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Senator Crapo:  Thank you to everyone who is participating with us tonight. This technology that allows us to literally hold a statewide town hall meeting with people wherever they may be in their homes, their cars, wherever they might have access to telephones for this kind of meeting is truly giving us an opportunity that we haven’t had in the past to get together and discuss the issues. Tonight, in my introductory remarks, no surprise, I’m going to talk about the stimulus package that Congress is dealing with here in Washington, D.C., and some of the efforts that are going on here to help protect our economy and hopefully get us back on track. As I believe everyone in America knows, our economy is facing very, very difficult times. This started with the collapse of the mortgage industry. It rapidly moved into a collapse of our credit industry and this was not just in the U.S.  It was global, and it started then to move into many other parts of our economy to the point virtually where everyone, no matter what their job, their investments or whatever their financial circumstance may be, are feeling the crunch. I read recently one economist indicated that globally about one-third of the wealth of the world has been impacted in this in terms of being lost. Now it can be built back but there’s going to be a very, very difficult time ahead of us in the world and in our country as we try to take the necessary steps to make the impact of this economic crisis as minimal as possible and to make the recovery as quick as possible.
In that context, in Washington D.C., we’re debating what the proper [fiscal] policy and what the proper Congressional response should be.  I have a very strong disagreement with the direction we are going at this time because the approach that has been proposed and which I expect will by the end of this week be adopted by Congress in the first step to try to essentially spend ourselves back into prosperity.  The legislation, the stimulus package which we have been working on several weeks, will pass the Senate and will ultimately pass both the House and Senate in a conference form; it will spend somewhere in excess of $830 billion to try to stimulate the economy.  I have two concerns with this:  first, as I indicated, I don’t think that throwing more spending at this problem is going to do anything to help us in the long term. It may cause a short-term improvement in some way if it were done well, but even the CBO [Congressional Budget Office] O, which is a bipartisan office, indicates that the probable impact of this bill over the next ten years will be to shrink our economy, not grow it.  It [CBO] says it [the legislation] will cause a reduction in our GDP [gross domestic product] by somewhere in the neighborhood of 0.1 to 0.3%.  We have to learn the lesson that we just can’t continue to spend ourselves out of every problem.  Now that having been said, it’s not correct that there’s just nothing to do or no bill would have worked well.  My second problem with this bill is that even if you recognize that some stimulative actions by Congress could be productive and could, in essence, save more in terms of the dampening of the economy save more than they cost. But this bill doesn’t do that. This bill quickly became a pork barrel bill, a Christmas tree bill which favored spending projects by those who were not able to get them passed in the ordinary course of business in Congress over the years were quickly worked into the bill. And although there were and are some good elements in this bill, which I’ll be glad to talk about if there are those that want to talk about it, for the most part and for the large part, the bill will simply result in another huge amount of debt piled on our children and grandchildren which they will have to pay, and will almost certainly cause U.S. to see higher interest rates, inflation and potentially the devaluation of our dollar in the years to come as we face this incredible mounting debt we are putting on our nation.  I could go on and I suspect we will spend [most] of our hour talking about it.  The bottom line is this legislation is almost certain to pass.  It’s being conferenced between the House and Senate right now as we speak, sometime tomorrow or the next day, I expect it will pass both the House and the Senate again in its final form and be sent to the President’s desk where he will then sign it.  There are also other steps that the President is calling for that I think may have a better impact on helping us in terms of dealing with the housing crisis and dealing with the credit crisis in our country. I’d love to talk about those further, but for now let me stop and, Susan, let’s go to the questions if there are some.

Q – Sharon, Coeur d’Alene: Yes, my name is Sharon Colbraxon and I’m from Coeur d’Alene.  One of the things that concerned me the most out of the stimulus package is that I understand that $3 billion is going to ACORN. Is that a true statement?

