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Interview With Al Hunt for CNBC
and the Wall Street Journal

May 4, 1998

National Economy

Mr. Hunt. Mr. President, thank you for
being with us. Let’s talk about the American
economy for a moment, which is really the
envy of the world today. Federal Reserve
Chairman Alan Greenspan says that it's the
best economy in modern memory. But in
your view, are there one or two develop-
ments that could jeopardize these good
times?

The President. Well, I think the thing that
I’m most concerned about today is the neces-
sity of having growth in every major region
of the world to sustain our own. I mean,
we’re now in a position where about a third
of our growth is due to exports, where a sig-
nificant percentage of them go to Asia. And
our own analyses are that the Asian financial
crisis, within its present parameters, won't
have a terribly destructive impact on the
American economy now. But if we had slow
growth everywhere at once, it would, which
is why | think it's rather important that we
support the IMF and have a really dis-
ciplined effort to try to help move the Asian
countries through this financial period and
get them back to growth again.

And | feel the same way about what I'm
trying to do in Africa as well. | just think
that we have to understand that our welfare
is more inextricably tied with others than
ever before. So that’s one of the things that
I’m quite concerned about.

Japanese Economy

Mr. Hunt. In that context, the greatest
threat in Asia, most experts think, is Japan.
You and Secretary Rubin have encouraged,
have cajoled, have pressured the Japanese to
try to stimulate their economy, where it al-
ways seems to be too little, too late. What
are the consequences if that persists, both
in Asia and for the United States?

The President. Well, let me say, this last
stimulus package, if it's real—that is if it's
real money and it's implemented rapidly and
vigorously, I think it will be a plus——

Mr. Hunt. You think it's sufficient——
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The President. Well, | think—let me fin-
ish, if I might. I think that it might be enough
on its own terms if, in addition to that, they
have other reforms in the economy, you
know, to open the economy to subject it to
more genuine competition and open mar-
kets. Then I think between the two of those
things you would really get growth going
again. | think at least there is a chance that
itis.

One of the problems that the Japanese
have in their political system is that, because
the pressures against doing these kinds of
things are so enormous, very often they can
be proposed and then their impact can be
watered down or delayed in ways that make
it difficult to implement. But if they actually
do what the Prime Minister has proposed,
and they do it quickly, and they follow it up
with other reforms with banking and com-
petitive market reforms, then | think that
there is a chance we can see some real move-
ment in Japan. And, of course, that would
lead the whole region out.

And Prime Minister Hashimoto has got an
enormously difficult challenge now, but he’s
a very able man; he’s a strong man; and he’s
trying to, | think, really come to grips with
this. And I'm hoping that he’ll be able to.

Mr. Hunt. You're going to China for al-
most a week this summer. Is there any
chance you'd stop over in Tokyo to talk to
the Japanese about this economic situation?

The President. Well, | hope to see Prime
Minister Hashimoto for an extended period
in Birmingham, in England, at the G-8 meet-
ing before 1 go to China. I would not like
to wait that long. I'd like to have the chance
to really sit down and visit with him and see
what, if anything else, we can do to help be-
fore then. So I'm looking forward to blocking
out some good time on my schedule when
we're together for the G-8 meeting.

Mr. Hunt. And no reason then to go to
Tokyo on your trip to China?

The President. Well, my instinct is to
treat this as | would another—any other state
visit, just to go and come. But | have been
to Japan a couple of times, and | expect to
go back again before | leave office. But I
think what we need to do is to deal with this
financial challenge they face as old friends
and allies in a very straightforward way. |
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don’t think that the symbolism of a visit is
nearly as important as the reality of a partner-
ship, and I'm going to do my best to be a
good partner to them.

G-8 Summit in Birmingham, England

Mr. Hunt. You mentioned the meeting
coming up in Birmingham, England. What
do you expect to come out of that other than
a call for more financial disclosure from other
nations and the IMF? Is there any more sub-
stantive——

The President. Well, | hope so, because
| think that we really—I hope we’ll do a G-
8 version of what we were doing at the Sum-
mit of the Americas in Santiago. | thought
what we—I hope we’ll be talking about how
globalization can work to the benefit of all
the peoples in our countries, and then how
it can only work if we're benefiting other na-
tions as well.

