered voters.  We actually talk to folks who told us that they were going to vote in the upcoming elections.  So, these people were actually likely voters.

One of the questions we asked, we said, "How important is the candidate's position on poverty when deciding your vote for President?"   Eighty-eight percent said it was important.  I mean, that's a huge, huge number when we look at polls.  You know, you have a lot of republicans who might be running around today and saying that you know, we should get rid of Obama Care because more than 50 percent say we should get rid of it.

But how often do you see a number that says 88 percent are telling you that we want to – you know, a candidate's position on poverty issues is important.  And the other thing is when you look at it, look at it by party.  Both Pat and Maureen mentioned a lot of the partisan differences and we all know they're out there right now.

But look at it; 84 percent of republicans, 96 percent of democrats, 83 percent of independents – it's across the board.  They say this is an important issue.   And something Maureen just said.  She used the word values.  With many people this becomes a values issue.

It's literally, you know, when we're seeing a lot of class warfare rhetoric and we're, you know, not necessarily going to get into a lot of that today and some of it I agree with; some of it I disagree with. And by the way, I think you're seeing some of it on the republicans and the republican primary backfired a little bit. 

But this is an important issue to folks and it's really – and one of the things – it's great about what Spotlight on Poverty has done.  They have a – they have an important word there where they're talking about opportunity.  And that's something that the voters are really, really looking for right now.  They're looking for opportunity and they're looking for that word hope again.

And again, that goes across – it goes demographic roots.  It goes across income levels where people understand that there are some real problems out there and this is one of the problems.  This is probably one of the biggest problems out there that you have right now that the voters are looking for some real ideas and solutions on.

And again, we'll get back a national poll (Celinda) and I will get it back and it might say 70 percent plus are telling you it's economic issues but this is an issue that's important to folks and again, it goes across partisan ideological and demographic groups.

OK.  And then we said, "Please tell me whether you agree or disagree with the following statement – I've heard enough about the presidential candidates, about reducing poverty in America."  Forty two percent agreed but 49 percent are telling us they disagree, that they haven't heard enough about this.  And I got to tell you, one of the things I think's been real interesting.  We've done other surveys over the years.  And I've done a lot of work in the – in the area of hunger with groups like Bread for the World and the Alliance to End Hunger.

And people are surprised, well, we'll ask in a national survey.  And this is likely voters.  Out of likely voters, you'll have one out of four Americans tell you they're worried about they or somebody in their family could go to bed hungry. Think about that—one out of four Americans that are actual likely voters.  It's not even adults.  It's a real problem to people and they see it every day.

The first time I know myself, I got involved with this issue was when I went on a retreat to Appalachia when I was in high school.  And I was one of those kids growing up – I was born in New York City.  I grew up in suburban New York.  You'd never tell by the accent right? 

But literally, what happened was I remember going and I remember telling my mom and dad.  I said I'd never seen anything like this.  And in rural areas, we – a lot of times we talk about just the urban areas but in – this was in rural America.  And that's still there.  And people understand that.  and again, they're looking for those bold ideas and solutions.

And we said, "Please tell me whether you agree or disagree with the following statement – "The media has spent an adequate amount of time during the presidential campaign covering the issue of reducing poverty in America."

The numbers very similar to the candidates – 40 percent agree; 50 percent disagree.  So again, you know, not Maureen, obviously.  She always covers all the right stories but again you hear from the electorate.  There's a thirst.  They're looking for – they want more information on things like this.  

You know what?  One of the things I always tell folks when I'm working on political campaigns – and I know (Celinda)'s the same thing – we always tell the candidates.  You want to look for the intersection between what's important to the voters and what's important to you as a candidate.

The interesting part is on this issue, I really believe the political consultants; I really believe the pollsters and I really believe the candidates are really behind on this issue.  And I'm telling you this – about – as a republican and I say this is a pox many times on republicans – they don't talk about these issues enough.  Not even close.  And they shouldn't do it because it's good politics.  They should do it really because it's good policy.

I know one of the members that I work for; he's done a lot of work in terms of food banks and whatnot.  And down in his district and he's always there; he's always doing good stuff. And I remember, he told me over the years as he's gone around the district how he's talked to folks and folks have talked with – yes, I remember you at the soup kitchen, I remember you at the food banks.  And he's not doing it for political reasons but he told me, he said it's something that's really connected with voters for him.

And we said, "How important is a candidate's position on protecting equal opportunity for children, no matter their race or ethnicity in deciding your vote for president?"  Eighty eight percent say it's important.  You know what?  And I'll tell you, I really believe this in a – in a lot of ways, do me a favor; you'll get in trouble with some of my republican colleagues here.  But you know, when Barack Obama got elected it was something we could all feel good about.  

And people are really looking for it no matter what.  they really – equality – and it may sound like a buzz word but it's something that is really intrinsically important with folks and everybody's looking for it. and again, you know what?  again, I might get in trouble with some of the republicans that are still running now, but no matter what, you can take the politics aside – think about it – in a lot of ways, it's probably going to be a real historic election coming up.

Think about the country.  We're going to have somebody that could be running, that could be a Mormon running for president and also, obviously an African American president running for re-election. You know what?  And I really think in a lot of ways it says something about the real goodness of the American people; and look at this, they're thirsting for that equality.  And especially, you know, it's – we talked about the children. 

When we've done research and we've done messaging on poverty issues, one of the things when people look at kids they get it.  They understand it intrinsically because many times – and they use – they use the phrase, "Kids are the innocent victims in all of this."  They understand in many cases it's not their – it's not their fault.  That's why they're looking for solutions and they're looking for some help to solve these problems.

Do you think children throughout America have equal access to opportunity no matter their race?  Or do children of different races tend to face unequal barriers to opportunity?  Just what Patrick was talking about; 41 say yes, they have equal opportunity but 53 percent are saying no.  You know, the playing field isn't always even right now and that's one of the things that we need to do and that's one of the things that they're looking for their elected officials to do is help to even out that playing field a little bit right now because again, you hear it. 

I even hear it; I was doing some focus groups not too long ago for you know, one of the corporate – one of my corporate – one of my business clients.  And we had very affluent folks in this – in this room, you know, talking about things.  And again, they were talking about many ways the unequal playing field that's going on out there.  And they're looking for some folks that are going to come in with some real solutions and help them solve those problems.

(applause)

BUNYAN:  Thanks so much.  I …

JOHN HARRIS:  …great colleague who was a terrific cheerleader for all of us when we were launching Politica (ph) five years ago this very month. 

Welcome to all our panelists on this hectic, rainy day.  You're all nice to be here.  Welcome to all of you.

We are going to try to get a good conversation going.  My role as moderator is to get these folks to mix it up.  I know they have strong views on these subjects and all of you in the audience have strong views so I hope we get a good conversation going and I will – I will prod these folks to find some points of agreement and disagreement and then try to include you to join that conversation.

First off, I'd like to at least define a little bit more clearly what we're talking about.  I think this group is unified in the belief that it would be a good thing, good thing for our politics, a good thing for our country if there were more discussion about poverty and the role of poverty in American life in this election year.

I wonder if we are all talking about the same thing when you say you want more discussion of poverty.  Do you mean more discussion about near term economic or material ways of helping people in distress?  Do you mean more discussion of the long-term roots of poverty which would be both economic and cultural?  Do you mean more discussion not narrowly of poverty but of the growing gap between rich and poor?  

A lot of the discussion in the politics right now is not simply that there are people who don't have enough but that a healthy society would not tolerate enormous gaps between people at the very top and people at the very bottom or even people in the – in sort of the struggling middle.  

So, Jim, let's go to you.  You just gave a good presentation but – and you think it would be a good thing if we had more discussion of this but more discussion of what?  And then I'll come down the panel toward myself.

MCLAUGHLIN:  You know what?  It was all of the above of what you're talking about.  I'm going to – I'm actually going to go to what, believe it or not, a democratic friend of mine. Has anybody read Bill Nabb's column yesterday in the Washington Post?  Bill Nabb (ph) is one of the best media consultants in the country.  He's Bill Clinton's media consultant – had a great piece yesterday.  And basically what he was saying was, at least my interpretation of it – I don't want to speak for my friend Bill (ph) and by the way, Bill (ph) has done a lot of work for groups like Bread For The World and The Alliance To End Hunger when I worked with him.

What he was saying was people want a hopeful message.  They want a hopeful message.  They want a hopeful message because Americans in – are very aspirational.  And whether you might be on the lower income scale or up on the upper income scale, what he said was people are looking for ideas where we don't want to make the middle class smaller; we want to make it bigger.

And you know what?  Republicans and democrats are both talking about that a little bit now but the big thing you're not seeing right now and I really believe this – the politicians right now, they don't get it.  They're behind where the voters are.  They understand these are extraordinary times.  They understand that we need real, bold solutions to help us solve our problems.  And they're not necessarily giving them to us right now.  

And I think what he was also doing was he was throwing up a warning shout for the White House saying if you think you're just going to be able to demonize who the republican is on these types of issues, that's not the way to go.  What you want to try to do is – and what – one of the big keys (ph) we found out in a lot of our messaging was they wanted folks – they didn't – yes (ph) they understand we have to do some short-term – short-term things to help with the safety net but they also are looking for long-term solutions.

They don't want us necessarily to throw money at the problems.  That's one of the things that people get right now, that there's not a lot of money out there.  The state budgets are short.  Municipal budgets are short.  Obviously the federal budget is short right now.  They're looking for long-term solutions to help solve the problems.

JOHN HARRIS:  All right I should point out that Bill (ph) is a friend of mine as well.  Cover – known from campaign years ago in addition to doing work for Bread for the World, he also does work for Mike Bloomberg (ph) which has left him very much, emphatically in the – in the top 100 percent…

(CROSSTALK)  

JIM MCLAUGHLIN:  You'll probably get in a lot of trouble now that I just called him a friend of mine.

HARRIS:  I don't doubt it. David? We need more discussion – more discussion of what?  

DAVID WINSTON:  Well, and what you're saying from the public at this point and poverty is a subset of the broader concern that the public has and that's around jobs and the economy.  Look, I mean, one of the reasons poverty is increasing is you have so many people out of work.

I mean, they shouldn't be a surprise and the reflection of the public at this point and you see this frustration, at least, in a lot of the political discourse at this point is tell me how you're going to grow the economy and create jobs. 

I mean, ultimately – I think it was Kennedy – it was Kennedy who said that they – the best poverty program is in jobs and to some degree that's a fundamental belief of where the country's at.  And so, to a large degree, what you're seeing a reflection, in terms of increasing poverty rates is a sustained unemployment rate that's just been horrendous over the last several years and as a result of that ultimately, what people want to see is people getting back.  That will resolve things that will being to improve the economy.

Poverty reflects an economy that is clearly struggling.

JOHN HARRIS:  David (ph), that suggests that the data that Jimmy showed saying there's hunger for more discussion about poverty is not simply altruistic but like more discussion of people who aren't as well off as me but it's really – a lot of it is self-interest.  I'd like more discussion about how hard I'm working and how difficult my own circumstances are.

DAVID WINSTON:  You know, ((INAUDIBLE)) because ultimately when you're having a high poverty rate, what that's reflecting is the economy's not working the way the American public would like to see it. 

But understand that it's not just – I mean, it's just not those individuals in poverty.  I mean, the economic system, at least at this point, in terms of providing the sort of things that the American public wants – it's not doing it at this point.

And I – the one different (ph) that I would make – this is not how the very wealthy are doing.  All right.  That's not the context.  I mean and that's what I suggested you might see a difference in terms of the party. That's not the context that I think most people are looking at.  They're just trying to make it work for people at a basic level.

NEERA TANDEN:  So, you know, I think it's important to tease out these several issues.  I mean, there has been a rising discussion of – or a discussion of rising inequality which I think has been a good thing for the country.

We do have difficult economic circumstances and where we have deep unemployment.  That is on top of – we've had unemployment challenges for the last three years on top of a decade of lower wages for middle class families.

And so I do think that folks are right who argue that there's a – there's a concern about whether the American dream or the strong middle class will be there for our kids and our grandkids.  But I do want us to pay attention to the significant issue of you know, poor people who, for a very long time, have not been making it into the middle class.

And conversations about inequality which are about mobility (ph) should also – shouldn't – you know, we should focus on those issues but also recognize that you know, people are – who we haven't had enough discussion about poverty and if you actually look at the policies out of the Congress over the last two years or being rich debate about whether those policies are exacerbating poverty or helping poverty.

And so I think if we really want to discuss what, you know, what these issues are, it is important to tease out concerns about mobility and the American dream and whether the middle class will be there to – whether poor people can really make it into the middle class.

CELINDA LAKE:  I will say two things about this and just building on what everyone said.  The first one, I think it's important, really important to provide some structural analysis here. Poverty didn't just happen.  It's not like the weather.  It's not like it just rained today.  Poverty was – is created and it is created by a set of policies and it is created by a set of choices.

And I think one of the most important things even in this economy.  This economy didn't just happen either.  This economy was created by a set of political choices, by a set of political power and power dynamics.  And so I think it's – one of the things that's very, very important here is to provide that analysis.

And even at the state budget level we're talking about huge cuts and we're talking about setting priorities here.  And the public would set priorities to include a number of what we traditionally call poverty programs.