Senator Crapo: It’s not totally accurate, but what has happened, and I have to say the final bill is not before us yet.  It’s being conferenced right now, so I can’t tell you with certainty that this provision will stay in the bill, but I believe that it will. And the provision I believe you are referring to that I do believe will stay in the bill is approximately $3 billion was included for non-profit organizations or other organizations like ACORN.  [Those organizations] would be able to gain access to the $3 billion. So although the entire $3 billion will not be provided to ACORN, a significant amount of money, and I don’t know what percentage that ultimately will be, is likely to go to ACORN under this provision. So although ACORN is not singled out specifically as the recipient of these dollars, it is qualified to seek these dollars under the provision that was included along with a lot of other organizations. I’m sure ACORN will seek those dollars and will be successful.

Q – Tammy, Boise:  Hi, my husband has been unemployed for most of the year and while I appreciate you really voting against this stimulus package, I’m wondering if it doesn’t pass, what happens with unemployment, he’s got like 10 weeks left and, you know, it’s kind of dicey when that ends.

Senator Crapo:  That’s right. Well let me say, first of all, it is going to pass, and the bill itself does include significant amounts of money to help for unemployment benefits.  I think the amount I expect in the final bill that will come to Idaho is about $35 billion to help with additional unemployment benefits. Your question is what if it didn’t pass and what if those of us who don’t believe this is the right bill, what should be done.  I’ve consistently said there are things that can be done.  There are stimulative things that could pass the test of justifying some activity now.  I’ve continuously said that one of those is some increased unemployment compensation benefits because we are seeing higher unemployment compensation.  So the first part of this question is I do believe whether it is this bill or some other form of action by Congress will help fill those who are facing unemployment was appropriate and was one of the things that could be helpful in stimulating the economy.  But the point that I want to make is, really, and I think your question is, what’s the alternative if we don’t do this for people who are out of work or who are facing significant reductions in their compensation through job restrictions or reductions. 
I believe the best response is to not to necessarily believe that we can spend ourselves into prosperity, but to undertake the right kind of tax policy adjustments that will stimulate economic activity and will provide stability for those who still have jobs and opportunity for those who need new jobs. Now, admittedly, we are in a very difficult time in our economy, and that’s a tall order, but that’s all the more reason to start getting back to the right kinds of principles in fiscal and monetary policy that will help us to build back into a strong economy where more people can have stronger and better jobs.
Susan: for the next question, we’re going to go to Deborah in Sun Valley who I believe has a different opinion on stimulus than what we’ve heard so far. Deborah, go ahead.

Q – Deborah, Sun Valley: Yeah, thank you very much for answering these questions because I believe your position on the stimulus has been in place for the last eight years on tax credits and benefits to all of these executives that have taken advantage of these things. So why are you obstructing paying into the stimulus to create jobs, unlike how you have run the country for the last eight years.

Senator Crapo: Well, thank you for that question and you have expressed a position that is strongly felt by many people including President Obama.  I simply just have to say that I disagree with the argument that the tax policy that President Bush fought for was the cause of the economic crisis that we face right now. I know that he has been blamed for this and for many, many other things.  But I don’t believe that there are many economists in the world who would agree that the kind of stimulative tax policy that President Bush fought for were the cause of this collapse in the economy. In fact, Tim Geithner, who was President Obama’s pick for the new Secretary of the Treasury testifying today before our Budget Committee, indicated there are a number of reasons for this, not the least of which is the monetary policy which nations have followed for the last couple of decades that have created the kinds of credit bubbles that we have faced across the world that ultimately popped. It was not tax policy which caused this.  It was, in fact, monetary policy on a global basis. That having been said, one of the reasons why I continue to fight for the right kind of tax policy is I do strongly believe that the correct stimulus is not bigger government and more government spending but in fact smaller government and better tax policy where those kind of decisions that people make in their own individual businesses and own individual families and personal lives are the kinds of things that should drive our economy rather than government management. But I also want to say this: even for those who disagree with me and who say no, spending right now is what we need, and there are very prominent economists who do say that, even for those, I think that I would agree in a sense but not in the way that this bill was crafted. As I said before, there are parts of this bill that I think are very good. The entire $838 billion is not wasteful, although I think that the large majority of it is. And I think we could have done a better job, so there probably is a disagreement between us in terms of what the real cause of our circumstances today is, the bottom line is that even from my point of view, even if we accept the notion that there should have been huge slug of new federal spending to try to stimulate this economy back into shape, I think it could have been done far better than was done in this bill.

