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Chapter Ten

The President’s Budget vs.
Congressional Budgeting;
Institutionalizing the
Adversarial Presidency?

Joseph White

In the constitutional system of separated institutions sharing powers, the pow-
crs (o spend and tax are especially important and subject to conflict. Budgel-
ing is al the heart of government, because it is the most direct example of the
authoritative allocation of values. The importance of budget decisions and
the structural necessity that one subset of those decisions, discretionary ap-
propriations, be made each year puts lederal budgeting at the center of much
conflict between the president and Congress, as revealed dramatically in the
battles during the Reagan administration and during the 104th Congress. But
budgeting is also the most fundamental area of cooperation belween the (wo
branches, because without cooperation on discretionary appropriations, large
sections of federal activity will come o a hatt.! Budgeting institutions and
processes are a major aspect of the modern presidency, just as budgeting is at
the heart of governmental decision making.?

The constitution, as explained by its framers, clearly intends to give the
Congress the largest say in budgeting decisions. Yet it also, both through the
president’s veto over legislation and his supervision of administration, gave
him a major role in the allocation of government funds.? Developments in the
extraconstitutional political system, such as the emergence of the presidential
role as a party leader and his occasional ability to appeal 1o public apinion,
also guarantee that the president, under any circumstances, must have a share
of budgeling power,

Under extreme circumstances, such as the warfare between President Clinton
and the [04th Congress, the presidential role in budgeting is based almosl entirely
on those basic resources. Yet federal budgeting is an immensely technical and
complicated lask, involving many thousands of decisions that are supposed to
be integrated into a comptex web of legislation and implementation. As a result,
both Congress and the presidency include specialized budgeting institutions.
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230 Joseph White

The congressional budget process includes specialized commitiees Efar
what we now call discretionary spending (the House and Senate A'.pp.rf:)‘p‘rw
tions commitiees); concentration ol authority over revenucs .alslo in dlsim'cl
commitiees (House Ways and Means and Senate Finance); dISll.m.ZL comgm—
lees that are required lo provide an annual framework l'qr dccnsm‘ns f; (lziut
spending and taxing (Lhe House and Senate Budgel Con}millces, {hu?ru[‘g? 11L
annual Congressional Budget Resolution); a wide .\’ﬂ.l'lcly ol special ru L?‘
about consideration of revenue legislation, appropriations, and the class 0'
laws called entitlements (or mandatory spcnding? that provide budget a.uthoat
ity for more than onc year (such as for farm price supporls and Meglcz:r‘c?,
and a congressional agency lo oversee exccul‘fve management of budget a-
locations (the Government Accountabilily Office). ' __

The execulive (or presidential) budget process is miln?ged by Lhe‘Oi:
fice of Management and Budget (OMB) within the E,\‘Ezcutw.e Of_ﬁce ?! .lh{i
President. Although it has undergone various reformulations since its orl gmg
creation in 1921, the presidential budget bureau? has ul.ways both mana'g'(-fd
allocation of funds among agencies, a crucial and occasionally (?onlrovcl:;;ul
task (budget execution}, and packaged agencies’ budget requcst.s mlc')ran oy er-
all bundle subject to presidential approval. It thus asserts presidential .po1u-c_|
in three ways: influencing information provided Lg Congress {as 'agcllmse? irc
expecled Lo teslify in favor of OMB's propos.ais), influence over imp cc;ncn,.?[;
tion (the extent to which bureaus do whal Icgls';la!ors expeclf:d' then? wdo \[\;
the budgel, or more what decision makers wuthl_n the admmlstrallm‘a pre E?r),
and a basic coordinating function in which individual tax and.spendmg p Ltrns

are relaled both to each other and to an argument about desirable totals for

axc ing, and the federal surplus or deficit. ' .

ld'\rslsl’isS I::{i;c:)te% addresses the relationship helwecn' l.he presnden.u’al prioccsis
and the congressional process in making budget decisions I or the l'tclera' gg\ -
ernment. As budget expert Naomi Caiden wrote, the executive budget P occs;j
within the Uniled States government is a creature of “[?le'E.ldOX, LllTIl?I gu;[y,inn :
enigma” that fits awkwardly, al best, with lhe. constitutional .demgn. :I:IE?I‘L
are conditions under which it can be the basis for cooperation that bcr\.c‘s

both branches. That patlern, however, has become 11)uch less commeon 0\-:,r

the past three decades. The development of [')I'CSEFIEHUM pudgetmg appez;;'sl [ 0

reflect a broader trend in congressional-presidential relations, which I call the

adversarial presidency in contrast to the earlier model.

PURPOSES OF BUDGET PROCESSES

. . ustifications. a8
Specialized budget processes have a series of functions. of _;usuﬁcallc[m&; :
parl of both democratic politics and competenl government. The most ¢
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monly cited is to obtain a desirable balance of taxing and spending: “budget
balance” broadly defined. Budgeting is also a set of procedures designed
to set standards for both bureaucrais and politicians and thereby hold them
accounlable, is a way to make government transparent and its actions pre-
dictable, is a procedure to set social prioritics and to pursue efficiency in
the operation of public services, and (sometimes} is a process to manage the
cconomy as well as the government.®

The fundamental reason for centralized budget processes, however, is lo re-
solve a social choice problem: that preferences about program and tax policy
details are highly unlikely to add up to preferences about total spending, total
laxes, and the resulting budget halance. Hence processes are needed (o adjust
those twa preferences to each other, in such a way that the combination in the
end is as satisfactory as possible to the decision-making person or group.

