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John McCain 

Should the government have a role in expanding access to health care? What, if anything, would you do to restructure the health care system?

I believe real health care reform must put individuals and families, not bureaucrats, at the center of our health care system. Americans deserve leadership for real reform that provides greater access to high-quality health care and ends spiraling costs. But the road to reform does not lead through Washington and a hugely expensive, bureaucratic, government-controlled system. We have all tangled enough with the existing bureaucracy to know that even more will diminish, not improve, quality. I believe the best way expand access and controls costs, without hurting the quality of our health care, is to harness competition to offer more affordable insurance options for as many Americans as possible, and to leverage innovation -- such as low-cost health clinics in retail stores for example -- and cost-effectiveness of our nation's firms to put an end to existing rigid, unfriendly bureaucracies. I support the development of a secure national medical records and placing greater emphasis on preventative care so fewer people have to spend time in hospital and emergency care. We must build a national market where insurance is more available, portable, and accessible across state lines; in which patients' rights are respected and their information under their control; and one in which people may save more in tax-exempt Health Savings Accounts. I believe we must also assist those who need help in getting health coverage by offering a tax credit, for example, to help people pay for insurance. We also need more transparency of prices and quality measures so patients can make informed choices. This is why real reform must provide incentives for a national market - including the reimportation of pharmaceuticals - that offer greater transparency about effective patient care, options for preventative care and therapies, and prices so that competition in the health care market makes it easier for individuals and families to navigate toward better quality and lower cost. I will demand reform to medical malpractice laws to curb abusive lawsuits that squeeze doctors, prevent innovation, and drive up the cost of health care. Finally, I encourage our states to continue exploring with their own health care reforms to see what works and what doesn't. American health care is the best in the world, but I believe we can do much better with this kind of reform.

Do you support allowing a portion of the money currently withheld for Social Security to be put into private accounts? Why or why not?

I believe that we may meet our obligations to the retirees of today and the future without raising taxes, and I support supplementing the current Social Security system with personal accounts - but not as a substitute for addressing benefit promises that cannot be kept. People in both parties agree that we must make the hard decisions to restore solvency to these programs.

What specific changes would you make to the Social Security program?

No government program is the object of more political posturing and spin than Social Security. Americans have the right to know the truth, no matter how bad it is. The current Social Security system is unsustainable. A half century ago, sixteen American workers supported every retiree. Today, it's just three. Soon, it will be only two. If we don't make some tough choices, Social Security either won't be there for our children and grandchildren or we will have had to raise taxes so dramatically to support them that we will have crushed the prosperity of average Americans. I believe that we may meet our obligations to the retirees of today and the future without raising taxes, and I support supplementing the current Social Security system with personal accounts - but not as a substitute for addressing benefit promises that cannot be kept. People in both parties agree that we must make the hard decisions to restore solvency to these programs. As President, I'll submit a plan to save Social Security, and I'll ask Congress to do the same. I'll work on a bipartisan basis to make the hard choices; to protect the retirement security of the American worker, and the growth of the American economy. And if Congress is afraid to make those choices, then they can just let me do it. I'll take the heat. I'll ask Congress to let me submit a comprehensive proposal. I'll prepare it carefully, fairly and honestly. And they can vote yes or no: no amendments; no filibuster; no tricks: no band-aid solutions; no more kicking the can down the road as the problem becomes harder and more expensive to solve; no more hoping that a future generation of leaders will have the courage we lack. If some of their constituents complain, and they will, they can put the blame on me.

Do you support setting a deadline for either a withdrawal or a partial pullback of troops from Iraq? If so, what would be the date of that deadline?

Today, Americans are fighting bravely in battles that are as dangerous, difficult and consequential as the great battles of our armed forces' storied past. In Iraq, I know the war has not gone well, and the American people have grown tired of it. I, too, have been made sick at heart by the many mistakes made by civilian and military commanders and the terrible price we have paid for them. I want our troops home too, but I want our troops to return home with honor and in victory. We cannot react to past mistakes by embracing calls to begin troop withdrawals or to revive our previous failed strategy of a partial troop pullback that will be an even greater mistake, a mistake of colossal historical proportions, which will seriously weaken American security.