Q – Shane, St. Anthony:  Yeah, Mr. Crapo it’s good to talk with you.  I’ve got a kind of two-headed question here. Our Social Security ain’t gonna be bothered, is it, for everybody that needs it? And if we pay Social Security, why can’t we get something back for it?
Senator Crapo: That’s a very good question. Let me just answer it in two parts: first of all, Social Security. I don’t believe improved Social Security benefits were included in this stimulus package.  Part of my answer to you has to be with caution because we don’t know what the final bill is yet, and it’s an over 600-page bill so most of us don’t really know exactly today the detail of what is in the bill, although we do have the basics of the bill understood very well. There was at one point that one of the proper things that could have been done other than the kinds of things that were done in this bill would have been to have a three-month or six-month Social Security tax holiday, meaning everybody who is employed doesn’t pay their employment taxes for six months.  They save those dollars in their own pockets, put it in the economy and stimulate the economy that way. I never got into really evaluating that proposal very closely because it was not seriously on the table for very long, but that was the idea someone threw out. Bottom line is, your question was are we going to get our money back out of Social Security and the answer to that sort of depends on how old you are and what the circumstances will be at the point you retire. For people who are in retirement today or who are near retirement in the next five or ten years, the likelihood is that they will not only get everything they paid in back, but a very wholesome return on it. For those who are younger and the younger generation, if we don’t do something to change the curves and the economics of our social security system, they are not likely to get much of a return, although there will be a point at which they will probably be able to get at least what they paid into it back out of it, and then the further it goes, the rest gets higher and higher for younger and younger participants in the program. I ultimately believe that a reform of Social Security is badly needed. We’re debating that here in Washington as well. Some of believe that we should have more of an opportunity for Social Security participants to participate in the management of their own accounts and others strongly disagree with that, and I suppose we will have that debate, but probably not until we have some other major debates about our economy in terms of the mortgage markets, the credit markets and our health care reforms which are another big issue.

Susan: Now we’re keeping on the same thing, we’re going to go to Lloyd in Twin Falls. You have a question about the stimulus bill.