It's important to remind people that again, it's just like well, we're all in bad times and so we have to cut the budget, oh well.  No.  We are setting priorities here.  We are cutting certain things and we're making choices to give tax breaks to certain people before we make these cuts and exacerbate the situation.  So, the first thing I would say we need a structural analysis.

The second thing I would say is kind of a – you know, not to set it up (INAUDIBLE) but honestly we need new frames.  We need new language and we need you know, frankly, we need new questions.  So, we need new, innovative policies.

And poverty is probably the second worst word we could use rivaled only by welfare which now we all know we're not supposed to use.  And opportunity really – it sets the fine (ph) value but the real value out there are security, stability, opportunity for our children.  Obviously, people think opportunity for themselves is pretty diminished.

And people aren't going to go back to the same old solutions.  One of the more – people are looking for innovation, are looking for a change.  And I think that was an undertone, actually, Bill's (ph) op ed as well.  We think we're going to be able to stand here and say status quo, status quo.  We were right in the '60s.  We can forget it.  Most people can't remember the '60s.  Even if they were around then they can't remember it.  I guess, so…

(CROSSTALK) 

JOHN HARRIS: Is it also that the remedies that we associate in our minds with 1960s policies have been discredited?

CELINDA LAKE:  Well, I don't know that they've been discredited.  I think there's a division on them and it's a sense what remedies.  But I think that conversation is completely outdated.  And I think we need new combinations, new policies, new ways of thinking about this.  

One of the more innovative things we've tested lately for example, some of you may be familiar with it is the Ascent Program which is the two-generational approach but the (INAUDIBLE) been talking about educating both single moms and their kids simultaneously.  And people love that idea.

People are looking for two-fors and three-fors particularly in a time of constrained resources.  They're looking for change.  And heck, I mean, we laugh in our business – we give the example from anthropology where Americans were asked the slogan (INAUDIBLE) and the same for 95 years.

Of course, the Germans said its greatest Bavarian beauty.  Americans said 95 years you couldn't even prove it.  Give it to us.  We'll make it better.  It's not.  So, Americans want to start moving forward here.  They want to interchange some new ideas, some new approaches and these are times – demand new approaches, new language, new (INAUDIBLE) and I think this – the poverty conversation is one of the conversations (INAUDIBLE).

JOHN HARRIS:  Jim, I want to ask about what to me is a puzzle in your data.  You're asserting (INAUDIBLE) that data strongly suggests that there's a strong market – unmet need by the market for discussion of these issues.

But I don't trust politicians with a lot.  I don't trust them to necessarily keep their promises.  I don't trust them to necessarily be faithful to their spouses.  I don't expect them to be nice to their staff or pay their consultants on time.  I don't trust them on that.  

(CROSSTALK) 

JOHN HARRIS:  But do trust them to pursue self-interest.  And so that's a puzzle to me.  If you're saying a politician could benefit by talking about these issues and yet most politicians don't, that's a disconnect.  And explain it to me.

MCLAUGHLIN:  You know what, though?  It's like I said before what Maureen was saying.  It becomes a values issue and I was working against you know, some of us in this room were working with and against each other back in '96 when I was doing – I was working for Bob Dole (INAUDIBLE) talk about the ones I won and you know, I was one of the geniuses behind that one and I still have – I still have the scars on my back from when we were – you know, we were getting beat up on things like Social Security and Medicare but also school lunches.  We're getting beat up on school lunches.

And what that became was a value for people and it said he doesn't care.  He doesn't care about working class people.  

JOHN HARRIS:  Right.  Kind of an irony because Bob Dole probably really did care about that.

MCLAUGHLIN:  Bob Dole is on the board for Bread For The World.  Which, by the way, I didn't find out until after the campaign.

(CROSSTALK)
MCLAUGHLIN:  They never mentioned it and I didn't realize both he and Mrs. Dole were very involved along with republicans like (INAUDIBLE).  And he's getting beat up on the school lunch program.  But go back – to go back to your question what happens is that becomes a values issue with people (INAUDIBLE).

And by the way, that – in '96, the republicans didn't understand it when I was telling them you know, they were going after Clinton on everything under the sun, the infidelities and all this other kind of stuff.  And I said guys, he's beating us – guys and gals, he's beating us on values because he was viewed as more in touch with working class, middle class America.  He was going to fight, you know, the Social Security, the Medicare cuts and all that other – all that other kind of good stuff.

And what it becomes with folks and the reason why they should – they should do it because it's good policy and it is, no question about it, good politics and…

JOHN HARRIS:  Well how come they don't respond to this?  If it's…

MCLAUGHLIN:  You know what it is?  It's what (Celinda) was saying one – the ideas – we need more innovative ideas and they're looking for bold solutions. But again, I really believe that a lot of elected officials right now didn't even want to say – you know, you look at Mitt Romney, his campaign.  He's run a pretty safe campaign for the most part and it's worked for him.

I think Bill (ph) was kind of give – Bill Matt (ph) was trying to give a call to arms to the White House yesterday and say look, you got to have some good, innovative, positive ideas.  The people are just thirsting for it.  they are just – and when you talk – it's amazing – when you talk to affluent people right now, what we would consider affluent, people making a couple, maybe a couple hundred thousand dollars a year right now.  

What they're telling me is they're worried.  They're saying what Patrick was saying.  They're one or two paychecks away.  And that's – they're looking for ideas.  They're looking for that economic security right now.  And issues like this can help them get that economic security.

JOHN HARRIS:  Neera my take away from the Nap (ph) piece yesterday in the Post, which – and I'd urge you all to go back and read it if you haven't – was that sort of downbeat, declinist (ph) constricionist (ph) rhetoric like people don't want that and it really doesn't reflect accurately the circumstances the country faces right now which is where things are – we have real problems when things aren't that bad.

Do you try to reflect that in your own ideas at (INAUDIBLE)?

NEERA TANDEN:  Yes.  Yes.  I mean, I just – I just a – to take on for both of these issues.  First of all, I do, you know, I think that it's important to clarify between opportunity and broad issues of opportunity and poverty.  I mean, the question of like whether we have an economy that works for everyone and in turn that we have a strong and stable middle class will be the front, first, second, third and fourth issue in this election.

So, it'll – it is an issue that is energizing a lot of the republican conversation and debate. It will be, I assume, front and center to the President's State of the Union and it will be issues between the parties.  And so, in a sense of when we talk about opportunity I think that's why it's important to separate out these conversations.  

That is energizing a lot of interest and rising inequality is generating a lot of interest. How that translates into you know, what we are – what policies we have for the long-term poor is a different set of questions.

And I think one of the questions in the polling is whether people sort of see these as separate issues.  And I do think people are concerned today about the American dream being alive for everyone.  But a larger group of people see that as a concern than they did 10 you know, in the '90s when we thought of poverty as a, you know, sort of a much more distant group.

And so, I think you know, it is important to differentiate out these ideas and one of the reasons why people may not be doing poverty policies. I mean four years ago, in the democratic primary we actually had a set of poverty policies.  We don't do that today.

And I think that raises – we don't do that in our republican primary so I think that raises questions about you know, whether – what that – whether people just say that or whether it's really driving votes.
JOHN HARRIS:  Dave (ph), let me get you to respond to that and I wonder if you could put it in this context too.  In order for programs to have political appeal, can they be – rest primarily on altruism?  

Look.  There's people out there in need who would be better off with your help or must they have a strong component of self-interest?  You will be better off if we do these things.

DAVID WINSTON (ph):  That depends on the political environment.  I mean, if – and let's go back to that number that is really driving the political discourse at this point and that is do you think America's heading the right direction or seriously off on the wrong track?

And you know, 70 percent of the country's saying it's off on the wrong track.  What that's saying is they don't think things are working the way it – they should be.

In that context, altruism tends to play – in particularly in this situation given the economy – altruism plays a less of a role because simply people are trying to make basic needs, right?  Am I going to have a job tomorrow?  Can I meet my mortgage payment?  

I mean, they're trying to do basic things.  And so, in this environment, altruism – and it's not that people don't want to be that way, it's just in terms of needs, they've got to address things that matter – that they have to deal with in terms of today or tomorrow.

Having said that, one of the elements that poverty reflects – an increasing poverty rate reflects is, in fact, that the economy is not working the way it should. And the connection there is by talking about things that are going to improve this economy and create job growth and tying that to what that would do to the poverty rate, that's a way to connect both people's main concern at this point to this issue.

And again, you know, I mean to, you know, when someone's out of a job, guess what they are likely to potentially fall into, right?  They are likely to fall into the category of being impoverished, right?  And people understand that. 

And so that's the connection, at least at this point.  There's a real concern that exists and you can tie it to a – basically a thermometer of sorts that reflects what, in fact is occurring in terms of the economy.  

CELINDA LAKE:  I want to (INAUDIBLE) what David (ph) said if I may.  Now, I actually think – I think that a simple analysis of – you know altruism versus self-interest is too narrow a frame.  And again, what's really stunning (ph), and I think you said it, Bill, and I really agree – for those of us who have to spend half the time outside of Washington it's really flabbergasting how distorting Washington is to this conversation right now.

CELINDA LAKE:  Because in real America, what people are saying is we can't be better off in this situation.  Our communities are not going to be better off.  It's not just me being better off, you know, what kind of communities do we have when I think it was (INAUDIBLE) half the kids have an at-risk factor? 

OK.  What kind of jobs are we creating and then what kind – whose kids are prepared for those jobs?  And what kind of economy we would have?  So, I think many – much of the public – yes, of course, ultimately they're interested in their basic needs but there's a fundamental question being asked, are we, as a country, as a community, as a state going to be better off?  Can we be better off in this kind of situation if we don't deal with it?

And then the second thing I think is the permeability here is very, very important.  It's the number one thing that people say about this economy is instability.  And I do think it's a very interesting point that you make between long-term and short-term.  

But you have 56 (ph) percent of moderate to high income people who say that they are afraid that someone in their family will lose their job in the next year; 56 (ph) percent of moderate to high income.  So, this notion of instability which is throwing people into poverty and making people feel vulnerable to these things no matter where you are right now.

We did a focus group.  It's like you say about the affluent.  We did a focus group of (INAUDIBLE) suburban women in Chicago.  No way these women were losing their homes, right?  They said without exception I am terrified we might lose our home.  They weren't even at risk for losing their home.  

But there is just a sense of it, people have this enormous instability.  Now, what I don't think that addresses as much, it leads to solutions that are much more – safety net was the language you were using.  Short term interventions and they get people on their own.  Things that build (ph) temporary solutions, I think this is a very interesting question of the long term and the short term.  But I think America's asking very different questions.

They're asking, in this situation, will we be better off?  And (INAUDIBLE) said, my favorite quote here, she said, "Whether you came over on the Mayflower, you came over on the cruise ship or you came over on a flag ship, we're all on the same boat now."

And that's how America feels.

JOHN HARRIS:  How has Occupy Wall Street movement either influenced this or reflect a changing climate?  Because some people have looked at Occupy Wall Street and said that look, you know, old fashioned class-based politics is back and maybe it was true in the '90s that everybody imagined themselves getting rich so any politics that had a sort of re-distribution-ist flavor were bad politics.

But maybe that's not true anymore, like old fashioned like they got too much and I got not enough and let's have politics that addresses that.  Might be coming back into vogue.  What do you think?

CELINDA LAKE:  Well, I actually think – and I'm thrilled you asked the question because I have one thing to say to all the liberals and I consider myself one, the dreaded "L" label – liberal.  And all progressives we need to understand that once the power – and it's not really Occupy Wall Street – the power behind the 99 percent, the 1 percent message is not redistribute.

People are not unhappy that 1 percent of the people have wealth.  People are unhappy about that 1 percent got that wealth.  And what it cost you on the way and how it ended your ability to become – you know, to move up and your kids' ability to move up.

So, the power of 99 1 percent is not redistribute, in my opinion. Having said that, however, it's a really good question because I think this is the time.  When I said that I think that our – you know – the poverty movement if you will, we need new solutions, new language and new (INAUDIBLE).  This is the biggest wave that's come along in a long time, this notion of economic inequality, this notion of the economy not working for the people who work hard.  It's disappearing middle class and disappearing American dream.

And I think capturing that wave for the poverty movement and the poverty and opportunity movement is the most important thing we need to do and I don't see us doing it ((Inaudible)).

JOHN HARRIS:  It's possible that in retrospect, John Edwards was not the best messenger for an anti-profit message.

(CROSSTALK) 

JOHN HARRIS: But he did really make this central to his – to his rhetoric.

Was there anything we learned from John Edwards (INAUDIBLE)
JIM MCLAUGHLIN:  You know what?  You know (INAUDIBLE) I thought, by the way – I thought what he was doing politically, it was brilliant.  What he did where he announced from the – was it the ninth ward…

(CROSSTALK)
JIM MCLAUGHLIN:  …in (INAUDIBLE) and again, you're right.  He probably wasn't the best messenger but look, it was working for him.  At the time he did real well in Iowa.  And I thought he was right on in terms of messaging, especially for a democratic primary.  It's why he did well in the caucus, et cetera.  

And he did it because there was something there.  Obviously he was a flawed messenger but I still think there's something – there's definitely something there right now. 

