A job guarantee that replaces welfare is most politically fathomable---gets liberals and conservatives on board
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Forget universal health care; that universal basic income, small potatoes. The progressive wing of the Democrat Party is suddenly going all in on a federal job guarantee. Leading a parade of presidential hopefuls, Senators Cory Booker (D-NJ), Kirsten Gillibrand (D-NY) and Bernie Sanders (S-VT) are eagerly pushing a new federal entitlement program: jobs for anyone. These jobs would offer perhaps $30,000 per year in pay ($15 per hour) and come with full benefits (hello, (near) universal health care). Yet, while the idea starts from the far left, conservatives may soon back this idea because liberals haven’t thought it all the way through. A job guarantee program is really the ultimate work requirement for welfare recipients.
The idea of a job guarantee is simple. If you would like a job, the federal government will stand ready to offer you one, with reasonable pay (about double the federal minimum wage) and benefits. Details of whether the job would be near where you live, how skills would be matched between job and worker, and whether the output of these jobs would be needed or have any value at all are still to be decided. However, lack of specifics might not stop this idea, once conservatives see it in the right light.
Initially, conservatives won’t like make-work jobs or the bigger government that results. This initial opposition may melt away rapidly if conservatives can morph a job guarantee into a work requirement for welfare. As a replacement for welfare, a jobs guarantee suddenly looks a lot more attractive. The change is simple: any able-bodied adult would be disqualified from any welfare program because they instead could be required to take a government-guaranteed job in exchange for the salary and health insurance. In this way, a job guarantee would replace all welfare programs except disability insurance.
Medicaid would be transformed into the insurance for those on the guaranteed jobs or eliminated, replaced with regular federal employee health insurance. Welfare would be gone, as the guaranteed jobs will pay a “living wage.” Food stamps (SNAP) would not be needed or could be scaled back severely as the guaranteed jobs should lift virtually everyone above the poverty line (a few seniors might still need a safety net). Conservatives should support replacement of handouts with a program that at least asks for some modicum of work in exchange for a government-supplied income. Plus, over 100 federal welfare programs would be replaced with a single job guarantee program. This simplification should also have benefits that conservatives will appreciate.
The math even works. Current welfare programs cost about one trillion dollars per year, between state and federal spending. There are about 6 million unemployed people. Another 5 million or so people are discouraged, marginally attached, or working part-time but looking for full-time work. Those 11 million people would cost about $450 billion per year if they all took a guaranteed job and the benefits. Thus, even if another 10-12 million people want the guaranteed jobs, deeming them superior to their current jobs, the cost would be less than or equal to the current welfare system. Plus, workers in these government-provided jobs would pay income and payroll taxes, something not collected on welfare benefits, reducing the net cost by somewhere in the $50-100 billion per year range.
In other words, if a job guarantee replaces virtually all of the current safety net, such a program might actually reduce both federal spending and the budget deficit, not increase them. This math, plus the symbolism of “working” for the money, to the extent that these make-work jobs involve work, should get conservatives onboard pretty quickly as long as they can use a job guarantee program as a replacement for the current welfare system.
Liberals might regret pushing this idea if it replaces free handouts with the need to work for a living, but they might not. Liberals could still feel like they are winning if they can unionize all these new federal government employees. Also, they might find it easier to raise the “living wage” over time and, thereby, easier to push up the lowest private sector wage than they find it to make welfare benefits more generous or increase the minimum wage.
Thus, while at first glance a job guarantee program sounds ridiculous to anybody in favor of smaller government or limits on entitlement programs, there is a lot both parties could like if a job guarantee program is done right. The current welfare system has many flaws, but they are difficult to fix due to the politics involved. A job guarantee might not be optimal policy, but it only needs to be is better than what we are doing right now. That’s a low bar, so don’t be surprised if a job guarantee program clears it after a strong push in the next presidential campaign.
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