As this problem is normally posed, a set of fragmented decisions about
programs and taxes, which is what would happen if agencies simply proposed
their own budgets and Congress responded commitiee by committee, must be
resisted by central “guardian” bodies such as the Appropriations or Budget
Commiltecs or the Office of Management and Budgel. But there is 2 further
prablem: there are many ways to oblain the same bud get totals,

Most participants in budget making can identily somebody else's spending
that they would be willing 1o eliminate, or somebody else’s 1axes that they
would be willing to raise, so as to bring details in line with a preferred total.
During the budget battles of the 1980s, for example, conservalive Republi-
cans could consistently favor a balanced budget because they were willing
to slash social programs (o achieve the goal, while liberal Demaocrats could
favor balance because Lhey were willing to cut defense spending and raise
laxes on corporations and people with higher incomes.” Thercfore, in recon-
ciling preferences about details and (otals, there are three systematic sources
of conflict hetween the presidential and congressional budget processcs.

The Tirst is that the median preference within Congress may well be sub-
stantively different than the president’s budget policy, vet each be equally
“responsible,” as defined by the amount of government deficit or sur-
plus—which is a recipe for self-ri ghteous conflict. Second, if budget deficits
exceed public and elite views of what is proper, that may be because majori-
ties oppose any single set of details that would lower the deficit further. Yet
virtually everyone could blame politicians for not lowering the deficit in
some way. This exacerbates the fact that budgeling must disappoint a lat of
interests so attracts extensive blame anyway, and encourages blame-shedding
tactics. Third, the budget bureau asks, “What will fit the president’s poli-
cies?” Within Congress, however, the basic question is, “How will we pass
the bill?” This difference leads 1o a basic conflict of worldviews, with OMB
seeing legislative budgeters as 100 “political,” and their counterparts viewing
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732 Joseph White

OMB’s claim to “rationalily™ as casy fa:)r1 OMB (o say because il is only mak-
ing Si atisfy one hierarchical overseer. ‘ _.

m%lfl':(f igr:, :J?Illl]?: }S)rcsirjcnl’s budget in federal budgeling has’ nlol\'?d : ;zlllsl ?Eg
(mainly theoretical} model, through a model that roughly was | :1(: s‘ s ]{he
from the 1940s into the late 1960s, loward the model l!mt bcsl- esn,re a e
budgeting system today. We can call thcse'lhe executive d()m:j”.]ﬂ"lgsénﬁrﬂ]y
broker, and adversarial models. The executive dominance njo efl(_: 1 w(;u'd
assumes (hat only the president’s pre{'eir.'cncelsl S]]OE:S, n[::a;:::;«, ;\C:;: ;/bmkcr

imi the first two conflicts but give him all the €. .

::I:L)Tlgll?tﬁe president would take the lead in finding a midd.l'c Igrou([;:l bg}t;visg
branch preferences, thereby sharing blame. ln' the adversaria T]? [h(; et
sides light over preferences while Lrying to stick each other wi .

ORIGINS OF THE PRESIDENTIAL BUDGET

The core institutions of the presidential budgc! were cre:aled in lhie Bud’gt:]l]g:::l
Accounting Act of 1921, emerging from an elile cxec‘uuv.c bu'dg(.l mcj(\) zmgcd
As Trene Rubin explained, this movement d.ev'cimpecl in dITCClIOll'l’S f:nlcmré gec
by President Taft. The “Talt Censcr\’ali\f?s’ dlstrustec.I l?OLF'l the t-lglsllzz] e [}ec
the public, and believed the chief executive and admm.lstll alo.rs s :*01;1 d b free
to make decisions that served their view (.)f the p}lL?llc ll‘l‘le.l est, / \fhi?; S
sequent relormist analyses have followed in th? Talt trqcflll??, 3 glin h
most prominent was the 1937 Brownlow reporl s'anz‘l]ysus_o lu ig r'[ﬁ. .
As Naomi Caiden argues, Lhis view was (and is) “at odds.wol ! \\1 i o
temporary practice and the separation of powers."’ Yel‘l‘he Pr;es;'drcn.u?lizgc‘:f,c >
as crealed worked fairly well for decades. It retained “legtslative mr vel
appropriations” and stressed “the CXCCl.IU\-’C m_lclge.t.asladnulzlaq::'sF ((J:D f{?m N%
execulive responsibility and strengthening legislalive budgelary ‘ ani.blc
But how could the same process both make the excc:uuvc) mf)re ie&:p hu_dnel
and strengthen legislative control? The short.answcr 1_5, the exfzcu 11\ ctr,Ol Em
could serve Congress by helping borhi president and Congress con

excculive agencies,

DEVELOPMENT OF THE CLERK/BROKER PATTERN

The executive process could be useful to both by Perf orming a s.enleicoé'ci; LCI:II‘I\l;,‘(—,
tions. The most basic was preventing the agencies fr_om creavun.__, ereive
deficiencies.” Neither president nor Cm‘]'gress gains {f ﬂg‘cmnﬁaﬁﬁe agen;
appropriated [unds before the end of the fiscal year, for reasons th
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cies could have controlled, Congress will desire neither o appropriate more
nor to sufter the political pain of closing down an agency; and the president
has no more reason to desire either result. The process created by the 192]
acl, in which the budgel bureau apportions funds (o agencies, greatly reduced
this problem.!