NEERA TANDEN:  I'm going to say – actually I find really interesting about the Occupy Wall Street movement is that there have been several politicians that have (INAUDIBLE) but you know, times where Barack Obama, Hillary Clinton, (INAUDIBLE) have tried to make this argument that rising inequality in a dwindling middle class is actually very difficult for economic growth and the best growth model for the country is a stronger, more robust middle class.  Which is under assault by rising inequality. 

That is – that has actually permeated a lot of discussion among democrats, et cetera but it wasn't until Occupy Wall Street that actually captured the public's attention in a way that has been different and interesting.  And if you think back to 2010 there are times where Barack Obama was trying to make the argument about two different sets of policies between conservatives and progressives on this issue.  

And it got like no traction for a variety of reasons.  You know, we controlled both the Congress and the Presidency.  People thought democrats were responsible for everything.  But you know, I think what's fascinating about it, Occupy Wall street, it has succeeded where politicians have failed and have – has helped actually explain to people their – part of their economic condition in a way that democratic policies have failed to do and has been very helpful.

I mean, when you see Eric Cantor saying in his speech on inequality you know that the conversation has shifted dramatically and you see, you know, the baseline attacks in this republican primary on private vulture capitalism, you know what I mean?  That's like – and I don’t know if it will be successful or not in defining who wins on Saturday but it is definitely resonating in a way that previous conversations have not resonated.

JOHN HARRIS:  Neera, I agree with you on that point about raising the sort of prominence of the issue but I don't associate Occupy Wall Street with any particular remedy.  Do you, any of you?
(CROSSTALK)
JOHN HARRIS:  Go ahead, David (ph), anybody?

DAVID WINSTON:  I guess I've got a very different attitude about it, I mean, what Occupy Wall Street's basic theme or what they end up doing is splitting the country.  Right?  And what they're trying to do is let's pit this group against that group.  Ultimately I don't view that as a solution. 

I mean, ultimately I view what you're doing is you're creating a longer-term political problem because ultimately, how do you resolve that?  You're saying, you know, these people are good.  These people are bad.  Right?  And…

NEERA TANDEN:  But when it’s 99 one though?

DAVID WINSTON:  No, it, fine, right, right, right and there are lots of situations where you've seen people who've been 1 percent who might not have had the sort of support of a majority, right?  And so I suggest that is not a good model. 

And so, when you create a situation – when you create a situation where the – where your premise is based on creating a fight between two groups and not necessarily addressing the problem – because I mean, we – what's – I mean, Steve Jobs had an interesting comment in terms of talking about where jobs are going.  He said it's easier to build a plant in China than it is here in the United States.  So, where are the jobs going to go naturally?  Where it's easier to build that plant.

If we had those jobs there, what would that do in terms of being able to take some people off of poverty, being able to hire people, being able to generate the revenue that states need to be able to fund these programs?  That's potentially the way to do that.  And what you've done and what Occupy Wall Street has said that's not the issue.  What it is, is these people are bad and we need to focus on them.

NEERA TANDEN:  I guess I would say one thing – just a few things in response, first of all I think the number one reason people go to China is because the wages are cheaper in China than the United States and it might be easier to build a plant there but the fact that they pay so much less in wages which is actually the – one of the critical issues of Occupy Wall Street which is that we have such phenomenal wage stagnation.

And I think one of the – one of the ways this relates is I think that – and I defer to my pollster colleagues – but I find it fascinating that we have all this conversation about Occupy Wall Street means class warfare when my sense is that middle class Americans feel that there is class warfare and it is against them practiced (ph) by the 1 percent.

And so, I think the challenge about whether Occupy Wall Street is – has a policy agenda or not you know, people have raised this along for a lot – a lot of Occupy Wall Street and it's not – I don't sense it as a political movement.  I think it's something that we deal with as a political structure very different from the Tea Party which is about taking over a part of the party.

CELINDA LAKE:  Yes.

NEERA TANDEN:  It's a very different – it's not a political thing so I don't expect it to have a political agenda.  I think they've done its (ph) job which is raising awareness.

CELINDA LAKE:  Yes.  I was going to say I think that Occupy Wall Street has done a great job of raising the salience of this frame but I mean, you know, it is controversial.  It doesn't have the infrastructure of a party. A lot of people would think you're going to launch a party that was going to be intense outside; you wouldn't launch it right before winter – my view as a Montanan.

So, anyway, the point of the matter is that what they did do is raise the salience of a frame.  I think we actually do it a disservice by referring to it as Occupy Wall Street so we should give them the credit that is enormously due to them.

The frame that is out there is – and again David (ph) I would say people don't have any problem with somebody being in the 1 percent.  People have a lot of problem with how that 1 percent got there this time around and the enormous gulf that is growing, because the way they got there was push the rest of the 99 percent down.  And that's not supposed to be the American way.

The pew (ph) date, I think, is very interesting in this regard.  The pew (ph) date has showed (ph) that there's an enormous job introspection of conflict between rich and the poor.  We now have 66 percent of Americans who say there is a conflict between rich and the poor, up from 47 percent.

For younger people the number has gone from 54 to 71 percent.  So, I think that this movement framed the debate, and I think, frankly, and maybe it's Bill Nebb's (ph) second op ed or near it – we need to fill in this vacuum with policy.  We need to say, exactly right, (INAUDIBLE) what should we be doing?  And if democrats don't answer that then who the heck is?

JOHN HARRIS:  Just as an aside I was on the 1 percent. I observed that nobody really thinks of himself or herself as being truly in the undeserving 1 percent.  I was on a panel last week out in California.  One of the guys on it was Shawn Parker (ph) you know, he's the kid from Facebook – from Facebook…

(CROSSTALK)
JOHN HARRIS:  …with – who worked with Mark Zukerberg on Facebook so God knows how many millions or billions he's worth.  We said look, I'm 1 percent.  Six years ago I was living on my couch and so he was – he was very critical of the 99 to 1.  

JIM MCLAUGHLIN:  That's a good point because we're doing a focus group not too long ago and we knew these were household – these were folks from households that made over $300,000 a year.  There was an African American gentleman.  Had a masters' degree, had been in the military and this gentleman said you know what the problem is right now?  He said local government's broke.  He said state government's broke.  Federal government's broke.   Between my wife and I we work four jobs and we're broke.  This is a guy making over $300,000 a year.

And I really think a lot of it – and I really believe this and I just – we just got back a national poll and Occupy Wall Street was a 50 percent unfavorable and it was a 34 percent favorable among likely voters in the upcoming election.  And I think there's a lot of things that are going on there that are really backfiring on them in a lot of ways.

One, they may say they're not political but until they go and protest Celindra (ph) and John Corsime (ph) at MS global, they're going to look pretty darn political because it doesn't get any worse than that,  and the other mistake I really believe they make – there is no solutions agenda.  There is none of that issue agenda and until they get that – and you can say what you want about the Tea Party.  By the way, the Tea Party was 10 points positive and yet they do have some negatives.  But the Tea Party folks, they laid out an agenda there and people knew what they stood for.

A lot of what they stand for issue-wise whether it's following the Constitution or reducing the deficit, lowering taxes, cutting spending; people understood that and they agree with that.

JOHN HARRIS:  You mentioned solution and remedies and I'd like to turn the conversation to that.  I'd also like, while we're having – I want to go down the line on that issue but I also want you to be thinking of questions (INAUDIBLE) turn to the audience after that.

And I would like to talk about remedies.  And I'd like to do it within what to me seems to the obvious context which is we have a political system in Washington that does not function.  The partisan acrimony is so severe the incentives for disagreement are so strong.  The incentives for finding common ground are so weak.

And in that context, one thing I like to do as a reporter is imagine what people would say if they were administered truth serum.  In other words, they had to tell the truth.  What do they really think?  And if we were to administer truth serum to the Congress here, are there things that republicans and democrats would like clearly agree on if the incentives – if the political incentives were taken out so that all we had was the substantive reality – remedies that both sides would clearly agree on out of the poverty discussion that's happening in both ideological wings?  Are there – are there like obvious deals to be struck?  Obvious good ideas that could be implemented?

I'll start with whoever wants to weigh in on that.

DAVID WINSTON:  Well, I think that there are two basic principles that the parties agree on.  And implementation may vary but the two basic principles are one, a growing economy creating jobs will do a lot to resolve a lot of the poverty problems.  Two, there needs to be some safety net in place to catch people so that they can then position themselves, pivot, turn around and be able to sort of enter again.

JOHN HARRIS:  Right, but David (ph), that doesn't address Neera's point.  That doesn't address like the 10 percent that's in kind of a – impervious to economic cycles because they just (INAUDIBLE)…

NEERA TANDEN:  Or twenty…

(CROSSTALK) .

UNIDENTIFIED PARTICIPANT:  And I – and impervious to economic cycles.  There's – it's this deep-rooted, structural poverty.

DAVID WINSTON:  No. I mean, to some degree the safety net is intended to hold those people and work with them to turn them around so they can, like I said, eventually enter.  Now, having said that, there's a huge disagreement.  Again, I'll go back to one of my favorite politicians, Jack Kent, who – and this may be a difference in terms of the two sides – Jack Kemp used to say the way – the way you measure – the way he thought the other's party measured compassion was by how many people government could help.  And the way he measured compassion was by how many people government did not have to help.  

And I think to some degree, what you're seeing is a reflection of that tension.  And how do you – and how do you work – and how do you work through that? And how do you get agreement in terms of those policies? 

But ultimately, I would suggest that those – particularly on the economic side – there's a lot of agreement there in terms of that's the – that's the solution.

NEERA TANDEN:  You know, in terms of the sort of long-term unemployed or long-term poverty agenda, you know, we have had bipartisan agreement in the past.  Things like earned income – earned income tax credit which Ronald Regan campaign, as did Bill Clinton, as did Barack Obama.  And so you know, you think like where you can find policies that seem like they're giving working Americans a greater – you know, a greater support to do what they – to succeed in the economy if they're you know, working – there's support for that.

But I think what's actually happening in Washington is that there, you know, we, you know, it's easy for reporters and others to actually argue you know, it’s just partisan acrimony.  What's really happening is we are having the most basic conversation about the world of government.  And a very – it's not just – it's not just partisanship and people arguing, I mean, when Paul Ryan argues to block grant Medicaid which is – would take close to a trillion dollars out of Medicaid.  You know, we cannot talk about what we, you know, we had – that we – where we agree.  That is like a relatively fundamental assault, in my view, on the safety net.

Matter of fact, lots of poor people and more poor children.  So, you know, what is actually happening in Washington is that the parties are fighting over very important issues, not very small issues.  And they have ground to a halt on them because they are so fundamental and this election will resolve which vision or which direction the country goes on in these most important issues.  

The most – the most vulnerable Americans lives at stake in this election are poor people, poor children and people who are most at stake, would argue the differences between Mitt Romney and Barack Obama as it affects me in my life is not as substantial or anyone on this panel as it is, you know, the life of a poor child.

And you know, one support of the Ryan budget versus opposition to, is actually what's at stake in this election.  So, it's not just like you know, we can all – it's easy to make fun of Washington and its seeming silliness.  

But they are actually arguing over something that's really fundamental and matters a lot and it's actually – it actually doesn't do a service to the lives of poor kids to think it's a joke when it's very serious.

(CROSSTALK)  

DAVID WINSTON:  ((Inaudible))  just one thing too.  I think it impacts – I just did a survey 85 percent of Americans agreed with this statement that given the State of the economy, I mean given where things are going that what people see as this election represents potential choices that will structurally change how this country's going to – for the first time we're beginning to see people that the future is not as good as the past, right?  That the future for their kids is not – and so they're looking at this election saying, you know, we have to do something here to change things.  

So I don't think it's – I think you're seeing the entire country feel that this election is structurally important…

JOHN HARRIS:  I don't want to go too far afield but I do want to pursue Neera's (ph) point.  Do you – the voters in that 85 percent, do they welcome that?  I take Neera's (ph) point that these are fundamental first principles rather than just bickering as it's sometimes portrayed in the news media.  But I don't necessarily sense from the country a great desire, yes, let's have an ideological holy war and resolve these things. I sense for a lot of people, let’s just split the damn difference and Govern.

CELINDA LAKE:  Well, more to the point, you know, and take that 85 percent – 85 percent of people in this country or at least a good 65 or 75 percent of the people in this country agree on – and they don't want to get bogged down in some conversation.  I agree totally with Neera's (ph) analysis of Washington.  How I think it's important to take the division seriously because of the ideological difference it reflects. 

But the public, 85 percent of the public does not have this ideological position.  And it's not even a question of split the difference.  It's a question of I don't need to understand whether we are a – I don't know who the right wing philosopher would have been but whether we're (INAUDIBLE) or whatever the hell. Screw that.  

Let's just have school lunch programs and breakfast programs and let's not have you know, you have – we do work for Show Our Strength and you have these incredible, poignant tales of teachers buying breakfast for their kids because they do better on tests.  And people in America think come on, who doesn't believe?  I don't care how the kid got to school without breakfast.  It doesn't matter.  Are we really worried that a kid's going to get an extra muffin?  How about getting breakfast for kids so they can do well on their tests?

JOHN HARRIS: Jim, listen, do you want to weigh in on this or do we want to go to questions?

JIM MCLAUGHLIN:  No.  Go ahead.  

