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WASHINGTON — Paul Ryan
traveled a perilous route to politi-
cal stardom. While other lawmak-
ers nervously whistled past
trillion-dollar deficits, fearing to
cut popular programs, he waded
in with a machete and a smile.

Ryan wants to slice away at
Medicare, food stamps and virtu-
ally every other government pro-
gram but the military.

Democrats, led by President
Barack Obama, have made him
their budget boogeyman. Even
many fellow Republicans were re-
luctant to follow him at first.

But Ryan has become a hero to
deficit hawks. Twice now, the Re-
publican-led House has embraced
his austere budget plans. And in
these tea party-infused, economi-
cally bleak days, Ryan’s fiscal
ideas have moved into the Repub-
lican Party’s mainstream, just in
time to be tested in the 2012 elec-
tions. 

As Mitt Romney’s vice presi-
dential pick, the GOP’s boisterous
budget outrider is now its loudest
voice on taxes and spending.

Romney calls his running mate
an intellectual leader of the party
with a “bold and exciting” budget
plan. But Romney also has been
careful to note, without elabora-
tion, that he doesn’t necessarily
agree with all of Ryan’s ideas. 

Indeed, some of the Wisconsin
congressman’s previous sugges-
tions — on the shelf since he as-
cended to the chairmanship of
the House Budget Committee in
2011 — were politically riskier.
They included privatizing
Medicare and part of Social Secu-
rity and ending taxes on interest
and investment income, meaning

some wealthy in-
vestors like Rom-
ney might owe
virtually no in-
come taxes. Ryan
has backed off
those proposals,
but he still stirs
controversy.

Some of his
current ideas: 

SHRINK THE DEFICIT 
For Ryan, it all starts with putting the

brakes on the nation’s out-of-control
debt. For years he’s been wielding col-
orful charts and graphs to sound the
alarm about annual deficits topping $1
trillion. 

In March, the House passed a fed-
eral budget outline based on Ryan’s
plans that would protect the Pentagon
but reduce spending on almost every-
thing else, including roads, farm pro-
grams, health care, research and
education. It aims to whittle the annual
deficit to about $287 billion in 2022. That
compares with a $704 billion deficit pro-
jected for Obama’s budget plan. (The
House bill is a non-starter in the Demo-
cratic-controlled Senate.)

A majority of House Republicans ac-
tually voted for even deeper cuts. And a
few Democrats joined in passing the
Ryan plan, which over the next decade
would spend $5.3 trillion less than
Obama wants while cutting taxes by $2
trillion more.

A numbers man, Ryan loathes budg-
etary uncertainty. So he wants to lock
down how much the government can
spend on entitlement programs such as
Medicaid and food stamps. Critics com-
plain that this would transfer the risks of
rising prices or greater need to individ-
ual Americans. 

Ryan says the most important thing
he can do to help people in need is to
rescue the nation from fiscal disaster. 

OVERHAUL INCOME TAXES 
As much as he wants to shrink the

deficit, Ryan wouldn’t do it by raising
taxes. 

He wants to lower tax rates by com-
pressing the current six brackets into
two: 10 percent and 25 percent. The
current top rate for the wealthiest is 35

percent. He also would reduce the cor-
porate tax rate to 25 percent from 35
percent. Ryan says he would make up
the lost tax revenue by eliminating un-
specified tax breaks and loopholes.

Ryan — like Romney and most con-
gressional Republicans — would extend
Bush-era tax cuts for everyone. Obama
wants to allow tax rates for earnings
over $200,000 per individual or
$250,000 per couple to go back up next
year, for a top rate of 39.6 percent.

Ryan also seeks to eliminate the al-
ternative minimum tax — a much-de-
spised levy that members of both parties
have expressed interest in ending.
Doing so is tough, however, because it
would cost the government hundreds of
billions of dollars over a decade.

In the past, Ryan championed big
tax changes that would mostly benefit
the wealthy: eliminating taxes on divi-
dends, interest and capital gains, as well
as ending the estate tax. He dropped
those ideas from more recent plans. 

REDO MEDICARE 
None of Ryan’s ideas has caused as

much outcry as his plans to remake
Medicare. Critics say he wants to undo
the fundamental nature of the govern-
ment-run insurance program — its
open-ended commitment to getting sen-
iors the benefits they need. Ryan says
he would give retirees more freedom
while saving Medicare from going broke. 

After his earlier plan to privatize
Medicare provoked a firestorm, Ryan
put forth a retooled version late last
year, which resembles Romney’s idea of
preserving a form of traditional Medicare
alongside an option to choose from pri-
vate insurance plans. Romney hasn’t

addressed the specifics of his new run-
ning mate’s proposal. 

Future retirees would get fixed gov-
ernment payments that could either go
toward buying private plans or joining a
government-run program modeled on
today’s Medicare. The insurers, includ-
ing the government program, would
make annual competitive bids that
would be assessed to set the amount of
the government payments. Older and
sicker people would get larger pay-
ments; wealthier retirees would get
smaller ones.

The growth of Medicare spending
would be capped to keep medical infla-
tion from overwhelming the national
budget. In contrast, Obama proposes
another way to limit Medicare costs —
by cutting payments to medical
providers if spending surges.

Ryan’s limit might not keep pace
with fast-rising health care costs. Over
time the government payments could
cover much less of a retiree’s medical
costs than Medicare does now. For ex-
ample, an analysis by the nonpartisan
Congressional Budget Office found that
Ryan’s plan would hold government
spending on a typical 66 year old to
$7,400 in 2030. That compares with
$9,600 estimated for the same retiree in
2030 under current law. 

Ryan says his plan would keep
costs down by creating competition
within the health care system and giving
retirees incentive to be smart medical
shoppers. He also would gradually in-
crease the eligibility age for Medicare
from 65 to 67.

People already 55 or above could
stay in the current system. 

The starting point for Ryan’s plan is

the Medicare cuts already to be phased
in under Obama’s health care law —
cuts that are a favorite target of Romney
and other Republicans who want to re-
peal “Obamacare.” Despite that criti-
cism, Ryan would keep those Medicare
restraints.

HAND OFF MEDICAID
The fate of the health program for

the poor is one of the most glaring differ-
ences between Ryan’s vision and
Obama’s. 

The president’s health care overhaul
would pour more U.S. money into the
joint state-federal program so it can
cover millions more low-income people.
Ryan wants to repeal that expansion,
curtail the program’s growth and hand
the whole package over to the states. 

Ryan says converting the program
into grants for the states would free
them to use the money as its needed
most and manage it more efficiently.

Medicaid has been growing faster
than the economy, at a rate of 5 percent
a year, putting a strain on state budgets
and dinging the U.S. government, too.
Ryan would cut its cost over the next
decade from more than $4 trillion down
to $3.4 trillion.

The Congressional Budget Office
says that would sharply reduce the size
of the program relative to the overall
economy and leave states the choice of
cutting benefits or spending more of
their own money.  

WHAT ABOUT SOCIAL SECURITY?
For several years Ryan pushed

plans to partially privatize the national
retirement program, an idea that flared

and dimmed during George W. Bush’s
presidency. He also talked about raising
the retirement age gradually to 70 and
reducing benefits for all but the poorest
future retirees, to deal with demographic
changes that threaten to overwhelm the
program. Although there is wide agree-
ment that changes of some sort must be
made to shore up the program’s fi-
nances, Ryan has dropped those light-
ning-rod specifics. 

Instead, his budget would require
that president and Congress find a way
to fix Social Security’s finances. 
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