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The process isn=t the problem; the problem is the problem.

B Rudolph G. Penner, Director, CBO,                               

  on deficits and the budget process (1984)                          

Introduction

When I started working in the House of Representatives in 1969, there was no deficit problem.  The unified budget for fiscal year 1969 actually produced a surplus of $3.4 billion (thanks in large part to LBJ=s 10% income tax surcharge to help finance the Vietnam war).  It was the last time over the next 30 years that the government ran in the black.  It wasn=t until shortly after I left the Hill in 1997 that the budget again moved into surplusB$69 billion in fiscal year 1998.

I would like to think my tenure on Capitol Hill was purely coincidental with the ensuing three decades of red ink.  Nevertheless, as a House Rules Committee staff member who developed an expertise in congressional process and procedures, I spent an inordinate amount of time over those three decades on various budget Areform@ proposals designed to ameliorate the deficit problem.  Penner=s proverb about the process not being the problem became a reflexive mantra at every budget process reform hearing.  But it still did not deter members from coming up with all manner of process fixes to eradicate the deficit.  

As the deficits grew, budget process reform became a cottage industry in Washington, spurring a multitude of books, papers, speeches, think tank seminars and symposiums; congressional task forces, studies, hearings, legislation, floor debates, and press conferences;  and Sunday morning talk show fodder and State of the Union address applause lines.  No right-minded, respectable or re-electable politician would be caught dead without a favorite deficit fix, duly introduced with his name on it, and, unfortunately, still pending in some obscure subcommittee somewhere.

Ironically, the whole battle over budget deficits culminated in the historic 104th Congress (1995-96) with President Clinton and the Newt Gingrich Republicans bringing government to a literal standstill over their differing timetables and means for achieving a balanced budget.  And then, in the 105th Congress (1997-98), the President and Congress achieved an historic agreement to balance the budget in five years (by fiscal year 2002).  

The plan was soon eclipsed by a booming economy that produced sufficient revenues to achieve a surplus in just one year (by the end of fiscal year 1998).  The process that finally achieved the balanced budget was not, as it turned out, a congressionally devised mechanism, but more Adam Smith=s Ainvisible hand@ of the market.  And, as everyone was busy spending the new surpluses (projected for as far as the eye could see), the invisible hand was made visible, revealing its reverse side, with a protruding Afickle finger of fate.@  Deficits reappeared with the bursting of the dot-com bubble, followed by recession, terrorist attacks, two wars, tax cuts, and an incredible shrinking revenue base.  Gravity had reasserted itself.

In its August 2003 budget and economic update, the Congressional Budget Office (CBO)  projected a current year deficit of $401 billion, and a  2004 baseline deficit projection (which assumes no policy changes) of  $480 billion. The CBO projection did  not show a surplus until 2012.  But that baseline projection does not take into account such likely possibilities as making permanent the 2001-2002  tax cuts (now set to expire in 2011), providing a new prescription drug benefit under Medicare, continuing to fund the rebuilding of Iraq and Afghanistan, fixing the alternative minimum tax, or increasing discretionary spending above the rate of inflation.  One liberal think tank estimates that the deficit will not drop below $400 billion over the next ten years while adding $5.1 trillion to the public debt.   


It therefore should not come as a surprise that some in Congress are already dusting off some of the old budget reform/deficit fixes of years past.  The first out of the box is that old standard, the balanced budget constitutional amendment.  Representative Ernest J. Istook, Jr. (R-OK), introduced his version in February and attracted a bipartisan group of 113 cosponsors (H.J. Res. 22).  The House Judiciary Committee=s Subcommittee on the Constitution, favorably reported the resolution to the full committee in May on a 5 to 3 vote.  And Representative Gene Taylor (D-MS) filed a discharge petition (No. 3) on a special rule (H. Res. 275) for the Istook measure in June, collecting just 18 of the requisite 218 signatures by the August recess. 

This essay is not designed to recount the detailed history of past deficit process reforms, let alone predict whether history will repeat itself now that deficits have reappeared.  Instead, the essay will recount some of my selective memories of involvement in past efforts and what lessons, if any, they might have taught.   