JOHN HARRIS: Let's go to questions.  We've got about 15 minutes and we'll try to – if people are concise in their questions, we're going to get a whole bunch of them.

One, per minute is my goal.  So please tell me who you'd like your question directed to.  Try to avoid ones that go to the whole panel.

Yes, ma'am and then we'll – oh I'm sorry.  We'll go here because you've got the mic and then we'll go there and then we'll go here.

KATHY WEISS (ph):  So, in this – I'm Kathy Weiss.  I'm from Pennsylvania, the director of a relatively small foundation there, the Stonely foundation that has a mission of improving the life outcomes in the most vulnerable children.  We work on the national level but we focus on the relevancy to Philadelphia and Pennsylvania.  And we only fellows.  

In Pennsylvania right now, we are at a very basic discussion. We're not talking about medial programs or poverty elimination or alleviation.  We're talking about education.  We have a governor that decided not to fund the poorest, most desperate state controlled school system maybe in the country, certainly in the state.  We have an arch diocese that is eliminating schools right and left.  We have a Philadelphia school district which is not the school district the governor isn't funding and that's a basic, basic issue that I don't care how concerned people are in America about poverty.  

I'm thinking of doing an op-ed piece myself because I'm so concerned about it and so I asked my communications consultants to do a little search about what's been said about it.  There have been like four op-eds in the last six months.  There's been almost nothing said about this and so I just don't understand how this kind of discourse gets into the national level when even at the state level where there's more accountability, people aren't really talking about it and jumping up and down and protesting in Harrisburg.
JOHN HARRIS:  What do you make of that, Jim?

JIM MCLAUGLIN:  Are you guys doing good work at your foundation?

WEISS:  Yes.  We are.

MCLAUGHLIN:  What's some of the good work?

WEISS:  Well, the reason I know about this school district is because we have a fellow there who started a youth corps at school to go – provide children with examples of how the justice system for them, be a part of it and take responsibility for it as well as to keep school kids engaged in school and keep them out of the school to prison pipeline, where they are being, you know, suspended for wearing their pants too low and in fact, we're in the middle of a research evaluation of it but we are seeing that kids are staying connected creating goals and plans for their futures.
MCLAUGHLIN:  You need – you need to – the reason why I ask that?  You need to tell that story because you need to tell the story and you know what?  You need to try to get as much you know, folks like Maureen to cover it but you also need to tell the story to the politicians.

So when I tell you to do this – and I'm not a lobbyist, by the way, I hate lobbyists but that's another story, you know, they do nothing, they get paid a lot of money they're definitely a part of the 1 percent but that's another story – but literally, what you want to do is try to I.D. a couple of important legislative members.  If you're having trouble with the governor there – I actually think the governor's doing a pretty good job there but that's another story – but then can help the advocates for you at your level.

You've got to tell your story.  Because I work with the School Choice Foundation in New York and you know, we don't take any government money.  It's all private donations and they have a lot of you know, I guess part of the 1 percent that actually help fund it.  And these people will go to the mattresses for this group because they know they're literally helping families in their – the most basic element.

You send your kid to school.  He gets a – he or she gets a good education they can go on and be productive members of our society.  That's the American dream.  You need to help – try to tell that story, you know, in a macro sense and then you also have to try to deal with the local legislative leaders to help you, you know, do your work.

JOHN HARRIS:  Let's go over here.

CLARE FOURLAW (ph):  Hi.  My name is Clare Fourlaw. I have a question on behalf of everybody here who doesn't understand voter behavior. 

We talked about whether folks were motivated by altruism or self-interest and I observed that there are many people now – and I'm perplexed by this – who are not only planning to vote in opposition to what appears to be their own self-interest but are organizing around candidates who stand for policies that are not in their self-interest.

For example, I'm aware of folks who have no health insurance and have pre-existing conditions who are very adamant about the fact that repealing Obama Care is the most important thing – policy thing that our next president should do.  I’m also aware of folks who would – are buying into this argument about there should be no more unemployment benefits except for those who are enrolled in job training all the while arguing for reduction in job training funds

JOHN HARRIS:  Anybody you want particularly to take a crack at this?

FOURLAW (ph):  I'm looking at Jim because he identified himself as a republican and shows some sympathy with the Tea Party.  I may be wrong but I think that this – that the dichotomy is greatest within those social conservatives who stand to benefit from some of the policies related to poverty and opportunity that we have been talking about.

So – and I also just quickly observed that given a choice between values and facts, people will choose values even when the facts demonstrate that their position may not lead to the outcome.

So, how can we really engage people who are poor, people whose opportunities are constrained in a – the kind of dialogue that will lead to creative solutions to these difficult problems.

MCLAUGHLIN:  By the way, you're 100 percent correct about people basing decisions on emotion.  Many times, you know, over – many times over facts.  And again, just – we're in a – we're in a time whether we like it or not – and it doesn't matter whether you're republican or democrat, folks do not want to see us just throwing money at problems. It’s just - that's not where they're going. 

Democrats understand that.  Republicans understand that right now.  And again, this goes back to the point that Kathy (ph) was making was you've got to justify what you're doing.  Now, one of the things – you talked about Obama Care and the same republicans are– you know, you say republicans want to repeal Obama Care.  Well then we say well all these people you know, aren't being covered by health insurance right now.  

Well, that's Obama Care.  We were told that's what it was going to do.  it was going to basically cover everybody.  Costs were going to go down.  And that's not what's happening right now.  

To get back to your question about how to actually find solutions for this; you can't just say OK you know what?  We've got this great food stamp program here and blah, blah, blah you've got to tell people how it's working, how it's making people's lives better.

You know, I do a little bit of work for that little consumer products company called Proctor and Gamble and they would say what's your personal benefit out of getting this?  Well, school lunch program.  The reason Bob Dole got hurt because he was getting hit for cutting school lunch program.  People intuitively understood it.  You know what?  If you’re a child and you're hungry you can't learn.  If you can't learn you can't be public – a productive member of society.

That's why a basic message that I've always tried to get through for the anti-hunger fight that I've had over the years is that they look at hunger programs as literally the most basic – and again poverty is not a great word – but anti-poverty program there is.  why?  Because if you are hungry – if you are hungry, you can't take care of your family.  If you are hungry, you can't go out and get a job.  If you are hungry, if you are a child you can't learn.  So you have to tell what are the benefits that you – they're going to get out of it.

John Harris:  ((Inaudible)) want to ask a quick question ((Inaudible)) back to the audience.

A lot of this discussion has been through the prism that democrats need to be careful that they don't sound like typical redistributionist liberals when they discuss this issue.  I've read of places where republicans better be defensive and say wait a minute, you better not sound like a typical, devil take the hindmost conservative as you discuss this issue because the pendulum has shifted and people want something other than what they consider classic conservative rhetoric.

NEERA TANDEN: Great question.

DAVID WINSTON:  You know, you – just like different – you know, what people want is they want to hear what it is that you're proposing to solve their problem, not why the other person is wrong.  And I think so much of our political discourse is based on – the reason you should vote for me is because that person's wrong.  That's – and that is one of the most – and I would suggest that cuts across ideological and party – and that's one of the most frustrating thing about the American political discourse.

So no, I think, for obvious reasons I think conservatism is alive and well and has great solutions if we would actually propose some.

JOHN HARRIS:  We got a couple – we got a cluster over here if we can get the mic and we really will try to go rapidly.

DON:  I'm Don Matthis partnership.  By the way, Scarborough would be really happy with your truth serum question that…

JOHN HARRIS:  I buy it in bulk.

DON:  My question is for Celinda Lake (ph).  The poll question asked about reducing poverty which I think is real good because I think the question was if people care about poverty there's all kinds of media stuff about the census stat, it says this and (ph) food stamp participation.  But the reducing success – suggests solutions.  

And my question is, it gets back to your framing in a new language – a lot of the media people and present company, Mister Herbert (ph) and Mister Page (ph) excluded from this indictment don't cover the solutions because it's seen as soft news. 

We want to hear about the it leads – it leads – people are suffering.  People are hungry.  They're living in the gutter.  There are cardboard boxes.  There are veterans that are homeless. But in terms of the solutions that somehow is seen by the media as being soft or feel good or not hard news.

What's the best way to take your new language, (Celinda), and turn that around so it's more appealing for coverage?

CELINDA LAKE (ph):  Yes.  It's a great – really good question and it builds on David's point earlier too.  I mean, what we found is that – and for news services it’s a little bit different, but for politicians people don't – also don't want – not only do they want to hear about why Jim's wrong but they also don't want to hear what the problem is. They could sit down with any three of their neighbors and hear about the problem.  They want to know what the solution is.  And this is a real warning for democrats because we tend to really go on and on and on and on and on and on about the problem because we feel so passionately about it.

I think that Jim made out a formula – of success story.  People want – I mean, you know, we don't need any more things that don't work – innovative solutions, things that are two-fors and three-fors.  I mean, you know, America's become the coupon society.  Well, you know, we're buying computers for our schools and buying green and buying groceries at the same time.

And women, in particular, who are our core constituency are looking for value added particularly in something that you know, is both expensive and what – in a time when we're short of money.  People like the personal faith.  I mean, I think that personal stories (INAUDIBLE) of progressive.

So, it's you know, lots of times when we talk about a personal story then real people just want to fix the person; they don't want to fix the system.  You have to be careful.  But there's no question to putting a face on this is very helpful.

And I think you know, and it's a great question for the next panel; the news – first of all there is very little news, our present company excluded – the pressure is on…

NEERA TANDEN:  That doesn't count.  

(CROSSTALK) 

JOHN HARRIS:  Yes, we do have a good …

CELINDA LAKE:  …but there really isn't a lot of analysis.  There's so much pressure to be dramatic.  There's so much pressure go out and grab that 6 percent of the audience and so I think that really, trying to find more forums, honestly and reinforcing more thoughtful coverage is something we've got to insist on.

And the public feels (INAUDIBLE) the public now a third of the public relies on their friends and families for the number one source of their information because they think there are no sources of information.  

JOHN HARRIS:  Let's see that – we can get a – I want to get one more here and then I want – do you want to go back to the (INAUDIBLE) or to the people in the back.  We may have to wrap up pretty quickly.

JANET DURACELL:  Thank you.  Janet Duracell (ph), the Opportunity Agenda.  I'd like to know if you have done any polling done on people's attitudes toward who they call the deserving poor and the undeserving poor and how do you put that in comparison to people's real opinions about race and how can we use that kind of conversation to advance the issue we're talking about?  Talking about candidates addressing growing poverty in this election?

NEERA TANDEN:  Who did you want that question to go to?

DURACELL:  I would like to have Mr. Winston answer it.
DAVID WINSTON:  The concept of the deserving poor and non-deserving poor, again, it's – I'm going to go back to – no, actually, again, you're creating this pitting people.  And you know, and I guess I go to the concept here of what people are looking for in terms of governing and solutions is not the sense of creating splits and creating these separations.  It's what are you going to do to solve the problem?

And I think one of the things that you see – and I go back to the education as an example – one of the things that you see is there are opportunities to, in fact, lay out those solutions.  Education is an interesting example.  As you see in long term unemployment, what you've seen is, in fact, the country begin to recognize that one of the reasons for that long term unemployment is we've got a group of workers who don't have the skill sets that they need.

And education did not provide that for them.  And so what I've seen is education rising as an issue.  Not on its own but its relationship to the economy and suddenly there's this significant interest.

In terms of the poor, again, what you're – what you're defining here is how did that occur?  What are the solutions around that?  Not creating separations between deserving and undeserving, it's how do you resolve that problem?

Education, at least at this point is a good – is a significant example of building that work set.

NEERA TANDEN:  Can I – can I just say one thing about this?  Which is, I think just to come to the defense of the questioner on issues of deserving versus undeserving.  I mean, when you see republican nominees or republican candidates for their nomination argue about taking on policies to ensure that black people who are poor don't still need to like get a job, et cetera.  I mean, I think we should recognize that there's – that happens.  It's talking to people in a certain way.  And if you think it's offensive, people should say it's offensive.

I mean, it's not like the – you know, this just happened last week not 50 years ago.  So, there – that whole conversation was about deserving and undeserving poor people and we should acknowledge that and recognize it and move on but not act like it's democrats making those arguments or some other group.

JOHN HARRIS:  We're going to make this our last question (INAUDIBLE) time.  I would like to go to the back somewhere if we've got mics back there.  And somebody – whoever gets the mic gets the question and I'm sorry to others ((Inaudible)).

STEVE CLAIRMONT (ph):  Hi.  My name is Steve Clarimont (ph) from the Every Child Matters Education Fund and my question is, I mean, we have this – polls show that we want a – that voters want a dialogue on poverty issues in this campaign. But what forum are we actually going to have that when so much of campaign communications from starting from now to election day is going to be overwhelmingly negative, overwhelmingly contrast and especially when you go down to the Congressional and State Legislative level, the stuff on TV, radio and mail is going to be overwhelmingly negative.

JOHN HARRIS:  Pretty good last question here.  Because it does encompass our charge which is how will growing poverty affect election 2012?

JIM MCLAUGHLIN:  I'll give you a great example of one of the all time (UNINTEL) probably remember this because I know I did.  But one of the all-time great, I thought, campaign events ever in a presidential campaign was when Ronald Regan went to the South Bronx back in 1980. 

