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Budget


Both the House and Senate Budget Committees have passed budget resolutions but they are poles apart from each other.  The Senate version is more generous than the House version in discretionary spending over the next few years, allocating $784 billion for FY 04. The House measure would provide $775 billion that includes at one percent across-the-board cut in non-defense, non-homeland security spending.  This version would mean about $470 billion in cuts for mandatory spending programs over the next 10 years. In both versions, about $400 billion would be allocated for defense.  In the Senate version, $375 billion would go to non-defense spending, while in the House version, $384 billion would go for non-defense spending.  Neither proposal takes into account a possible war with Iraq, nor costs of subsequent rebuilding and authorization.


In the Senate plan, the budget would be balanced by 2013, but only by holding overall discretionary appropriations to less than inflationary increases for FY 08-13.   The House version calls for several committees to produce bills that would cut billions from mandatory programs. The cuts would be captured in a reconciliation bill and as such would have procedural protections and cannot be filibustered in the Senate.  The Resources Committee would be directed to cut spending by $1.1 billion over the next 10 years, while the Transportation and Infrastructure Committee would be cut by $6.1 billion.  The House version would have the budget balanced by 2010. 


Controversial language in the Senate bill contains a $2.1 billion spending reduction assigned to the Energy and Natural Resources Committee to be recaptured with revenue from drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR). Because this provision is part of the budget package, special rules apply that allow it to pass with a simple majority, not subject to the cloture motions requiring 60 votes to cut debate. The full Senate will take up the bill on Monday.

Also in the final budget resolution and subject to the same rules would be the Administration’s $726 billion economic growth package, which includes a series of tax cuts.  Lawmakers differ in opinion as to how deep a tax cut is feasible as well as how many years the tax cut would apply.  The Senate plan calls for a total of $1.31 trillion in tax cuts over 11 years, while the House figure is about $1.35 trillion.  The economic growth package and the tax cut could total $1.57 trillion.  


With war costs, falling tax receipts and the likelihood of explosive growth in health care spending, the federal government is now facing chronic deficits. An article in the Washington Post (8 March) states that now, only a dramatic policy shift can reverse this trend.  The Congressional Budget Office (CBO) finds that the deficit would rise to $287 billion this year and $338 billion in 2004, and the government would remain in deficit through 2013, based on current projections, when the government would be $2.7 trillion in debt. These figures do not include the cost of war in Iraq or its aftermath.  It is estimated that it is costing $25 billion to send troops and equipment overseas and then pull them out. Estimates on an American occupation of the country range from $1 billion to  $4 billion a month.

Supplemental Appropriations


War with Iraq would make even more certain the need for a Supplemental Appropriations bill.  The Supplemental would contain funding only for the middle east conflict – deploying troops, fighting the war, bringing the troops home, and preparing of the occupation – as well as for anti-terror operations around the world.   The cost of the pending Supplemental is unknown, but could run into the multibillion-dollar level.

Congress


A potential conflict overseas is also producing an impact on Congress’ timetable.   Military spending will have top priority over practically all domestic issues. Senate Majority Leader Bill Frist (R-TN) has sworn to move ahead with the Republicans’domestic agenda and not let it fall by the wayside. Considering that war may be inevitable, however, the first priority will be passing the supplemental.  Energy legislation might be bumped up in the order of consideration because it contains provisions to reduce dependence on foreign oil.  Legislation that would be put on the back burner includes a limitation on medical malpractice awards, overhaul of pension rules, and reauthorization of a special education law. In the long term, the biggest substantive impact could be on the Medicare overhaul effort, including a prescription drug benefit for seniors.


Finally, Steve Cortese, veteran staff director of the Senate Appropriations Committee and its Defense Subcommittee (SAC), will enter private industry later this month.  He will work for Lockheed Martin Corporation. His replacement is James Morhard, currently staff director of the Commerce, Justice, Sate and the Judiciary Subcommittee.  Morhard has been with various SAC Subcommittees since 1991.


Major sources:  CQ Today, 12-14 March; InsideDefense.com, 13 March;  Washington Post, 8, 14 March.
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