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Should Every American Get $300 Back From the Government?

Aired February 15, 2001 - 10:30 p.m. ET 

(BEGIN VIDEO CLIP, UNIDENTIFIED ATM MACHINE)

UNIDENTIFIED MALE: Have a nice day. Have a nice day. Have a nice day.

(END VIDEO CLIP)

BILL PRESS, CO-HOST: Have a nice day, indeed. A chicken in every pot and 300 bucks in every pocket. I love it. 

TUCKER CARLSON, CO-HOST: And there's no password required. From here it's a short step to free ice cream. 

PRESS: THE SPIN ROOM is open. Good evening, everybody, this Thursday night. Welcome to THE SPIN ROOM. Thanks for joining us. I'm Bill Press. 

CARLSON: And I'm Tucker Carlson, that would be me. Good evening, Bill Press. 

Tonight we're talking unusual tax cuts, and we're talking them with Congressman Bernie Sanders of Vermont, who proposes giving $300 back to every American man, woman and child, regardless of income. And we'll be asking him, why should we, who work nights, get the same amount as our lazy friends who wake up at noon and take three-hour lunches. Is that fair? 

PRESS: Ah, what a tough question for Bernie. You're gonna have your questions too, get them in by phone 1-800-310-4CNN. We'd love you to join in. That's what makes this show so special. You can join our online chat anytime. It's always ongoing; cnn.com is the address. Send us your e-mails to: spin@cnn.com, and of course our exciting new Web site at cnn.com/spinroom. 

There it is. You can join in, send in your questions for Congressman Bernie Sanders. 

CARLSON: Brand spanking new. OK. 

PRESS: You know, Tucker, I have to say, you know, it's a big shift here tonight. Going from the sexologist to the socialist tonight. 

CARLSON: I still have a bit of the Dr. Ruth afterglow. (CROSSTALK)

PRESS: I do too, and I can't tell you how people many people called me today to ask if, indeed we took Dr. Ruth's advice and went home last night and tried a new position. 

PRESS: I can't even comment on that, Bill. I'm into tax cuts tonight. And speaking of, I want you to take a look at Congressman Dennis Kucinich of Ohio, who's also the chairman of the House Progressive Caucus, talking about the tax cut that he and Congressman Sanders are proposing. 

(BEGIN VIDEO CLIP)

REP. DENNIS KUCINICH (D), OHIO: This makes the overwhelming proportion of tax relief available for the bulk of the population. Everyone benefits. The American people's dividend gives the same benefit to everybody, because we are all equal shareholders in the American economy. 

(END VIDEO CLIP)

PRESS: What simplicity, what wisdom. 

CARLSON: It seems appealing, but then you think about it. We are all equal shareholders, but we're not all equal contributors. I think of myself 10 years ago or when I was in college, I would be receiving the same 300 bucks that I would receive now that I actually have a job. And that strikes me as unfair that people who work harder get the same reward as people who don't work. 

PRESS: We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men and woman and children, we would add today, are created equal. That's what I love about this, Tucker. If you really want to pump money into the economy, I think you do this. 

CARLSON: I love this. There's quite a step between being created equal and getting the same paycheck. 

PRESS: I don't know, I think it flows. But, here's the thing. I really think the tax system is too complicated, and the tax-cut bills are too complicated. What I love about this, it just cuts through. Just, bum, bum, bum. There you go, hand it out.

CARLSON: It does have a certain Forbesian quality, doesn't it. And it comes from a very, very unusual source. Of course, Bernie Sanders is one of the people promoting this idea. He's also, as far as I know, the first, self-declared socialist elected to the house since 1926. A guy named Victor Berger from Milwaukee, I think, if we had this right, was the last one. Anyway, welcome, Congressman Sanders. 

REP. BERNARD SANDERS (I), VERMONT: Thank you very much. It's nice to be with you. 

PRESS: Good to have you on the show. Let's get Tucker's questions right away. 

CARLSON: Well, yeah, what do you think of this idea? Why should the guy who works, the person who works 18 hours a day get the exact same refund as the person who hangs around watching Oprah or THE SPIN ROOM. 

SANDERS: Well, let's back it up a little bit, and look at what president's proposal is. The president, at a time when the richest 1 percent of the population owns more wealth than the bottom 95 percent, at a time when the average working person today is working longer hours for lower wages than was case 20 years ago, the president has decided to give the richest 1 percent 43 percent of the tax breaks; the richest 5 percent, half of the tax breaks. 