What distinguishes your plan for Iraq from those of the other candidates?

Presidential candidates argue for the course of cutting our losses and withdrawing in the vain hope it will improve American security. I cannot join them in such wishful and dangerous thinking. I believe that their approach would make the world a more dangerous place and weaken American security. For many years I warned about the erosion of security in Iraq and called for a different strategy that would give us the best chance to succeed. Because our troops were spread too thin, I urged a larger ground force in Iraq to implement a new counterinsurgency campaign like the one now underway in Iraq. Today, we have new commanders in Iraq, and they are following a new course we should have been following from the beginning, which makes the most effective use of our strength and doesn't strengthen the tactics of our enemy. This new battle plan is succeeding in places where our previous tactics failed. Although the outcome remains uncertain, General Petraeus deserves adequate time to salvage from the wreckage of our past mistakes a measure of stability for Iraq and the Middle East, and a more secure future for the American people. Premature troop withdrawals or redeployment would not advance peace. It would strengthen al Qaeda and boost recruitment in their ranks, empower Iran and other hostile powers, unleash a full-scale civil war in Iraq that could quite possibly provoke genocide there, and destabilize the entire region as neighboring powers aid of their favored factions. The consequences would threaten us for years, and I am certain would eventually draw us into a wider and more difficult conflict. Our defeat in Iraq would be catastrophic, not just for Iraq, but for us. I believe that as long as we have a chance to succeed we must try to succeed.

What would be your top three national security priorities if you were elected?

Defeating radical Islamist extremists is the national security challenge of our time. At home, my administration will be fully prepared to deter, detect, and respond to any attack. But we must stay on offense. The 9/11 attack highlighted a failure to adequately respond to a hostile global terror network. Before 9/11, al Qaeda was basically free to plan, train, and conduct attacks from Afghanistan-despite bombing US embassies and attacking the USS Cole. As president, I will not allow such terrorist sanctuary. We must never again assume that the activities of extremists overseas do not impact our own security, which is why we must succeed in Iraq and Afghanistan. But prevailing in this struggle will require more than military power. I would employ every tool possible to help moderate Muslims resist the well-financed campaign of extremism that is tearing their societies apart. I would also seek a Free Trade Area from Morocco to Afghanistan, open to all who do not sponsor terrorism. Secondly, I will act to break our dependency on foreign oil. Al Qaeda continues to plan attacks on oil facilities hoping to skyrocket oil prices and nosedive the American economy. We cannot continue to enrich the foreign oil cartel and petro-dictators. In fact, some of our gas dollars flow to the very fanatics we are fighting. As President, I'll implement an energy strategy of diversification and conservation to break the dominance of oil in our transportation sector. For example, my agenda will include deploying more technologies to improve energy efficiency, developing alternative fuels, increasing electrical power generation from nuclear power and other sources and increasing domestic oil production in environmentally friendly ways. I will also push for a worldwide League of Democracies. It could act where the UN fails, principally because of the vetoes of autocratic states. The UN has proven to be ineffective in meeting the great challenges of our time. The League would not supplant the UN but would harness the political and moral advantages offered by united democratic action. Whether pressuring tyrants in Burma or Zimbabwe or Sudan or Syria, uniting to impose sanctions on Iran and North Korea to stem nuclear proliferation, or supporting struggling democracies in Ukraine and Serbia, the League would advance freedom and opportunity. As president, I would call a summit of the world's democracies in my first year--just as America led sixty years ago in creating the NATO alliance.

Do you think climate change is caused by human activity? If not, what is your view on the issue? What, if anything, would you do to deal with climate change?

