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Editorial
A bad economy gets even worse

October 13, 2011

Our opinion: Unemployment is up, incomes are down, and still Congress refuses to pass a jobs bill. How long will the public put up with that?

Here come the numbers — disheartening as they are indisputable, sobering as they are vindicating. The recession is over only in the most technical sense. The reality is that three years after the great financial collapse, life in America is getting worse.

A study by two former Census Bureau officials quantifies all that wariness of the notion that the country was two years past one of its most brutal recessions in 80 years. Post-recession incomes are down by twice as much as they declined during the recession itself, which the government says ended in June 2009.

Median household income in June was just $49,909 — 6.7 percent less than it was when what the government calls a recovery began and 9.8 percent less than it was when the economy began to unravel four years ago.

Yet here’s President Obama, so typically on the defensive, trying to find a way to make a rather modest jobs bill more palatable to a Republican congressional opposition that’s determined to let it die.

Perhaps the protesters in Lower Manhattan and other cities need to broaden the reach of their discontent. It’s Washington, not Wall Street, where the exploitation of others’ hardship is pursued for political gain. The wonder is that everyone from the most vocal protesters to the most ordinary voters aren’t more demanding of a radical adjustment in economic policy. It will take rallies, perhaps, but also elections to fix that.

Tuesday’s Senate vote against the President’s jobs bill should tell everyone trying to make do with less who their adversaries are. Whatever Wall Street might represent — all that privilege and protection by politicians so dependent on its campaign contributions — it’s Congress that’s taking the most deliberate action to keep 25 million Americans who need full-time jobs from getting them.

How dare Senate Republican leader Mitch McConnell try to turn personal misery and political gamesmanship on its head? His remarks Tuesday, after the vote against the jobs bill, that it’s intended not to get people working but rather to make Republicans look bad for opposing it, reflect a cynicism that should be neither forgiven nor forgotten.

He should consider the ultimate beneficiaries of so many of these potential new jobs, namely everyone with a stake in the pathetic state of America’s infrastructure.

Mr. Obama wants $50 billion for direct transportation spending, $5 billion for more transportation grants and loans, and $10 billion toward a long-term infrastructure bank. Even that is a drop in the bucket of what’s needed to prevent further deterioration. New York alone needs an estimated $250 billion over the next 20 years to repair roads, bridges and water and sewers.

Beyond the numbers showing declining incomes are these ominous words: “a significant reduction in the American standard of living.” That’s from Gordon Green, co-author of that income report.

America needs this jobs bill, all right. And it needs so much more, starting with responsible people taking the jobs of anyone who puts politics before recovery.
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