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Congress Should Roll Back
Perks to Ex-Presidents Costing
Taxpayers $4 Million Annually

Introduction

Taxpayers are providing up to $4 million a year in subsidies to
former U.S. presidents. This largesse is provided even though the
four living members of this exclusive club have net worths ranging
from $8 million to $135 million, and the next former president is
estimated to be a billionaire.

As public servants, former presidents may be deserving of a pension
and security support, but the expensive perks do not end there.
Former chief executives should understand that with massive federal
deficits, it would be prudent to find budget cuts wherever possible.

The Former Presidents Act of 1958: Financial Relief for
Truman

Many of these perks were established in the mid-20th Century
primarily to help the hard luck case of President Harry Truman,
one of the few U.S. presidents without significant personal wealth.
A failed business venture in the early 1920s left him deep in debt
before he turned to a career of public service. To help boost Truman’s
income just a few days before he was sworn in to his second term in
the White House, the Democrat-controlled 81st Congress increased
the presidential salary by $25,000 to $100,000 ($1,084,950 in 2020
dollars).
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Key Facts:

A law enacted in 1958
established a pension and
perks program for former
presidents which have
come to include allowances
for office space & staff,
furniture, equipment,
postage, and travel.

The four living former
presidents are all
millionaires, yet receive
taxpayer support
amounting to $4 million per
year.

Congress recently
rescinded similar office
perks provided to former
speakers of the House. With
this precedent in mind,
lawmakers should roll back
the generous package of
perks provided to former
presidents.
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According to tax files made available by the Truman Presidential Library, Truman’s income sank from
$100,539.06 in his last year of office to $13,564.74 in 1954.! Still, he was better off than many Americans:
at the time, the median family income in the United States was estimated at $4,200 in 1954.2 Although
Truman’s income rebounded over the next several years after he published his memoirs and sold his
father’s farm, Congress enacted the Former Presidents Act (FPA) of 1958 to provide retirement benefits and
office assistance to ex-presidents.

Current Benefits

To track how much taxpayers have paid out for former presidents, NTU Foundation gathered data from
a 2016 Congressional Research Service (CRS) report which showed the net totals provided to former
presidents from 2000 through 2015.% These figures were converted to 2020 dollars and supplemented
with annual budget data from the General Services Administration (GSA) which oversees the FPA.* This
data also shows how much was provided to the presidents for the various benefits and services.

Table 1. Taxpayer Perks Provided to Ex-Presidents from 2000 - 2020

(in Thousands of 2020 Dollars)

Total Since 2000 $12,711 $24,537 $15,173 $4,013
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Table 2. Presidential Perk Details: 2015 - 2020 Net Totals by Category
(in Thousands of 2020 dollars)
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From 2000-2020, a total of $56 million in perks and benefits was provided to the four living former
presidents, with 44 percent of that amount going to President William Clinton. To date, the highest
average amount of yearly payments has been paid to President George W. Bush at nearly $1.3 million per
year. At $605,000 per year, President Jimmy Carter’s subsidies are less than half of Bush’s. Over the same

! Thorndike, Joseph. “It’s Good To Be The (Ex) President, But It Wasn’t Always.” Forbes, April 23, 2014. Retrieved from: https://www.forbes.com/
sites/taxanalysts/2014/04/23/its-good-to-be-the-ex-president-but-it-wasnt-always/.

2 United States Census Bureau. (1955). Family Income in the United States: 1954 and 1953. Retrieved from: https://www.census.gov/library/publica-
tions/1955/demo/p60-020.html.

% Ginsberg, Wendy and Richardson, Daniel J. Former Presidents: Pensions, Office Allowances, and Other Federal Benefits. Congressional Research Ser-
vice, March 16, 2016. Retrieved from: https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/RL34631.pdf.

* United States General Services Administration. Annual Budget Requests. Retrieved from: https://www.gsa.gov/reference/reports/budget-perfor-

mance/annual-budget-requests. Accessed November 24, 2020.
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period, taxpayers provided an additional $28.8 million in benefits to now deceased former presidents and
widowed first ladies.

The biggest personal benefit to which former presidents are entitled is an annual pension equal to the
pay for a Cabinet Secretary, which is $219,200 in 2020.° They are also eligible for additional supports, like
health benefits, provided that they had been enrolled in the Federal Employees Health Benefits program
for at least five years, and health annuities similar to all federal employees. Because Jimmy Carter only
served a single term and did not hold another federal position, he is not eligible.