Based on consensus among the world's scientists, I believe that global climate change is real, consequential, and related to human activities. Noticeable effects from the accumulation of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere are already being felt on earth, and scientists are convinced that the effects will grow more significant and costly. Experts believe that the effects of these changes - including increased ground temperatures, reduced water supply, rising sea levels, and changing agricultural patterns - can result in social, economic, and political upheaval that impact U.S. national security. Furthermore, market forces, political instability, terrorism and environmental pressures make our dependence on foreign oil a strategic vulnerability. We must act now to strengthen American security. As president, I will pursue a market-based, cap and trade system to achieve appropriate limits on greenhouse gas emissions as efficiently and effectively as possible. I will ensure that such a system is harnessed as a means of diversifying the nation's energy mix to make us less dependent on foreign oil and to place America at the forefront in the development of the energy and environmental protection technologies the world will demand for many years to come. I will also ensure that these efforts meet several key tests, including proper protection of consumers and the economy, preventing other countries from dodging their responsibilities, promoting the development and deployment of advanced technology, and prioritizing the best interests of America's economic, environmental, and national security. I will not support schemes advanced by other policymakers and candidates that would use this problem to levy new taxes that will be more successful at filling government coffers and empowering bureaucrats than achieving necessary environmental objectives as flexibly and efficiently as possible.

Should the government have a role in encouraging development of energy-efficient technologies and sustainable energy resources? If yes, how would you do it?

I believe we must act now to increase our energy security, but the strategy I propose won't be another grab bag of handouts to this or that industry and a full employment act for lobbyists. Energy efficiency by using improved technology and practicing sensible habits in our homes, businesses and automobiles is a big part of the answer, and is something we can achieve right now. And new advances will make conservation an ever more important part of the solution. Improved light bulbs can use much less energy; smart grid technology can help homeowners and businesses lower their energy use, and breakthroughs in high tech materials can greatly improve fuel efficiency in our oil-dependent transportation sector. We can easily deploy such technology today for less than $100 per flexible-fuel vehicle. We can also provide fuel options and improve the fuel efficiency of our vehicle fleet by making them out of high tech materials that improve their strength and safety. We are doing that very thing right now to beat our foreign competitors in the aerospace industry. Alcohol fuels made from corn, sugar, switch grass and many other sources, fuel cells, biodiesel derived from waste products, natural gas, and other technologies are all promising and available alternatives to oil. America's electricity production is for the most part petroleum free, and the existing electric power grid has the capacity to handle the added demand imposed by plug-in hybrid vehicles. We can add more capacity and improve its reliability in the years ahead. With some of the savings from cutting subsidies for industries that can stand on their own, we can establish a national challenge to improve the cost, range, size, and weight of electric batteries for automobiles. Fifty percent of cars on the road are driven 25 miles a day or less. Affordable battery-powered vehicles that can meet average commuter needs could help us cut oil imports in half. The reward will be earned through merit by whoever accomplishes the task. I want to improve and make permanent the research and development tax credit. I want to spend less money on government bureaucracies, and, where the private sector isn't moving out of regulatory fear, to form the partnerships necessary to build demonstration models of promising new technologies such as advanced nuclear power plants, coal gasification, carbon capture and storage, and renewable power so we can efficiently use our most abundant resources.

How do you think the United States should handle illegal immigrants? Do you support President Bush's immigration plan?

Immigration is one of those challenging issues that touch on many aspects of American life. I have always believed that our border must be secure and that the federal government has utterly failed in its responsibility to ensure that it is secure. If we have learned anything from the recent immigration debate, it is that Americans have little trust that their government will honor a pledge to do the things necessary to make the border secure.

What are your top three priorities with regard to immigration?