A second vital contribution was to search for efficiencies within inctividual
agency spending plans. Efficiency is not politically biased because, though
it could be used to reduce total spending, it can also be used to obtain more
sacial good for the same spending or to free up funds for different spending.
Over time, the budget bureau adopted this broad definition of efficiency,
rather than a narrow focus on economy." As onc senior OMB career official
putitin an interview, “The idea grew up with was to be a neutral competent
budget analyst. As I told my staff, that meant if it was a Republican admin-
istration trying to minimize cost; if it was a Democratic administration, how
fo maxiniize value for the money we had.”

Both branches might benefit from a degree of coordination across pro-
grams, hoth by revealing if agencies were warking at cross-purposes and
by uncovering the “wasteful” opposite, redundancy or overlap of functions.
Congress might choose not to use such information, but providing it would
improve Congress’s oplions.” The executive process also prevented agencies
[rom submitting “blue sky™ requests (o Congress, and could provide a first
“scrub” to identify technical issues.

The budget burcau developed a somewhat controversial and unstable role
in administrative management. Congress has been conflicted on this topic,
with some legislators at any given time hoping that better management
will yield economies, and others objecting to central (e.g., budgel bureau)
interference with their own influence over the agencies, Nevertheless, there
have been periods when the management wing of the budget bureau played a
positive role. By multiple accounts, the Division of Administrative Manage-
ment established within the budget bureau by Direclor Harold Smith in 1939
contributed in ways that are still recalled as a kind of “golden age” of the
budget bureau.™

Most significant, a presidential budget can serve Congress by dispersing
blame. If the president proposed restrainis that Congress was willing to ac-
cept, legislators could accept the proposal and give him some of the blame.
If Congress rejected a presidential proposai, so had to replace it with anather,
legislalors could get some credit from the interest they protected. Sharing
blame with the president hetped with both guardianship and coalition build-
ing. The president, however, also benefited, al least in policy terms. If there
Was agreement that hard choices must be made, the initiative and agenda-
sctting role given 1o the president through his budget pracess, as well as
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legislators’ desire 1o avoid blame, gave him substantial inlluence on budget
resulls,

In these ways, the presidential process helped bath president and Con-
gress malch details to totals, and the budget system developed into a rough
equilibrium of shared expectations and mutual adjustment.'” It it into the
presidential role that Richard Neustadt describes as “clerkship.” A better term
might be brokerage: the president sits at a key point within a complex syslem
of bargaining. In return for facilitating transaclions, he collecls resources
that he uses for his own purposes. Neusladt describes the budget as “among
the cardinal services the president-as-clerk performs for Congressmen and
burcaucrats and lobbyists.”'® Because it was created by an intensive process
within the executive branch; because il represented commitment in its most
concrele form, money; and because the nature of appropriations meant that
Congress had to respond to those proposals, the budget became the year's
premier initialor.

Budgeting in this period was hardly a nonpartisan lovefest. Nevertheless,
what Allen Schick termed the “Seven Year Budget War” from 1966 1o 1973
initiated a transition to a much more adversarial role for the president’s bud-
gel.'” The clerk/broker role depended on conditions thal faded away in the
late 1960s and would disappear by the 1980s,

TOWARD ADVERSARIAL BUDGETING

One condition was that Congress and the president have roughly similar
goals for budget tolals. Libera! Democrats and conservative Republicans had
very dilferent [iscal policy views, but the conservative coalition that domi-
nated Congress in the 1950s largely agreed with President Eisenhower, and
disagreement only became systematic when President Nixon {aced a more
liberal Congress. At that point, the fact that only Lhe president had economists
and a process for saying what the fiscal totals should be became a major
problem for Congress.

A second condition was that the instruments available within the budget
process be adequate to the task of making details fit the totals. The process
that had emerged only guarantecd action on annually appropriated programs,
what would later be called “discretionary” spending. In the 1960s the growth
of entitlements such as Social Security and Medicare reduced the portion of
spending that the traditional process could manipulate.

A third condition was that the president and congressional majority be in
rough agreement on program details or priorities. Again, this disagreement
appears o have widened during the Nixon presidency. A fourth condition was
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that the apportionment power be used in a way that was remotely acceptable
to Congress. Instead, President Nixon used it to impound (refuse to spend)
appropriations for purposes thal he did nol approve and had not heen able lo
veto. A constitutional crisis over budget powers was avoided only because
another, culminating in Nixon's resignation, look its place.