Q – Lloyd, Twin Falls:  I’m worried about the bailouts.  That really scares me for the time that Pelosi and Reid gets through with us I’m afraid we’re going to be so far under that there’s no hope for us.  They get themselves ion the situation and they should have been smart enough to protect their money. The little banks that I deal with, they seem to be very knowledgeable and make good judgments.
Senator Crapo: That’s right. Well the bottom line answer to your question is there’s not much if any of that kind of thing in this stimulus bill.  However, as I indicated at the beginning in my comments, the stimulus bill is just the first of at least two or three major actions that the administration is seeking, and the next one they are bringing to the table is a strong, I don’t know if you want to use the word bailout or protection, handling of the credit system which does involve exactly what you’re talking about. Remember the TARP asset relief program that was passed at the urging of President Bush, which I also opposed, and the $350 billion that was spent there in the ways that you were talking about.  President Obama has asked for the second half of that, another $350 billion, and Congress has approved allowing him having access to it and so at least that $350 billion will be spent in the next little while in the way that the President and the Secretary of the Treasury are now crafting.  They are working to try to find a way to do so that will provide the kind of liquidity and the kind of insurance that we have been able to handle the toxic assets in the economy without creating the kind of abusive bailout that I think you were talking about. Some people were very upset about the bonuses and the executive compensation packages and so forth – those will be banned for any participants in this toxic asset relief program, and they’re going to be trying to find ways to get the credit system jump started to move forward. As I said, I did not support the approach that President Bush sought to use with the first $350 billion, I have not yet seen or developed a confidence level that Secretary Geithner and President Obama for the second $350 billion is better either, so I am not in support of that yet, although I am evaluating it.  Part of the reason I am evaluating it is if we don’t get our credit systems going, we may see much more damage than that to Americans in their individual businesses and their individual lives. So it’s a very difficult time.  But one of the commitments that Secretary Geithner of the Treasury has made is that any new usage of these new bailout dollars will be very transparent.  What he means by that is we will have clear identification to whom the monies are going and for what the monies are being utilized.  It will be very, very carefully scrutinized to be sure that it is handled in ways that, as I said earlier, strengthen and improve the credit system. You made a point about your local community bank and others being much more prudent and they are.  Community banks in this country are in a much better posture than these larger financial institutions that supposedly got too large to fail.  Many of us believe that we’ve got to come back and hold those larger banks to those stronger standards.
Susan: Senator I’m looking over the questions obviously many of them are about stimulus and bailouts, some of them are repetitive and so I just wanted to let folks know who are listening that if we don’t get to your question but we answer one that is similar, we may not have enough time to get to all of the questions. This is a statewide call and so we have thousands of people on the line with us and we do have a number of people in the question queue. We’re going to try to get to as many of those as we can. If we are not able to get to your question at the end of your call, you can leave a voicemail message for Senator Crapo and we’ll make sure that he is able to listen to those as well. So for our next question we’re going to go to Teton for Vern. You have a question for Senator Crapo.
Q – Vern, Teton: Yes, I think we’re getting pushed around with these CEOs like you cannot believe. You know I read what they do and what they own and what not for {inaudible} Lehman Brothers-  $28 million worth of property in the Wood River Valley, and these boys go sightseeing and they steal the people of Idaho’s money and the rest of the states, you know, I think that’s just a little ridiculous. They should be sitting in jail all of them. That’s my opinion, you know, they’re a bunch of crooks really, you know, and I don’t know where we start to prosecute them.

Senator Crapo: Well I’ll tell you this; there are two levels from which to evaluate that. The sentiment that you expressed about these CEOs of these very large institutions and these literally unbelievable salaries and golden parachutes that they have when they leave their employment [is shared by] and has shocked Americans. You look at that on one hand and then you look at the fact that it is under the leadership of these CEOs that you have financial institutions that got leveraged so high that it collapsed or come near to collapse and has caused such economic havoc to everyone. Now, they are not the sole cause of this. As I said earlier, we’ve had monetary policy globally for several decades that has led in large part to this credit bubble, but they certainly took advantage of it, abused it and pushed it beyond what anybody reasonably could have and so the question comes on the next level recognizing that, are there criminal penalties for this or is there some kind of civil action or civil reaction that the public should have. There are in some cases there are potential criminal penalties. There are already investigations by the Department of Justice in a number of cases where criminal activity was evident or at least apparent, and it’s being investigated.  Where there was a violation of the law, there will be charges brought, I’m confident of that. On the other hand, many of the actions that these CEOs undertook were not illegal; they were just imprudent, and certainly harmful to our country and our economy.  In that context, many, if not most of them, have already been removed and any company who receives any federal support is being required to have none of these golden parachutes and have very, very reduced salary structures for the CEOs who will run the companies.  Frankly there will be a lot of transparency about that the Secretary of the Treasury has promised. So although I don’t know that’s totally a satisfactory answer and that it makes people feel better, I do believe that we have to be careful that we don’t overstep the line of having the government step in and manage these companies because nationalization of our private sector is in my opinion not an objective we should support, but we do need to have the kind of regulatory oversight that avoids these kinds of abuses, particularly for those companies that want to participate with some kind of taxpayer support as they build back out of the hole that they’re in.

Q – Josh, Idaho Falls: Yeah, my question, President Obama a couple of days ago made some points about current homeowners that are making their mortgage payments and are not foreclosing and talked about some relief that could possible be made for them and their declining home values. Can you speak to that?