Now, let me just give you an example.
Great Britain now has a low unemployment
rate, and the Dutch unemployment rate is
down, but a number of the other European
unemployment rates are still high, even
though they’re enjoying growth. The Canadi-
ans have had strong growth for the last cou-
ple of years. Their unemployment rate is only
now beginning to yield to it. So there is a
lot of interest among the G-8 about how they
can generate more jobs without increasing
inequality and without undermining growth.

So | expect we’ll be talking about things
like the earned-income tax credit in the
United States as a device for reducing in-
equality, but still increasing employment. |
know we’ll spend a lot of time on the training
of the work force and wealthy countries’ sig-
nificant obligation to upgrade the skills of
their own people because of the change in
the globalization of the economy. So | think
we'll have a lot of things that really affect
people on the street in America and in these
other countries.

European Economic and Monetary Union

Mr. Hunt. Let me ask you a question
about the European Monetary Union with,
I guess, 11 countries coming together. There
has been a lot of celebration of that; your
administration has been very supportive. And
yet, isn’t there a concern that when you have
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countries with such incredibly diverse cul-
tural and social and economic and political
systems, that rather than lead to more unity,
it could produce more unrest, more disunity?

The President. It could if people feel that
it’s been sort of imposed on them. But | be-
lieve that the general tendency toward politi-
cal and economic union in Europe is a posi-
tive one. The United States has supported
it; 1 have personally supported it strongly. So
I think that’s positive. 1 think the efforts
made by many European countries to get
their fiscal house in order, get their deficits
down so they can qualify for membership,
has been truly impressive.

And the European States themselves will
have to decide how they want to unify politi-
cally and economically, but if they choose to
do this European Monetary Union, | want
to be supportive. But | think that in order
to make it work, they’ll have to do other
things as well. They’ll have to find a way,
first of all, within their countries to preserve
a sense of sovereignty and integrity in these
other countries while they’re unifying the
currency. And then, in dealing with the
United States and others, they will have to
find a way to continue to make sure that
they're sending us the right signal that
they’re opening their economy—they’re uni-
fying, but they're not closing others out,
they’re opening. And we are in negotiations
and discussions with them now about how
we might do that. So, on balance, I'm positive
about this.

National Economy

Mr. Hunt. Let’s return to the domestic
economy for a second. We've now had six
quarters where the economy has grown more
rapidly than even your most optimistic of ad-
visers, the latest just being in the last few
day. But given the inevitable business cycle,
do you think it’s time to at least start to con-
sider tapping on the brakes so you don’t have
to slam them on later?

The President. Well, I think the only rea-
son to tap on the brakes with high growth
and low inflation is if you think it will actually
prolong the period of growth. And there is
a lot of debate out there in the world today
about the nature of our growth and what
would stop it and what would keep it going.
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So | think that the judgment ought to be
what are the mix of policies we can adopt
that are most likely to keep this period of
economic growth going for the longest period
of time.

I don’t believe we’ve repealed the business
cycle, but I think perhaps we've fundamen-
tally altered it. That is, if you look at the im-
pact of the technological revolution working
through the economy, which is, I think, giv-
ing us higher productivity levels than we can
measure accurately—I think if you look at
the globalization of commerce and America
having still a relatively open economy, which
keeps inflation down by having everything
subject to more competition, if you look at
the benefits we're reaping now from the
painful adjustments that were made in the
1980’s by the business community—all these
things happening now—I think there is a
chance that we now know it's more possible
than it used to be for a government to have
a prolonged period of growth if it's properly
managed.

Do | think that there is no business cycle
and that the laws of supply and demand in
the global context never come back to short-
en the leash on a country? No. | think it’s
still out there. But | think we can continue
to prolong this if we do the right things.

Mr. Hunt. Just to follow up for a moment,
your predecessors were always—several—
were quite critical of Chairman Greenspan
whenever he put brakes on. Your administra-
tion, particularly Secretary Rubin, have had
very good ties with Chairman Greenspan. Do
| take it from that answer that, whereas
you’re not encouraging him to tap on the
brakes, that you wouldn’t be critical if he did?