What he basically said, look, the way folks were living there everything from crime to poverty, et cetera he said this is wrong and it shouldn't be like this in America.  And we got to – it was – it was a great event for him.  It was probably – it still to this…

JIM MCLAUGHLIN:  Yes.  And by the way you know what?  No.  That's a great point.  He was booed.  But you know what? He showed up.  I go nuts when I hear republicans especially say you know what? You know, those (ph) folks aren't our voters.  They're not going to vote for us. 

Yes, they're not going to vote for you if you don't show up.  You know?  If you're not going to their church, you're not going to their neighborhood; they're not going to vote for you.  And you know what?  I thought Bush was doing a good job in the beginning of 2000 but then he lost touch.

So, I think to answer your question what it is, is look, we've got to try, hopefully so use some common sense, they’ll try to take the page from that.  You know?  The Bush stuff early on I thought was good, the compassionate conservative I thought was good.  And he should have done more of it.  Unfortunately, he left it on the table and you can say the war and everything else he kind of got off message.

I thought Reagan was good.  Our friend Jack Kemp – I remember doing not too long ago, a few years ago for Bread For The World, I was doing a panel similar to this with him and Harold Ford and you know what?  We might have disagreed on some of the solutions but we agreed on a lot of the problems.

So, I think it's just the function you know, you know, folks in this room, all of us got to try and help us get the message out there.

CELINDA LAKE:  I want to add a couple of points to it.  First of all, I think this room ought to be realistic about what can get accomplished.  I think these are going to be record negative elections for a lot of good reasons and including the states that Neera (ph) said but the – I mean, go buy a satellite dish if you don't like it.  

But frankly it's beyond (INAUDIBLE) this room to change that, I think and it's not like the public's driving it.  The public won't like it either.  So, I think there are a couple of things.  One, the next poll (ph) that is done I think needs to look at can you be someone on poverty?  Because frankly, almost – voters think it's important to talk about everything but I don't hear too many candidates out there that think right now they're going to be beat on being bad on poverty.

Secondly, it goes to your original question.  When you're bad on poverty, what does that mean you're bad on?  We didn't beat Bob Dole because he was bad on poverty.  We beat Bob Dole because we convinced enough voters he didn't understand the importance of school lunches.

Well, what does being bad on poverty mean?  And how can it mobilize voters?  I tell you, you go into a lot of communities that right now have a real enthusiasm gap and say what was said last week in debates by republican candidates we're going to have a higher turnout.

And we need to have that conversation now and not have a rally the 28th of October in Cleveland.

JOHN HARRIS:  I'm getting very emphatic orders.  But we need to wrap it up.  I know we can keep going but I really appreciate the great conversation.  Thank you.

(CROSSTALK) 

UNIDENTIFIED PARTICIPANT:  While we change our panelists…

While we are changing our panel I just wanted to mention to our folks who are (INAUDIBLE) that (INAUDIBLE) are us trying to move our new panel (INAUDIBLE). Thank you.

UNIDENTIFIED PARTICIPANT:  Well, welcome back.  Thank you so much for your enthusiasm for our first panel. I hope you have some energy left because we have the right folks for you to talk to right here.

I want to, just for the sake of our panelists make a very, very quick comment on some of the things that were discussed in the first panel.  And for the lady who asked about voters, I suggest a book for you about how voters vote.  The book is called The Myth of the Rational Voter.  And I don't recall the author but it talks about the very subject, the difference between what people say they think is important and then the – and how they actually vote on it.  

Thank you.

Also, I want to mention something that I think – two things that I'd like us to keep in mind.  One is I personally feel that leaders in this country over the last 30 years have not explained to the United States of America, Americans, what globalization is all about and where the United States sits in terms of our globalized world.  

We've talked a lot about what it is in many, many specific ways we have tremendous ways to communicate with each other et cetera.  And we talk – that's a positive.  We talk about the negative, jobs going overseas et cetera.  But what I've seen, especially in the Midwest because I have a lot of roots in the Midwest is a lot of people, ordinary Americans who've never been told by their politicians this is the future.

Never taken a hard enough line and who may not even be properly aware or properly educated about it.  So, they have not been able to function as leaders and I mean this not only in the political end of things but also in education, in economics and now I see a lot of American people being extraordinarily frustrated because they don't know what's going on and they think that, of course, somebody out there is responsible quote unquote when all of the time, I believe, we're all responsible.  But people who have taken on the responsibility of leadership whether they're in business, in media, in education, in politics, they have not done a good enough job in this country.

So, all of you are leaders in your own organization and perhaps in your own community so I encourage you as someone who's been observing this for a long time, to think about how you explain to people how we got here not just the big problem, what are we going to do about it?

How did we get here?  And where is the leadership coming from?  Another thing that I'd like to mention that I think I've seen over the last years, decades is how is this country – we make a commodity out of every problem and that poverty has become a commodity.  The poor have become a commodity and that we, especially in the media have to be very careful about how we deal with this commodity.

And we have to be more sensitive about it – that poor people are not just out there for us to look at, to measure, to take pictures of, to use it to make money off of but that they are intrinsically an American group. 

So I thank you for listening to my lecture but these are two things that I think we have forgotten about that we tend to forget that we are not alone.  We are not an isolationist country and we should not be and we have no choice in the matter these days and that we also tend to think that poor people are a group of –  are an organization or a group that we can make money off of and that we can exploit and that have been exploited.   And we have to look at this as the problems of the poor in terms of an exploited group.

OK.  End of lecture.

May I introduce or second panel?

We are joined by some of the most prominent journalists and opinion writers in the media today.  All four of our panelists have devoted a good deal of column space and air time to issues of economic opportunity and poverty in America.  And the question they're going to explore is how has the struggling economy affected media coverage of poverty and I would also like them to answer the question how has media coverage of poverty affected the struggling economy?

The panel will be moderated by Clarence Page (ph).  Clarence (ph) is a nationally syndicated columnist for the Chicago Tribune.  He's also a regular contributor of essays to the News Hour with Jim Lehrer and has been a regular on the McLaughlin Group, the Chris Matthews Show, Nightline and BET's lead story used panel program (ph).

Also with us is E.J. Dion Junior (ph).  He's a columnist with the Washington Post who writes on national policy and politics.  He's the author of four books including the best-selling Why Americans Hate Politics.  How negative. OK.

MAUREEN BUNYAN:  I love politics. 

MAUREEN BUNYAN:  And is a frequent commentator for National Public Radio, ABC's This Week and NBC's Meet The Press.  Before joining the Post, he spent 14 years at the New York Times.  He's also a professor at Georgetown University and a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution.  

Also with us is Pam Fessler (ph).  Pam (ph) is a correspondent for National Public Radio where she covers poverty and philanthropy.  She produces stories on homelessness, hunger and the impact of the recession and she was one of NPR's White House reporters during the Clinton and Bush administrations.

Michael Gerson (ph) is also a nationally syndicated columnists for the Washington Post.  Previously he was the head speech writer and senior policy advisor to President George W. Bush.  He's authored two books including Heroic Conservatism.   He is a fellow at Wheaton College in Illinois and serves on the board of directors for many organizations including Bread For The World.  

Bob Herbert (ph) is currently a distinguished fellow at DeeMos (ph) in New York after an 18-year career at the New York Times as an op-ed columnists writing about politics urban affairs and social trends.  Prior to being at the Times, he served as correspondent for the Today Show and NBC Nightly News.  He is the author of Promises Betrayed Waking Up From The American Dream.  He's currently at work on a new book, Wounded Colossus.

And what is the Colossus who is wounded?

BOB HERBERT:  Think of the United States of America and think of the middle class.

MAUREEN BUNYAN:  OK.  I wondered what that meant.  Now I know.

Toward the end of the hour, as we had before, Clarence (ph) will ask the audience for questions.  Great questions from – for the previous panel.  I hope you have some great ones for this panel.  Give 'em hell.

CLARENCE PAGE (ph):  Thank you.  Thank you very much.  

Where is my time card person?  OK.  They out there somewhere?  Oh, we're good.  So she will be over here. OK.  OK.  OK.  I just want to be sure because it's best to keep me on a short leash.

I am – yes I – I am not only a commentator but I play one on TV so I am – I've been – but Bob Herbert and I have been over here in the front leaning, champing at the bit.  Can't wait to get up there in talk position for about the last hour here.

But I will – I'm going to try to commit an unnatural act and suppress my own personality to try to generate a good conversation with the panel and then with you all.  But I just have to lead off in the interest of transition from the previous panel.  Bringing up the South Bronx and also solutionism (ph) brings to mind one of my favorite stories that I covered years ago of – right after Jimmy Carter visited the South Bronx and had a great photo op.  

Nothing happened to improve the housing there.  And then Ronald Regan came along, had a great photo op as you heard earlier, and again, nothing happened to improve the housing until community organizations got together with private foundations like some represented in this room and the city governments, state government, federal government and you had a good public/private partnership going and they got some housing regenerated.

This area, by the way, you may know it as Fort Apache in a memorable Paul Newman movie from way back when.  A moonscape of abandoned buildings, arson, and every pathology of the late '70s you can imagine.  And one woman, a great organizer there put together one housing development that looked just like Lebbatown (ph) in the South Bronx.

These low-rise, single-family homes impractical in so far as housing a lot of people but very practical in so far as making a dramatic statement about how people and the low income people and want housing, want to live the American dream like other people.

Well, this is manna from heaven for a TV reporter.  I – Ken Alet (ph) and I ran a panel like this in New York once and he said people thought about the pathologies of the under-class and Ken wrote a book on it.  But we, in the press have pathologies too.  I said right-oh, Ken (ph) and I've been gathering string ever since.

One of those pathologies is for those of us who are working in TV and I, as you mentioned, as you heard was essayist for the News Hour is we – if you haven't got pictures, you haven't got a story.  It's as simple as that.  Well here were pictures, great pictures, very dramatic.

I told Robin McNeal you guys ought to do a story on this and it's hard to explain this whole thing (INAUDIBLE) a lot of hemming and hawing. I'll find a site.  I'll do an essay on it.  And so I did.  And while we were editing it Robin happened to walk by the editing room and looked inside and what – was struck by these visuals of these little suburban houses in the middle of the South Bronx and said oh, that's interesting.  And I said yes, I told you about this.  And he said oh really, and he watched a little while and said man, you know, this would – this would have been a good news story.

Gee, who would have thought of that, Robin?  You know?  So anyway, I say that to segue from the last panel into my first question for this panel.  

And I'd like to go down the panel and ask each of you on the issue of poverty and you have various experiences here at (ph) people who have been street reporters before versus folks who are involved and actually doing some good for the world like Michael Gerson (ph) was referring to earlier.

But there – I'd like to know what (INAUDIBLE) what were your – are your biggest frustrations when it comes to covering poverty issues or commentating on them.  Or, for that matter, even watching how the rest of the media covers them.

And I can start with you E.J. (ph).

E.J. DIONNE (ph):  Well, my biggest frustration is that Bob Herbert (ph) doesn't write his column anymore and I just have to say that I miss you, Bob (ph) and that…

BOB HERBERT (ph):  Thank you.

DIONNE (ph):   I agree.  The – if Bob (ph) hadn't existed, God would have had to re-invent him. 

So…

HERBERT (ph):  ((Inaudible)) in 41 years I'm (INAUDIBLE).

(CROSSTALK) 

DIONNE:  But ((Inaudible)) you're still doing the work and I love everyone on this panel and I can't resist taking the other side of the rational motor argument.  The other book that I commend is a book called the Reasoning Voter by Sam Popkins (ph).

And I really believe passionately that you cannot be a small D democrat and believe an electorate is fundamentally irrational.  And I am a small D democrat and I do believe all of us are a mixture of reason and emotion and that's true of the people we agree with.  That's true of the people who vote the way we would like them to.

And so I think that we get ourselves off the hook when we blame people for having false consciousness or not understanding their interest we got ourselves off the hook.  It's not – and then I think the real challenge is we're not making good enough arguments.  We are not framing the issues in the way we think they should be framed.

But anyway, Sam (ph), that book has the best blurb I've ever seen on it.  James Carbel (ph) blurbed that book's name.  If you must read two books on politics this year, read The Reasoning Voter twice.  I like blurbs and I've never gotten one as good as that.  

The – I mean, the biggest frustration is that these issues don't get covered which is why I mentioned Bob (ph).  But Bob (ph) writes about him a lot.  Mike (ph) has written about them a lot.  

We never knew how much we missed compassionate conservatism until it disappeared and Pam (ph) covers them and of course, Clarence (ph) just told a great story about that and I think that is the biggest frustration but I am – I, for one am not big on the whole notion of the media's involvement in this because I think the media has, let's say a dialectical relationship with political reality and the media is responsive to the environment that it operates in. 

And so, I'll just – to give a quick answer so we can move on, I'll just close on something my friend David Winston (ph) said.  And he actually is my friend.  That's not one of those fake Washington you know, I hope my colleague in minimal high regard kind of thing. You know, Dave (ph) and I get together regularly to see which one of us is going off the rails more. 