Congress responded by passing the Congressional Budget and Impound-
ment Control Act of 1974, The Budget Act created the Budget Resolution
process, Lthrough which Congress, before passing other spending and tax leg-
islation, would lay out targets for spending and revenue totals and priorities.
This process would be reformed and strengthened in 1980 by implementation
ol reconciliation, a process Lhrough which legislative committees would be
given targels for spending cuts or revenue increases in the Budget Resolution,
Reconciliation had strong procedural protections against filibusler in the Sen-
ate. This provided a vehicle through which Congress was much more likely
to respond to presidential proposals to alter entitlement programs such as
Medicare and Medicaid, or to change tax law, than had been the case hefore
reconciliation was put into full effect in 1980. This extended the potential
influence of the president’s budget through both agenda setting and blame
sharing, and the Budgel Acl therefore gave President Reagan greaier influ-
ence than he would otherwise have had in 19811

But the Budget Act also reduced Congress's dependence on the president
for information, through creation of the Congressional Budget Office (CBO)
and the Budget Committee staffs. It eliminated the president’s monopoly
of fiscal policy arguments, and so enabled Congress to challenge him more
directly about the lotals. It further forced Congress (o make a statement for
or against the president’s proposed totals and priorities through the Budget
Resolution, and therefore highlighted conflict. The resolution could replace
the president’s budget as an organizing framework for decisions about budget
details.

The combination after 1981 of deficits unprecedented during peacetime
with intense disagreement between the president and much of Congress (in-
cluding moderate Republicans) aboult other budgetary values led, therefore, o
battles about budget resolutions and diminishing attention to the president’s
framework. Either Congress took the lead, as in 1982 and 1984, or leaders
maneuvered Lo creale some form of “budget summit,” as in 1987 and 1990,

Around 1985, federal budgeting degenerated into a periad of competitive
blame avoidance and hostage taking, cpitomized by the Gramm-Rudman
Act, which was described by House Majorily Whip Tom Foley as “about the
Kidnapping of the only child of the President’s official family that he loves
Idefense], holding it in a dark basement and sending the President its ear,”"
As one OMB senior career official described the situation, budgeling became
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a game ol “deficit-reduction rouletie.” The only ways OMB could look like
it was proposing doing “enough” on the deficit were to submit proposals that
were abviously unacceptable (so in no sense constituled an “agenda™; to
submit or even enact pure gimmicks, such as the 1989 “summil agreement”
between the president and Congress that included about $39 billion in smoke
and mirrors out of a $47 hillion total;* or not (o submil serious proposals at
all. As one agency budget officer expressed it, some proposals did not pass
the “laugh test . . . , the commiltees regard it with utter disdain, with laughter.
Even around this lable we [augh.”

OMB was transformed both in workload and arientation by the pervasive
adversarial relationship between the branches. The professional staff were
redeployed to support the budget director and his political staff in their nego-
tiations with the many faces of Congress. One of Director David Stockman’s
top aides described the change as “OMB’s adaptation from the budget as a
ministerial, excculive process Lo a pluralistic, legislative process,” Rationales
for cuts were sought as weapons; “the notion was . . , one could find reasons
lo fit whatever our goal might be.” Examiners, once “the cenier, the institu-
tional weight of the agency,” became more like “research assistants” as “we
brought that system to an end in our search for centralized control,” The cost
of this approach was in organizational capacity to identify elTiciencies: Lo
understand programs well enough to tell how they could do as much with
Iess. Ralionales for cuts are not the same as undersianding “the law and the
program.” This does not mean that no analysis occurred, or that all proposals
were unreasonable, Ii the president proposed an increase within the budget-
ary environment of the 1980s, it would get more attention than if it came from
anyone else. OMB might still find what one senior OMB civil servant called
“the least provocative minuses”— proposals Congress could accept. Bul this
became both less common and less of a focus for the process.™

In the circumslances of the [980s intense disagreement about preferences
meant that policy gains for one were more likely to look like losses for the
other; while the intense pressure to do more about the delicit meant that there
was far too much blame to share.™ During the 1980s, the president’s budget
was so commonly lermed “dead on arrival” that the Office of Management
and Budget released the fiscal year 1987 plan by sending it to Congress in
an ambulance, in the form of a staffer on a stretcher. He jumped up to reveal
a shirt proclaiming, “The FY87 Budgel Lives.” The George H. W, Bush

administration’s revisions (o the Reagan administration’s FY90 plan only

specified increases. In the words of one House Appropriations Committee
aide, it was “'the strangest year I've ever seen. We didn't really feel we ever
had a President’s Budget.” By 1990, the president’s men were blaming Con-
gress for not changing his budget cnough, =
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These developments led budget scholars to ask whether the presidential
process had outlived ils usefulness. Bernard Pitsvada, for example, argued
that the president’s budget *has passed from a paradox to an enigma and now
into an anachronism.”*

PRESIDENT AND CONGRESS IN THE 199058

During the first two years of the George H. W. Bush administration, the
execulive budgetl was not even a signilicant part of the president’s budget
maneuvers. The administration’s first lwo proposals appear to have been
placeholders lor eventlual negotiations, at best, Nevertheless, in 1920 OMB
director Richard Darman managed to negotiate both significant deficit reduc-
tion and procedural rules—the Budget Enforcement Act—that eliminated
the absurdities of Gramm-Rudman and provided (olals with which it was
possible o budget somewhat more regularty for the rest of the term. In order
to do this, however, President Bush had to court blame by abandoning his
1988 campaign pledge of “no new taxes.” Then his {irst package was rejected
by his own party in the House, leaving him out on a limb where he had Lo
accept lerms that were much more acceptable to congressional Democrals.
The process changes that eliminated the most damaging aspects of Gramm-
Rudman were done in an obscure way so the president and Congress would
not be accused of “weakening” that law's ostensible commitment to deficit
reduction. The law included a clearly optimistic ecanomic forecast in order to
make its resuits look better. Aller years of tight restraint on domestic discre-
tionary spending, negotiators agreed that it was time for those accounts to at
least be held harmless, and maybe get a bit of an increase. But they wouldn’t
say that, either, so the final deal hid this agreement through manipulating the
baselines.™