Senator Crapo: Yes. First of all, we don’t have any specifics on what President Obama was referring to, and that’s not a criticism on my part.  It’s simply a comment on my behalf that he himself said, “look, let’s get the stimulus package done, let’s get a proposal on the table” for the credit crisis among our financial institutions which he put on the table through his Secretary of the Treasury today.  He said immediately, shortly after that I will put a proposal on the table for the mortgage industry and the home values. So, although we don’t have his proposal yet, I expect one.  It may be good and I’m waiting to see what it is. There are a lot of proposals on the table already from other sources and types of things that we might do.  So not knowing what his idea may be, I can tell you that some have suggested that the sooner we deal with the sub-prime mortgages and the adjustable mortgages, the ARMs that people were put into who could not afford them, the sooner we deal with these assets, the better it will be in terms of strengthening home values for everyone, particularly those who are current on their mortgages and are not part of the problem. So again, one of the reasons those home values are falling is that people can’t tell that the economy, the market can’t tell which mortgages are the good ones and which mortgages are the bad ones, and we have to find a way to identify those. I’m confident that part of what President Obama will recommend is some kind of a plan to try to reestablish what are the good mortgages and what are the bad mortgages and that could be done in a number of ways. Some proposals suggest that we identify the bad ones, buy them up with federal tax dollars and put them in a so-called bad bank and then see if we can’t separate the good ones out, let the rest of the economy start getting stronger and the housing market start get stronger and then eventually try to figure out how to deal with these bad mortgages as they get restructured. That’s one idea. Another idea is to do the opposite. Instead of trying to find all the bad ones, is to try to find the good ones. Doing that by offering everybody who can qualify and is current and can show they can manage their mortgage properly, offering everybody a refinancing option at something near a 4% interest rate. Take all the good ones and move them to a new, lower interest rate and get them segregated out in that fashion. Leaving those that can’t qualify in a pool that can be handled by some other type of government program. 

Talking generalities about two general approaches to it, there are easily a dozen or two different ideas on how we should approach this. And one way or another, and I believe what this country needs, is we will be considering a proposal to try to identify and segregate between those mortgages that are good and those that are not performing, and that there will probably be an effort to have the Fed step in and provide a backstop for the country that will help homeowners across the country to start to see their homes’ values stabilize. It’s a long difficult process and I know I haven’t given you a detailed answer, but the details are yet to be discussed and I think will be discussed over the next couple of weeks.

Q – Barbara, Garden City: Thank you for all your efforts that you’ve done so far.  But I’m on a fixed income, I’m in my seventies and last year I was basically talked into getting a higher mortgage.  Right now it’s straining on me and I hear this 4% is being bandied about. Does someone like me get to apply and be reduced? I’m on 6.25, and 4 would make it far more easy for me to handle. Is that actually a possibility?

Senator Crapo: Well, Barbara, I’m sorry to tell you that it is not a possibility yet. We actually proposed and I supported a proposal to make that a part of the stimulus package and use some of this $838 billion to finance this kind of an approach to help people like yourself to qualify for a 4% mortgage, get some relief, stabilize the housing industry and identify those mortgages that could be restructured or simply refinanced and salvaged and segregated from the mortgages that just aren’t performing. And that good idea, which has some merit, failed. We did not have enough votes to get it into the stimulus package, I’m sorry to tell you that. Now that being said the debate is not over, and as I just indicated in my answer to the previous question, we don’t know if President Obama will recommend this program or another program similar to it or whether he will recommend something very different. I think we’ll know the answer to that in the next ten days to two weeks, and we’ll be able to give you a better answer at least from his perspective what he thinks are the options we should put on the table for people in your circumstance. Sorry, Barbara, that I can’t tell you where this government is going to go right now except that this is a huge issue that Obama, the Democrats and Republicans all agree needs to be handled with great speed and we need to get on with finding a solution and putting a solution on the table. If President Obama does not offer the 4% option, then I expect he will offer something else and we will simply have to evaluate that when he does make that suggestion.

Q – Elaine, Twin Falls: Good evening.  I just wanted to know if – I know the arm rates is what has caused such a  terrible fluctuation in our housing market and why so many homes are being foreclosed on because the rates just went ridiculous. Is there no way you can put a cap on the rates? And then I don’t think you’d have so many bad mortgages because if there was a cap, say even 7%, the highest, that you would have so many bad rates because people were able to do it when they got these loans at a low rate and then when they adjusted the rate, that’s when they started to lose their houses.

