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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY BUILDING A BETTER BUDGET PROCESS

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY AND PROJECT OVERVIEW

the Convergence Building a Better
Budget Process (B3P) Project has engaged an unex-
pected coalition of budget experts, advocates, and
executives to address the oft-dysfunctional federal bud-
get process. Together this group developed practical,
politically realistic proposals to improve the process
Congress uses to manage its $4 trillion annual budget.
This project engaged participants who reflect a wide
set of ideologies and interests that are deeply affect-
ed by the budget decisions Congress makes each year.
The B3P Project announced its proposals at the Better
Budget Process Summit on Capitol Hill in Washington,
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DC in February 2018. %
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Using the Constitution and principles and themes that
emerged from rich and robust dialogue as the founda-
tion, the group created the following five proposals for
improving the federal budget process.

To synchronize the budget cycle with the elec-
toral cycle and to change norms around the
process, the group proposes that Congress
and the President negotiate a Budget Action
Plan at the beginning of a new Congress that
would be passed into law, making certain key
fiscal decisions—setting discretionary fund-
ing levels and adjusting the debt limit, for ex-
ample—for a two-year period.

To raise the visibility of fiscal information, the
group proposes the publication of a Fiscal
State of the Nation report every four years,
timed for release at a key point in the national
election cycle, that clearly and succinctly lays
out the condition of the country’s finances.

To reinforce the importance of the long-term
effects of budget decisions, the group pro-
poses that Congress, through the Government
Accountability Office, review the performance
of portfolios of federal programs that involve
long-term or inter-generational commitments.
The reviews would cover federal programs
grouped by topics, such as retirement security,
health coverage, education or national security.

To create new norms around the budget pro-
cess so that Congress and the public can ex-
pect more timely action on budget decisions,
the group recommends strengthening the
Budget Committees by revising the member-
ship rules and assigning responsibility to the
Committees to oversee the new activities pro-
posed above.

To ensure that the agencies created to support
the Congressional budget process, the Con-
gressional Budget Office (CBO) and the Joint
Committee on Taxation (JCT), can continue to
provide high-quality and independent informa-
tion the nation relies on in making budgetary
choices, the B3P group proposes that Con-
gress provides them with sufficient resources.

BUILDING A BETTER BUDGET PROCESS

The federal budget process has broken down many
times in recent years. Stop-gap measures that fund
the government for weeks or months at a time fail
to provide the certainty government agencies, busi-
nesses, and individuals need to plan for the future.
Just as importantly, public trust in government fal-
ters with each missed deadline.

The B3P project has focused on how to restore the
federal budget process. While process reforms alone
cannot fix all the problems facing the country, we
believe the proposals will, if adopted, provide “better
rules of the game” by improving the odds that the fed-
eral budget process would function more effectively,
and give Congress time to focus on other priorities
facing our country.

After extensive research to identify key stakehold-
ers affected by the budget process, Convergence
first convened the stakeholder group in November
2016. The B3P participants include individuals from
groups representing: children, millennials, elderly
persons, the military, veterans, the business com-
munity, state governments, higher education, infra-
structure, health care, taxpayers, food security, think
tanks and more.

After 14 meetings of the entire group, complemented
by multiple small group meetings, participants reached
a set of consensus proposals. Now the B3P project
is pivoting from dialogue to action. The Convergence
team is working to promote the proposals on Capitol
Hill and to earn the support of groups who did not par-
ticipate in the dialogue.
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BUILDING A BETTER BUDGET PROCESS

Each passing year brings new evidence of the need to repair the process for managing the
S4 trillion U.S. budget. Budget resolutions and spending bills narrowly pass, often very late,
with lukewarm promises of hammering out priorities in the following budgeting cycle. It has
been more than 20 years since all appropriations bills were passed prior to the beginning of
the fiscal year. With so many missed deadlines and insufficient attention paid to longer-term
budget priorities and oversight, it is obvious the process needs to change.

An orderly and timely process to make decisions
about revenue and spending is central to a function-
ing government and can help inspire the public’s con-
fidence in American democratic institutions. Thus,
under the auspices of Convergence Center for Policy
Resolution, a group of individuals representing orga-
nizations and individuals affected by a dysfunctional
budget process came together to find agreement on
how to fix this broken system.

They are policy and budget experts, executives, and
advocates with a wide range of business, govern-
ment, and nonprofit experience. They represent an
array of constituencies across the American political
spectrum. Joined in a unique dialogue group, these
seemingly strange bedfellows, agreed that the fed-
eral budget process is in urgent need of repair, and
together they should invest their expertise and time
to create solutions.