As president, I will secure the border. I will restore the trust Americans should have in the basic competency of their government. A secure border is an essential element of our national security. Tight border security includes not just the entry and exit of people, but also the effective screening of cargo at our ports and other points of entry. We can further strengthen our border security if we pursue policies that recognize the importance of building strong allies in Mexico and Latin America who reject the siren call of authoritarians like Hugo Chavez, support freedom and democracy, and seek strong domestic economies with abundant economic opportunities for their citizens. Furthermore, our policies must promote robust economic growth - by keeping government spending in check, holding down taxes, and cutting unnecessary regulatory burdens -- so American businesses can hire and pay the best. They must recognize the importance of a flexible labor market to keep employers in business and our economy on top. It should provide skilled Americans and immigrants with opportunity. Our education system should ensure skills for our younger workers, and our retraining and assistance programs for displaced workers must be modernized so they can pursue those opportunities. Our policies must also recognize the importance of assimilation of our immigrant population, which includes learning English, American history and civics, and respecting the values of a democratic society -- and that America will always be that 'shining city upon a hill,' a beacon of hope and opportunity for those seeking a better life built on hard work and optimism. Border security and our failed immigration system are more examples of an ailing Washington culture in need of reform to regain the trust of Americans. In too many areas -- from immigration and pork barrel spending to Social Security, health care, energy security and tax relief -- business-as-usual politics prevents addressing the important challenges facing our nation.

Do you support affirmative action? If you do, why do you think it is a benefit to our country? If not, what do you think would be gained by changing or eliminating it?

I believe in the protection of civil rights and equal opportunity for all Americans. America must never relent in its pursuit of equality under the law. Regardless of race, ethnicity or gender the law should be equally applied. We must recommit ourselves to the ideal that every individual is created equal in the eyes of God and every individual must therefore be treated equally under the law. Fully embracing this ideal means providing every American the ability to compete on a level playing field where individual creativity, hard work and initiative are rewarded. It means aggressively enforcing our nation's anti-discrimination laws. It means taking seriously our commitment to educate all of America's children so they have the necessary tools to compete and succeed in life. It means building a strong, vibrant economy where opportunity is always abundant for all who seek it. It also means rejecting affirmative action plans and quotas that give weight to one group of Americans at the expense of another. Plans that result in quotas, where such plans have not been judicially created to remedy a specific, proven act of discrimination, only result in more discrimination and violate the concept of equality of opportunity. As President, I will use to power of my office to promote economic opportunity and to strengthen the fabric of our nation. I also believe that rather than engaging in unnecessary, divisive political debates, it is far more constructive to engage in dialogue and cooperation, focusing our mutual efforts on providing all Americans the chance to fulfill their expectations.

Do you agree or disagree with the argument that only the wealthiest Americans are benefiting from the current economic growth? Why or why not?

I believe that we should relentlessly pursue a growth-oriented economic policy, because I believe all Americans share in the benefits of an expanding economy. Over the past year, Americans in the bottom income quartile experienced higher wage growth than those in the top income range, with gains nearly double the rate of inflation. I do however understand that this is not always the case. I understand that our increasingly globalized economy doesn't always or automatically translate into higher quality of life for every American. It is government's job to help displaced workers get education and training. And, most important, we must dramatically improve the quality of primary and secondary education to empower future workers to compete in the world market. Education must be a lifelong process. An educated worker is a worker who can adapt and can change. Instead we have an outmoded training system for displaced workers and an education system that fails to ensure our children can compete in an ever-changing economy. This is unacceptable. We have an obligation to current and future generations to provide the opportunity for every American to prosper. I remain committed to pursuing the economic growth that we have enjoyed in the past. Fulfilling the promise of American prosperity in a global economy rests on our ability to provide a pro-growth, job-creating environment for working men and women, for innovators and entrepreneurs, and for our children on whom the world will soon depend.

What are the three most important things you would do to promote economic growth and prosperity?