Senator Crapo: That’s exactly right. In one way or another, whether it’s through some kind of incentive approach or whether it is using a thread or a hammer the entire approach, we are talking about here in one context or another will ultimately focus on trying to reduce the mortgage rates to a level that people who are receiving them can handle, the 4% guaranteed refinance option that I just discussed was not a cap. I mean, putting a cap on the mortgage rates is in many people’s minds is too much government involvement in terms of price-fixing, but there are ways to accomplish it through the same objectives as was discussed earlier with the 4% cap that would be backed by the US Government, and then instead of actually price-fixing you would have the government guaranteeing if you will the 4% rate. And ultimately people believe that would not cost the Federal Treasury very much and, as we got the good performing mortgages into that pool, it would actually improve the ability of the Federal Government as well as everybody else in their own personal/business economies to be able to handle the stress of this mortgage crisis. So although an actual government cap is not being discussed by either the Democrat or Republican parties right now, ways to accomplish that and to drive mortgage rates down and to take these arm products and restructure them into fixed prices that are much lower fixed rates are heavily being evaluated.  One way or another, I think action will be taken that will help us move exactly in the direction that you’re talking about.

Q – Dale, Burley: Senator, we thank you very much, we agree with you 100% on your position.  That said, they’re going to pass this bill, anyway.  We’ve got a few proposals we’d like to make up on how they spend it so we can keep an eye on it. We’ve been working for several years and we’ve finally established the National Pine Hall of Fame in Burley.  We’ve got about 500 people nationwide and nobody is on the payroll.  Everything is done by volunteers, but there is a few things like remodeling and like that that we could use a little money.  We’d get for about $1 they gave us we’d get about $10 in service.

Senator Crapo: Well, let me tell you I am not sure whether the money in the bill is something that your project would qualify for but there are some possibilities. On the tax side, and there are some tax provisions in this bill, we have extended bonus depreciation and small business expensing and things like that, although most of the tax relief is focused on individuals and education relief and grants to schools and hospitals for efficiency systems. There are also a lot of infrastructure dollars in this bill, things that can be accessed through the state drinking water revolving fund or the clean water revolving fund or the highway fund or the transit formula funds for urban transit and public housing capital funds and so if the project that you’re talking about fits in one of those categories whether its transportation-related or drinking water or clean water or public housing or some of those areas, there’s the possibility for some significant infrastructure dollars. For example, in the highway fund, Idaho could get as much as another $160 million for eligible activities in the federal highway program. So, for what you described to me, although I didn’t see an exact fit in any of these categories, there will be some dollars coming out for infrastructure which I do think is some of the better parts of this bill.

Q – Chris, St. Mary’s: Senator Crapo, we’re spending $800 billion and nobody’s telling us three months down the road, you’re going to start seeing the effect of this. So six months down the road, we haven’t seen anything and if this thing fails, then what can we expect then too?

Senator Crapo: That’s a very, very insightful question.  Let me answer it in this way: if you look at this stimulus bill, there’s two parts of it. There’s the spending side of it and there’s the tax relief side of it. On the spending side, again one of the problems that I had with the bill is that it’s being sold as a need for immediate stimulus to the economy. Yet on the spending side the Congressional Budget Office tells us its likely only 10-15% of this bill will actually be spent this year. In the next 2-3 years, more will be spent but looking at the short-term needed stimulus, you’re not going to see a lot of results in my opinion in the next two, three, five or six months. On the tax side of it, there may be through the next ten months, a little bit more in terms of the tax relief that will come out to the American people. For example, one part of the bill stops the Alternative Minimum Tax from taking $70 billion out of the taxpayer’s pocket in the middle class and that $70 billion will be saved this year by Americans that they would have otherwise had to pay and they will now have in their own pocketbooks. So those dollars in the pocketbooks of individuals could have a truly simulative impact. So you have to look at it from both sides but in terms of actual government spending to stimulate the economy, which is the foundation for the justification of this bill, I don’t think you’re going to see a whole lot of that happen in an effective way in this fiscal year. This question was also, what if we don’t see this effect, what’s going to happen next? That’s something I’m very concerned about. I believe that if this bill does not put the economy back on its feet, which I think is a problem.  I don’t think the bill is constructed well, and I think it’s based on a bad economic policy. If that doesn’t happen, I think it’s very possible that we’ll see the argument made that the bill wasn’t big enough. It’s already being said that if this doesn’t work we’re going to have to try more, and then we’ll see in my opinion another big mistake being made, pouring more gas on the fire and incurring more debt for our children and grandchildren. I hope that doesn’t happen but it’s already being discussed. 

