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How Republicans will wage war on the poor
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For years now, Speaker of the House Paul Ryan has been talking in his earnest Wisconsin
way about how much he cares about poverty. Republicans care about the poor, he insists, they
just don't want to trap them in dependency — thus his proposals for a panopticon surveillance
bureaucracy to coerce poor people into getting jobs and following bourgeois moral values.

But now that Donald Trump will become president with a Republican-controlled
Congress, we're getting a vision of what that's actually going to look like in practice. It will be an
all-out war on poor people's programs, without even a whisper of countervailing effort to help
them get jobs or anything else.

First and probably most importantly, Republicans want to drastically roll back Medicaid.
The first item on the agenda is repealing ObamaCare, which contains a large expansion of that
program. If repealed in full, that would throw roughly 16 million people off the program at a
stroke.

Second, they want to repeat the basic program of welfare reform on Medicaid. Welfare
reform had three main prongs: block-granting the money to the states, capping spending so its
size is eaten away by inflation every year, and sharp new restrictions on eligibility. This was
justified in 1996 by a firestorm of vicious race-baiting about dependency, but its objective was
obvious: to slowly obliterate the program. This goal has been mostly achieved. Enrollment in
welfare has consistently fallen even during the Great Recession, and the block grant allows
conservative states to bogart the money for things like anti-abortion agitprop. Overall, extreme
poverty has increased by 150 percent as a direct result of this policy.

Now, Medicaid is already a (rather unwieldy) federal-state partnership, with substantial
flexibility for defining benefits and eligibility — which, for conservative states, means "be as
stingy as possible." Republicans, led by Trump's choice for secretary of health and human
services, Tom Price, want to make it much easier for those states to kick people off the program,
and slowly ratchet down spending just as happened with welfare reform. As Gene Sperling
summarizes:

Mr. Price's own proposal, which he presented as the chairman of the House budget
committee, would cut Medicaid by about $1 trillion over the next decade. This is on top of the
reduction that would result from the repeal of the Affordable Care Act, which both Mr. Trump
and Republican leaders have championed. Together, full repeal and block granting would cut
Medicaid and the Children's Health Insurance Program funding by about $2.1 trillion over the
next 10 years — a 40 percent cut. [New York Times]

That's another roughly 14-21 million people kicked off Medicaid after 10 years — call it
30-35 million in total.

Second, Republicans are eyeing food stamps for more cuts. They already cut the program
by $9 billion in 2014, and earlier this year mulled an additional $150 billion over 10 years — or
a cut of 20 percent. This policy preference is reflected in conservative media, which is constantly
fulminating against food stamps. A Fox News segment on Tuesday, for instance, railed against a
supposed epidemic of fraud totaling $70 million, suggesting that therefore the program maybe
should be abolished.

As Kevin Drum points out, not only did they not mention $70 million is less than 0.1
percent of the total food stamp spending (and a vanishingly minuscule fraction of the



featherbedding that happens in the Defense Department), their fraud number is probably bogus
anyway. And most of what is counted as "fraud" are innocent mistakes caused by difficulty
navigating the program's complicated eligibility schedule — less than 1 percent of food stamp
benefits go to households that are actually ineligible.

Taken together, the actual policy agenda here is reasonably clear. Republicans think rich
people have too little income, and poor people too much. They will thus cut programs serving the
bottom of the income ladder to make budget headroom for immense tax cuts for the rich. Paul
Ryan will go on Meet the Press and smile and calmly buffalo the dim DC political reporters with
a lot of wonky-sounding nonsense. But the upshot of this agenda is a great increase in
desperation in America — more hungry people, more uninsured people, and more people dying
of preventable illness.