I am committed to pursuing a pro-growth economic agenda. First, we must minimize the burden of the federal government on entrepreneurs and the private sector by keeping spending under control and taxes low. We should keep income taxes low by making the tax cuts permanent, thus eliminating the threat of a crippling tax increase in 2011, by repealing the Alternative Minimum Tax, and also by making it more difficult for Congress to raise taxes by requiring a three-fifths, super-majority vote in order to pass a tax increase. But low taxes work best when accompanied by low spending. To limit spending, we must eliminate pork-barrel spending and reform entitlement programs. Opening markets for American goods and services is indispensable to our future prosperity. We can compete with anyone. American leadership on trade is critical to a vibrant world economy and to ensure access to new markets which will benefit our businesses, workers, farmers, and ranchers. Ninety-five percent of the world's customers are outside our borders, so it makes sense to try to reach more of them with our products and services by concluding more trade agreements tied to vigorous enforcement. Over the past fifty years, efforts to reduce global barriers to trade have raised U.S. incomes by $1 trillion every year - a $3,500 'trade refund' for every man, woman, and child in the United States. We also benefit from direct investment in our nation. Americans do not shy away from the challenge of competition: they welcome it. Because of that, we attract foreign investment from across the world. Trade has also contributed to our low unemployment and inflation rates. But the benefits we enjoy today can easily be gone tomorrow if governments travel the road of protectionism to failure. We must stand firmly against such economic isolationism today to ensure America's prosperity tomorrow. America has succeeded because we've more willing to embrace and encourage economic change more than most of our competitors. *break* Additionally, a strong tech industry is critical to our continued prosperity. Maintaining our tech edge requires robust basic research, a highly skilled workforce, and a healthy investment climate. We must support our tech industry with smart policies that make basic research a priority, improve our schools to produce graduates with strong math and science skills, make our immigration system friendlier to the world's tech innovators, and make our tax system and patent laws innovation friendly.

If elected, would you balance the budget? If you answered yes, how soon would you do it?

If I'm elected President, I won't leave office without balancing the federal budget. And I won't do it with smoke and mirrors. When I leave office, I want to leave a budget that stays balanced after I'm gone, and can weather the occasional downturn and unexpected contingency. I'll do it by spending less and encouraging economic growth. If the federal government can't be funded with current revenues, which are growing at historic rates, then the government is too big and is growing too fast. I won't balance the budget by allowing the President's income and investment tax cuts to expire. For example, I'll hold government agencies accountable for the money they spend and make every aspect of government purchases and performance transparent. Every federal agency is going to have goals set at the beginning of the fiscal year, and they'll have to issue public progress reports at the end of the year on how well or poorly they met them. We'll find some good performers, and I'll be proud to recognize them. But when we do not, performance will determine whether they are funded the next year. Government programs will be judged for the success they've had in meeting a need that people can't be expected to meet for themselves. If a program has a good record, and serves a purpose that the private sector can't they'll receive continued funding. But we're not going to spend more money on them just because they have been around for a long time. If they're not giving Americans good value for their tax dollars, they're going to have to change or they're going out of business. Wasteful spending has gone from irresponsible to indefensible. I promise, if I'm elected President I won't let Congress waste any more money on programs that aren't reviewed or that need to be reformed or abolished or on projects that serve no greater purpose than to deceive voters into re-electing their local Congressman. I also believe the President should have the line item veto as 43 governors have, and I'll fight to get it. I will veto every pork-barrel bill Congress sends me, and if they keep sending them to me, I'll use the bully pulpit to make the people who are wasting your money famous.

Would you roll back tax cuts that were supported by the Bush administration?

We should keep income taxes low by making the President's tax cuts permanent and eliminating the threat of a crippling tax increase in 2011. Raising taxes is wrong headed. In fact, we should make it more difficult for Congress to raise taxes on Americans by requiring a three-fifths, super-majority vote in order to pass a tax increase. This will ensure that if Democrats want to raise America's taxes, they will have to get a lot more than 51 votes to do it. Additionally, we certainly do not need two separate tax systems, a regular tax and an Alternative Minimum Tax. I am committed to repealing the AMT before millions of American families are forced to devote even more of their hard work to paying for Washington's spending sprees. I am committed to ending the spending sprees. One reason to undertake tax reform is to keep taxes low, simple and fair before the AMT hits as many as 30 million people by 2010. I also believe an important element of the American dream is to have the opportunity to pass along to your children what you have worked hard to build. The tax code should respect and reflect that value. I believe we need to set a responsible policy and maintain it so that families and business owners can plan accordingly without being whipsawed by Washington. Consistent with these principles, I seek permanent reform of the estate tax, and I support raising the exemption from taxation on estates up to $10 million while cutting the tax rate to 15 percent.