Office Space and Staffing Allowances

Starting six months after a president leaves office, the General Services Administration (GSA) provides
funding to establish, furnish, and staff an official office anywhere in the U.S. The Former Presidents Act
does not “provide specifications or limitations pertaining to the size or location of a former President’s
office space.” Staff compensation is limited to $150,000 for the first 30 months, then capped at $96,000
per year.

Office rental has become the largest source of costs because of the large office spaces maintained by
Presidents Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack Obama in expensive cities. Rent accounted for 43
percent of total costs over the past few years. Since 2015, taxpayers have shelled out $3.1 million to
subsidize Clinton’s office space in New York City.

Table 3. Presidential Office Location and Expenses
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Source: Congressional Research Service, General Services Administration

While the Government Accountability Office (GAO) has only completed a full accounting of the costs for
former presidents in 2001, at that time it noted “the Carter Presidential Center, where the office of former
President Carter is located, has provided additional space for former President Carter’s use at no cost to the
government. This includes a conference room and some office space.”

Another issue raised by GAO is that the presidential offices are often located at the same location as the
foundations set up by the presidents:

To varying degrees, foundations associated with the former presidents or their spouses
are involved with the use of former president’s office space and staff. In addition to staff
compensation discussed above, former presidents’ foundations share office in the former
presidents’ offices and provide office equipment and furnishings. GSA officials informed
us that there is no legal prohibition against the practices of sharing office space and
providing furniture and equipment that have developed between former presidents and their
foundations. We are unaware of any legal prohibitions that would preclude this.

5 Office of Personnel Management. (2020). Salary Table No. 2020-EX: Rates of Basic Pay for the Executive Schedule. Retrieved from: https://www.opm.
gov/policy-data-oversight/pay-leave/salaries-wages/salary-tables/pdf/2020/EX.pdf.

¢ Ginsberg, Wendy and Richardson, Daniel J. Former Presidents: Pensions, Office Allowances, and Other Federal Benefits. Congressional Research Service,
March 16, 2016. Retrieved from: https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/RL34631.pdf.

7 Government Accountability Office. (2001). Former Presidents: Office and Security Costs and Other Information. Retrieved from: https://www.gao.gov/
assets/240/232732.pdf.
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This raises concerns that taxpayers are not just subsidizing the presidential offices, which ostensibly
supports activities related to their official duties and responsibilities as former heads of state, but are also
subsidizing the administration of their personal, charitable endeavors.

Other Services

According to CRS, this category includes funding for security payments to the Department for Homeland
Security for lease location, license and support hours for contracting of services, postage for franked
mail, furniture moves, and disposal costs. The GSA’s annual budget documents also note that Personnel
Compensation and Benefits for former President Carter are provided by contract support categorized
under Other Services. This explains why Carter’s $613,000 total in this category is significantly larger than
the other former presidents, ranging from $130,000 (Obama) to $268,000 (Bush).

Communications

Former presidents also get support for communications, which, according to CRS, can include “cable,
phone, and UPS/Fedex charges.” In this category, President George W. Bush has charged taxpayers the

most since 2015, with $618,000 in communication costs.
Equipment

According to CRS, this category includes “furniture or information technology hardware or software and
the related installation.” Carter has had no charges in this category since 2015. It is unclear whether the
annual charges from the other former presidents for equipment averaging $29,000 per year means that
equipment is being leased.

Printing

A total of $339,000 has been provided to former presidents for printing since 2015, including an annual
average of $6,000 for Carter, $17,000 each for Clinton and Obama, and $22,000 for Bush.

Supplies & Materials

Taxpayers have subsidized $256,000 ($12,000 per year) since 2015 for “Supplies and Materials” which,
according to CRS, is a category that includes “office supplies and subscriptions.” President Bush has
charged taxpayers the most for supplies and subscriptions, $174,000 ($29,000 per year) and Carter has
charged taxpayers the least with $2,000 per year.

Travel Expenses

Chief Executives and up to two staff members are reimbursed for up to $1 million in security and travel-
related costs annually. Former First Ladies also are eligible for $500,000 per year for official travel. The
travel benefit is one of the cheaper perks provided by taxpayers. Clinton and Carter have not charged
taxpayers for any travel over the period 2015 through 2020. During that period, taxpayers supported

$63,000 for Bush’s travels and $24,000 for Obama.
Secret Service Protection

Presidents are eligible for lifetime security protection, though they have the option to decline it. This
protection is also offered to their spouses and minors under the age of 16. The status of the provision of
security and the costs are classified. According to the GAO, the Secret Service maintains space close to the
presidential offices and pays rent to the GSA.