President Bush thereby took on blame and helped protect the congressional
majarity, and the final package in the long run significanly improved budget
totais. He then ran for reelection against a Democrat who accused him of not
being in louch with economic problems (that he had tried to fix through the
conventional wisdom nostrum of deficit reduction), with a third-party candi-
date (Ross Perot) attacking both parties for not caring about the deficit that
Bush had sacrificed polilical standing to reduce, and with an unenthusiasltic
base that objected to his raising taxes. His son, if one can judge [rom behav-
ior, drew a perhaps loo obvious conclusion; compromise with your rivals just
to improve the budget situation does nol serve presidential interests,

Compared to 1990, 1993 was much more clearly a case of presidential
leadership, in that the Clinton adminisiration laid out a direction and some
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detatls that were largely followed—unlike the bargaining process for the
1990 deal. In its first two years, the Clinton administration’s budgels related
details (o preferences aboul iolals in a way that was careful and considered
both short- and long-term effects. However, this was made possible by the
presence of a newly uniled government; the legisiation passed by one vote in
both the House and Senate, and in the 19944 election congressional Democrats
paid the price by fosing control of both houses of Congress for the {irst time
in forty years. Apparently united government helps focus partisan blame.

The Republican takeover of Congress in 1994, and especially the capture
of the House by Republicans led by Speaker Newt Gingrich who sought to
revolutionize American government, created extreme disagreement that left
little room for the clerk/broker role. The budgetary retalionship between Clin-
ton and the Republican Congress was among the worsl in American history,
with the logical result that, as two budget process experts expressed, “it often
seemed that policy proposals were designed more for partigan poslur:ng than
for effectiveness and efficiency.”

OMB returned to the Reagan era role of serving the president in comtinual
pitched battles and negotiations with Congress. In both chambers, the lcad-
ership wanted the president o make proposals that would reduce the blame
they could get for slashing programs, and would lake almost any savings he
could find so long as they weren’t in defense. but this was not a matter of
secking clerical or analytic services. As the FY96 budget debacle stretched
into calendar 1996, “there was no way to put together a budgel that started
from a knowable point,” so the administration “submitted . . . a thin set of
numbers hat were ptaceholders, and we did the real budget later that year. . . .
Anything would be flawed, so we punted,”

After Clinton’s reelection and the turn of events that allowed the passage of
the Balanced Budget Act of 1997 (BBA)—including, to general surprise, a bal-
anced budget—one might have expected that extra money in a budget surplus
would lubricale compromise. It did not for two reasons, First, the preferences of
the president and of the congressional majority leadership difTered too greatly,
Second, built into the deficit reduction legislation of 1997 were terms that made
a responsible relationship of details to totals extremely difficull.

Clinton sought new spending and congressional Republicans sought new
tax culs. The president, however, appears not lo have wanted (0 spend as
much as the congressional Republicans wanled to cul taxes. Moreover,
the administration was concerned about the long-term financing of Social
Security, and concluded future pensions could be made more aflordable by
reducing the federal debt and Lhereby Future interest expenses. Therefore the
Clinton administration promoled a standard of “saving Social Security [irst,”
by which it meant balance the budget without counting the Social Securily

O
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surpluses. The policy made sense bul the politics, which included much
posturing about “lockboxes.” was viewed as ludicrous even by conservative
budget professionals such as former CBO director Rudolf Penner and Sena-
lor Pete Domenici {R-NM), the longlime chair of the Scnate Budget Com-
milttee.” But it served to artificially heighten budget constraints as part of
partisan and institutional rivalry.

The BBA also enacled “caps” on discretionary spending, as part of its path
Lo budget balance. These caps required that outlays be cud by about 3 percent
relative to their real value in FY98 for FY99, and then be flat from FY99
through FY2002,% There was no evident policy reason for Lhese ligures;
for examplc, they did not consider predictable events such as the decennial
census. The 1990 budget deal had also created five-year caps, but they were
based on a guiet agreement o create a bit of room for a compromise level of
spending. Those caps were revised and extended in 1993 as part of a strong
push within Congress for savings from discrelionary spending, wilth much
less alteniion to the details that would result.” These targets were met only
with assistance from the Gingrich Congress that the Clinton administration
did not scem to appreciate at the time.

The caps enacted in the BBA were especially stringent after the restraint in
previous years. They were also, by normal budget {ogic, cntirely unnccessary
given that the budget went into surplus in 1997. The Clinion administration
therefore immediately began lo propose spending more than the caps. From
the administration’s perspective it was being responsible because it offset the
extra spending with proposals such as increased tobacco taxes and user fees.
From the congressional perspective the administration was welshing on a
deal to constrain domestic spending, and its offsets were generally politically
unacceplable. The trouble was that majorities in Congress neither wanted lo
violate conservative principles by raising the caps, nor fulfill them by spend-
ing as liltle as the caps required, nor enact the offsets.