And you have a situation, under the president's proposal, where a woman with two kids, working at a nursing home, making $22,000 a year, who really needs the help, would get, under the president's proposal, zero. Not a penny.

What we are saying is that all of the American people have worked hard. The janitors have worked hard. The middle class have worked hard. The cab drivers have worked hard to create the surplus that we have today, and that all people should benefit from that surplus, rather than the lion's share of it going to the very wealthiest people in this country. 

PRESS: Well, maybe I'm a cynic, congressman, but isn't this plan, in its simplicity, too easy or too simple for Congress to even get? I mean, most of them just have to deal in 700-page documents, right, or they can't hide behind it? 

SANDERS: Well, Bill, that's a good point, but I think one of the beauties, and one of the reasons that this particular plan is gaining a lot of momentum, is precisely because of its simplicity, and its effectiveness, and because people will understand what they are getting. 

You're married, you have two kids, you get four times $300, 1,200 bucks. And that is true if you make $15,000 a year. It's true that if you make a million dollars a year. And one of the beauties of it is its simplicity. 

Also, not only is it fair in primarily rewarding those people who need it the most, rather than giving the lion's share to the very wealthy, it becomes a real economic stimulus, as opposed to the president's plan, which really, in giving tax breaks to the very rich, will not create economic stimulation that we need. 

PRESS: Yes, but Congressman, I hate to squeeze you until you answer the question here, but speaking of fairness, why is fair, and I ask you again, to give the guy who doesn't work at all, who chooses not to work, the same amount as the person who works really hard at a job? Shouldn't there be some reward for effort? 

SANDERS: Well, in fact, if you're looking what goes on in this country today, the people who are working the hardest in this country, the middle class, the people who are working 50 or 60 hours a week, do not get a fair shake under the president's proposal. 

Under our plan, they get a much larger proportion. In fact, 80 percent of the families in America will do better under our proposal than president's proposal.

CARLSON: Well, I believe that, and I hate to belabor this, but just one more time, let me put it this way: Why should guy who chooses not work get anything at all? 

SANDERS: Because what we are trying to say is that everybody is part of America. The people who are not working are very, very few. But on the other hand, we are providing help to families who have kids, who really need the help. 

The converse is to say why is it that a family making millions of dollars a year would get a $40,000 dollar tax break where a low income worker would get nothing? So, in it's simplicity we are saying, help everybody, help the kids, help the senior citizens who under Bush's proposal would get nothing. 

PRESS: All right, now, you say we, we. I just want to be sure everybody understands. You're speaking for the progressive caucus. I understand there are 58 members; is that correct? 

SANDERS: Fifty-three members. 

PRESS: Fifty-three members, OK. What are criteria for membership in the progressive caucus? How left do you have to be? 

SANDERS: Well, the criteria is that you are going to stand up and fight for the middle class and working families of this country. I think, gentlemen, one of the things that concerns me very much is that in the last election, half of the people didn't even bother for vote. And I think people perceive that both political parties are dominated by big money interests. 

And if you really want to know the reasoning behind Bush's proposal, it's payback time for all the folks who contributed to his campaign. We are trying to represent middle-class and working families rather than the big-money interest. 

PRESS: Well, here's what, I guess I'm getting at. I assume that most of your -- all of your 53, are Democrats, right. 

SANDERS: That's correct with the exception of me. I am an independent. 

PRESS: OK, you. But here's what Senate Minority Leader Tom Daschle was out selling today, the chief Democrat in the Senate, and it's far from your plan. Let's just listen quickly to Senator Daschle.

(BEGIN VIDEO CLIP) 

SEN. TOM DASCHLE (D-SD), MINORITY LEADER: We've checked and rechecked the math, and today we are announcing that the House and Senate Democrats are united behind the plan to divide the surplus one- third, one-third, one-third. Our plan responsible, it's realistic, and it's fair. 

(END VIDEO CLIP) 

PRESS: So, the Democrats are not supporting your plan, who is supporting your plan? 

SANDERS: Whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa. First of all, if you listen to what Daschle said, he didn't go into exactly what his tax proposal was, nor have we. We are saying that unlike Bush, who wants a huge $1.6 trillion tax break, we are talking about a $900 billion tax break. But here is point: We are being fiscally responsible, the president is not.