8 Ginsberg, Wendy and Richardson, Daniel J. Former Presidents: Pensions, Office Allowances, and Other Federal Benefits. Congressional Research Service,
March 16, 2016. Retrieved from: https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/RL34631.pdf.
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FY 2021 Allowances for Former Presidents: Budget Request
($ in thousands)

| |yimmyCarter |WilliamClinton |GeorgeW.Bush |Barack Obama |Total |
[Personnel Compensation |/ js96 - fses  se7 0 so79 )
PensionandHeatth | fsas7 - fsesi 0 sea4 $950
v b fss s sis
Prining  I$s sz fss 0 s ssi )
SuppliesandMateriats  |$20 0 ls7 7 fs20 s 40 )
Equipment P se6  fss 0 s49  ss0 )

Notes: Totals may not add due to rounding.

*Personnel Compensation and Benefits for former President Carter are provided by contract support categorized under
'Other Services'.

It should be remembered that these subsidies are being provided despite the great personal wealth of the
former presidents. Upon leaving office, modern presidents can build personal brands and have multiple
ways of generating income through pricey speaking fees, lucrative book deals, and media production
contracts for streaming services. USA Today estimates that the net worths of the current former presidents
range from $8 million for Carter to $135 million for Obama.’ Trump, the next president set to join this
exclusive club has a net worth estimated by Forbes at $2.5 billion.°

Former Presidents’ Estimated Net Worth
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° Sauter, Michael b. et al. “From Washington to Trump: This is the Net Worth of Every American President.” USA Today, November 5, 2020. Re-
trieved from: https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/2020/11/05/the-net-worth-of-the-american-presidents-washington-to-trump/114599966/.
10 Alexander, Dan. “Trump’s Net Worth Drops $600 Million In A Year To $2.5 Billion.” Forbes, September 8, 2020. Retrieved from: https://www.
forbes.com/sites/danalexander/2020/09/08/trumps-net-worth-drops-600-million-in-a-year-to-25-billion.
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Reform Legislation

To reduce costs to taxpayers for ex-presidents, Rep. Jody Hice (R-GA) and Sen. Joni Ernst (R-IA) introduced
reform legislation. The Presidential Allowance Modernization Act of 2019 (H.R. 1496 and S. 580) would
limit the pension a president could receive to $200,000 annually, with the amount being indexed to
inflation."

It would also limit the cost to taxpayers for expenses such as office space and leases, furniture, and
supplies, as well as staff salaries to a lump monetary sum of $200,000 per year. The allowance would be
reduced dollar for dollar by the amount that a president’s adjusted gross income exceeds $400,000. The
proposal would leave intact current healthcare benefits and Secret Service protection.

The House bill was passed by voice vote on October 16, 2019. The Senate bill was approved by the Committee
on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs on June 27, 2019. The Congressional Budget Office (CBO)
estimated that House’s version would reduce pension costs by $20,000 per year and the allowance limit
would save $2 million over five years. The savings in the Senate’s version is smaller because it would only
apply to future former presidents and would not roll back the subsidies currently being provided to the
four former presidents.

Reforming presidential perks is not going to balance the budget on its own, given the sheer size of
the federal government’s budget deficit. However, every dollar counts given how hard taxpayers have
to work to pay government’s bills, and any effort to trim the federal budget must first embark on the
“easy” reforms while working toward resolution on more difficult ones like entitlement programs. That
is why this reform proposal was included in NTU Foundation’s joint project with the U.S. Public Interest

Research Group Education Fund to reduce budget outlays by more than $790 billion."

Conclusion

In 2018, Congress worked to cut off lavish office and staff benefits provided since 1970 to former speakers of
the House. The proposed reforms to similar perks for former presidents represent a minimum that should
be enacted to save taxpayers from subsidizing millionaires. The generous package of perks should be scaled
back so they are not provided in perpetuity or commingled with the presidents’ private foundations. A
previous version of the Presidential Allowance Modernization Act was passed by both chambers in 2016
but was vetoed by President Obama just six months before he was set to leave office. If Congress were
to tackle this problem again in the lame duck, it could make some modest progress toward rationalizing
presidential benefits and reducing taxpayer costs.reckless congressional spending, especially as we emerge
from the dire health and economic crisis in which we find ourselves today.
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