To some exient this was a problem the Republican Congress brought on
itself, but the Clinton administration was not about (o risk blame by admit-
ting the caps were nonsensical. So, each year, Lhe administration insisted on
its spending; appropriations were delayed by intense conflicl; congressional
Republicans largely gave in: and the caps were evaded with maneuvers that
mainstream abservers viewed as "gimmicks,” such as shifts of payment dates
from one year to another, declaring census spending an “emergency,” and
declaring somewhat predictable spending for military deployments in Bosnia
an “emergency.” By the end of 2000, discretionary spending was nearly $100
billion above the cap set in the BBA

Clinton’s budgets could be justified on the grounds Lhat the offsets were
good policy, that budget surpluses grew in spite of the higher discretionary
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spending, or that some “gimmicks™ were better policy than the allernatives.
If enacting caps withoul considering the census was irresponsible, it would
be more irresponsible to just slash the census to meet the caps. Nevertheless,
the combination of deep disagreement with the political need to meet unprec-
edented stringent goals for totals led OMB to make many proposals that its
personnel knew were not going (o pass. One explained, “You do what you
can Lo legitimately and sensibly come up with a tolal thal is consistent with
the overall decision of the president about what level of spending he wanls o
propose for the next year, and then tum it over (o Lhe appropriations process
to change. Sometimes you propose things that you know aren’t going to be
enacted; il's a lcature of the process.” Naturally this tooked less defensible
to the appropriators, who were placed between a rock (the administration’s
demands) and a hard place (their partly leaders’ positions about tolals) and
couldn’t solve the problem by adopting “offsets” such as user [ees and new
taxes that were not likely to be passed by any Congress, never mind a highly
conservative Republican one. No Congress is likely o raise revenues when
the budget is in surplus!

BUDGETING DURING THE
GEORGE W. BUSH ADMINISTRATION

The George W. Bush administration inherited a massive budget surplus and
had, for most of its lime in office, a supportive Congress. One might have
expected not just presidential leadership on the budget, but a presidential bud-
gel process that could meet common views about whal a good process would
do. Instead, evenls demonstrated that an administration’s own prelerences
control how the presidential process fits into lederal budgeting. The second
Bush administration had little interest in a clerk/broker role based on func-
tions such as coordination and the search lor programmatic efficiencies. But
it had no more interest in leading Congress lo match details (o totals, mainly
because it had little intercst in totals as conventionally defined (the budgel
balance), and not much more in many details (particularly for discretionary
domestic spending).

Process breakdowns approached levels seen at (he height of conflict to-
ward the end of the Reagan administration and [rom 1993 to 1996. Congress
was unable (o pass a budget resolution for fiscal years 2003, 2005, or 2007.
In 2004 nine of the thirleen appropriations bills did not pass until they were
packaged together in an omnibus bill after (he election, on November 20. In
2006. the Republican Congress not only failed to agree with the Republican
president to pass nine of the bills before the election, but then passcd only

The President's Budget vs. Congressional Budgeting 241

a short-term continuing resolution, feaving the new Democratic Congress to
deal with those bills in 2007. The Bush administration expressed its disap-
pointment, but had done nothing to make agreement more likely.

Congressional Demacrats, who had to get to work on the bills for 2008,
then enacted the remaining 2007 bills in a full-year continuing resolution for
the first time since 1986, The new Democratic majorities did pass budgel
resolutions, but only passed appropriations lor all of the government except
the Penlagon in an omnibus bill on December 19. Such a sweeping bill had
not been necessary since 1987, In 2008, Congress, faced with certain velocs
and the possibility of a different president if it wailed tong enough, passed
only the three bills that covered security-related spending (for defense,
homeland security, and military construction/veterans affairs), and didn’t
even bother bringing other bills to the {loor of the House and Senate. The
new president and Congress were lefl, again, to deal with the problem after
the inauguration.

The second President Bush and his congressional allies engaged in a se-
ries of maneuvers to obscure their policy choices and their consequences.
These included suppressing the administration’s own cosl estimates for its
Medicare prescription drug legislation, complicated maneuvers with sunset
dates of tax legislalion, conlinval failures to honestly address the alternative
minimum tax, systematic funding ol an ongoing war through supplemenial
appropriations, and direct defiance of the law through signing statements.
Although deficits were not large by historical standards, they appeared larger
given the preceding surpluses and previous conservative rhetoric about the
threat of higher entitlement spending as baby boomers reached eligibility lor
benefits.

Previous administrations would have fclt compelled (o propose measures
to improve the budget balance. The Bush 43 administration, however, did
not think of budgets in these lerms. In its view lower taxes per se were good,
lower spending on domestic programs per se was good, defense spending was
not to be constrained by budget concerns, and the overalt balance mattered
much less than the results on the component parts.*' Within its value structure
privatization was maore imporlani than budget balance, so it was perfectly
reasonable to propose privatizing Soctal Security without specifying the
{ransition costs, as in 20035; or to enact Medicare legistation that added extra
spending to entice people {o shift [rom traditional Medicare (o private insur-
ance plans, as in 2003.%

The G. W. Bush administration does not appear lo have constructed its
budgets by making some sort of judgment about the proper balance of spend-
ing and revenues. A senior political official reported that they focused on
“what is appropriate, needed and fair for nansecurity. . . . We ended up with
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some increase, just below inflation, and building from that. So then you ask
what is the increase on the security side, you build in that. Then there is DOD,
and you can imagine there were discussions on that. There was no magic on
the rop line, it's just the sim of the parts.” This is remarkably different from
standard ways of thinking about the budgeling lask. Yet career OMB stalf
broadly supported this description. One, for example, reported that “in recent
years il’s basically been the Bush administration calling for a doliar freeze on
nondefense discretionary spending. Not a whole lot of macroeconomic analy-
sis underlies that.” Nor was there much thought for how totals affected de-
tails; as another reported, “we have [ess and less input about the details before
the top line is set. The BEA in 1990 really changed how we do our job. . ..
We're given a dollar level and have (o fit within our number.”