But he said an interesting thing.  He talked about Occupy Wall Street and he said that splits the country.  Well guess what?  Every election, every controversy splits the country.  We can be split 51-49.  We can be split 70-30 and Occupy Wall Street had a pretty good idea which is 99 to 1 is a pretty good split.

And I think what's intriguing and we can talk more about Occupy if people want to.  But one of the intriguing things they have done is to identify the interests of the middle class with the interest of the poor and near poor.  Because, I think in politics there are two obvious coalitions.  One is when the middle allies with folks below them and one is when the middle allies with the folks above them. And that's just a natural – that's not sort of saying we should be terribly divided.  It's just the way things go.

And the middle, of course, doesn't go uniformly one way or the other.  Politicians have a habit always of talking about the middle class at election time because that's where votes are.  I don't particularly blame them for that but in being obsessed with the middle class they often leave out the poor.

And I think what's intriguing about the frame that Occupy Wall Street created for the country is that it made us ask a broader questions about well, is the – are the problems of middle class linked with the problems that poorer people face?  For example, adding roughly two billion people to the global labor market can have a depressing effect on the wages of everybody in the rich countries.

I think the basic problem with globalization is that it can actually lift up living standards outside our country but it's a real challenge to the most – the poorest people in the richest countries.  And we haven't dealt with that.

And they've also raised the question that I think we need to talk about which is the powerful preference or the powerful set of incentives in our economic system that favor finance over labor.  Just look at the tax code and the Post had a good editorial on this today. I mean, when you tax dividends and capital gains at 15 percent and have a maximum rate on labor of 35 percent plus the Social Security tax; what you're really saying is we seem to prefer that people make their money from finance rather than labor.

That has a real impact not only on poor people but also on middle class people.  So, whatever comes out of Occupy Wall Street I think they've done a very useful thing in changing the frame a little bit in the way it – in the way we address issues that connect the middle class and the poor. 

PAGE (ph):  That's great.  Pam (ph), let me ask you the same question.  What frustrates you the most in so far as covering poverty and/or watching it covered?

PAM FESSLER (ph):  Well, I think there are two things.  When I first started as NPR's poverty reporter – it's about two years ago and I had been the homeland security reporter before that and the first thing that struck me was when I was covering homeland security, no matter what I did, it got on the air immediately because it was news.  It was breaking news.  Everybody cared about security.

And I started covering poverty issues and as much as NPR is committed – I mean, certainly they are because they have a poverty reporter.  You know, they say well, we have other news.  This news needs to get on today.  We'll hold the story for another you know, day or so because poverty was not news.  Poverty was not breaking news.

Whatever you say about Occupy or whatever you think about Occupy Wall Street or people like Newt Gingrich talking about the fact that poor children have no role models when it comes to work they have, in fact, made this news.

So, the thing that I have noticed is at the beginning of this campaign I was thinking oh, nobody's talking about poverty.  It's still so hard to get poverty covered.  Now, everybody's talking about it.  So that has been a huge change.

The disappointment is that we are still talking about it within the context of the political debate.  And in the political debate you have it – it's very black and white.  You have people like Santorum – Rick Santorum talking about the narcotics of government dependency.  Newt Gingrich talking about making you know, a – giving jobs to poor children as janitors in schools which, of course, has gotten very negative reactions but they are raising very serious issues. And there are very serious things that need to be debated.

What do you do with four children who maybe don't have a role model for working or don't have an opportunity to get a job?  So that there are serious issues but within the context of the campaign.  Unfortunately, I think the coverage tends to be this back and forth so it's constantly a challenge to figure out how do we cover these issues as issues?

One of the, I think we were talking in the last panel they were talking a lot about the need to illustrate some of the issues with individuals and individual stories.  And fortunately, working for NPR, that's the one thing that we really kind of thrive upon is to get people to tell their stories and to make it a very real issue and then use that as kind of a jumping off point for discussing the underlying issue.

I guess my biggest frustration is that it's very difficult in the current media climate for many news organizations to be able to devote this time and attention in this way, in a very serious way (INAUDIBLE) maybe when we get to the general campaign – the election campaign there might be a little bit more in depth on covering poverty.

PAGE (ph):  Well, Michael (ph), you don't have any frustrations about covering poverty, do you?

GERSON (ph):  Well, it's really a measure of the kind of minority that I'm in in my ideological grouping that I – that I'm defending conservative view taking global warming seriously in the Post today which is an even smaller minority than this – than this.  But I – you know, I think I agree.  I think there's paradox at this moment when it comes to these issues.  We have now, engaged in a large national debate about the nature of justice, the reality of inequality, the role of government.  Big arguments that relate to all of these issues.

My frustration is how ideologically abstract that argument is and thus unproductive in many cases.  And so you have a case where I'm not – you know, on the GOP side, you have an argument about whether distributed justice is a proper role of government at all which is a very abstract ideological argument.  You have a few people like Santorum that at least have tried to focus in on some specifics about income mobility and the problems of the blue collar worker and other things.

But as that debate becomes a big debate, you know, about the nature of government, it contributes less when it comes to policy, it seems to me.  And then you have – I'm not as positive about the debate on the left as E.J. (ph) seems to be.  I think many ways, the type of debate that we have about extremes of inequality at the very top and tax policy as it relates to the rich is largely disconnected from the concerns of the poor and their daily struggles.

I'm not sure Occupy Wall Street has contributed to those arguments having lacked almost any real political agenda – discernible political agenda.  And I think that democrats have had consistent series of problems on these issues in a way that E.J. identified which is every political advisor, free democratic political advisor will tell democrats to talk about the middle class and not about the poor.

You know, the basic philosophy is suburbanites of the world unite.  You have nothing to lose but your college loans.  (INAUDIBLE) kind of a you know, basic argument that's often made in these – in these cases.

And I think this is often at the expense of you know, of a – of a serious debate on this – you know, the specifics of these issues.  I think that the President has a little bit of a challenge.  I know that he doesn't regard it as his fault and much of it isn't but it's hard to raise issues that have gotten worse in your four years as president.  OK, any president, that's true and this is a case where many of these indicators have gotten significantly worse in the last four years.

So, I think that all adds up to a you know, not very productive interaction.  But I would agree that I think the main purpose served by the media in this is not to make – to be more politicized and make political and policy arguments which by the way, I think undermines his authority in many ways with the public when it makes those type of arguments.

It's really the most useful purpose of the media – of professionals in the media, not commentators like most of us here – is to have a phenomenology of the poor.  It's to reveal what their actual struggles are.  And you know, whether it's foreclosures or whether it's people coming back from prison that face impossibly hostile environment or whether it's you know, people dealing with family structure problems or other things.  That's what really, I think, the specificity is what challenges that kind of vagueness of that ideological debate.

PAGE (ph):  Well, Bob (ph), do you have any obstacles that you can recall running into in your vast journalism career?

HERBERT:  Oh yes.  But before I get to the obstacles I'm getting a little frightened here because I'm getting closer to the conservative on the panel and I don't know Gerson's (ph) all that conservative but we'll talk about that.  I'm disoriented.

We don't have coverage of poverty in this country.  If there is a story about poor people in the New York Times or in the Washington Post, that's the exception that proves the rule.  We do not cover poverty.  We do not cover the poor.

I have applauded Occupy Wall Street for raising the consciousness on issues like inequality and I believe that they have tapped into some of the great distress that is out there across America.  But covering Occupy Wall Street is not covering poverty in this country. 

And covering Newt Gingrich's disgusting comments about turning you know, black kids into janitors in the schools is not coverage of poverty in this country, it's coverage of whatever kind of pathologies Newt Gingrich has going on.

What I would like to see, but there is no chance we're going to see it is just what we just heard.  Cover poor people.  Cover their struggles.  Let's see those schools where the lights flicker out during the day because of the lousy electrical wiring in the schools.

Let's see those youngsters – we heard in the prior panel about youngsters who go to school and who haven't been fed and who are hungry and therefore can't do their best work.  Well, let's see those kids on camera.  Talk to those kids.  Talk to their families and find out what those struggles are.

I remember back in the early 2000s long before the great recession, talking to young people on the south side of Chicago who had dropped out of school and who didn't have jobs and I would say well, what do you do from day to day?  And they just simply say, "I hustle."  What – you know, hustling might mean anything but what I remember from talking to those kids and what has really stayed with me was sort of like the lack of affect in their face and in their conversation.  

And they didn't have dreams.  I remember growing up.  I grew up in the suburbs in Mont Clare, New Jersey.  I was going to set the world on fire and but so were all my buddies, all my friends were going to set the world on fire. 

These kids, they didn't – they didn't talk about having a family, having children, getting that dream job, flying to the moon, you know, whatever.  And I thought that was terrifically sad.  If you want to talk about frustrations, I've been lucky because as a columnist, you choose the things that you get to cover.

And even when I was at NBC, because I had been a column (ph) I was – I did point of view stories.  And so if I wanted to go to L.A. and do something in south central Los Angeles, I mean, we – they just put together a crew and we'd go out there and do it.  But there were other reporters at NBC and at the other networks at the same time who wanted to talk about these issues. 

And it was really interesting to hear the conversations.  Producers would say things like well, you know, you don't want to – you don't want to cover the same folks all the time.  It doesn't have to be New York.  It doesn't have to be Chicago.  Well, the sub text of that was you know, get out there in suburban America.  Let's get some of these middle class folks on camera.  If we want to talk about the economy, you know.  

Essentially what they were saying is we don't want too many black people on television.  We don't want too many poor people on television.  But they would never – they would never say that. 

The politicians and the press, for the most part, not across the board but for the most part will not cover poverty in this country.  If you hold your breath waiting for that to happen, you're going to die.

(CROSSTALK) 

EJ DIONNE:  First of all, you've got to love Gerson (ph). Have you ever heard somebody on a media panel refer to the phenomenology of the poor?  I believe this reflects his interest in Pope John Paul II, (INAUDIBLE) and one of the reasons why I was getting frightened, just a couple quick points.  We probably ought to be honest with ourselves and say poor people have very rarely been covered adequately in our country.  And I'm thinking of a couple of occasions where they were – this year is the 50th anniversary of Mike Harrington's (ph) great book The Other America. 

And my hope is a lot of people might use that anniversary to – in both the media and in other spheres to talk about how was it that somebody managed to make the poor visible with a book that got reviewed by Dwight McDonald (ph) and the New Yorker? 

(CROSSTALK)  

EJ DIONNE:  I know (INAUDIBLE)
BOB HERBERT:  …it is going to do that and they're going to have a special issue completely devoted to poverty and my hope is that the American Prospect Magazine, which is affiliated with Deemos (ph) will continue that.  And Deemos (ph) is going to have a conference on poverty in association with that issue.

EJ DIONNE:  Right.  And I think that's a great thing they're doing and I'm hoping it kicks off a lot of discussion because somehow, Mike (ph) managed to capture the imagination of the country.  I'm sorry?

BOB HERBERT:  I'm skeptical that a lot of other outlets will do it – will book…

(CROSSTALK) 

DIONNE:  …people in this room might help.

HERBERT:  We can help.  Yes. OK.

DIONNE:  Yes. I know. I agree with that.

Secondly we did a story on The Great Depression.  And that was because..

HERBERT:  Everybody (inaudible).

DIONNE:  …and a lot – yes, but – and I think that's where my interest in sort of what– how Occupy has changed the discussion.  Because we have just gone through an economic downturn where lots of people who had been middle class experienced at least aspects of – and in some cases just fell right into poverty.  But in other cases, experienced some of the same things that poor people did.  And so that's, at least, a possibility.

One other quick thing I want to just to mix things up.

PAGE:  Somehow I've lost control of my panel.  But this always happens whenever you've got a panel full of journalists, I want you to know that.

DIONNE:  I'll hold my point.  I'll just…

PAGE:  That's OK.  E.J.'s points are always good.  (INAUDIBLE)
DIONNE:  The other thing that I …

(CROSSTALK) 

PAGE:  Oh really, OK.  

DIONNE:  …is one of my hobbies is to try to figure out what ideas do people I disagree with have that might turn into ideas that I could agree with.  And I agree with what Bob (ph) said about Newt and janitors.

But he has been saying a very interesting thing.  He's been saying what we ought to leave unemployment compensation to job training.  Well, all right. Why do – don't we use that kind of idea to say we do a really lousy job in our country of linking job training to opportunities and linking people who need a leg up.

And regardless of what Newt's motivation is in putting this idea out here, how about training insurance? What can we do with community colleges?  We could open up a whole thing.  Similarly, Rick Santorum has talked a lot about the family.  And I think that family and poverty is something we do need to talk about, not as a way of bashing gays – I always like to say that we straight people have done a fine job of wrecking the family on our own…

(CROSSTALK)
DIONNE:  ..and we don't need to blame gay people for this. And – but rather how can you know, my – conservatives tend to talk about how the breakup of the family contributes to poverty and there's a point there but they also – we need to flip that around and say how does a lack of economic opportunity contribute to the breakup of the family or due to a lack of family formation?

Let's have a real national discussion on this.

(CROSSTALK)
PAM FESSLER (ph):  (INAUDIBLE) The one thing I just want to say about media coverage though, and poverty. I mean, one thing, just the reality of the business of being a journalist and being you know, every day having to meet deadlines and having to fill up say, at NPR, having to fill up two hours of air time is that it's actually much more difficult to cover a poverty – poverty well and to do a good story.  It takes a lot of time.  It takes a lot of effort.  