The President. Well, we've tried to work
together while respecting our independence.
And | have believed always that if | provided
America with a responsible budget that was
moving toward balance so that in the short
term we were behaving in a responsible way
and that had the long-term investments nec-
essary to triumph in the kind of economy we
live in, that that would permit him to do his
job with the lowest possible interest rates.
That is, | thought he would be able to leave
interest rates than he otherwise would feel
he could. | think on balance that’s what’s
happened.
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I know that he couldn’t possibly agree with
every decision I've made in the last 5% years,
and he put the brakes on pretty tight in 1994,
trying to keep this thing going. And we had
a big—we had a pretty good slowdown, but
then we were able to keep it going, keep the
expansion going. And so it's continued right
the way through until here we are, almost
to the middle of '98. And | believe that he’ll
do what he thinks is right for the long-term
interests of the American economy.

Mr. Hunt. You were asked the other day
at your news conference about the stock mar-
ket continuing to go up, and you were an
optimist. If you were private citizen Clinton
today, would you invest in the market?

The President. Yes, but | would also rec-
ognize that it goes down and it goes up and
it goes down and it goes up. And what the
American people need to know is that if you
can hold your investments long enough, over
any given 15- or 20-year period, the stock
market has always outperformed private—I
mean Government bonds in earnings.

The insecurity is if you enter, particularly
if you enter at a fairly high point now, and
you happen to get one of those downward
bumps and you have to liquidate your invest-
ment. Then you could lose. But if you look
at the stock market—the stock market has
always tracked the fundamentals in the end.
And 1 just feel that if 1 can work with the
American people and keep the fundamentals
good, keep productivity up and investment
for the long run up, keep the unemployment
rate down, keep the inflation rate down—
if we keep the fundamentals in good shape,
then the stock market, over time, will track
that.

And | know that there are a lot of people
who are worried because it's gone quite high
lately, but the market—they correct them-
selves; they always do, one way or the other.
I just think over the long run, what—if you're
President, you can’'t be thinking about next
month in the market; you have to be thinking
about what's the long-run economic scenario.
And then you just have to trust the market
to follow the market realities in the American
economy over time. | think that's what will
happen.

Mr. Hunt. In this booming economy,
some critics have worried that it's been too
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uneven. I'll give you one example: The pay
of CEO's of the largest companies last year
rose 35 percent, rose 54 percent the year be-
fore. That's 13 times greater than the pay
of average workers. And | think the figure
now is that the average boss earns 326 times
what the average worker earns. Is that, a, ac-
ceptable; and, b, should Government do any-
thing about it?

The President. Well, | think that in and
of itself, it's probably a phenomenon of com-
panies bidding for management talent at a
time when management talent is important
in how these companies do in the market.
So in that sense, it may not be any different
than asking whether it’s acceptable that pro-
fessional athletes earn as much money as
they do.

I think the real question is, are working
people earning a fair share of their company’s
prosperity and their country’s prosperity?
And are we, in the aggregate, decreasing the
level of income and equality that developed
over the last 20 years, because we had a
very—as you know, very sharp increase in
inequality among various classes of working
people, with folks on the bottom getting the
short end of the stick? Government policies
I think had something to do with it, but I
think the larger thing was that we were
changing the dominant economic factors of
this age. And now the dominant economic
factors relate to people’s level of education
and skills, so that there became—there’s a
huge education premium now in the work
force, and people that don't have it, particu-
larly younger workers, tend to get punished
very harshly by the low incomes they earn.

So to me, what I've tried to do is to reduce
income inequality—not necessarily by reduc-
ing upper income people’s incomes, except
to ask them to pay their fair—what | believe
is a fair share of the country’s tax burden—
but instead, by lowering the incomes of the
lower 40 percent of the people and trying
to create more high-wage jobs by tying more
of them to trade, because we know trade-
related jobs and technology-related jobs pay
17 to 20 percent more than average wages.
And the evidence is that in the last couple
of years, we have slowly, finally, begun to
reduce income inequality, particularly when
you take into account the impacts of the
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earned-income tax credit, which is worth
about $1,000 a year to a working family of
four with an income under $30,000.