How cabinet secrelaries allocated their budgets was basically their problem,
as one OMB veleran reporied, “so long as it meets the tolals.” The administra-
tion look much the same view in its negoliations with Congress, In a July 11,
2007, press conference, outgoing budget director Rob Portman declared, 1
think the posilion of the administration has been clear, which is, 4933 billion
is the top line, and the flexibility occurs under that top line.™ A congressional
source commented that “for the most part this administration cared abaut the
top line and didn’L care much about the detail under that top line . . . |in 2007|
we got down 1o the President’s number by cutling $10 billion out of our bills,
and we did it without them in the room. There was literally no involvement,
which was completely different from the Clinton years.”

Even il the administration had wanied lo lake leadership on the details,
institutional developments had left it with less ability to do the work of the
clerk/broker model. OMB analysts spent much less time moniloring the ap-
propriations process, because of the administration’s disengagement from the
details. But OMB’s capacity had been reduced through staff cuts under both
Clinton and Bush, and Lhe remaining stall was buried under new “manage-
ment” wark, especially the Bush administration’s PART (Program Assess-
ment and Rating Tool) process.* As one senior career official put it, “you’ve
gol fewer people and you're engaged in doing more things.”

*There has been a gradual expansion of legislated tasks,” another added,
“and the result is that there is a substantial amount of examiners’ time that
gels consumed with responding to requirements that are either mandated or
legislated on the institution. During the Bush administralion the president’s
management agenda and ineracting with that agenda has been a major
change.” PART analyses occasionally generated new information thal some-
what changed OMB’s impressions of programs. Bul the most common report
was that, in one senior career official’s words, PART “really ate a lot of
time.” Another said that “one thing I used to do was sit down with examin-
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ers and idemtily two or three things we would need to learn more about From
March to September. . . . We could no longer do that, because PART sucked
up every moment between February and September.” One put lhe concern
most strongly. He worried that “when examiners can’t tell if an agency is
lying because they’ve never been out there (o check things, the whole rela-
tionship has fundamentally changed. They say whatever they need to say lo
OMB, because the examiners can’t lell. To me that’s been one of the prob-
lems with the President’s Management Agenda. There's a whole [ot of paper
there, but we don’L have Lhe time to see if any of it is actually representative
of anything.”

The Bush 43 budgets were viewed as having much the same problems as
the late Reagan budgets. Some of these controversies involved traditional
worldview differences between OMB and the agencies, such as whether
agencies could find savings 1o olfset pay increases (OMB finds that more
reasonable). One should nol imagine, either, that legislative budgeters are
less likely Lhan execulive budgelers (o resort to gimmicks to square budgel-
ary circles. In some cases they will take an OMB “trick”™ and improve on it.
Bul my congressional respondents made the same kind of comments that had
been made in the late 1980s. PART didn’t help in part because of distrust: in
one’s words, “the sense was that the program evaluation process was estab-
lished for the purpose of destroying programs, so there wasn’L a greal deal
of respect for those evaluations.” But they also complained that PART didn’t
provide real budget analysis; in one appropriations veleran’s words, “a sense
of how our agencies are doing.”

The most fundamental problem with PART, for Congress, was that it
involved OMB making value judgments while pretending that they were ef-
ficiency judgments. There are clear cases of PART judgments being based
on opinions of program content, such as the lact that Medicare does not offer
slop-loss coverage; or dislike of block grants as a program design; or even
setting standards that contradict the law.* In all these cases OMB was saying
itdid not like the program designs that the political system has created. That's
not a position that Congress can be expected to approve,

Even at the height of conflict, appropriations staff suspected that the
president’s budget could be helpful by providing some constraints on agency
requests and vetting of their details. One pointed 1o the example of the Na-
tional Cancer Institute’s “bypass budget,” the list of what the institute wants
separate from the constraints of the president’s process, which “is just too
expensive. No one can use it.” So Congress wants information about how to
increase the efficiency of individual programs. Yet what PART offered was
program comiparisons, and because each program is motivated by different
values comparative “efficiency” judgments are inherently value judgments.
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Hence the president’s budget process in the second Bush presidency was
a strange amalgam of relevance and irrelevance from an adversarial stance.
Both because of his veto and his party’s control of Congress for most ol he
period, President Bush largely got his way on both totals and details he cared
aboul. Discrelionary domestic “nonsecurity” spending was substantially con-
strained, military spending was not, and two large tax culs were passed along
wilh a major expansion and “reform” of Medicare. Bul this level of success
appears to have had litle o do with the apparatus of presidential budgeling.
Some observers have even wondered in what sense the Bush administration
took its own budgets seriously. Press coverage of the president’s budgel
declined substantially; whether because of the administration not wanting
allention or because of changes in the structure and interest ol the media is
hard to say.®

Disinlerest in the usuval activities of the clerk/broker role makes “adver-
sarial” the default description of Bush 43 presidential budgeting. So does that
administration’s complicily in process breakdowns even during united gov-
ernment. An allernative interpretation, however, would be that both the Bush
administration and congressional Republican leadership were more interested
in atlacking the federal government than in making budgets. In this sense Lhey
were allies, not adversaries.