Do you support the No Child Left Behind program? Why or why not?

The principles underneath No Child Left Behind -- standards, accountability, transparency, and choice-- are a major step in the right direction; taking away power from education bureaucrats and returning it to those on the front lines of education -- the local schools, the local teachers and the local parents. It has provided support and guidance to our state and local communities to strengthen our schools, while also giving much needed flexibility for every state in the use of federal education dollars. It also contains many initiatives that have helped ensure that more federal education dollars reach our classrooms rather than being lost in bureaucratic black hole. But education reform must go beyond No Child Left Behind by addressing the underlying cultural problems in our education system - a system that still seeks to avoid genuine accountability and responsibility for producing well-educated children.

What changes, if any, would you attempt to implement in national education policy?

American Education must be worthy of the promise we make to our children and ourselves: the freedom and opportunity to chase our dreams. Yet nearly half our children languish in schools unworthy of their potential. It is a betrayal of our promise and a threat to our global competitiveness. We must continue our efforts to set standards and hold schools accountable for their performance. Our schools can and should compete to be the most innovative, flexible and student-centered - not safe havens for the uninspired and unaccountable. Let them compete for the most effective, character-building teachers, hire them, and reward them. If a school won't change, the students should change schools. I believe parents should be empowered with school choice to send their children to the school that can best educate them just as many members of Congress do with their own children. I find it beyond hypocritical that many of those who would refuse to allow public school parents to chose their child's school would never agree to force their own children into a school that did not work or was unsafe. They make another choice. That is a right we should honor for all parents. It is fundamental, and essential. Accountability, choice, effective teachers -- it's a simple recipe to restore greatness to our schools and meet our promises to parents and their children.

What is your position on the proposed constitutional amendment that defines marriage as between a man and a woman?

I believe the institution of marriage should be protected and defined as a union between one man and one woman. This definition recognizes the fundamental role of the traditional family in shaping, stabilizing and strengthening our communities and our nation. I agree with the Founding Fathers that, as with most issues critical to the preservation and health of our civil society, the basic responsibility for preserving and strengthening the traditional family should reside at the level of government closest to the people. Where State and local governments act to preserve the traditional family the Courts should not overstep their authority and thwart the Constitutional right of the people to protect the traditional family. If the Supreme Court should ever exceed its Constitutional authority and strike down state or local laws designed to protect the traditional family, I would support a Constitutional amendment to define the family as a union between one man and one woman.

What is your position on civil unions between same sex partners?

While, as a federalist, I recognize the right of the states to regulate the institution of marriage and to pass civil union laws, I strongly believe in the current law that declares that no other state should be legally bound to recognize same sex marriages or unions that might be legal in other places. But while the citizens of each state should decide this question, I personally oppose civil unions that for all intents and purposes confer the same status as traditional marriage. I am not against people entering into contracts or exchanging powers of attorney, a right that most states already afford to all citizens, regardless of sexual orientation. While, as a federalist, I recognize the right of the states to regulate the institution of marriage and to pass civil union laws, I strongly believe in the current law that declares that no other state should be legally bound to recognize same sex marriages or unions that might be legal in other places. But while the citizens of each state should decide this question, I personally oppose civil unions that for all intents and purposes confer the same status as traditional marriage. I am not against people entering into contracts or exchanging powers of attorney, a right that most states already afford to all citizens, regardless of sexual orientation.

Do you support the Roe v. Wade decision or would you like to see this decision overturned? Why or why not?

