he. mountain _labore_d, “and

the administration: confronted. the

- budget of the U.S, governmieit in the

“line by line” review long promised by

President Obama — and found theo- ~
' _andﬂ1etaxsystemsthatsupportthem
~That proposal and its counterpart -

retical savings almost mv1s1b1e to the
naked eye.

The nickel-and-dime exercxse are
- “sored by Republican Frank Wolf of Vir-
- ginia and:Democrat Jim Cooper of
" Tennessee, have been stymied for two-

peat of equally futlle gestures by for-
mer -president George W. Bush,
dlaimed $17 billion in savingsin a $3.4

trillion spending plan—abit lessthan

one-half of 1 percent, :
Judd  Gregg, - the "=
Republican - on_-the Senate - ‘Budget

Committee, said; “This amotnts to -
less than an asterisk when it domes to -

the amount of déebt and deficit that we
will'be running up as a government.”

The Demnoctatic' chairman of that

‘comniittee, Kent Conrad of North Da-

kota, was a bit more polite, sayingthat -
- with parly sohdanty, the House ma-
jority leader; Steny Hoyer reiterated -

“the effort will help” but adding that
“as important as program termina-

tions and cuts are, we should not lose - .
sight of the far larger thréat to our na- -
Hon’s finances — the coribination-of -

the retiring baby-boom generation,
rising health-care costs and our out-

dated and meﬁ_icxent revefiue system.”.

brought forthia mouse. Last week
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for dealing with Social Secunty "are .
.;well and widély understood, We can -
brmg in more reventies. We can re .

Conrad and Gregg have proposed,

attackmg that larger problem by creat- .
;'mg a bipartisan commission fo exam
ine the big entitlement programs — -

Social Security, Medicare and Medic-
aid — where savings must be found, -

inthe House of Representatives, spon-

years principally by the.adamant op-

- 'position of House Speaker Nancy
ankmg . Pelosi.

So far, Obama has not challenged

her even though he knows as well as
-‘anyone that significant steps to avoxd

a sticcession of trillion-dollar anmual

" deficits when we eniefge from this re- -
Cession clearly will requiré reform of
 ‘entitlements and takes. :

" Last week, in a courageous Break

his support for the commission idea, .
suggesting that- Congress tackle So-

“cial Secunty along: with the health: .

care ‘réform’ Ohama has put on the

: agenda : g
“As Hoyer pomted out the opuons
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strain the growth of benefits, partic-

latly for. higher-income workers .
- while we strengthen the safety net for

-lower-income . workers; And/or we
can raisé the retirement age, recogmz—

irig that our life’ expectaocy is 51gmﬁ _

cantly hlgher today T
- “Whatis missing here,” he sa:d is

needed for successful bargaining:-

More and mote Democrats and Re-
piiblicaris aré expressing a readmess, i
. for such. an effort,” In: response: to.
‘Hoyer’s ‘speech, . 'Republican Sén.”
“Lindséy Graham ‘of South Carolma, )
 ‘Harty Reid have thrown cold wateron .
- the commission idea, and said that sig--
- nals from ‘the Whité ‘House suggest.
.. that Oba.ma would not want anything-

;- togetin the'way of his health careand

A if to ¢onfirm his words, Repub- N
. lican Sei. George Voinovich of Ohio .-
like fast week’s tiny. budget euts, the

_who traveled the country Jast year

- with. John McCain; told my Post col- .
] league Lori Monitgomery, “I think we

can get double-digit Repubhum sup-
port for a reasonable compromise.”

~-and independent, Democzat Joseph L.
Lieberman of Oonnecncut introdirced:

.an entitlement commission bill last -
. ‘week. Voinovich .fold ‘me- that he
thmks the prospects for actlon on the R

issue are very, very good because the
feeling is growmg that we can't: Sus- A
tain the path we'te on.” .
When I spoke w1th Graham byr..
phone he outlined a plan that would:

‘not. only-embrace Hoyer's proposals’

but also provide bigger benefits for re-

- tirees past 80 “whoare outliving their .

401(Kk)s” in increasing numbets. -
Graham said that with Ieadershxp"

’ from Obama;-including a barnstorm-
not ideas. It is political will” and the -
“degree of ‘trust between' the parties

ing tour with congressional support-..

-ers fromy both parties, such a compro--
* mise could pass Congtessthlsyear—-,
. withno need for a commission. . .

“But while thesé Republicans’ are.

“ gung-ho, Hoyer is cautious. He re.
- iminded me in ah interview that both -

Pelosi and Senate Majority Leader”

energdy initiatives this year. ~
If that means more Tutile gestures -

nation — and Obama — will have

‘ mlssed an opportunity.
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