
111

Administration of William J. Clinton, 1996 / Jan. 29

open until March. It’s a good step, but only
a first step.

And while we are balancing the budget, there
is another piece of business Congress must take
care of right now. Like each of us, our Nation
is only as good as its word. For 220 years, the
Government of the United States has honored
its obligation and kept its word. Through the
Civil War, two World Wars, and the Depression,
America has paid its bills and kept its word.
When we borrow money, we promise to pay
it back, and we pay it back, no matter what.
Our strong economy is built on the bedrock
of this commitment. The world’s economy relies
on the full faith and credit of the United States,
and it’s one thing that enables us to keep all
of our interest rates down so that we can afford
to borrow and grow and live.

From time to time, to keep its word, Congress
has had to pass debt ceiling legislation so the
Government can meet its obligations. Congress
has always done this when necessary. But this
Congress, especially some in the House of Rep-
resentatives, are trying to use the debt ceiling
as a way to get its way in the budget negotia-
tions.

Since November, Congress has failed to act
on the debt ceiling. To prevent our Nation from
going into default, the Treasury Secretary, Rob-
ert Rubin, has been forced to take extraordinary
actions, and so far he has been successful. But
our options are running out.

What could happen if the United States Gov-
ernment failed to meet its obligations? Our un-
broken record of keeping our word could end
with taxpayers bearing the costs for years to

come because interest rates would go up on
United States obligations. And interest rates
could also go up for businesses, consumers, and
homeowners, many of whom have interest rates
that vary according to the Government’s interest
rates. And for tens of millions of Americans
the unthinkable could happen: The Social Secu-
rity checks they count on would not be able
to be mailed out.

My fellow Americans, we are a great country.
We have never—never—broken our word or de-
faulted on our obligations in our entire 220-
year history. We’ve never failed to pay Social
Security for senior citizens who’ve earned it.

So Congress should act responsibly and stop
playing politics with America’s good name. Let
our Government pay its bills. In order to avoid
endangering the March 1st Social Security
checks, Congress should pass a straightforward,
long-term debt limit immediately.

We have worked hard after years of wasteful
spending to restore confidence in the way our
Government does America’s business. Americans
are just beginning to believe again. This is no
time to turn back. I urge every Member of
Congress to reflect upon the gravity of this mat-
ter and to remember what the American people
want from us is something quite simple: to put
partisanship aside, get the job done, and work
together for the common good. That is what
we must do today and what we must do on
the question of the debt limit.

Thanks for listening.

NOTE: The President spoke at 10:06 a.m. from
the Oval Office at the White House.
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Thank you, Secretary Shalala, Dr. Foster, to
the distinguished American citizens who are
here behind me, and all of you who are out
here with them. I thank the Members of Con-
gress who are here: Senator Pell, Senator Mur-
ray, Senator Chafee, Congresswoman Clayton,
and Congressman Stokes. Thank you all for
being here and for your interest in this impor-
tant issue.

In the State of the Union Address I said
that I felt our country was facing seven great
challenges that we had to meet together as a
community, challenges that we could not solve
if our people were simply left to fend for them-
selves. I do believe that we are moving into
a period of enormous possibility for our people.
I honestly believe that for Americans who are
positioned to take advantage of the world that
we’re living in and the one toward which we
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are going, there will be more opportunities to
fulfill their dreams than ever before in our his-
tory.

But I also know that many, many Americans,
indeed, millions of Americans will be blocked
from that age of possibility unless we succeed
in meeting all these challenges. And the very
first one that I started with in the State of
the Union is the one I want to talk about today,
our obligation to cherish our children and
strengthen our families.

Secretary Shalala talked about the efforts
we’re making in welfare reform and how it re-
lates to this. And we’ve talked elsewhere about
what we’re trying to do to discourage young
people from smoking because that presents, by
far, the greatest health damage that they face
today.

This morning we want to talk about teen
pregnancy, because it is a moral problem and
a personal problem and a challenge that indi-
vidual young people should face and because
it has reached such proportions that it is a very
significant economic and social problem for the
United States. The rates here, of course, are
mirrored in many other countries in the world,
but they’re also causing the same kind of prob-
lems elsewhere, and that doesn’t make it right.

Teen parents often don’t have the education
they need, don’t have the self-awareness they
need, don’t have the self-confidence they need
to make the most of their own lives in the
work force or to succeed themselves as parents.

We know, too, that almost all the poor chil-
dren in this country are living with one parent,
that there are very, very few poor children, with-
out regard to race, region, or income, living
in two-parent, married households. We know
that there are an awful lot of good single parents
out there doing their best, but we also know
it would be better if no teenager ever had a
child out of wedlock, that it is not the right
thing to do and it is not a good thing for the
children’s future and for the future of our coun-
try.

We also know, finally, that we all have to
work together to solve this problem and that
the people who deserve the lion’s share of credit
are people like those who are behind me today,
people who are giving their lives to try to give
our young people things to say yes to, to try
to give our young people a sense of self-con-
fidence, a sense of identity, and a sense of the

future so that they can make good personal deci-
sions about their own lives.

Members of our administration have been
meeting with citizens like these folks from all
sectors of our society and from all over the
country to determine whether we could help
to support the establishment of a new national
organization that would expand upon and rein-
force and elevate these community-based efforts.

