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How Obama’s last stimulus bill became a
comedy of errors
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ADVERTISEMENT

Now that President Obama is on the campaign tmaitjing another big stimulus bill, it's
worth recalling how the last one became not juststly failure but a comedy of errors.

In 2009, his $825 billion extravaganza, toutedragsmergency measure, targeted sectors
of theeconomy with the lowest unemployment rates— namely, government employees
(2.3 percent unemployed), in particular those mmosting and health care (3.8 percent
unemployed). By contrast, unemployment rates inufarturing and construction were
8.3 percent and 15.2 percent respectively.

Obama’s stimulus provided theast help to states hardest-hit by the recession. For
example, according to The New York Times, one sfrhost important supporters,
“Businesses in Michigan, whose 15.2 peragmmployment rate was the highest in the
nation, reported creating or saving about 400 jBosinesses in Nevada, which had the
next-highest unemployment rate, reported 159. Amgirtesses in Rhode Island, which
had the third-highest unemployment rate, 12.8 petreceported the fewest jobs: just six.”
Meager though these numbers were, in October 2@@9n@’s top economist Christina
Romer testified before Congress that the effecte®timulus bill were leveling off.

Moreover, the government was embarrassingly slavutgetting money out the door,
and many economists believe it didn’t stimulatethimg. Six months after the stimulus
bill became law, less than 20 percent of the mdraglbeen spent, and the Obama
administration claimed it had funded about 30,3 j— not much compared with the
approximately 10 million people who were unemplayed

The Associated Press reviewed some of the stinndosacts and reported that the
administration’s claim of 30,000 jobs was exaggstdiy about 5,000. White House
sources said the administration was working toestrerrors. Then, according to The
New York Times, Obama administration officials released mdarmation that
purported to show the stimulus had “saved or coBa40,239 jobs, of which 325,000 —
more than half — were held by members of teachergns.

Officials suggested that because these people baéyio spend, they supported
hundreds of thousands more jobs — maybe a milbbs pltogether. But what the
Obama administration did was ask government agemaiestimate how many jobs were
“saved or created” by stimulus programs they wesponsible for. Naturally, agencies



had an incentive to inflate the numbers, since theyld be more able to compete for
future appropriations if they could claim that tregated a lot of jobs. None of these
numbers were verified. New York City officials alad that stimulus money saved
thousands of teaching jobs, but Mayor Michael Blbeny was negotiating a contract to
preventteacher layoffs and thereby avoid a politically disruptiteachers’ union strike
in the run-up to his re-election campaign, so itldde hard to credit stimulus money
with those jobs.

The Boston Globe reported that, “While Massachagettipients of federal stimulus
money collectively report 12,374 jobs saved or t@@aour review shows that number is
wildly exaggerated. Organizations that receiveshshis money miscounted jobs, filed
erroneous figures, or claimed jobs for work thet hat yet started.”

On another occasion, after havirlgimedthat Obama’s stimulus “created or saved”
some 60,000 jobs, the administration acknowledbatithe number was bogus — arising
from “unrealistic data.” The General Services Adistimtion reportedly spent $84

million developing the official Recovery.gov welesthat announced jobs saved or
created in non-existent congressional distridkg, Arizona’s 15th (that state has only
eight congressional districts) or North Dakota’$t9@hat state has only one
congressional district) — 440 non-existent congoess districts altogether. Ed Pound,
the communications director of the Recovery Accahility & Transparency Board, said
simply, “We report what the recipients submit tg’us

Even if one were to accept the original claims thatillion jobs were “saved or created,”
the total amount of stimulus money spent was a©60 billion, which would mean
each job costaxpayers $160,000! In fact, when all the undocumented céaare
discarded, the cost per government job is likelgaacloser to what Cato Institute
economist Alan Reynolds has estimated: $646,008ohne cases, the cost went much
higher, as when nearly $6 million was spent to gasethree jobs at Burson-Marsteller,
a public relations firm headed by Hillary Clintoritamer pollster Mark Penn. Cost per
job saved: $2 million.

One should keep in mind, of course, that stimulos@y doesn’t come out of thin air. It
comes from taxpayers. As a result of taxes neeanlpdy for stimulus, consumers have
less money for spending, aethployers have less money for hiring. Jobs created by
stimulus are cancelled out when jobs are destrbydexation.

From the very beginning, Obama’s stimulus extramagavas doomed to become a
comedy of errors. Politicians don’t begin to have kind of reliable, detailed

information needed to run our vastly complex, f@stnging economy. Nor do politicians
have incentives to make good business decisionsdfer, it's no secret that people
aren’t as careful when they’re spending other pgsphoney as they are when they're
spending their own money. That Obama would aggitotpromote stimulus makes clear
that his big-government ideology, progressivismnisllectually broke.