In one sense, Penner=s proverb rings as true today as it did then.  A process is only as good as the will of those using it.   If Congress does not have the courage and leadership to reduce deficits, then no process will save it from itself.  Certainly the budget process that existed in the 1980s was sufficient to deal with deficits using the existing device of reconciliation to increase revenues, reduce spending, or both.  But the fact remains that Congress could not bring itself to use that device to the fullest.  It  was a blunt instrument, not designed to establish meaningful priorities or prudent policy changes through careful deliberation.  It was all about achieving certain savings, no matter how (by hook or crook).   In fairness, though, reconciliation was used on a few occasions to make meaningful policy changes in such programs as Social Security and Medicare, resulting in both savings and greater program soundness and longevity.

But, tax and entitlement changes are the most politically sensitive things to  make, whether in an election year or not.  One of the reasons Senate Republicans think they lost control of that chamber in the 1986 elections was their abortive attempt to freeze Social Security cost-of-living adjustments--something at which the House balked and President Reagan reversed course.  It is little wonder Social Security came to be known as the Athird-rail of American politics:@ as with electrical train tracks, touching it could prove fatal.

Cuts in discretionary (controllable) spending  could be even more painful since that is where the money is for specific programs and projects that benefit members= districts and constituents.  So it was that Congress went for three decades, torn between its spending proclivities and its anti-deficit rhetoric, that latter of which yielded some process reforms, program reforms, and deficit reductions that helped move the ball toward the goal, if not across.  A balanced budget is a little like heaven: everyone wants to go there, but no one wants to die to get there.  If only there were a flying, sweet chariot that would swing low and carry us all home to heaven, without the pain of death.   Similarly, Members of Congress often seek that magical budget process conveyance that will produce a balanced budget without pain. 

Looked at in that way, it is little wonder that many members still regarded the process as part of the problem, if not the problem: if existing processes did not seem to work, and others were not tried or were tried and failed, then process was always a problem standing in the way of achieving  a desired objective.  To the extent that it was at least perceived that different procedural devices or fixes might help solve the deficit problem, Congress may have been  inhibited from dealing more directly with the deficit, lured or lulled by a false sense that there was a painless way out (the balanced budget and line-item veto constitutional amendments come immediately to mind in this regard).  

In short, Congress cannot act without some process in place, and proposed process changes can either help solve (as some have) or exacerbate the problem, depending on the nature of the proposal and its intended and unintended consequences.  But process cannot be divorced from results.  It is easy to say that all Congress needs is the will to do something, but even where there is the will, there must be a way.   In the case of deficits, the spirit of Congress may be willing, but the flesh is weak absent  a self-discipline that can only be achieved through a rigorous and realistic process.  Separating the quick fixes from realistic, long term process solutions will continue to challenge Congress as it enters into a new era of long-term deficits.


The 1974 Budget Act

The $3.4 billion surplus in fiscal year 1969 turned into a $2.8 billion deficit the next year,  and, by mid-1972, as President Nixon=s first term drew to a close, the deficit shot up to $23 billion.  To cover himself, Nixon began to veto spending bills, impound funds, and demand that Congress  set a spending ceiling and grant him authority to cut any funds in excess of the cap.  The House originally went along with Nixon=s request (over the objections of the Democratic leadership), but the Senate balked at even a modified version of the President=s request.  The only item to survive in the scuffle was a provision creating a Joint (House-Senate) Study Committee on Budget Control to recommend how Congress might get a better handle on its spending processes and decisions.  

Late in 1972, Congress overrode Nixon=s veto of a costly water pollution control bill, and Nixon proceeded to impound (withhold) funds for it anyway.  This infuriated the Democratic Congress and set the stage in early 1973 for House and Senate passage of bills to curb the President=s impoundment authority.  The House Rules Committee became a pivotal actor in the shaping new budget and impoundment procedures given its central jurisdiction over the legislative process in the House.   