As someone who has consistently and strongly been pro-life, I fully believe that Roe v. Wade is a flawed decision that should be overturned. Roe v. Wade is the most egregious example of judges who impose their own views by legislating from the bench rather than strictly rule what the Constitution says. The Supreme Court ruling on the horrific practice of partial-birth abortion in April was a victory for those who cherish the sanctity of life and integrity of the judiciary. The ruling ensures that an unacceptable and unjustifiable practice will not be carried out on our innocent children. It also clearly speaks to the importance of nominating and confirming strict constructionist judges who interpret the law as it is written, and do not usurp the authority of Congress and state legislatures. Although critical, I also believe that the reversal of Roe v. Wade would represent only one step in the long path toward ending abortion. The Hyde Amendment, which prohibits your federal tax dollars from paying for abortions, has done more to reduce abortion that any other action taken by the federal government. I oppose the use of tax dollars to fund abortion and, if elected, I would veto any congressional attempt to provide federal funding of abortion. Furthermore, once the abortion issue is returned to the states, the fight for life will be one of courage and compassion - the courage of a pregnant mother to bring her child into the world and the compassion of civil society to meet her needs and those of her newborn baby. The pro-life movement has done tremendous work in promoting adoption, and in building and reinforcing the infrastructure of civil society by strengthening faith-based, community, and neighborhood organizations that can provide critical services to pregnant mothers in need. I believe this work must continue and government must find new ways to empower and strengthen these armies of compassion. If elected, I will work to find new ways to empower and strengthen these armies of compassion and to build the consensus necessary to end the human tragedy of abortion.

Should the federal government have a role in seeking an end to poverty? What would you do, specifically, to deal with poverty?

I believe the government plays an essential role in addressing poverty. We must ensure that government policies promote freedom, opportunity and prosperity for all Americans. For example, among the most important determinants of economic well-being is educational attainment. The statistics are undeniable; if you can get a decent education, you can free yourself from the threat of poverty. This is why we all should agree that a quality education is the right of every child and the responsibility of every parent, teacher and school. Furthermore, I believe that government can improve the education system by establishing standards for accountability and performance in schools, fostering competition in the current education monopoly by allowing parents to choose the school that can best educate their child, and fighting the rising tide of high school dropouts. Fulfilling the promise of American prosperity in a global economy also rests on our ability to provide a pro-growth, job-creating environment for working men and women, for innovators and entrepreneurs, and for our children on whom the world will soon depend. A pro-growth economic policy that benefits all Americans must recognize that it is the private sector -- the entrepreneurs, the innovators, and all the other hard-working Americans -- which creates jobs and grows the economy. I believe Washington can best assist America's businesses by keeping taxes low and expanding global trade for American products to ensure continued economic growth so all Americans have the opportunity to share in our nation's prosperity. But we should also remember that the dynamic growth and sweeping changes in our economy bring opportunities but also challenges. Suddenly, the world changes, and through no fault of their own, some Americans find themselves unable to compete after having lost their job. Unfortunately, we have not been as good enough at helping them deal with these changes. We have enacted nearly a half-dozen government programs to assist displaced workers. But these programs have not provided the assistance these workers need to make it through the transition. We should replace our outmoded programs with a single, effective system for retraining, relocating and assisting workers who have lost a job. We can help people get back on their feet more quickly with jobs in the private sector, which offer the best training for a changing marketplace. We can strengthen community colleges and technical training, and give displaced workers more choices to find their way back to prosperous lives.

Do you think gun control has an impact on crime rates in the United States?

I do not believe we should tamper with the Second Amendment of the Constitution of the United States, and I believe law-abiding citizens have the right to own guns. The right of law abiding citizens to keep and bear arms is a fundamental, individual Constitutional right that we have a sacred duty to protect. We have a responsibility to ensure that criminals who violate the law are prosecuted to the fullest, rather than restricting the rights of law abiding citizens. Gun control is a proven failure in fighting crime. Law-abiding citizens should not be asked to give up their rights because of criminals - criminals who ignore gun control laws anyway. Neither justice nor domestic peace is served by holding the innocent responsible for the acts of the criminal.

Do you think tighter restrictions should be in place for those buying a firearm?