Federal Budget Surplus

Mr. Hunt. Another of the benefits of the
booming economy, of course, has been we
have something that people thought unimagi-
nable a few years ago, a budget surplus. The
latest CBO estimate | think, was——

The President. Well, we hope we do. We
think we will.

Mr. Hunt. But with April receipts coming
in, I gather, much stronger than anybody an-
ticipated, I've now heard some people sug-
gest you could have a budget surplus of as
much as $50 billion this year. Is that right?
Is that reasonable?

The President. Could be.

Mr. Hunt. Could be that high? Now, you
have said that you're going to veto—that So-
cial Security comes first with any budget sur-
plus—if they try and enact a big tax cut be-
fore they do that, that you would veto it. But
there’s also a big-spending, highway pork bill
coming down the pike right now. As things
stand now, would you also veto that?

The President. If it got into the surplus.
I met with Senator Lott and Senator Daschle
yesterday, and we discussed this. And it’s
very interesting—historically, always high-
ways have been the one thing that Congress,
whether Republican or Democrat, they al-
ways want to spend more on than the Presi-
dent. And part of it is the President’s desire
to maintain some control over the budget.
At least for me that's been the case. Now,
I like the—I believe we need to invest money
in infrastructure, in highways and mass tran-
sit and bridge repair. | think it's good for
the economy in terms of the jobs it creates,
but it's even better for the economy in terms
of giving people safer roads to travel on and
less wear and tear on their cars, less acci-
dents—fewer accidents—the whole thing.
I’'m all for this.

And we need more mass transit because,
among other things, it's an important part of
the welfare reform component. If we're re-
quiring people who are poor and on welfare
to go take jobs and they have to travel,
they’ve got to have some way to get there.
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So I'm for a hefty increase in investment in
infrastructure.

But | think that these bills that have been
passed—the thing that bothers me is, | can’t
see, based on what | understand to be the
options, how either one of these bills can be
funded without either getting into the sur-
plus or cutting our investment in education,
medical research, the environment, and
other critical areas. So we’re just going to
have to try to find a way to fit all these things
in, in a manner that doesn’t spend the sur-
plus.

Social Security

Mr. Hunt. Let me ask you just a couple
more quick questions. On Social Security,
you've said very clearly you don’'t want to
have a specific proposal now. But some of
your Democratic colleagues—Senator Moy-
nihan and Kerrey, are talking about private
accounts alongside traditional Social Secu-
rity. No matter the specific details, is that
a good idea to consider?

The President. Absolutely, it should be
considered. But what | want to say—I'd like
to make two points—first, is the reason that
I think it would be a bad thing for me to
have a specific proposal now is I think it
would shut down debate rather than increase
it. And then everything would be, are you
for or against this proposal? Right now, we've
still—the American people | think, on this
issue—the good news is that everybody
knows something fairly substantial is going
to have to be done to make this system sur-
vive into the 21st century when all the baby
boomers retire. That's good.

Secondly, | think the younger people are
the more likely they are to be open to all
kinds of new ideas, and that’s good. But I
think that what has not been accomplished
yet in the public education process that we're
now undertaking this year is for people to
understand the tradeoffs involved in making
a set of choices.

That is, 1 could call you on the telephone,
and I could say I am a reporter for the Clin-
ton polling agency, and I'm going to ask you
these 10 questions and do you like these
ideas, and you might like them all. But if
I said, you can only have four of them, and
then you have to rank them in rank order
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of priority, that’s a much more sophisticated
judgment. That’s what I'm trying to get done
now.

On the individual accounts, I think it’s ab-
solutely an idea that deserves a lot of consid-
eration. There is some debate, as you know,
in Congress about trying to dedicate the sur-
plus to individual accounts now just starting.
The problem | have with that proposal is that
it doesn’t deal with the underlying Social Se-
curity program. What are you going to do—
I think we still need some baseline Social
Security in the 21st century that’s a baseline
protection for people that may not have a
lot of money in the market or may lose some
in the market or don’t have a chance to accu-
mulate a lot of wealth, and we’ve got to know
how we're going to fix that. And then, the
people—admittedly, that's what Senators
Moynihan and Kerrey tried to do. They tried
to guarantee a baseline Social Security bene-
fit and, over and above that, have an individ-
ual account. And that’s one of the things that
I think ought to be fully explored here.