My boss, Congressman John B. Anderson (R-IL),  the second-ranking Republican on the committee and third-ranking member of the House GOP leadership, decided to play a very active role in the budget process debates.   I worked closely with him in developing a strategy to keep budget process reform in the forefront of congressional and public attention, even though House and Senate Democrats were more intent on moving first on impoundment control.  Anderson felt strongly that it made no sense to take away the president=s ability to take economy measures if Congress did not in turn change its free-spending ways and exercise some fiscal self-discipline.  

When the impoundment bill came up in the Rules Committee in June 1973, Anderson offered an amendment to the special rule that would allow a House vote on the Joint Study Committee=s proposal to create a congressional budget resolution and  House and Senate budget committees.   The Rules Committee rejected Anderson=s motion on a 4 to 8 vote, but, stung by his drumbeat of  criticisms, the committee did vote 12 to 0 for a motion to begin hearings on the budget reform proposals in July after rejecting Anderson=s motion for an October hearing completion date, 3 to 9.

Anderson originally planned to carry his fight to wed budget and impoundment reform on the floor by amending the rule, but was persuaded by his own leadership not to force the vote for fear its rejection would be used by Democrats to argue that was the promised House vote on budget reform.

During floor consideration of the anti-impoundment bill, Anderson narrowly lost on several attempts  to change the process from a one-house to two-house veto of presidential impoundments.
  

In part because the Senate had a two-house approval (instead of one-house disapproval) process for presidential impoundments, the two bills remained snagged in conference.  But the other reason was that the House was moving forward on budget process reform, which included the anti-impoundment provisions.  One of the big objections of liberals to the Joint Study Committee=s proposal was that the two-thirds of the membership of the proposed House and Senate budget committees would be drawn form the Appropriations, Ways and Means and Finance committeeBmembers far more conservative than the Democratic caucus=s liberal core.  

In the Rules Committee=s July 1973 hearings on the Joint Study Committee=s bill, the co-chairman of the JSC, Rep. Al Ullman (D-OR) offered nine-compromise proposals to address criticisms that had been leveled by the Democratic Study Group.  One of the main proposals was that half, rather than one-third of the budget committees would be drawn from legislative committees, and that all committee members be chosen through their party caucus procedures (rather than allowing the Appropriations, Ways and Means committees to elect their own representatives).  Anderson offered a further amendment regarding House budget committee membership when the bill was marked up in October, a three-term limit on committee membership.  His main concern, as I recall, was not that the budget committee would become too powerful, but rather that it might become so elite and mysterious that it would lose support and understanding within the House.  It was much better to expose a broad spectrum of members to the overall budget problems and processes to ensure continued support for the discipline that the Budget Act imposed.  

The amendment was easily adopted in the Rules Committee and was not challenged on the floor, even though the Act did not have a comparable rotation requirement for members of the Senate Budget Committee.  Some have argued, in more recent times, that the House rotation requirement has resulted in a weaker committee vis-a-vis the Senate, but no serious effort has been mounted against it.

A more central question that had swirled around the original enactment of the Budget Act is whether is main purpose was to control spending or simply give Congress its own means to set national priorities.  To my mind it was always a false dichotomy because different members supported creating a congressional budget process for different reasons, and its overwhelming adoption by members from all segments of the political and ideological spectrum in both houses is testament to its multi-faceted appeal and potential.   The more conservative members were interested in finding ways for Congress to exercise better fiscal discipline while the more liberal members were intent on making it possible for Congress to better assert itself in setting priorities in the face of a strong executiveBespecially a Republican one with different priorities.   It=s only natural that the majority party in Congress would want to strengthen the prerogatives of Congress when the White House is under the control of the other party.  

By the time the Congressional Budget Act was nearing enactment, the Nixon presidency had been so weakened by Watergate and the ensuing impeachment inquiry that there was less urgency for Congress to project a deficit fighting image to counter the president=s charges, but more a realization that there really had been an imperial presidency at work that threatened the system=s balance of powers.  Nixon signed the budget measure as one of his last official acts.  