This is not a problem which can be solved
in Washington. This is not a problem that can
be dealt with by a politician’s speech, no matter
how statesmanlike. This is a challenge that has
to be dealt with one-on-one-on-one throughout
this country. But there are things, as these peo-
ple have told me today, for political leaders to
do; there are things for business leaders to do;
there are things for people in the media to
do; there are things for the health care system
to do. And I am very pleased that from the
grassroots we have gotten input about how you
ought to design the right kind of national cam-
paign against teen pregnancy.

And today I am pleased to announce that
a group of very prominent Americans will agree
to become the first leaders of a National Cam-
paign To Reduce Teen Pregnancy. A dozen are
ready to begin the effort, including leaders in
the field of helping our young people, like
former Surgeon General Dr. Koop and David
Hamburg of the Carnegie Corporations. Others
who have agreed to play a role include the presi-
dent of Drew University and the former Gov-
ernor of New Jersey, Tom Kean; former New
Hampshire Senator Warren Rudman; Ogilvy and
Mather chair Charlotte Beers; Whoopi Gold-
berg; former mayor of Atlanta, Congressman,
and U.N. Ambassador Andrew Young, who is
now the cochair of the Olympics in Atlanta;
and the president of MTV, Judy McGrath.

I’d like also especially to thank Dr. Isabel
Sawhill who is here with me now, now with
the Urban Institute and used to be a part of
this administration, for her serious efforts and
leadership in spearheading this and getting all
these folks together and trying to make sure
that this effort will be rooted in America’s com-
munities.

This will be a serious bipartisan effort to ad-
dress this issue. We all know it ought to be
an effort that goes on year-in and year-out; it
ought to be completely beyond partisan politics.
Many of the people who have agreed to meet,
to serve, will be meeting tomorrow in New York.
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And within the next month this group will be
up and running. When it holds its first board
meeting the National Campaign To Reduce
Teen Pregnancy, I hope, will be coming to the
White House to discuss how we can work to-
gether and how we can all do our part to ad-
vance this important work.

Because Government does have to do its part,
again, as I said in the State of the Union, we
don’t have a big Government anymore; it’s much
smaller than it was when I took office. But
we don’t want a weak Government, and we
don’t want to go back to the time when the
American people were left to fend for them-
selves. We need to go forward in a sense of
the spirit of partnership. And I have asked Dr.
Henry Foster to serve as my senior adviser on
this issue and to be my liaison to this national
campaign, to make absolutely sure that we have
done everything we can do to support this effort.

In his career as a doctor and through his
‘‘I Have A Future’’ program in Nashville, Dr.
Foster has dedicated his energies to dealing with
this complex, profoundly human problem of
teen pregnancy, and he’s had a remarkable
amount of success. In this new role he will
work in partnership with community-based orga-
nizations all across America to help give our
young people the strength and the tools they
need to lead responsible and successful lives.

Ultimately, I believe what is needed on this
issue is a revolution of the heart. We have to
work to instill within every young man and
woman a sense of personal responsibility, a
sense of self-respect, and a sense of possibility.
Having a child is the greatest responsibility any-
body can assume, and it’s still every American
parent’s most important job. I don’t care what
else they’re doing. And it is not the right choice
for a teenager to make before she or he is
ready. This message has to be constantly en-
forced and reinforced by community organiza-
tions and by other groups who are in a position
to help our children make good choices.

The last point I want to make is that every-
body can play a role. And those of us who
are older and no longer subject to the drama
that these children live with every day find it
easier to make these speeches, perhaps, than
young people do, but young people are more
likely to be more effective in doing it. So I
want to say a special word of thanks to one

of the people who met with me today, the young
gentleman here to my left, Collin Sears. He
is demonstrating the kind of contribution one
person can make. He has worked at Baltimore’s
Young People’s Health Connection since he was
in middle school, teaching other young people
to make the right decisions and to take respon-
sibilities for their lives.

You know, he said—and when we were in
the meeting, he was asked what was his most
effective argument. And he said, ‘‘Well, I really
have three strategies that I use,’’ and he laid
out his strategies. Afterward I couldn’t help
thinking, if he’d been here helping me to lobby
Congress on the budget, it might all be solved.
[Laughter] I was absolutely carried away that
he had, sort of, thought through how he ought
to get inside the mind and heart of each young
person with whom he was dealing. We need
to lift people like him up. We need to lift pro-
grams up, like the Best Friends program here
in Washington, DC, and I know we have some
participants here. We need to lift these com-
prehensive efforts up, where these people are
actually out there now literally giving their lives
to help young people secure a better future
for themselves, and we need to do it together.

Let me say that there are a lot of things
I would like to see done in this country over
the next 4 or 5 years. But you just imagine
what a difference America could make and what
a different America we would have if we could
cut the teen pregnancy rate in half. Just imagine
how it could change the whole face of the coun-
try and the whole future of America and how
our young people think about that future.

That is really what this is about. It is an
effort worth making. It ought to be completely
bipartisan. We ought to commit ourselves to do
it for as long as it takes, year-in and year-out,
and we ought to root it in our communities
and recognize that every one of us has a role
to play and a responsibility to play it.

Thank you very much.

NOTE: The President spoke at 11:53 a.m. in the
Roosevelt Room at the White House. In his re-
marks, he referred to comedienne Whoopi Gold-
berg.
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