
[image: image2.jpg]4





CONGRESSIONAL BUDGET RESOLUTIONS
 
 
Overview
On Tuesday March 20, both chambers of Congress released their respective budget guidance for fiscal year 2013, the five-year window through fiscal year 2017, and the 10-year window through fiscal year 2022.  Last year’s budget process was highly irregular due to the debate over raising the debt limit and resulted in the Budget Control Act which was signed into law by the President and required the House and Senate Budget Committee Chairmen to file deeming resolutions for fiscal years 2012 and 2013.  The deeming resolution filed by Senate Budget Committee Chairman Kent Conrad (D-ND) adheres to the reduced discretionary spending levels established in last summer’s Budget Control Act.  House Budget Committee Chairman Paul Ryan’s budget would increase defense spending compared to Obama’s budget and avoids the automatic spending cuts next year that were triggered by the supercommittee’s failure to reach a deficit-cutting deal.
Congressional Budget Resolutions v. Presidential Budget Request

The budget resolution is often compared to the president's budget request which is released early February. But these two documents are very different in both content and purpose. The budget resolution creates a budgetary framework for Congress, while the president's budget is more of a strategic planning document for federal agencies. These differences make it difficult to compare and contrast the documents' competing policies.  The president's budget is a line-by-line presentation of all the programs in the federal government, and a congressional budget resolution merely sets top-level fiscal policy for Congress. According to law, each house passes its own budget resolution, and then both hash out their differences to create a final “concurrent” resolution. This resolution sets discretionary spending levels, which fund non-entitlement programs such as defense, along with revenue and overall spending limits for the next ten years. The numbers in the budget resolution are important because the appropriations committees use the budget resolution to set spending levels for appropriations bills.  But in the end, both documents are only starting points for legislation. The spending limits provided in the budget resolutions are only in effect if both houses of Congress pass a concurrent budget resolution, and the Senate is not expected to pass a budget resolution this year.  In that case, the House budget resolution will have little power to set spending limits for the 2013 budget year. Instead, the two parties will fight it out at the end of year on the eve of yet another government shutdown.

House Budget Proposal

House Republicans’ $261 billion deficit-reduction package forestalls automatic spending cuts next January that would fall heavily on defense.  Six House committees are given reconciliation instructions to report legislation by April 27, 2012 that achieves the promised 10-year savings.  Only about $18.3 billion in savings would come in the first year. But by the end of five years, the cumulative savings would be $116 billion.  After 10 years, it would be more than double that.  Food stamps, farm subsidies, federal workers and health care programs are all targets for spending cuts.  At this stage, the goal is not to tackle the entire $1.2 trillion in automatic cuts ordered by the Budget Control Act last summer.  Instead, the focus is on the first round of almost $110 billion in 2013, half of which — about $54.7 billion — would come from national defense spending.  The House GOP’s strategy shifts the burden away from defense, increasing the 2013 defense budget to $554 billion, $8 billion more than the $546 billion that was agreed to under the Budget Control Act, and adding $200 billion to the Pentagon's budget over ten years. The House Majority’s budget shields the Pentagon from $500 billion in cuts triggered by the supercommittee failure while rolling back the $487 billion in defense cuts planned over the next 10 years. 
Reconciliation Instructions

The House Armed Services Committee is not among the six chosen to come up with savings.  The Energy and Commerce Committee, which oversees Medicaid and major pieces of the president’s health care reform, is charged with coming up with the greatest savings: $96.8 billion. The Committee on Oversight and Government Reform, with broad impact on federal workers and their retirement system, is next with a 10-year target of $78.9 billion. The Ways and Means Committee, which oversees Medicare, is asked to find $53 billion with no expectation of taxes being part of the solution.  The Agriculture Committee is asked to find $8.2 billion in savings in the first year and $33.2 billion over 10. The relatively high first-year number suggests that the budget assumes an early rollback of more-generous food stamp benefits that were first allowed under the 2009 economic stimulus bill.  The House Judiciary Committee, which is charged with coming up with nearly $40 billion in 10-year savings, will use this opportunity to pursue medical liability reform legislation.  The Financial Services Committee, looking to end bailouts to Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, is asked to find a total of $29.8 billion over ten year period from fiscal years 2012 to 2022.

Way Forward

The GOP plan doesn't have a chance of becoming law this year; the Democratic-controlled Senate has no plans to even take it up.  But it provides a sharp election-season contrast to the budget supported by the President and Senate Democrats.  The only number with any real teeth in the coming months is the top line for Appropriations.  The Budget Committee is expected to mark up the fiscal proposal this week, with full House consideration expected next week — before the April 15 statutory deadline for passing a budget resolution.  The Senate has no plans to debate a budget and will instead rely on last summer's bipartisan budget and debt pact to govern this year's round of spending bills.

Conclusion

The real point of these dueling budget plans is to allow the parties to lay down their philosophical markers on fiscal and economic issues for the post-election, lame-duck session. The budgets set the boundaries before the lame-duck session, when Congress will be forced to cut deals on trillions of dollars of expiring tax provisions, including the Bush-era tax cuts, as well as the impending across-the-board cuts mandated by sequestration and scheduled to take effect in January.
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