Nevertheless, as I have suggested elsewhere, even at the end of his presidency, Nixon realized that the new budget process might give the President more leverage and clout than ever.
     Far from acceding to Congress=s spending proclivities, Nixon saw the new budget act as a way to hold Congress to his idea of fiscal responsibility and restraint.  In signing the Budget Act, he announced  his intention to submit a balanced budget in 1976 which would include a broad range of legislation to cut back individual programs.  AI am confident that the Congress will assist me in this effort to keep spending from exceeding my proposed budget levels.@ [emphasis added]  The new budget act, he concluded, Awill permit the high level of cooperation which will be required to achieve this critical goal.@
    Looking back on he operation of the Congressional Budget Act, Rudy Penner and Alan Abramson confirm Nixon=s prescience in how the new process might advantage the president as well as Congress:

In some ways, the new coherence of the congressional process simplified the job of the White House because it meant that the executive could, to some extent, concentrate its lobbying efforts on affecting a single, comprehensive budget resolution or reconciliation bill instead of trying to influence a multitude of authorizing and appropriations measures.
 

No one was to benefit more from that realization than President Ronald Reagan in 1981.


The Reagan Revolution and Reconciliation
If one can trace the beginning of the new era of deficit politics, there is probably no better place to begin than the adoption by California voters in 1978 of Proposition 13, reducing property taxes to the 1976 assessed value (about 57%).   The tax revolt spread around the country and with it  a new public mood for reduced spending and deficits.  The mood was further soured by high interest rates and inflation. Twenty-five states petitioned the Congress to pass a balanced budget constitutional amendment.  

The Senate made an abortive attempt in fiscal 1980 to include reconciliation instructions in the second budget resolution calling on committees to report back legislation containing $2 billion in savings, but the House balked.  Although the reconciliation process was part of Budget Act since the beginning, it hadn=t been used during the first four years of the Act.  The fiscal 1980 experience revealed that reconciliation would not work as part of the second budget resolution in mid-September because the fiscal year began on October 1st.   So, in fiscal 1981, reconciliation instructions were included in the  first budget resolution (on which action was to be completed by May 15).  The final package of deficit reductions came to $8 billion, of which $4.6 billion was in spending cuts and $3.6 billion in revenue increases.  The package was finally passed in December 1980 in the waning weeks of the Carter Administration.  Its final shape was hammered out in a series of extraordinary negotiations between administration officials and Democratic congressional leaders-- the first of what would come to be know over the years as budget summits.

Ronald Reagan swept into office in 1981 on a platform of reduced taxes, increased defense, and a balanced budgetBsomething my outgoing boss, John Anderson, who ran as an independent for president in 1980, said could only be done with Asmoke and mirrors.@  Coincidentally, Reagan=s new director of the Office of Management and Budget, was David Stockman, who had begun his career  on the Hill as a legislative assistant working under me as John Anderson=s legislative director.  Stockman was soon elevated by Anderson to being staff director of the Republican Congress before returning to his native Michigan and winning a congressional seat in his own right in 1976.  As a House member Stockman got his biggest kick out of working with fellow fiscal conservatives in developing budget alternatives to those submitted by the Democratic Budget Committee and President Carter.  His skills would come in handy as Reagan=s OMB director.  He first confronted the new President with the stark news that unless policies were changed, the Federal government was looking at $200 billion deficits Afor as far as the eye could see.@   

In March 1981, President Reagan submitted a revised budget to replace President Carter=s final budget, and Stockman proceeded to engineer its implementation through the reconciliation process.  The new Administration forged ties with the ABoll Weevil@ Democrats (southern conservatives) to press its own substitute for the Democratic Budget Committee=s first budget resolution, and later for its reconciliation bill.   My new boss on the Rules Committee,  Congressman Trent Lott, was also the newly elected Republican Whip, and was instrumental in reaching across the aisle to round up Democratic supporters for the President=s budget plan.    