I put – I spent hours and hours and hours trying to find, you know, going to the right people, spending hours with people talking to them, trying to get into their lives and then turning it into a story that does, in fact, take some of these issues and address the concerns of not only how poor people live but what are some of the answers.

I just came back from doing a story that's hopefully going to air tomorrow night unless it gets bumped by news…

DIONNE:  Don't worry about the suburban middle class.

FESSLER (ph) :  No, no, ((Inaudible)) and talking to people about this whole issue of opportunity society versus entitlement society and the use of government aid.  And it's amazing how many people there – I mean, they're not all that different in some ways and have a lot of common interests with some of the things that are behind what people like Newt Gingrich and Santorum are saying.  

They think we need help now but we want jobs. We need somebody to help us get from here to there and that's what the debate is about.  Is, how do you – the job training or what – or how do you get from here to there?

So, my point is it's a lot easier for most media organizations to cover that debate between, you know, Newt Gingrich or some democrats.  You just don't have incentive to actually go out and spend a lot of time talking to people.  And that's why you don't – one reason you don't see…

(CROSSTALK) 

HERBERT:  ..a lot easier – it would be a lot easier if you just cover poor people in the norm – in the ordinary course of events.  So, for example, if someone – we've got a housing foreclosure crisis, as everybody knows in this country.

But if you see housing foreclosure stories on NBC, ABC or CBS or CNN, you're going to see middle class families being thrown out of their home.  Is it – is there something wrong with seeing a poor family who has lost – who has lost their home.  When, you know, they go out of their way even when stories apply almost exclusively to the poor to find a middle class person to represent that story.

So there, you know, there's these titillating stories on television every now and then about teenage prostitution, you know?  And abuse of young kids and that sort of thing.  and what do you see?   What you'll see is the middle class kid in the suburbs where they'll promo it and they'll say wait until you see who has turned to prostitution now. So, or a college girl…

(CROSSTALK)
PAGE:  Isn't that the story?  I mean like dog bites man versus man bites dog?

HERBERT:  No, no, no, no.  I don't buy that.  I buy that the exploitation of women and prostitution especially and most especially prostitution among young women and girls is a heck of a story that ought to be covered in this country.  And you ought to go to the people who are involved and cover it.

And it will be very powerful…

PAGE:  But the last component that I'm raising the question about.

HERBERT:  …if you just – if you just…

PAGE:  I've had complaints about why do you always cover poverty as if only poor people are prostitutes or that all poor people are prostitutes?

HERBERT:  No, the way we do it is we do it with – that's different than just covering people who are arrested.  We do it as though this is not a problem in the poor community because we don't even look at the poor community.  

PAGE: Michael Gerson, One bit of unfinished business from the previous panel that I've been dying to ask somebody, and you're great guy to ask because I think you, like me, would say Jack Kemp was one of your favorite politicians.  

GERSON:  I worked for Jack Kemp.  

PAGE:  Indeed, and I covered Jack Kemp and I liked him a lot.  We argued very intelligently whenever the occasion came up.  My question is, why don't we have Republicans like Jack Kemp anymore?  And I say that not because we don't, but because I don't see them on the debate stage running for President.

GERSON:  I think that's pretty clear.  I do think Santorum, as other people have mentioned, has at least tried to raise kind of Catholic, more Catholic approaches to the idea of a common good, the existence of a common good in this race.  But there aren't really any kinds of empowerment Republicans in this race.  One of the things that I found most encouraging from the polling, you know, that we're talking about, is 88% of Americans of every ideological background believe in opportunity for children.  

It's a common ground commitment.  It’s a commitment that the center right and center left can share.  It's exactly what people like Jack Kemp tapped into, which is, I think a very important ideological element to this debate.  I think that inequality can eventually to be very damaging to a society, but inequality per se, by itself, is not inconsistent with the American ideal, OK.

HERBERT:  Extreme inequality is.  

GERSON:  Well, I agree with that.  But I think the thing that's inconsistent with the American ideal is a lack of mobility, OK.  When you have a situation where there is inequality in which those at the bottom can't rise, that's a caste system.  That's completely inconsistent with the American ideal.

HERBERT:  We've had a caste system the entire history of the United States.

GERSON:  No, our mobility among the bottom 20% has declined over time.  It's gotten worse, OK, and it's stickier there.  If you look at the middle class today…

PAGE:  For all that mobility you mean your ability to rise from the bottom to the higher top, right.  We are now behind European countries.

GERSON:  Right, exactly, behind, you know, France, Germany, Scandinavian countries.  That's largely because of the bottom 20%.  If you look at American middle class, which has all these problems of technology and globalization and other things, mobility is still alive and well in the American middle class.  Equal numbers of people rise, so then an equal number of people fall in America. But towards the bottom of that scale you have sticky mobility, increasingly difficult to rise in America, which is a genuine threat to the American ideal.  Now that doesn't explain every problem, but it’s certainly a common ground commitment that I think the center left and the center right could share.  

What are these - the methods by which people gain economic and social mobility in our society?  How do we build them, you know, whether it's quality teachers, whether it's family structure, whether it's early childhood education.  These are like focusing on, you know, the real things that allow people to progress in a society towards a social goal that's actually shared by left and right in America.  I think a debate just on inequality is actually a very divisive national debate because it has to do with your view of capitalism and your view of markets, OK.  But the debate on opportunity and mobility is in fact a unifying national debate.  

I wish Republicans that was Kemp's main theme in life. This is what he talked about every single event everywhere he went.  It's about how people can rise in American society, and that to me I think is a very strong political theme that I don't see very much in the country today.

PAGE:  …moment, EJ who believes that Americans are -  fire, politics, or no not fire, excuse me, we're angry at our politicians these days really, eviscerated by this system.  Why do you think we don't have more Jack Kemps or will we see another one?

DIONNE:  Well look what's happened to people like Mike (ph) in the Republican Party.  I mean, I have a book coming out in June…

GERSON:  It's not that bad…
(CROSSTALK)
DIONNE:  …called “Our Divided Political Heart” and it's about how, I believe from the beginning American character is defined by both our love of individualism and our quest for an affection for community.  And I think our friends, the communitarian conservatives, have really taken it on the chin in the last five years.  The conservatives have almost abandoned this commitment, which was at the heart of conservatism. And it's become very hard, with conservatives becoming a species of radical individualists to make the kinds of cases that compassionate conservatives, the Jack Kemp conservatives, make.  

And just to pick up on Mike's (ph) point, and then maybe Bob (ph) may want to agree and argue with what I have to say.  I agree with Mike (ph) entirely that this issue of social mobility is hugely important. And it's been only in about the last three or four months, I think, that we've really started facing the fact that these European societies. who happen to be social democratic societies, who happen to be getting attacked by certain presidential candidates as entitlement societies, well guess what, they are fulfilling the capitalism, the promise of democratic capitalism with a more egalitarian society by allowing - making it easier for people to rise from the bottom.

And so I think it is a very constructive debate to have, but I think in the end you can't completely separate the debate over mobility from a debate over how much inequality is consistent with adequate levels of upward mobility.  We had more upward mobility when we were more equal ourselves.  Now you can - but I agree it's a discrete problem.  Equality of opportunity and the fact that too many people at the bottom are getting stuck there, is potentially a way to at least get us arguing about the same thing, which would be useful.

PAGE:  OK, Bob (ph) and then Pam (ph), too much testosterone on this panel, that's what it is.  But go ahead, please.

HERBERT(ph):  We've had a caste system all along.  It's described - it gets disguised because it's really - we talk about race and race and class is entwined.  But when Pugh (ph) tells us that whites have 20 times the wealth that African Americans have, that tells me that inequality is off the charts and it is a real problem.  And we have not had the kind of mobility from the bottom up that the American dream has tried to portray.  Now I'm a living, breathing embodiment of the American dream.  But is has not been as widespread as a lot of us would like to think. 

But I think the fundamental issue here, is that there are, the U.S. economy no longer creates enough jobs for all the people who need to work, and certainly not enough jobs at enough pay to maintain a middle class style of life.  And so until we address that issue head on, all this other stuff is just rhetoric and, you know, we have to be clear that this inequality didn’t just happen.  It was a result of policies.  So, for example, in those early post-war decades when you had productivity improvements, those productivity gains were shared by the capitalists and by the workers, by the bosses and by the employees.  That has gone by the boards.

And now when American workers have continued to be productive, but those productivity gains are now consumed almost entirely by the corporations and turned into profits for the shareholders.  There's a reason so many Americans are struggling economically right now.  There has been Class Warfare for the past three or four decades, at least, and guess which side has been winning.

PAGE:  Pam Cressler (ph), could you explain to our audience, first of all, what we're talking about when we say why there aren't any Jack Kemp around these days, and would you agree that that's a - that's the case, and do we need that kind of a voice in politics?

PAM CRESSLER (ph):  Well, I think it's basically a symptom of what's going on in the political debate.  In Washington, I mean, you have this incredible division between the democrats and the republicans.  There seems to be no desire to reach any kind of common ground.  And I think that's what I was talking about initially that unfortunately trying to cover poverty within the context of a presidential debate is very difficult because you have everybody presenting things as black and white whereas, when you go out, you talk to people, you talk to poor people, this has got nothing to do with their lives.

When they listen to the Presidential debate it's just like a whole different universe.  They're busy working, trying to survive.  And as I say, so it's very difficult to try and present that story.  There are, I think, also no Jack Kemp because, or very few Jack Kemps or even Bob Doles anymore - now I've kind of lost my train of thought.

PAGE:  That's OK.  You're doing great.

PAM CRESSLER (ph):  But I do think - no, but I do think that people don't actually trust the Federal Government anymore to come up with these solutions.  And so, when they see what the problem is they're actually not really expecting that the presidential campaign is going to resolve their problems, at least when I talk to poor people.

PAGE:  And does the campaign then live down to those expectations?

PAM CRESSLER (ph):  Well, yes, when you listen to the debate going on.  You know, what solutions have we heard about?  We haven't really heard about solutions or specific solutions, I mean, how you get poor people from here to there.

DIONNE:  I think Pam (ph) put her finger on something really important which is we do seem to have, and you heard Tanden (ph) mention this in the earlier panel, we really have a very fundamental debate going on in the country and in the election.  And it's - we don't have - these parties aren't getting along because people are mean and nasty, they're getting along because there is a fundamental divide that I think is new, or really we haven't seen maybe since the gilded age.

In that you have - the conservative problem, as I see it, is that you have a lot of people on the conservative side who are rejecting, really, a long consensus we've had since the progressive era that sees a substantial role for government in correcting and mitigating some of the effects of the market economy and also actually maybe made the market economy work better.  And there's this, an anti-government side - an anti-government conviction on the conservative side that's stronger than it's been in the past.

For progressives the problem is this lack of faith in government itself to solve some of these problems and that, and I think, and I'm on the progressive side, that we have to figure out how to be more persuasive both about the successes we have had, and Senator Moynihan famously said there have been more successes than we like to know.

Food Stamps actually worked, a lot of other programs have actually worked, and we've just given up talking about that.  But there are problems with other programs and we have to be, again speaking as somebody on the progressive side, more persuasive about how things can be done and things can work.

But I think it's going to be a while - and I'd be curious, again, what Mike (ph) thinks about, how do we resolve this tension because I don't think you can have this kind of anti-government conservatism as forceful as it is and have any hope of a real dialog.

PAGE:  Michael (ph), you want to respond to that?

GERSON (ph):  Yes, just briefly.  Let me - let me step back one step and add, though, one conservative contribution, a completely unintended conservative contribution to this debate as well that I think people in this audience will need take quite seriously.

Is that we now have a public system that we've designed over the last several decades that is designed primarily to provide entitlements, OK, not to have innovation and creativity on discretionary spending when it comes to improving a lot of the poor, OK.  Those entitlement commitments are essentially the whole future deficit and debt problem in the United States over the next 40 years, OK.

They will get to a situation, and I think conservatives are right about this, where there is going to be pressure on every other form of government spending, OK, in order to fund a form of spending that is largely a transfer from the young to the old.  That's not a particularly progressive idea, OK.  Even though I think the roots of social security and Medicare are necessary and important, we now have come where we're not going to have money to do global health, we're not going to have money to do domestic spending.

And so on the Hill you see a lot of - a lot of people just living within impossible budget reality in this circumstance that adds to - adds to all these problems.  So I'd throw in that there are contributions to be made in a variety of these areas.  But on the basic problem, I do think that there's, I mean, I fight this battle all the time, you know, the Tea Party Movement and libertarian element of the Republican Party are ascendant in ideological circles in the Republican Party.  And they deny the - it's an outlandish claim, but they argue that distributive justice in any form is in fact a legitimate role of government, OK.

And that would never applied in American, OK, would result in throwing 13 million elderly people in poverty, we'd get rid of social security, we'd get rid of the federal highway system, get rid of the CDC, which of course Ron Paul has called for actually getting rid of the Center for Disease Control, OK.  So it's to some extent…

PAGE:  But he's not going to win, right?

GERSON (ph):  No, I hope not.  But to some extent it's an ideologically disconnected argument.  But you don't have conservative think tanks, for example, that are looking for innovative ways to solve, for example, the wealth gap, OK.