Corporate Mergers

Mr. Hunt. We only have a few more min-
utes, but as long as we're talking about
whether things are good or bad, there have
been a rash of big mergers lately, particularly
in the financial service banks. Do you think,
generally, without commenting on any one,
but as a general proposition, is that good or
bad for consumers and the economy?

The President. | don’t know yet. | think,
to some extent, they were inevitable because
of both the nationalization of finance, bank
finance across our whole country, and the
globalization of commerce, which puts a pre-
mium on bigness partly so you can afford to
get into new market areas, partly so you can
afford to handle bad years; you have more
money.

So | think some of this is inevitable. I think
that the test which ought to be applied—and
I honestly have not had time to get a detailed
analysis of it—but the test of all these merg-
ers ought to be this: Does it allow them to
become more globally competitive in ways
that don’t unfairly raise prices or cut the
quality of service to consumers in America?
Or does it superficially allow them to become
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more globally competitive, but, in effect, un-
dermine their competitive position because
they’re not attractive to their customers any-
more because of what happens to prices or
service?

And | think that's the test we ought to
apply, that's the test Government agencies
ought to apply, in terms of any lawfulness—
you know they’re looking at that. But | think
it's too soon to say yet. On balance, | think
it was inevitable. I think these things were
coming, and we have to do what we can to
make sure that they’re good for the consum-
ers of the country.

Tobacco Legislation

Mr. Hunt. Next to the last question, on
tobacco, would you be willing to give up
some of the initiatives that you have pro-
posed as part of the tobacco deal in order
to get legislation that limits any revenue
strictly to tobacco and health related areas?

The President. Well, let me say, first of
all, most of the initiatives that |1 proposed to
fund—in education, for example—were not
coming out of tobacco revenues, except those
that were being collected to be sent back to
the States.

Now, | wanted to say that those should
be spent for the benefit of children and
smaller class sizes in the earlier grades and
in child care, and not children’s health, for
the simple reason that in the Balanced Budg-
et Act we had the biggest increase in chil-
dren’s health in 35 years.

If Congress wanted to give the States some
more flexibility in spending that money, we
could argue about that, but that wouldn’t be
a deal breaker for me. We can also have a
debate about that in the election, whether
I was right or they were right and what we
should do with the priorities in the future.

My sole concern, in terms of what bill |
would sign or not, is the question of whether
it will substantially reduce teenage smoking
and thereby lift the health fortunes of all
these children that are otherwise going to be
imperiled.

Mr. Hunt. Do you think the McCain bill
does that? Is that correct?

The President. | do. | do. There are a
couple things that if 1 were writing the
McCain bill, I'd change, and maybe we can
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even get a few changes in it. And I'm sure
there are people on the other side who would
like to change a couple things about it. But
| think that the McCain bill is—I think Sen-
ator McCain and the Democrats and Repub-
licans who worked with him—keep in mind,
19 people voted for that bill—made an hon-
est effort to, first of all, protect our children
from the dangers of tobacco; secondly, raise
enough money that we can invest it in an
advertising campaign and medical research
and to do the things that ought to be done
from a health point of view; took decent care
of the tobacco farmers, gave them an oppor-
tunity to buy their way out of what they are
doing now in ways that seem to find favor
among the farmers; and basically did the
kinds of things that ought to be done. It's
certainly a good vehicle through which we
can work to try to get a bill out of the Senate
and then hopefully get one out of the House.

Independent Counsel’s Investigation and
Consumer Confidence

Mr. Hunt. Last question. One of the rea-
sons the economy has done so well is unsur-
passed consumer confidence. Consumers
really feel good about how things are going
in general. If you and Independent Counsel
Kenneth Starr become embroiled in a huge,
high-stakes battle over impeachment charges
and countercharges, could that threaten or
jeopardize consumer confidence in general?

The President. Oh, | don't think so, be-
cause, for one thing, I've done my best to
demonstrate to the American people that I'm
letting all this business from Mr. Starr be
handled by my lawyers and others speaking
on my behalf, that when | have to answer
questions about it, | do, but that I'm working
on their business. And I'm very optimistic
about it. So | don’t think that anything that
can conceivably happen is likely to impact
on consumer confidence, unless somebody
tries to do something completely irrespon-
sible and insupportable. By the facts at hand,
we’'re going to be fine on that.