Susan: We’re down to the last ten minutes or so we have for this call. We’re going to go to Clyde in Post Falls for the next question. Clyde, go ahead.

Q - Clyde: Sen. Crapo, thank you for taking my question. If I might, two comments that are related.

Susan: I’m sorry, I hit a wrong button and it accidentally disconnected.

Senator Crapo: Oh no!

Susan: That happens sometimes, too much multitasking with this program. Clyde, if you want to go back into the question queue, I can see if we can find you, we do have many people in the queue, my apologies. We’ll go to another question.

Senator Crapo: I think that his question, I saw a summary of it, I think his question had to do with whether this was crowding out private capital. Let me answer that question and apologies to Clyde. That’s very disconcerting to have that happen and we’ll get back with you with more detail Clyde, but the bottom line is in terms of whether this will crowd out more private capital, the answer is yes. When you get the Federal government stepping in and trying to basically provide the capital necessary for the economic engine for our country there’s a huge concern that there will be a crowd out effect. Now, in the near term, probably not as much because there’s not a lot of capital transactions going on right now and part of the justification for this stimulus package is to start that process and get the economy chugging again. But as the economy starts to move this movement of the federal government into the private sector into the business of managing the economy through this kind of thing can be very dangerous in terms of crowding out capital activity on the private level and it’s a very big concern that we have. Let me put it this way: many of us, myself included, believe that big government is back in a big way. And that although this is said to be a one-time $838 billion bill many of the projects and programs put into this bill are likely to be built right into the baseline of the federal budget and become ongoing annual expenditures and that will just devastate our fiscal picture here in Washington DC and we must guard against that.

Q – Greg, Rathdrum: Yes, Senator Crapo, thank you for all your hard work for the state of Idaho and on the stimulus bill. I recently heard that Walt Minnick voted against the stimulus bill and I heard that he had a different proposal that had only $100-something billion, a fraction of the current stimulus bill. What have you heard about that and do you support that?

Senator Crapo: I understand that you are correct, that Walt Minnick did vote against this stimulus. My understanding is that he has introduced a bill of his own that would be $170 billion that would have $100 billion put immediately into the pockets of low and middle income Americans through some form of tax relief or rebate or something, and the other $70 billion would be for basic infrastructure projects that create jobs. Now I haven’t seen the detail of his package other than what I’ve just told you, but frankly it’s something much more supportable than the current bill in my opinion. So without having read the details of it I can’t say for sure whether I would back it but that’s the kind of thing, especially if the $100 billion done through proper tax policy changes, that’s the kind of thing I think our economy would need.
Q – Doris, Sandpoint: I understand this bill includes a provision for government-financed health care or health insurance, I’m not sure what form it takes but basically it would lead to socialized medicine in the future. I am very upset that this bill is being used to bury unpopular provisions that couldn’t pass on their own. Do you have any comments on this or if this is correct information or whatever?
Senator Crapo: Again, I’m going to have to give you the caveat that I am not aware of the kind of provision that you just talked about, although this is a 600-page bill.  It is actually being rewritten as we are talking about it.  The notion of providing basically government-sponsored health care has constantly been one of the big issues that we have debated. There are provisions in the bill that deal with Medicare and Medicaid, I believe; those provisions do tend to focus on support and re-emphasize and re-energize those portions of the Medicare and Medicaid programs that are more oriented toward government provision of health care. But having said that, I don’t believe this bill will move us toward that single-payer system, although it may have some steps in it that would move us in that direction. Let me say though, that the comprehensive reform of our health system is clearly on the agenda here in this Congress and as a result of that whether it is in this bill or not, I can tell you that there are already very strong proposals that are recommending that we do exactly what you said, that we move toward nationalization of our health care and force everybody off the insurance system and into a government sole provider system and I think that’s a very dangerous prospect. I’ll be very quick and just say I’m part of a group of 14 Senators--seven Republicans and seven Democrats--who are arguing that we should move toward a more market-oriented solution. We do need to have coverage for everyone. The uninsured are a very expensive part of the health care problem and we need to resolve that.  But we need to stay inside a market environment as we answer these issues and provide insurance coverage for everybody. In summary, I don’t think it’s everything you said there was in that bill, but the debate is clearly heated up here in Congress and you’ll see a lot more on that as we move through the next Congress.