The Rules Committee became a central clearinghouse for competing budget plans and strategies that year, and Lott was in the thick of it as a party leader and committee member.  As much as the House Budget Committee tried to fashion a congressional budget resolution reflective of the new, fiscally conservative mood in the Congress and nation, it always fell short of satisfying the Administration=s standards.   The collapse of any chance of bipartisan cooperation and compromise led to two dramatic confrontations on the budget, both of which Reagan and Stockman won after hard  arm twisting by Administration lobbyists and House leaders.  The first victory was on the House Budget Resolution.  Budget Committee members Phil Gramm (D-Tex.) and Del Latta (R-Ohio) put together a Abipartisan@ substitute for the committee=s resolution that reflected the Reagan budget proposals.  The Gramm-Latta substitute lost 13 to 17 in the Budget Committee, but on May 7 prevailed on the House floor by a vote of 253 to 176, picking-up the support of 63 Democrats.   The margin of support on final adoption of the budget resolution was even larger, 270 to 154.

The first budget resolution as agreed to by both houses contained reconciliation instructions to 14 Senate and 15 House committees to report back $36 billion in spending cuts for fiscal 1982, setting the stage for the next confrontation.  The bill the Budget Committees put together from the recommendations of various committees did not measure up to the savings the Administration expected, and this led to the fashioning of Gramm-Latta IIB a substitute reconciliation package of budget cuts.   The interest level was so high in  this showdown between the new Administration and Democratic Congress that the Rules Committee was forced to relocate from its cozy hearing room on the third floor of the Capitol to a more spacious committee hearing room in the Rayburn Building to accommodate the media and general public.  I recall sitting behind Lott through what seemed like endless hours of testimony before the Rules Committee finally came to a vote on a procedure for considering the reconciliation bill.  Lott later autographed a picture to me showing us both looking perfectly bored: ASo this is your idea of a great moment in history? B Trent. @
Instead of making the Gramm-Latta substitute in order for a single vote, as requested, the Rules Committee decided to play cute and break it into three separate votes.   Moreover, the committee=s special rule removed the Asweeteners@ from the substitute to make it all the more bitter a pill to swallow.   As Gramm characterized the rule, it Atakes two-thirds of the cuts and throws them in the trash can, and then takes the remaining one-third and rewrites them.@
  This power play by the Rules Committee shifted the initial floor fight on reconciliation to the rule itself.    The Republican leadership went after the one procedural motion available, called the Aprevious question,@ in order to rewrite the rule and their substitute.  On the critical procedural vote, the House rejected the previous question, 210 to 217 (with 31 Democrats voting no), and then proceeded to  adopt a substitute rule that made Gramm-Latta II in order as a single package, 216 to 212 (with 27 Democrats voting yes).  

The new rule was written by Republicans in such a way that the text of the Gramm-Latta substitute did not have to be made available until the moment it was offered.  This in turn allowed for more deals to be cut up until the last minute to build support.  The final Gramm-Latta substitute had provisions and notes written in the margins (including the phone number of a CBO staffer), and the Democrats= illicit sneak peek at the package in the bill clerk=s office the night before had left the unnumbered pages in a chaotic order.  It was a messy process to say the least, and no one really knew what was in the final substitute when it was offered.  Nevertheless, Gramm-Latta II prevailed on June 26, 232 to 193, with 47 Democrats supporting it and only 5 Republicans voting against it.

House Rules Committee Chairman Richard Bolling (D-Mo.) was in high dudgeon over how the President and his OMB director had hijacked the congressional budget process to get their way: 

This is the most excessive use of presidential power and license.  And reconciliation is the most brutal and blunt instrument used by a president in an attempt to control the congressional process since Nixon used impoundment.

Several process lessons flowed from the experience.  The Democrats learned that when you try to be Atoo clever by half@ in fashioning procedural ground rules to disadvantage the minority party, it can come back to bite you.  Obviously it wouldn=t have happened as it did if the second lesson had not also been true and that is that Aa determined House majority can eventually work its will.@  The majority party may control the process, procedures, and levers of power in the institution, but a bipartisan majority can always find ways to prevail.  