We are saying that we're going to give every American $300 a year, if, underline, there is surplus. The president is saying, hey, we're going to give huge tax breaks to the rich regardless of the state of the economy next year, regardless if there's going be a huge deficit, because there's economic downturn. Now, we are talking about $900 billion. I think the mainstream Democrats will talk about $900 billion. There's still more to be left in the surplus. 

We also believe that we should put significant sums of money into prescription drug programs for the elderly, into education, into health care. We also believe that we should use some of that money to retire the national debt. 

(CROSSTALK)

CARLSON: No, it's just nice to hear a self-described socialist talking about economic austerity. Let me just ask you this question... 

SANDERS: No, let me ask you a question. 

CARLSON: Shoot.

SANDERS: Do you think, for years and years, conservatives like yourselves, have been saying, we've got to live within our means. We've got to be fiscally responsible. We've got to cut back government spending. Do you think, that given that reality, that it is appropriate, that the president of the United States is providing $1.6 trillion in tax breaks, regardless of the state of the economy, because we don't know what it will be like next year or the following year? 

CARLSON: A wild-eyed spendthrift. But let me just ask you... 

SANDERS: You didn't answer my question. 

CARLSON: Thank you for noticing. We will get back. I will ask you the truly tough questions when we return 

SANDERS: OK. PRESS: Congressman Bernie Sanders will be back with us, and we want your nominations for "spin of the day" and your questions for Congressman Sanders -- 1-800-310-4CNN. 

CARLSON: Or you could always send us an e-mail or join us live on our on-line chat. 

PRESS: We will be right back. 

(COMMERCIAL BREAK)

CARLSON: Welcome back to "THE SPIN ROOM." I'm Tucker Carlson. This is Bill Press. We are in the middle of a merciless grilling of Bernie Sanders of Vermont, but before we go back to Congressman Sanders, it's time for news.

PRESS: Political news of the day. First of all, we talked about the Governor of Massachusetts Paul Cellucci, who is now our delegate to our friends of the north in Canada. Jane Swift, his lieutenant governor, is now the acting governor of Massachusetts. We have just learned that there'll be a big brouhaha for the Democratic nomination for governor in Massachusetts. 

Congressman Marty Meehan has announced he'll be running. There he is on the left -- frequent guest on "CROSSFIRE" running for governor. Look who may join him: former Congressman Joe Kennedy, back in Boston for a couple of years. He's talked about jumping back into the ring. That's going to be a real hot battle.

CARLSON: I predict Marty Meehan will lose and that makes me sad to say so. OK, into international news. George W. Bush is on way to his first foreign country since becoming president: that would be Mexico. Of course, he chose Mexico to go to first before Canada. 

I ran into a friend of my mine who is a White House correspondent on the street the other day, Bill. He said he's begged off the Mexico trip because Bush will not even spend the night in Mexico, flying in, then back to the ranch in Crawford. Reporters, apparently, will be made to sit on the tarmac, while Bush does his diplomacy.

PRESS: That's it. You go down for a taco and a cervesa and come back and say, I have been to Mexico, I have foreign policy.

CARLSON: Nothing wrong with that. 

PRESS: And a last bit of political news. Our friend Willie Brown, mayor of San Francisco -- he has been stalked by an Elvis impersonator. And Willie today, there he is in his glory. There's the Elvis impersonator. He's been told he has to stay 30 feet away from -- 30 yards away from Willie Brown. My, there's a whole bunch of Elvis impersonators in San Francisco. 

CARLSON: They come in all shapes and sizes. 

PRESS: It's not a fake, it's the real thing. 

CARLSON: It's the real Elvis. And we have the real congressman from Vermont: Bernie Sanders. 

PRESS: Congressman, we want you to know; our viewers are for you for and against you. Here, quickly, from Frederick says: "$300 for me and $300 for W. That's fair. I want this tax plan. That's...

CARLSON: Peter Cole from Brighton, Mass. says: "Bernie, what are you doing out there all by your self? Come join us in the Green Party." 

Why don't you go join the Green Party? Why don't you become a Democrat? You side with the Democrats, so it's... 

SANDERS: Well, I'm not a Democrat because the Democratic Party is heavily influenced by big money interests, and it is not anywhere near progressive as I think it should be. I'm proud to be an independent. In Vermont, I was elected mayor of the largest city in the state on four occasions, and I've been elected to Congress now six times as an independent and I'm comfortable being where I am. 