A WAY FORWARD?

In spite of the substantial influence of the president on budget policies, there
has been littde recent advocacy for change in the presidential process. Perhaps
that is because the adversarial nature of the president’s budget is now taken
for granted. IC's his budget process. He will do with it what he wishes. Hardly
anyene appears (o expect executive dominance {if they did, they would call
for exccutive responsibility). But even fewer observers appear to expect the
process to serve the rest of the political system.

Intense disagreement between particular congresses and presidents is the
most obvious reason for this development. More subtle but almost as perva-
sive is the ailure of budget commentators Lo recognize that policies about
details are as legilimale as policies aboul lotals. The [ocus on totals far more
than details during the 1980s and 1990s crealed a bizarre dynamic of blame
avoidance hy hoth Congress and president, which further intensificd conflict.
The extreme results were lhe hostage game of Gramm-Rudman and then
the failure to repeal the BBA spending caps even when they were clearly
not necessary, A third evident factor is actual presidential preferences, hoth
about how 1o relate o Congress and what budgeling should do. The George
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W. Bush administration simply wanted maore of what it liked and less of what
it disliked. Starting from this point of view, there could nol be any functions
that the president’s budget could serve for Congress or the agencies.

A fourth, more subtle, factor is the current understanding of the presidency
among politicians, the public, and scholars. Richard Neustadt’s view of how
presidents can benefit from serving as clerks or brokers is no longer dominant
among political scientists. Barbara Sinclair begins her chapter in this volume
by expressing the more recent public expeclations when she states, “A good
president, most voters will tell you, is one who keeps his promises, and that
requires, at minimum, enacting his agenda.” One suspects that FDR, in con-
trast, thought he would be judged by how well the government performed. In
that view, the president has many reasons to pursue power, but also incentives
to think about how he can make Congress’s job easier so the government as
a whole performs better.

Both presidents and recent political scientists appear Lo lean loward the
view of the president’s situation articulated by Terry Moe.>” Moe describes
presidents as surrounded by political rivals outside the executive branch and
within it by bureaucrats, even within the Executive Office, who cannot be
trusted to follow their lead. Yet, he argues, expeclations for visible teader-
ship from the public and media, as well as the desires of activist presidents
of both the left and right, require that presidents accumulate power more
directly than by lhe Neustadt methods, in particular by dominaling the bu-
reaucracy through ensuring its political loyalty. From this view, the concept
that Congress and the president share some agenda in relating to the agencies
is counterintuitive; the basic subject of their rivalry is control of (he agencies
that do the government’s work.

From a different perspective, the expectation of rivalry could be viewed as
part of the “resurgence” of Congress, and the period of brokerage viewed as
one of congressional submission to the presidency. While there is certainly a
case that the executive had far more initiative in the era before expansion of
both congressional stalf and interest groups, it is interesting that neither the
budget literature nor the traditional presidency literature views budgeling in
the time Neusladl and Wildavsky described as dominaled by the presidenl.

So it seems worlhwhile to ask what, if both president and Congress be-
lieved they could work together in federal budgeting, they might do.

Congress could begin by removing some of the management mandates
that were created during the 1990s. Second, it could encourage and support
increases in both the size and stabilily of OMB slafT. Each of these measures
might seem counterintuitive to supporters of Congress, Yet the shrinking
OMB under first Bill Clinton and then George W. Bush did nol make presi-
dential budget moves less obnoxious Lo Congress; and if OMB has performed
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all its new management functions in a helpful manner, that does nol appear
io have been noticed.

Presidents could contribute by, at 2 minimum, avoiding the kinds of egre-
gious challenges 10 Congress issued by the second President Bush, such as
signing stalemenlts declaring he would not follow the terms of faws, Mostim-
portant, presidents could seek agreement rather than confrontation. Partisan
divides may make that impossible, but better analysis can help a bit whether
the president wanls more or less spending than Congress.

Commentalors in the public sphere could help by not succumbing to the
misleading belief that the problem is simply “guardianship,” a view that leads
lo promolion of budget constraint with little regard for the consequences to
the delails, and so fails Lo recognize the legitimacy of disagreement about the
details. Unrealistic standards for the totals make the job ol budgeting harder
than it has o be. Elite panic about the deficit in the 1980s, about supposed
long-lerm budgel crises in the 1990s and at present, force adversarial budgel-
ing by creating too much blame to be shared.

There may well be periods of united government when the president and
Congress have a relationship that allows the clerk/broker role, even if totals
are challenging. This occurred in 1993, and could have occurred during the
George W. Bush administration. So some of how the president’s budget fits
into American governance will be chosen by the president.

Yel il seems reasonable (o assume that there will be many periads in the
future, as during the past four decades, when Congress and the president
disagree seriously enough that they define their political interests in an ad-
versarial manner. Thal seems especially likely given how common views of
the president’s interests have developed. The adversarial modet, therefore, is
likely to be common going {forward.
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