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The Budget

Clinton needs a better
By Steve Charnovitt | i

ONGRESS and the White
" House art at dds over légis:
lation to futitl the fedetdf gov-
eriment after Sep{émbet. 80" Har,
rorie of the 18 arnual appropHa-
tions bills has bééeh passed. Withotit
these appropriations, more thati a
‘million federal workers will havé to'
be laid off. This could roil thatkéts,
disrupt transpottation, and’ehdan-
ger public health,” ' W
President " Clinton has criticized
Congress for dawdling on these vital
spending bills. He has also thréat-
ened to veto severul of the appro-
priations, which has led to a charge
by Republicans that, he is trying to
create a Cctisis. With both " sides
poised to blame the other for any in-
terruption in government services,
some context for iniderstanding the
ongoing dispute may be helpful.
The Congress bears full responsi-

bility for presenting all 13 appropri-

ations to the president before Oct. 1.
So far, the House has passed 11 and
the Senate only seven. This sluggish
petformance is below the norm for
the 1990s. :

Congressional leaders have sug-
gested that this tarcliness is simply a
byproduct of high legislative pro-
ductivity on other issues. But only
22 public laws have been enacted
this year. This is far below the aver-
“age for the previous 10 years (121)
and 20 years (119). Indeed, since
the institution of the modern legisla-
tive calender in 1933, no Congress
has passed so few public laws by
early September as has the Gingrich-
Dole 104thCongress.

Congressional ploy

The best explanation for the
slowness in passing appropriations
is that it is a deliberate ploy by the
congressional leadership. By delay-
ing the appropriations, the Republi-
cans leave the president the un-
palatable choicé of eithet signing
the bills, thereby agreeing to large
spending cuts, or vetoing thé bills,
thereby shutting down agénciés.

This is 4 shirewd strategy for politi- irig

clans seeking to shrink governmient.
By contrast, the White House
budget strategy has not - been
shrewd. President Clinton got off to
4 bad start in Februaty wheén he
transmittéd a budget calling for the
deficit td increase during thé next
four years. By the time the preésidetit
woke up 0 political reality ant sent
_up a revised biitiget in Jurié, his in-
fluence in the Congress had waned.
Over thé sinirier, thé Clifitoh ad-
ministratioh embarked upofi @ néw
budget strategy. The White Hoilse is
now threatening 16 veto appropria-
tions if the speniding cuts are too se-
vere. That strategy is self-defeating,
however. Vetoing an approptiation
means that thé funding level be-
comes zero. The president would

and the Veto
counter to unwise culs
Habe by Indke e ubtbnable hhgs

ment that no spending is preferable

to inadequate spending. )
Thete Has béeti ofily o11é Ihstince

1fi Which 4 presidettt vétoed a fund- |

" bill oh the grotthds that the
spehding level wd too loW. That w48
n 1919 when Présidefit Wilson ve-

toéd an apptoptiation fof vocational |

rehabilitation of disabled World War
1" vétérans. Wilson won that fight.

Vite
The -administratioti “has ' 4lso
threatened to veto certain appfopri-
ations if they contain eithér bad leg-
tslatioh or onerous spending limita-
tions. Here the White House is on
firm ground. In about 40 percent of
past ‘vetoes of appropriations, thé
>piresident cited 4t least one of these
::Objectioﬂs.

‘When approptiations 4ré délayed
of vetoed, the Congress' oftefi dp-
proves a “continuing fesolution” t3
provide temporary furiding. Contin-
uing resolutions are typiéally pegged
to the lowest of the Housé bill, the
Senate bill, or the priof-yeéar fuhding
level. In the past, when fedetal ap-
propriations weie going tp each
year, continuing resohitions served
as common ground. Biit now that
appropriation levels' 'aré ‘moving
down, the continuing resolution fnay
become a potent weapon for those
who want to downsize government.

It is hard for any president to vetb a ;

continuing resolution. *

The unusual combitiatiott of Re:
publican Congress and Démocratic
president may also open the door to
innovative continuing resolutions.
For example, the Congréss could
write a resolution to cover just “es-
sential” governmsntal ' #ctivities.
This would reduce thé hegative fall-
out fror the lapse in the regular ap-
propriation. b i ;

The ability of the Congtess to

" time and craft législation gives it ad-
vantage in any budget tussle with the
president. To rescue 4 few ¢herished
pfograms; the Clifitori “administra-
tion may seek back-rodth deald with

Republicans. This bears close watch-
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Although thé Congress 14 slitlig
too deeply in man,v areds of the bud-
get, the president tanriot defend
government with a veto. Iristead, he
shiduld be trying to convitice Atniét-

cifiy of the reed for"malntaliing:
The' adrilrilstra:'

public investmenit: i
tioh stiould als6 stop deferding th-
abproptiate fedetal subisidies, *

1t 16 Woglcdl for & président to

veto dn appropriatiorYecatise {137

funding level is to8 16% Thé sbofier
thé Clinton WHite Hotise grasph this
political reéalfty, the soonef it can de:
vi8é a bettet Strategy for bpposing
unwisée budget cuts.

fll Stevd ‘Charhobits 8 policy di-
rector al the Compétitivetess Pol-
icy Council in Washington.
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