PRESS: But you are very progressive for sure, on most issues. I hope I read this wrong. I was stunned to read in your bio that one of the reasons you were elected in Vermont is because you are against gun control, is that correct? 

SANDERS: No, it's not. 

PRESS: You are for gun control? 

SANDERS: I voted against the ban on assault weapons, and I believe in moderate gun control. Absolutely.

CARLSON: You voted against the ban on assault weapons. 

SANDERS: No, I voted for the ban on assault weapons. 

CARLSON: Oh, for the ban. Interesting. Most people use the term socialist after... 

SANDERS: Right, but you guys understand. You guys are smart and you know that the government of France and the government of Great Britain and Scandinavia and most of Europe is Democratic Socialist, so we should not frighten people. 

By socialism, what I mean -- Democratic socialism -- I want to see a society, a great country like ours, where all people have a decent standard of living. It's a disgrace in my view that 43 million Americans have no health insurance, that we have the highest rate of childhood poverty in the industrialized world, millions of seniors can't afford their prescription drugs, and you have the richest 1 percent own more wealth than the bottom 95 percent. We can do a lot better than that, and a have a lot more democratic society in the process.

PRESS: Here's what concerns me as a Democrat. In this town for the last three weeks, all I have seen are the Democrats running down to the other end of Pennsylvania Avenue to kiss up to George W. Bush, get a nickname from Bush, and come out and say nice things about him. So, I want to know what is your nickname? And how many times have you been invited to the White House, and what do you think about this puppy love between the Democrats and W.? 

SANDERS: Well, I have to confess: I don't think I have a nickname yet and I have not met the president. I think the issue is the president seems like a nice enough guy. But we have to focus on the real issues facing this country. We're the richest country in the history of the world. And yet, you have people in the middle class who are working longer hours, for lower wages, than was the case 25 years ago. We have a minimum wage of $5.15 an hour. We are the only country in the industrialized world that doesn't provide health care to all of the their people. 

What we are moving toward is an oligarchy in my view which is very dangerous, where a small number of very, very wealthy people have enormous control over both political parties, a great deal of control over the media and over our economy. And I think the end result is a lot of people are giving up on the political process. 

CARLSON: Let's go right from the oligarchy right to the monarchy. Let's just say, as an experiment: We'll say, you're the King Bernie Sanders. You are completely in control. What would you nationalize to begin with, specifically? 

SANDERS: No, the issue is not nationalization. The issue is a fair, equitable standard of living for all people. I'll tell you what I would do. I would raise the minimum wage to a living wage. I would pass a national health care program guaranteeing health care to all people. I would create a tax system which is fair so that all of the middle class and working class people can go to the college without going deeply into debt. I would wipe out childhood poverty that we currently have at 20 percent.

PRESS: Oh, go, Bernie. Congressman, we can't let you go without a comment from one of our callers. John from New York has a question or a comment for you. 

Hey, John, welcome to "THE SPIN ROOM". 

CALLER: Hi Bill, hi Tucker -- I love the show. 

PRESS & CARLSON: Thanks. 

CALLER: I got to tell you: this guy sounds like a Russian in American's clothing. I mean, he has some really disturbing and kind of inane ideas. But my question for the congressman is: If the Democrats -- and I guess the socialists, too, -- if they support a graduated income tax system, why can't they support a graduated tax cut?

PRESS: OK, Congressman?

CARLSON: That's a great question. 

SANDERS: Well, I support a tax cut which is progressive, which means that the people in the middle class and working families do the best and the people who'll have the most would in fact end up getting less. That is what I think is needed in this country.

PRESS: I guess the question really was whether the flat -- or -- income -- cut tax should be matched by a flat tax, but you know what, we don't have time to get into that now, because we are out of time. 

SANDERS: Well, I'm looking for Mr. Forbes' support. I should tell you. 

PRESS: Congressman Bernie Sanders, thank you for joining us today on the "SPIN ROOM." 

SANDERS: My pleasure. 

PRESS: All right, we will be right back with "spins of the day" -- mine and ours. 

CARLSON: We sure will.

(COMMERCIAL BREAK)

CARLSON: Welcome back to "THE SPIN ROOM." Here we are marinating in the after glow of Bernie Sanders of Vermont. We have a phone spin from Dave from Pennsylvania. 

