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Congress Passes a War
And Austerity Budget
by Carl Osgood

For the eighth time in ten years, the U.S. Congress has
wrapped up the annual appropriations process with an omni-
bus spending bill written behind closed doors, and completed
in the middle of the night. As has become the custom, the
process guaranteed that members of the House and Senate
were confronted with a bill that all but a few of them had had
little chance to read; that had provisions removed which had
been passed by both the House and the Senate; and other
provisions added that had never been considered by either
House. Nor were members, in spite of all of the unconsidered
changes, able to offer amendments.

The $388 billion bill that the House and Senate passed on
Nov. 20 during their “lame duck” session, therefore, was the
product of an increasingly dysfunctional Congress which is
characterized by the collapse of the normal Congressional
process.

Democrats did not hesitate to point out this problem. Rep.
David Obey (D-Wisc.) called the bill “a poster child for insti-
tutional failure” that is “totally inadequate to meet the nation’s
needs in education, health care, and the environment. It falls
so far short from meeting our investment obligations for the
future that it could only be brought to the floor by the majority
party after the election.”

Sen. Robert Byrd (D-W.Va.), the foremost defender of the
Constitutional prerogatives of the Senate, noted that putting
omnibus bills together at the end of the session inevitably
brings the White House into the process. He said that the
normal process of passing 13 annual appropriations is the
only way to protect Congress’s power of the purse. “That is
the way to protect the American people” and “respect Mem-
bers’ rights to debate important legislation.” Byrd added,
“Omnibus bills allow the White House to set arbitrary ceilings
on spending [and] preclude Members’ rights to debate sig-
nificant issues.” Sen. Russ Feingold (D-Wisc.), following up
on Byrd’s remarks, told the Senate that those who crafted the
bill as a conference report were “of course, fully aware that
this bill would be completely shielded, and as a result they
were free to include numerous provisions that would certainly
have generated amendments were they to come in an amend-
able vehicle.”

Two very significant provisions were removed from the
bill by the GOP negotiators, even though both had been passed
by both Houses. One would have prevented the Labor Depart-
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ment from spending any funds to enforce its new overtime
regulations, which significantly weaken access to overtime
pay for millions of workers. Sen. Edward M. Kennedy (D-
Mass.) noted the bipartisan support for that provision, and yet
“The Republican leadership keeps refusing to accept the will
of the Congress and the will of the American people.” The
second provision would have toughened the rules for the out-
sourcing of government work, called A-76, requiring the
Bush Administration to include Federal workers whose jobs
are threatened with being privatized in A-76 competitions. Its
removal “will put Federal employees at greater risk” Obey
said.

Debt Is Our Most Important Product
Both provisions, with others which disappeared after hav-

ing passed both Houses, were removed in order to please the
White House, which had threatened a veto of either if the two
provisions remained in the bill.

All of this had been preceded by a vote to increase the
statutory debt ceiling by $800 billion. This was the third time
since President Bush took office that the debt ceiling has been
increased. In January 2001, the limit was at $5.6 trillion. After
the House and Senate votes on Nov. 17 and 18, the limit is
now set at $8.18 trillion. The total national debt at the time of
the House vote was somewhere over $7.4 trillion.

Rep. Kevin Brady (R-Tex.) attributed the problem to the
9/11 attacks and the wars that the United States has been
fighting ever since. He insisted that Republicans are commit-
ted to holding the line on deficit spending, and called on
the Democrats to join the GOP in that effort. In response,
Rep. Sander Levin (D-Mich.) blasted the GOP for blaming
the deficits on everything but their own policies. “It is time
you stood up to the bitter fruits of your policies,” Levin
said. “This country’s families are now being asked by you
for a tax increase on every family of America,” a tax he
calculated as $25,255 for every person in America.

The close vote in both Houses showed the divisiveness
of the issue. The Senate voted 52-44 and the House 208-
204 for the debt-limit increase.

Austerity Rules the Day
While a number of high-profile agencies and programs got

sizeable increases in their budgets for Fiscal 2005, austerity
is now the name of the game, especially for programs that
have some social or infrastructural impact. The Republicans
are “holding the line” on domestic spending in the name of
“fiscal responsibility.” As House Appropriations Committee
chairman Bill Young (R-Fla.) reported, there is no growth
in the discretionary domestic spending in the bill, and the
spending increases in the bill are paid for by an across-the-
board 0.83% cut from the top lines of every agency covered
by the bill. Exemplary of the problem is the Veterans Affairs-
Housing and Urban Development appropriations, which
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includes NASA and other independent agencies.
As recounted by Sen. Barbara Mikulski (D-Md.), the

VA-HUD appropriations subcommittee was instructed by
the GOP leadership to add $1.2 billion for veterans medical
care to Bush’s budget request, fund NASA at $16.2 billion,
and provide enough money for the “Section 8” low-income
housing program to renew it for one more year. Mikulski
said that she has always strongly supported these programs,
but “in order to fund these priorities, we had to cut $3 billion
from other programs. This is a shell game.” Those cuts
included $26 million from housing for the elderly and $10
million from housing for the disabled. The Community De-
velopment Block Grant Program was cut by $200 million,
and the Clean Water State Revolving Fund, which lends
money to communities to improve their water and sewer
systems, was cut by $250 million compared to the Fiscal
2004 funding level.