The third lesson is one that is learned every year, whether on omnibus budget or appropriations bills, or large non-budgetary matters, and that is that the bigger and more confusing the substance and process, the less members will know what they are doing, the greater the chance for error and bad policy decisions, and the more the matter is eventually left to key party and committee leaders to sort out.   This is hardly the stuff of deliberative democracy as taught in the text books.   As Representative Barber Conable, Jr. (R-NY) observed, AThis is a terrible way to legislate, but we have no alternatives.@
  Budget Committee Chairman Jim Jones observed of the bidding war for votes on the 1981 reconciliation bill: AThe Democratic cloakroom had all the earmarks of a tobacco auction.@
  

As already noted, Republicans were also cutting deals for votes up to the last minute as evidenced in the in the hasty changes penciled into the text of their substitute.  When the stakes are high, every member=s vote counts, and those votes are negotiable.  As messy as the sausage factory was during the 1981 battles, the reconciliation process would nevertheless come to be the principal instrument by which Congresses and Presidents would attempt to reduce the deficit over the next two decades.  For as much as the Reagan Administration had hoped to achieve a balanced budget by 1984, a variety of factors, miscalculations, and legislative failures conspired to keep deficits running in the $150-$200 billion plus range for much of the next two decades--just as Stockman had originally predicted. 


The G-R-H Slice-Em-Dice-Em Machine
In early 1981, Congressman Lott told me he had been approached by Democratic Majority Leader Jim Wright (Tex.) and Representative Phil Gramm (D-Tex.) asking him to join them as a principal sponsor of a bill to require a balanced budget each year.  Lott handed me a copy of the draft bill and asked me to analyze it and make a recommendation.  I got back to him a few days later and said he might not want to take a lead on the bill because if enacted it could hit defense spending the hardest, and I knew Lott supported President Reagan in wanting to increase defense spending.   Under the terms of the bill, if Congress were not able to achieve a balanced budget through its normal budget, appropriations, and reconciliation processes, then the President could issue an order sequestering controllable funds across the board by a percentage amount necessary to achieve balance.  Since defense spending constituted a major chunk of discretionary spending, I figured, any percentage cut would eliminate vast sums of the military=s budget.  Lott decided not to join as a principal sponsor  when the bill was introduced in February by Wright and Gramm, but did join as one of nearly 80 House cosponsors later.

Little could I have known then that the bill could eventually take on a life of its own, after Gramm switched parties and moved on to the Senate, and that negotiations over it as part of the debt limit bill in 1985 would consume dozens of hours of my life. 


The interesting thing is how process changes come about.   Gramm=s sequestration idea lost  momentum after he switched parties in 1982 and ran as a Republican in a special election to gain back his seat.  In the 98th (1983-84) Congress, he didn=t bother reintroducing the bill in the House.  And, after he was elected to the Senate in 1984, he did not introduce the bill in the 99th CongressBat least not until the last minute.  It was not until after the Senate received a debt limit increase bill from the House in September 1985 that the Gramm idea was resurrected.   

On August 1, 1985, the House had adopted the final budget resolution for fiscal 1986 and with it an automatic increase in the public debt limit (from $1.8- to $2-trillion).   The automatic process occurred under a no-pain device called the AGephardt rule@ after its author, Representative Richard Gephardt (D-MO) who had originally included the rule change as part of a 1979 debt limit bill.  It was  later codified as part of the standing rules of the House.  Under the terms of the rule, the public debt level contained in the final budget resolution agreed to by the House and Senate was automatically spun-off by the House Clerk and placed in a joint resolution which was to be considered passed by the House, thereby avoiding a separate vote on a debt limit increase.  The problem, of course, was that if the Senate amended that joint resolution, it still had to come back to the House for a vote, and usually did.  As a must pass measure, the debt limit measure was a favorite target for attaching the latest flavor of budget process fixes. And, in 1985, the Senate did not disappoint.   

On September 25, Senators Gramm, Rudman and Hollings introduced a bill setting deficit  targets for the next five years, until a balanced budget was reached in fiscal year 1991.  On October 3, Senate Majority Leader Bob Dole offered a version of the G-R-H bill as an amendment to the debt limit bill, and on October 9 it was adopted by a vote of 75 to 24, and the debt limit bill as amended passed, 51 to 37.  Like the 1981 Gramm bill, the measure provided for automatic across-the-board cuts in amounts necessary to reach the deficit target if Congress did not do so by its own budgetary actions.  That set the stage for prolonged negotiations with the House over the next two months in two conference committees (the first conference committee had dissolved after deadlocking).  