CALLER: I have a spin of the millennium. 

PRESS: Hi, Dave.

CALLER: Nice TV show. You guys are talking about these huge surpluses while we are sitting on $5 trillion in debt and entitlement programs are looking at bankruptcy in my generation. This is pure and utter spin. 

PRESS: Thank you, Dave. 

CARLSON: Thank you, Dave. 

PRESS: I'm sure Bernie Sanders would agree with that. We are talking -- about spending all this money and we have a big national debt. 

CARLSON: The 300 dollar tax cut, which may be why Anthony from Frankfurt writes in: "I think Bernie has been eating too much squirrel brain." 

PRESS: There we go again. We're going to get the e-mails from Kentucky. Dwayne e-mails:

"My family gets $900. Bring it on. 

CARLSON: Not bad. And here's one from Dan -- I thought this was very illustrative.

"Bill, if Tucker came over to your house and left with a lot of your furniture, the police would be waiting for him at his doorstep. He would be arrested and taken to jail."

I don't need to explain what that refers to. Informed viewers know. 

PRESS: Here we go. Charlie from California says, Monday's "spin of the day" nomination. 

"Monday is President's Day. We give equal honor to the authors of the Marc Rich pardon and the Gettysburg Address."

That's right, Charlie. That's one reason why I don't like President's Day. Mix them all together. 

"W.'s affectionate pat has been recognized as demeaning for the last century and should be used only on horses," says Elaine. Not getting a lot of pats at home. 

PRESS: But I just have to read this one, Tucker, referring to last nights show.

"Dear Bill and Tucker, my husband and I are addicted to your show. Last night, we were too tired to stay up and watch it. But when we saw who your guest was -- Dr. Ruth -- we decided we couldn't miss it. My husband was laughing so hard, I was jumping up and down on the couch, watching you two interact with Dr. Ruth. At 11:00, we decided to take that extra energy and put a new spin on things in the bed room,"

says Gwen from North Carolina. 

CARLSON: Couldn't find the address to "Penthouse." 

PRESS: Gwen, thank you for sharing. Yes, indeed.

CARLSON: Speaking of sharing, it's time for our "spins of the day." 

PRESS: "My spin of the day" first. Majority Whip Tom Delay, affectionately known as the hammer by his colleagues, spoke today to the Conservative Political Action Committee, or CPAC, here in Washington. Here's what he had to say...

(BEGIN VIDEO CLIP) 

REP. TOM DELAY (R-TX), MAJORITY WHIP: CPAC is among the least partisan of organizations and I say this not because your beliefs aren't strong; I say it because they are. Beware the Republican who enters this conference after having betrayed our principles. 

(END VIDEO CLIP)

PRESS: Beware. Nobody dare betray their principles, and yet he says they're the least partisan. CPAC is the most right-wing and partisan organization out there. 

CARLSON: Bill, I think Tom DeLay's point was so deep, it will take a while for it to sink in. OK, my "Spin of the Day" -- this comes from Paul O'Neill, the new treasury secretary, former head of Alcoa. He's explaining in this clip how he will handle the upcoming G-7 meeting he will be attending. 

(BEGIN VIDEO CLIP) 

PAUL O'NEILL, TREASURY SECRETARY: One of the things I found as we were raising our children is that the hardest questions came from my children because they weren't bounded by conventional wisdom and knowledge. And I hope I will be a worthy child-like person in this first engagement with my counterparts at the G-7. 

(END VIDEO CLIP)

CARLSON: Worthy child-like. So, that means -- after talking to the allies, he will tuck himself in, play a little Pokemon, read a little Richard Scary and take a nap. It's sad. I hope compassionate doesn't mean childlike. 

PRESS: I hope he can count to ten. 

CARLSON: No, he's a smart man, but all this compassion stuff; I don't know.

PRESS: All right, I don't know. We will shift right along here now. Next up, great show, great interview with Rae Carruth coming up in the "SPORTS TONIGHT" show. 

CARLSON: With the sports people. We'll be right back.

(COMMERCIAL BREAK)

CARLSON: Bernie Sanders. Someone needs to take that man in. He's floating out there in independent world: Republican, Democrat, Green -- someone needs to claim him.

PRESS: No, no. Bernie Sanders is right on. And I want my $300. But we're out of time. Next is "SPORTS TONIGHT." 