The National Science Foundation’s budget of $5.5 billion,
which is also part of the VA-HUD bill, is $62 million less
than last year’s. The irony here is that while the Congress has
doubled the budget for the National Institutes of Health over
the past five years, the NIH depends heavily on basic initial
research funded by the NSF, which is being cut. “This is the
most Luddite provision in the bill,” said Obey.

Also taking hits are education programs. Overall, the De-
partment of Education gets $57 billion in the omnibus bill, an
increase of $1.4 billion over last year, but several programs
will be getting less than the Bush Administration asked for.
Special education grants will get $415 million below the re-
quest, though this is still $607 million more than last year.
Title I programs, which provide aid to states and school dis-
tricts to help educationally disadvantaged children, gets $500
million less than the budget request, and after-school pro-
grams are reduced by $25 million. The Pell Grant program,
which helps undergraduate students working towards a bach-
elor’s or professional degree, gets $468 million less than the
request.

The programs of the Federal transportation bill are cut
below FY 2004 levels, in spite of the fact that much of the
transportation system, especially air travel, is in a state of
collapse. The Transportation Department budget of $89.9 bil-
lion is $495 million less than last year’s. The $13.6 billion
provided to the Federal Aviation Administration is $219 mil-
lion less than last year. Amtrak is funded at a level of $1.217
billion, which is slightly less than Fiscal 2004’s $1.2177 bil-
lion, and guarantees further cuts in routes and operations.
Highway programs are funded at a level of $35.5 billion, an
increase of $1.9 billion over last year, but those programs
can only continue existing projects because a new six-year
transportation authorization bill has yet to be passed. Those
programs have been sustained by temporary extensions since
October 2003.

Even programs that got increases are still not being funded
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enough to meet baseline needs. The well-known and widely
used Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LI-
HEAP), which helps poor families pay their Winter heating
bills, is funded at $2.2 billion, 4% million more than last year.
However, fuel costs have risen far more than that since last
Winter. According to a study by the Center on Budget and
Policy Priorities, heating oil alone is expected to be 38% more
expensive than last year. When natural gas and propane are
calculated into the mix, overall home-heating costs are ex-
pected to have jumped 24% in a year.

Veterans’ health care is funded at a level of $30.3 billion,
$1.9 billion more than last year and $1.2 billion more than
the Bush Administration request—offset by other cuts, as
Representative Mikulski protested. However, House Demo-
crats had actually called for an increase of $2.5 billion, be-
cause of the additional burden of new veterans of the wars in
Iraq and Afghanistan, and the 500,000 veterans who are un-
able to get VA health care under present circumstances. Also,
the increase is partially offset by reductions of about $500
million from medical facilities and medical administration.
Prosthetic research is funded at the FY2004 level of $405
million, which may effectively become a budget cut, given
the hundreds of new amputees being produced by the war
in Iraq.

Wars’ Growing Financial Burden
None of this, of course, includes the growing costs of

the Iraq and Afghanistan wars and ongoing military security
operations in the United States. According to a report com-
piled by the Democratic staff of the House Budget Commit-
tee, the Congress has already appropriated a total of $231
billion for all three operations. Of that total, nearly $160 bil-
lion is for Iraq alone, where monthly costs for military opera-
tions are approaching $5 billion per month. Afghanistan adds
another $750 million per month, or so. The Defense appropri-
ations bill, passed in August, provided $25 billion, passed as
a stopgap to carry operations over into Fiscal 2005; but the
Pentagon began spending it immediately, because of the “un-
expectedly” high level of hostilities. The Bush Administra-
tion is expected to send up another supplemental request to
cover war costs, amounting to $55-70 billion.

As for future costs, the report projects—based on a sce-
nario used by the Congressional Budget Office—that the cur-
rent troop level in Iraq will be maintained for two years, and
then ramping down steadily to a level of 55,000, with a few
thousand in Afghanistan, for an indefinite period—a com-
bined future cost of $324 billion through 2014. Added to the
money already appropriated, the cost of Afghanistan and the
Iraq invasion and occupation is forecast at $555 billion. Since
all of that is borrowed money, the interest costs must also be
added, which could be as much as $240 billion through 2014,
bringing the total cost of Dick Cheney’s perpetual wars to
about $800 billion.

32 National