The measure eventually emerged from that conference committee and was signed into law by President Reagan as the ABalanced Budget and Emergency Deficit Control Act of 1985,@ or Gramm-Rudman-Hollings (G-R-H), for short, after its prime sponsorsBSenator Phil Gramm (R-Tex.), Senator Warren Rudman (R-NH), and Sen. Fritz Hollings (D-SC).  At the time it was offered, Rudman referred to it as Aa bad idea whose time has come.@  And Hollings divorced himself from the act a few years later when it was found wanting.  The final version called for deficit reductions of $36 billion in each of the next five years until a balanced budget was achieved in fiscal 1991.

The flaw that I had seen in 1981 under which defense spending would take a major hit if sequestration was ordered, was actually exacerbated in the final version which required half of the across-the-board cuts in be taken from defense, and half from non-defense spending.  This would cause President Reagan considerable agonizing and changes-of-heart, though he would eventually sign the bill into law after some flexibility was allowed to him under the law on defense spending to be cut during the first sequestration order in 1986. 

I was involved in a staff working group on the House-Senate conference dealing with changes in the budget process outside the Gramm-Rudman-Hollings device.  Forming the basis for our efforts was a proposal developed over the previous three years by a bipartisan House Task Force on the Budget Process chaired by Representative Anthony Beilenson (D-Calif.).  The task force was appointed on March 30, 1982, by Rules Committee Chairman Richard Bolling who was still smarting over how the Reagan-Stockman team had hijacked the congressional budget process for their purposes and rendered the Congress practically supine.  In his announcement Bolling cited the Adifficulties plaguing the process,@ and charged the task force with undertaking a thorough review of budget problems and of various proposal for improving the process.  Bolling not only appointed six Rules Committee members to the task force, but also appointed nine, non-voting members from other committees affected by the process: Appropriations, Ways and Means, and the Budget Committee. 

I had sat through nearly all of the Beilenson Task Force briefings, meetings, and hearings as part of my Rules Committee work for Lott (though he was not a member of the task force).  In addition to a dozen work sessions, the task force held four formal hearings at which it heard from 17  rank-and-file House embers, the House majority and minority leaders, and the chairmen and ranking minority members of Senate committees having budgetary responsibilities.  While the task force did not report any recommendations in the 97th Congress, it was urged by motion of the Democratic Caucus in December 1982 to complete its work and make recommendations early in the 98th Congress.

The new Rules Committee chairman in the 98th Congress, Representative Claude Pepper (D-Fla.) reappointed the task force in January 1983.  Lott was made one of the voting members of the task force from Rules, while Pepper expanded the non-voting membership to 19 members from other House committees.  Nineteen more work sessions and three more formal hearings later, the Task Force issued its final report and recommendations in March 1984.  Beilenson also introduced them as a bill (H.R. 5247) which was referred to both the Government Operations Committee and Rules.  The Rules Committee reported the bill favorably in May, but no further action was taken by the House in 1984.  Beilenson indicated to one reporter that he expected the leadership to find a way to move on the recommendations in the next Congress.  The debt limit bill and Senate Gramm-Rudman-Hollings addition provided that opportunity.

Under the terms of the budget process reforms included in the 1985 debt limit bill, the budget process was streamlined by accelerating the timetable for budget resolutions and reconciliation,  eliminating the need for a second budget resolution and formally providing for reconciliation in the first resolution.  The bill also strengthening the system of controls Congress had over the implementation of its budget resolutions.  It was a triumph for Beilenson, even though the had not reintroduced his bill in 1985 and was not on the conference committee for the debt limit.  His long hours of hard work had finally paid off. 