Q – Doug, Idaho Falls: My question revolves around the mortgage and financial industry and the lack of regulation that led to the mortgage lending debacle and the mortgage securitization that occurred on Wall St and led to the collapse of that bubble. Do you have plans to support more regulation in that area?

Senator Crapo: Absolutely, as a matter of fact what we found as we got into this issue is some areas we had far too much regulation.  In some cases, up to seven different federal regulators who were tripping over each other and not doing much effective regulation.  In some areas, particularly in the mortgage industry area, there was no accountability at all. Even before the collapse, many of us who had supported legislation to fill that hole of lack of regulation up had introduced legislation. I’ve been a supporter of this legislation on Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac to create a stronger new federal regulator for them for [five to six] years now.  And we did actually, as this crisis started to become more real, get the support to pass that legislation, and we have created a strong new regulator for Fannie and Freddie. With regard to the other parts of the arena, when you talk about the securitization of these mortgages and the lack of regulatory authority over them again, you are right. We need to expand into a regulatory system that is going to be able to provide the kind of consumer protection, safety and soundness protection and systemic protection that we should have had in place in our country. I’m one of those who believe we need to significantly reduce the number of federal regulators and expand their scope so we have a streamlined, more effective, more broad-based set of regulations. I think there’s pretty broad support for that in the Democratic and Republican parties right now. I think that we’re going to get there. It’s going to still be tough because we’ll have plenty of disagreements over what the structure will be, but regulatory reform of our fin institutions is one of my highest priorities and I sit on the Banking Committee that will handle that issue.

Susan: Senator you have about a minute or two to give any final thoughts you might have before we wrap this up.

Senator Crapo: All right, well, let me just say to everybody who has stayed on to the end of this, thank you very much for staying on and sharing in this, whether you are one of those who asked a question or not.  For those who tried to ask a question and didn’t get to, please get your question to us and we will get back to you on them. We are facing very difficult times in our country right now. We have different positions and opinions on what caused the problems we’re in and what the solutions to the problems are.  One of the strengths of America is the clash of ideas and the debate that generates as we move forward. And I have the confidence the American people will again be strong and resilient, and that we will be able to get out of this very difficult crisis. I’m very concerned about some of the directions we are taking, and I’ll continue to advocate the correct directions that I think we should take. The bottom line is, I encourage and invite all of your input, your comments, your advice and I hope we can keep this dialogue open and ongoing, as we march through the myriad number of issues that we’ll have to deal with as we march on through this Congress. Thank you everybody again for participating night.

Susan: Thank you for participating. We hope that you found this call useful and informative. You’re welcome to leave Senator Crapo a voicemail message immediately after this call, just stay on the line and you’ll be given the option to be transferred to his voicemail. The audio from this full meeting will be posted on the Senator’s website within the next day or two. Should you wish to listen to it again or recommend it to your friends and family, please join us for our next quarterly iTownhall meeting which will be held in May, on May 13 I believe. Have a good evening. Thank you for participating.