Mr. Hunt. Or impact upon your steward-
ship of—

The President. No. No. | think that early
on in this process | was somewhat bewildered
by it, and it was distracting. And finally, 1
decided what | owed the American people
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was not to be distracted, and so I'm doing
pretty well now, and | intend to keep right
on doing it.

Mr. Hunt. Mr. President, thank you very
much.

The President. Thank you.

NoTe: The interview began at 3:24 p.m. in the
Roosevelt Room at the White House on April 30.
This interview was embargoed for release until
6 p.m., May 4. In his remarks, the President re-
ferred to Prime Minister Ryutaro Hashimoto of
Japan. A tape was not available for verification
of the content of these remarks.

Remarks at a Democratic Senatorial
Campaign Committee Dinner in
Chicago, lllinois

May 4, 1998

Thank you very much. Well, first, let me—
a lot of things have already happened here
tonight that 1 didn't intend to happen.
[Laughter] And I feel that I should quit while
I'm still not too far behind. [Laughter] It's
not often that a man in his declining years
can demonstrate a loss of hearing, a loss of
memory, and a loss of the muscles necessary
to play a saxophone all in one fell swoop.
[Laughter] But even when | was a kid, when
I was a teenager and | could play pretty well,
there was one unbroken rule that all of us
who actually played and tried to earn a little
money—never, never walk into a strange
place and pick up a strange horn. [Laughter]
And if you do, always have your own mouth-
piece. [Laughter] And if you disregard both
rules, you deserve whatever happens to you.
[Laughter] But | had a good time. And the
musicians and Shelley covered my sins pretty
well. You were terrific. Thank you, Bill and
Shelley for having us here. [Applause] Thank
you.

I want to thank Bill and Shelley and Jim
and all the people who worked on this dinner
tonight. I thank all of you for coming. I thank
Dick Durbin for his great service in the Sen-
ate and for his good humor. I wish I'd written
down those cracks; they were pretty funny.
[Laughter]

Thank you, Mayor Daley, for everything
you do, and everything they said about you,
| agree with, and then some. I'd like to also
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thank Bill Daley for being a truly terrific Sec-
retary of Commerce and doing a great job
for us. I'd like to also tell you that another
Chicagoan whose parents are here tonight,
Todd Stern, who served for sometime as ba-
sically the White House secretary—he orga-
nized all the affairs of my life, virtually—has
now taken on a huge responsibility to lead
our administration’s effort at complying with
the climate change treaty we signed onto, to
try to figure out how we can make our con-
tribution to fight global warming and con-
tinue to grow the American economy. We
were out in California today illustrating just
exactly how we intend to do that. And so,
he has done a great job.

You know, I love to come to Chicago. |
am so indebted to Chicago—for my wife, for
a great convention, for two elections. I still
have the picture on my wall in my private
office in the White House where Hillary and
I were together at the hotel here in Chicago
on St. Patrick’s Day in 1992. It was on that
night when the votes from lllinois and Michi-
gan came in, in the primary that | knew I
would be the nominee of my party. And |
owe lllinois a very great deal in this great
city.

I want to just take a couple of minutes—
you know, you're all here; you've made your
contributions; you're warm; and you want to
go home. [Laughter] And you had to put up
with our music, and | thank you. But I'd like
to ask you to leave and ask yourselves, why
did I go there tonight, and if somebody asked
me tomorrow morning, what answer will |
give—somebody | know who had never been
to a fundraiser, asked me tomorrow morning
why did | go there, what answer will | give?
It certainly can't be that you wanted to hear
me play the saxophone. [Laughter]

In 1992, and indeed, in '91, I ran for Presi-
dent because I thought our country was mov-
ing into a dramatically different era, the way
we work, the way we live, the way we relate
to each other, the way we relate to the whole
rest of the world would be challenged and
would have to change.

And at every great time of challenge in
this country’s history, we have always met the
challenge by throwing off the dead hand of
the past in terms of policies and finding new
ways that were consistent with our oldest and