Postscript
My immersion in the congressional budget process during the Gramm-Rudman-Hollings debt limit conference was probably the most intense experience I had on the Hill up until thenBtwo weeks in November of 18 hour days, including weekends (and a missed birthday somewhere in the middle of it all).  Those of us who survived the ordeal proudly sported buttons reading, AI=m a Budget Process Groupie.@  I also got a signed letter of appreciation for my work from President Reagan which I proudly framed along with a picture of the President and the first page of the public law.   As I was carrying the framed memento back to my office from the Capitol one afternoon, I ran across my old boss, John Anderson, who took it and read in his mocking, sonorous tone: ADear Don: Thank for you for your work on the most unconstitutional law I have ever signed.@  Sure enough, by the next year the Supreme Court had held the Gramm-Rudman-Hollings law unconstitutional because it involved the General Accounting Office (GAO), the auditing arm of Congress, in an executive function: pulling the final trigger for a sequestration order.  The law had an automatic fallback provision that allowed Congress, by passing a new law, to make sure the March sequestration order was not reversed.   In 1987 Congress rewrote the law to give the President and OMB the final trigger finger on sequestration.

I lost track of budget process reforms, at least up close and personal, after that.  When the famous Budget Enforcement Act (BEA) of 1990 was being worked on, my new Rules Committee boss, Lynn Martin, was on the senate campaign trail in Illinois.  Some have said that the BEA was the nail in President Bush=s reelection bid because he reneged on his Ano new taxes@ pledge to the1988 GOP nominating convention.  But it did achieve some real deficit reductions and also scrapped the G-R-H downward deficit glide-path which had failed, in favor of a new regime of enforceable discretionary spending caps plus Apay-as-you-go@ rules for entitlements and taxes.   

While I understood most of this generally, from afar, I got lost in trying to understand some of the new terminology and how things were now supposed to work.  I almost felt that I should turn-in my Abudget process groupie@ button for having fallen from the enlightened state of a knowledgeable insider.  I could just imagine how totally confusing it all must have been for members who had not carefully followed the evolution of  the process from its inception in 1974 through G-R-H in 1985 and BEA in 1990.

By 1991 the new ranking minority member on rules, Gerald B. Solomon, made me the minority staff director, meaning I could no longer specialize as much as I had in the past while working at the subcommittees level.  Others would now being doing that spadework.  The exceptions for me would be Solomon=s pet budget projects which included a legislative line-item veto (as an alternative to a constitutional amendment), and a Adeficit reduction lock-box@ designed to capture savings from successful cutting amendments to appropriations bills, and using them to reduce the overall spending ceiling (and, by extension, the deficit).

The line-item veto was part of the Contract With America in 1994, and enacted by Congress in the 104th Congress.  But, like G-R-H, it was found unconstitutional by the Supreme Court (but, unlike G-R-H, it was not resurrected).  The balanced budget constitutional amendment, also part of the Contract, passed the House but failed by one vote in the Senate. The deficit reduction lock-box passed the House on several occasions in the 104th Congress, only to die in the Senate each time (Social Security lock boxes would follow after the President Clinton=s exhortation in his state of the Union address to Aput Social Security first@). 

The bottom line is that Congress and the President still managed to adopt a balanced budget agreement in 1997 without the aid of a balanced budget constitutional amendment, or a line-item veto, or a lock-box, or any other the other countless gizmos and devices members had invented to reduce the deficit over the years.

.   

All that is not to say that procedures and process do not matter.  They certainly do.  But, the most successful processes over the last three decades, were probably the least deliberative and least democratic: reconciliation and budget summits involving small groups (or Agangs@) of top level White House staff and congressional leaders to negotiate the final details of an omnibus reconciliation, appropriations, or debt limit bill. 

 Often integral to those agreements were new processes for implementing and enforcing the budget numbers agreed on for the out-years.  In the final analysis, discipline was imposed through leadership by which the followers were expected to abide in future years, even if they did not fully understand the details and how the new process actually worked.  Such has been the nature of budget process from the beginning and proposals to reform it ever since. And so will it likely continue to be the case as Congress enters a new era driven by the politics of deficits.


#   #   #
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