I mean, I completely agree it's a huge problem in America.  We've gone from 1984 where that wealth gap between whites and blacks was about 12 to 1, to a situation right now where it's 20 to 1.  And simple redistribution isn't going to solve that problem, OK.  It's going to have to do with wealth building and skills and social capital and opportunity, and a lot of other very complex social interactions that have a role for government, OK.

But I don't see much on the conservative side even raising these issues.  And I'm not sure just tax increases on the wealthy to fund entitlement commitments have any response to that at all.  I mean, that's where a lot of democrats are in this current debate, they're not talking about how you achieve Social Stability. I would bet that we get a State of the Union address in not very long that talks a lot about the middle class and just not talk about poverty.

PAGE:  I don't want to belabor this, but just to follow up on that.  We were having more of a conversation in the Reagan days, in the early '80s, with the - between Heritage, Cato, the think tanks, the various individuals like Jack Kemp and various others, it was a vigorous discussion on alternatives to the new deal model of …

GERSON (ph):   Right, ERTC came out of that discussion in many ways.

PAGE:  Yes, yes, that's right.

GERSON (ph):  It is as EJ said a tremendous success.  It was Regan era.  Bill Clinton dramatically expanded it.

PAGE:  Even today we're complaining about government spending when don't we still, I mean this country spends a smaller proportion of GDP than any other industrial country on these kinds of anti-poverty issues, these kinds of support issues?

GERSON (ph):  Well discretionary spending is a tiny fraction of the American budget.

PAGE: Right. 

GERSON (ph):  And it has taken disproportionate brunt of cuts going, you know, in the last few years and it's a weird political reality.  The only thing liberals and conservatives seem to agree on, OK, is to cut discretionary spending in our budget process because …

PAGE:  … it won't cut entitlements …

GERSON (ph):  Because it can't take a rest or …

PAGE:  … a rest or a third rail …

GERSON (ph):  Right, well they won't cut entitlements and won't increase taxes and so you're left with who?  You're left with spending on international pros action.

HERBERT:  And what's going to happen?  You're going to have inequality increase, which is destabilizing to the society.  You have these budget constraints now, so that you're going to have Democrats as well as Republicans talking about posterity.  

And if you're going to start cutting these programs, if you're going to start cutting the so called entitlement programs and you're not putting people to work, you're going to have the kind of disruptions out there that the United States does not want to see.  

Just one more quick point, given the employment crisis that we have in this country, we are now seeing among whites, many of the problems that we used to associate with the inner cities.  So if you go into the rust belt areas, if you go into the poorer suburban communities, if you go into rural areas, you're starting to see the exact same problems.  You're starting to see family break downs.  You're starting to see drug abuse.  You're starting to see guys who won't go to college and can't find work.  These are all enormous problems and they're growing.  They're not shrinking and I know …

DIONNE:  I can't resist because we are in the Kaiser building to point out so many of the problems might describe really go back to the cost of healthcare in our country and Lord knows I don't want to take us there because we could … 

PAGE:  Don't take us there now because it's time for questions.

DIONNE:  Think of how much trouble – we can't have a rational discussion on healthcare in this country.  And yet if so many of the entitlement problems, social security isn't a big problem. Medicare and Medicaid are big problems because our healthcare costs are so high, and if we could ever get a handle on that, we could make some progress on these other fronts, but every time we try, we tear ourselves to pieces.

FESSLER:  Do you think it's in some ways, some of the blame though does fall on the media, because in a sense we continue to cover the political debate with these extremes instead of, you know, instead talking about the issues more.  I mean we basically make the politicians, so that we give them free reign to talk about these issues in very stark black and white terms that don't really have all that much to do with the reality and the issues.  

And that maybe some ways the media has a responsibility to try and focus the debate a little bit more on substance.  I mean we were talking about are food stamps good or bad.  Well that's not really the issue.  No, everybody agrees that food stamps are not the long-term solution to what people who are on food stamps need right now, but nobody's talking about that.

PAGE:  Well, thank you, I'm going to sort of turn to our audience because we're running rapidly out of time here and I only got to ask two questions, but I know you're going to fill the gap here.  So let me see the hands here.  We have, let me see, I see a hand right over here I'm pointing to.  Yes, please stand up and take the microphone. Yes.

SISTER SIMONE CAMPBELL:  Thank you for such a stimulating conversation.  I'm Sister Simone Campbell from Network, a National Catholic Social Justice Lobby.  And I think probably what got my blood going most was this dichotomy between, quote, "entitlement" and government handouts and the role of business getting jobs.  And I wonder if you could address from either side or of any side.  The relationship of entitlement seems to me much more about business subsidies and that we have Social Security because business has not given pensions.  

We have food stamps because business has not paid adequate wages.  We have childcare supports because business has not supported or paid enough in salaries for families to be able to afford childcare.  And it seems to me that pointing fingers at, quote, these "programs", business pointing fingers at these programs is really disingenuous for the responsibility of business to pay responsible wages.  

And I wonder if you see a nexus and the potential for a conversation there?

CLARENCE PAGE(ph):  OK.  El? (ph)?

DIONNE  (ph):  I think it's a great question.  I love Sister Simone (ph).  I think that some of that is true, that a lot of these programs, in effect, can be low-wage subsidies, even the EITC, which is a program I absolutely love, and a very successful program, in some sense a subsidy for lower-wages.  

And you know we could talk about the declining unionization and a variety of other factors in squeezing wage gains.  You can also, again, talk about the cost of health care.  But I think that another way to look at this is that people have both the wages they get from work and what you might call the social wage.  

And I think that to some degree, if the economy is not going to deliver work paid at a particular price, inevitably, you put more onto the social wage, which is paid for collectively by taxpayers.  And I totally agree that if that's the way we go, it takes a little bit of never for a business to complain about that, because the social wage is making up for a decline in actual wages.  

But it creates a real problem because you are taxing in what we used to accomplish through relatively high wages, we are now turning the state to accomplish another ways.  And it's a political and a practical problem

PAGE:  Thank you.  I'll get another question in, with this lady right in the second row.  Pick the microphone first please, so folks in the back can hear you.  Go ahead.  

ALI WEBB, DEPUTY DIRECTOR, KELLOGG FOUNDATION:  Hi.  I'm Ali Webb.  I'm with the Kellogg Foundation and we're really pleased for the whole conversation this morning.  It's been fabulous.  And you'll hear a little bit later for my CEO.  

I'm wondering, panel, what you think about the issue that the challenges and solutions is a division between a charity model that the foundations like ours and others can solve the gap and the government solution that the – it's actually the government's responsibility.  And I'm here to tell you, as one of the 10th largest foundations in the country, we can't.  But the myth persists that the philanthropic or charity model will solve these problems.  

CLARENCE PAGE (ph):  Let's pick that.  OK.  

FESSLER:  Well, I don't – I mean, I think generally, a lot of people believe it's going to be both government and the nonprofits and just individuals who, maybe, are social entrepreneurs who come up with solutions.  

I mean, we were talking – they were talking in the first panel about the need to focus on things that work.  Well, you know, what are the things that work?  I mean, for the most part, what you're talking about are things that may have worked in one particular community here or one particular community here.  

I mean, nobody, quite frankly, has a solution yet.  If anybody has found a thing that works, you know, we wouldn't be here talking about this.  Nobody actually knows what the solution is.  So, it seems to me that most people anticipate that it's going to be a combination of things, maybe some things will work in some communities, but won't work in other communities.  

And, quite frankly, now with government cutting back, it seems like most of the innovation is going to be coming from the ground up.  

CLARENCE PAGE (ph):  We have time for one more question.  And I promised it already to EJ's former student right over here.  Yes, ma'am, please stand up and pick the microphone.  

ANNE THOMPSON, POLITICAL ANALYST, NATIONAL EMPLOYMENT LAW PROJECT:  Hi.  My name is Anne Thompson.  I work at the National Employment Law Project.  

And last week, when I was in New Hampshire, I asked Governor Romney what his position on the minimum wage is, and he gave a remarkable response that said, which he said he supported raising the minimum wage to keep up with the rising cost of living.  So, in other words, indexing it to inflation.  

So, on that note, I just wanted to ask that's a remarkable position for the GOP frontrunner to take, and I wanted to ask what you think is the significance of this that we now have the frontrunner in the Republican party saying he would support raising the minimum wage, what you think is the significance of that is.  

CLARENCE PAGE (ph):  So you'll take that one.  

HERBERT:  I think that is significant and I think that it moves towards another issue.  And that issue is whether we can turn these low-wage jobs that have now become such an enormous part of our economy into better jobs, because if you remember, there was a time – well, you won't remember.  

But there was a time when manufacturing jobs and going in to the minds, and all that sort of thing, these were terrible jobs, the steel mills.  They were low wage work, the working conditions were terrible, families were living in poverty with the union movement primarily, and the rights of workers to organize enforced by the government that raised those jobs to the point where people could move in to the middle class.  

There is no reason why many of the service jobs that are low-wage jobs now with few benefits can't be turned into better jobs, where you can lift the wages, you can get better – you can get benefits, and that sort of thing, and I think that's a big push.  But that would require sort of a new militancy on the outside.  I mean, politicians would have to be pushed to get that done, and the media would have to be pushed to cover that sort of thing.  

CLARENCE PAGE (ph):  Michael (ph), very quickly.  

MICHAEL GERSON (ph):  I would only add that I think that it's, to some extent, Mitt Romney's greatest virtue in this field, is that he has no ideological structure that one could give.  And so that's preferable to ideological structures that would prevent anything like this, even a belief in them in the minimum wage.  

PAGE:  They'll have the widest mandate if he gets elected.  

DIONNE:  I agree with everything Bob (ph) said about the need to lift up jobs, and I only hope that Governor Romney actually sticks with this particular position that he told Anne that he holds.  

CLARENCE (ph):  Thank you.  Thank you, panel.  Thank you, ladies and gentlemen.  You've been terrific.  I'm sorry we couldn't get to all the questions.  But if you block the doorways, you can grab some of our panelists before they leave.  I get your question.  Thank you once again.  Thank you, Maureen (ph).  

MAUREEN BUNYAN (ph):  Thanks so much, Clarence (ph), and thank you so much, panelists.  We want to ask you to please not to rush the stage to touch these people or do anything else stupid, because we have a video that we want to share with you.  

So, please stay seated.  Don't rush out – you may rush out.  

UNIDENTIFIED PARTICIPANT:  I've got to go to South Carolina.  My apologies.  

UNIDENTIFIED PARTICIPANT:  Thank you.  

UNIDENTIFIED PARTICIPANT:  And I have to go to New York.  

MAUREEN BUNYAN (ph):  All right.  You may leave.  You may leave.  

UNIDENTIFIED PARTICIPANT:  I wanted a better angle.  

MAUREEN BUNYAN (ph):  And I want to say thank you to our panelists.  And I also want to add a word.  If you want to see the media covering these issues, you have to advocate for them.  

I know many of you are advocates in your organizations and in your communities.  You've got to get people, regular or (INAUDIBLE) people, calling, writing, e-mailing, whatever, to the news media, because, believe me, in most cases, the news media does not set the agenda.  It usually follows the agenda.  But the public has to set the agenda.  

And as our panelists remark so often, the media follows the political agenda and does not really, really work at creating a new agenda.  So, I urged you all to help the media, create the conversation, not just follow the conversation.  

We have a video that we'd like to share with you from the president of the Kellogg Foundation, Sterling Speirn, who was not able to be with us in person, but because of the miracle of electronics, he can be with us electronically.  

JODIE LEVIN-EPSTEIN, DEPUTY DIRECTOR, CENTER FOR LAW AND SOCIAL POLICY:  Maureen Bunyan (ph), I hate to come between the audience and the president of any foundation not unless one who's helped support this particular event.  But I urge each of you to give it up for Maureen Bunyan (ph).  

We do have this video, which is really on point to today's event.  So, I urge each of you to just stay an extra moment.  But I also ask you to celebrate with me – and I'm Jodie Levin-Epstein at the Center for Law and Social Policy, which help manages this initiative Spotlight on poverty and opportunity.  

So, please join me in thanking the Freedman team and the Hatcher team.  Where are you, all staff, Hatcher and Freedman team?  Stand up, everybody.  Stand up, on your feet.  Someone from the Hatcher team needs to come forward and grab your gift, and someone from the Freedman team as well.  Anybody in the Freedman group?

There we go.  Thank you, everybody.  

MAUREEN Bunyan (ph):  Thank you so much, Jodie.  I also think that – certainly, I propose that we have this discussion today right to the heels of Martin Luther King Holiday.  And one of Dr. King's messages and themes was equality of opportunity.  

And my family was an immigrant family to this country and my father always said opportunity to the United States, opportunity, opportunity.  And I discovered a lot of Americans don't understand what that means and a lot of us, as we have spent more time in this country, forget what opportunity means.  

And I think that all of us could do a better job of explaining to each other and reaffirming what that word actually means.  I think we see it in the huge numbers of people who continue trying to come to this country, as they should, and that the world is really not a flat place.  We are still pretty high up on the scale, and that's because we offer opportunity.  

When opportunity does not exist, that's going to be the end of the American dream.  

OK, let's hear from the president of the Kellogg Foundation.  Thank you so much.  

END