I support instant criminal background checks to help prohibit criminals from buying firearms and have fought to ensure they are conducted thoroughly, efficiently, and without infringing on the rights of law abiding citizens. Federal law requires licensed firearm sellers at gun shows to do an instant criminal background check on purchasers while private firearm sellers at gun shows do not have to conduct such a check. I support such checks and believe that they must be conducted quickly to ensure that unnecessary delays do not effectively block transactions. I also oppose 'waiting periods' for law-abiding citizen's purchase of firearms. I do not support backdoor attempts to restrict Second Amendment rights by holding gun manufacturers liable for crimes committed by third parties using a firearm, and have worked to protect gun manufacturers from such inappropriate liability, nor do I support restrictions on so-called 'assault rifles.' I believe that banning ammunition is just another way to undermine Second Amendment rights. I also support the right of law-abiding citizens of the District of Columbia to bear arms, and oppose the confiscation of firearms from private citizens, particularly during times of crisis or emergency. Finally, I do believe in strict, mandatory penalties for criminals who use a firearm in the commission of a crime or illegally possess a firearm, and in requiring gun manufacturers to include gun safety devices such as trigger locks in product packaging.

If elected, would you keep the current ban on funding for embryonic stem cell research in place? Why or why not?

I oppose the intentional creation of human embryos for research purposes, and I support legislation that Congress has passed making it a federal crime for researchers to use cells or fetal tissue from an embryo created for research purposes. I also support banning attempts to use or obtain cells from a human fetus gestated in the uterus of a nonhuman animal. I strongly oppose human cloning. I support a public policy that balances the moral concerns of those opposed to federal funding of embryonic stem cell research with the sense of moral imperative of taxpayers who support such research. I support the increase of funding for promising research programs, including amniotic fluid and adult stem cell research and other types of scientific study that do not involve the use of human embryos. While I support expanded federal funding for embryonic stem cell research, I believe clear lines should be drawn that reflect a refusal to sacrifice moral values and ethical principles for the sake of scientific progress, and that any such research should be subject to strict federal guidelines. Stem cell research holds the potential to unlock cures that could defeat deadly diseases and relieve tremendous human suffering. At the same time, one type of stem cell research, involving embryonic stem cells, has also raised serious ethical and moral concerns, both inside and outside the medical community. The compassion and drive to relieve suffering and to cure deadly diseases cannot be permitted to erode crucial moral and ethical principles.

What would be your top three overall priorities if elected?

Winning the War Against Islamic Extremists: As president, I would take all my responsibilities to the American people seriously. But I would have one responsibility that would outweigh all the others and that is to protect the security of this great nation from all enemies. In particular, we must understand that we confront a lengthy struggle against Islamic extremism that will not be won quickly or easily. But we will win it. While our ultimate victory is not in doubt, the length and intensity of this struggle remain to be determined. It's up to us. We must recognize that our enemies are in this fight to win, and I assure you that I would employ all instruments of national power - military, intelligence, law enforcement, economic and political -- to defend our nation and defeat them. Reforming Government: Americans have lost trust that their government and its elected officials will serve America's interest, not their own. I would use my presidency to restore that trust. I would fight to ensure a political process worthy of the sacrifices that have been made by so many to keep us free and proud. I would see to it that the institutions of self-government are respected pillars of democracy, not commodities to be bought, bartered, or abused. Special interests have too much influence in Washington. That will end. I will secure the border, bring spending under control, veto pork-barrel spending bills, and keep taxes low. I would reform a tax code that is too complex and too burdensome. I will work to modernize Social Security, Medicare and Medicaid and bring accountability, choice and competition to underperforming schools, so our children are equipped for the best jobs of the 21st century. Reforming Health Care for all Americans: I would address health care in America, an issue that touches every family in this nation and impacts our economy and fiscal outlook. I believe we can fix our health care system and lower costs without sacrificing quality. But I know the answer is not to increase the amount of bureaucracy through a government-controlled health care or single-payer system. The answer is to, for example, enhance the ability of the market participants to offer affordable and portable insurance options for as many Americans as possible and to help those without insurance to access the health care system with the dignity and quality care that all Americans expect and deserve.
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