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Entitlement programs -- people hear about them a lot when it comes to news reports
and politicians talking about federal spending. But just how much do they figure into
the equation?

Michael Tanner of the Cato Institute explains in a recent podcast: “The
| largest portion, almost half of federal spending, is made up of entitlement
programs.”

What separates entitlement spending from discretionary spending, he
says, is an annual appropriation line item in the budget that covers those
items. As Tanner puts it, entitlement programs are "on auto-pilot" and
"increase every year regardless of what Congress does."

"The biggest one is Medicare,” he says. “According to the government itself, we're
looking at about $90 trillion in unfunded liability in this program going forward."

When that is added to the current federal deficit and debt, Tanner says that results in
a total debt of $119.5 trillion -- nine times the United States' Gross Domestic Product
(GDP).

While some lawmakers are quick to dismiss the issue by saying the real problems are
decades away and a lot can happen, Tanner says the problem is already evident.
"Both Social Security and Medicare are actually running deficits today. This year,
Social Security will run about a $57 billion deficit," says the Cato Institute spokesman.

As for the idea that raising taxes will solve the problem, Tanner too dismisses that
mindset. He explains that if the government were to confiscate every penny owned by
every millionaire in America, it "wouldn't make a dent” in the amount of debt the
country faces.

“The solution has to be to reduce spending,” he says.
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