After conducting over 100 interviews, Convergence
invited 24 participants for a dialogue that the group
called the Convergence Building a Better Budget
Process (B3P). Convergence works to bring togeth-
er people and groups with divergent views on critical
national issues to help them identify real world solu-
tions. A grant from the Hewlett Foundation’s Madison
Initiative, a project seeking ways to strengthen Con-
gress as an institution and to encourage bipartisan
solutions to pressing issues, provided the primary
funding for the B3P project.

Much work has already been done to identify ideas
and designs for process reform, often by budget ex-
perts. What is different about B3P? For reform ideas

to become reality, a wide range of people affected by
the federal budget need to come together, explore op-
tions, and rally behind a set of proposals. If a broad-
based group of stakeholders can propose consensus
solutions, while differing in ideology and represent-
ing diverse populations of Americans, it will be much
easier for Members of Congress from both parties to
take on structural reform of the budget process.

Stuart Butler, senior fellow in economic studies at the
Brookings Institution who helped convene and par-
ticipate in the Convergence group, called B3P’s work
“the final piece, almost like a keystone” in the exam-
ination of the federal budget process. A revamped
process won't succeed unless “large constituencies
of those who are affected sign on,” he said.

Developing trust and cooperation between such
stakeholders so that they can reach agreement is
the distinctive feature of the Convergence process.
The Convergence B3P team brought together budget
experts with leaders including those who advocate
for business; health care and public health; medical
research; poverty reduction and human needs; high-
er education; transportation and infrastructure; tax-
payers; and state governments as well as children,
millennials, the elderly, veterans, and members of the
armed forces. Their viewpoints stretch across the
ideological, programmatic, and political continuum.
“Finally’ was my first thought when | was contacted
by Convergence,” said Matt Owens, vice president for
federal relations and administration at the Association
of American Universities.
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“Finally, someone was taking a new approach to the in-
tractable problem of the federal budget process. | was
hopeful that despite years of good efforts by others
that this effort could be the one that resets the discus-
sion about budget process and puts it on the path to
make real improvements.”

Early in the dialogue, the group examined the federal
budget’s historical roots. The U.S. Constitution gives
Congress the power to lay and collect taxes, and the
power to borrow. However, the Constitution provides lit-
tle guidance about the scope or timing of fiscal matters,
except for military spending, and there is scant guidance
about what the role of the Executive should be.

By the early 20th century, Congress was passing nu-
merous individual bills in each session that affected
appropriations and the federal government’s financial
condition without any overall accounting. In a sense,
there was no federal budget. Federal spending had es-
calated considerably by 1920, and for many years the
government was running at a deficit. Aware that a more
coordinated approach was needed, Congress passed
the Budget and Accounting Act of 1921 to set up the
Executive budget process. The Act required the Presi-
dent to submit annual budget recommendations, and it
created the Bureau of the Budget (in 1974 renamed the
Office of Management and Budget, or OMB) to help the
President with his new duties. The Act also created the
General Accounting Office (GAO, now the Government
Accountability Office) to be the legislative agency that
examines the use of public funds. The idea was that
Congress, guided by the Executive’s proposals, would
coordinate revenue and spending bills.

More than 50 years later, the Congressional Budget
and Impoundment Control Act of 1974 was enacted to
counter the Executive’s growing power in the budget
process by strengthening Congress’s role. The 1974 Act
established the Congressional budget committees and
the Congressional Budget Office (CBO)—efforts that
succeeded in bringing more information into the budget
debate. In the 1990s, more procedures were added, in-
cluding pay-as-you-go rules and caps on discretionary
funding in an effort to control deficits.

BUILDING A BETTER BUDGET PROCESS

In recent years, however, Congress has often failed to
follow the procedures and timetables in the 1974 act.
Recently, the budget, or lack of one, has become a tac-
tical weapon for political gain, rather than a tool to con-
sider and implement national priorities.

B3P participants joined in 14 facilitated meetings be-
tween November 2016 and February 2018 that were
designed to build trust; to explore and air concerns,
hopes, and priorities; and finally, to build a framework
for budgeting that all could support. Early meetings
found participants surprised at the breadth of rep-
resentation within the group. As the conversations
progressed and new relationships were forged and
strengthened, the real work of building consensus
for reform could start from a foundation of mutual
respect and trust.

While the underlying problem may be polarized and
partisan national politics, the B3P group believes that
good process can and does lead to better outcomes.
In their monthly dialogues, B3P stakeholders did not
debate policy issues such as whether federal spend-
ing should be curtailed or the deficit reduced. They
focused instead on how to prepare a framework for
designing a federal budget that will help Congress
balance competing political and programmatic inter-
ests, as well as current and future needs.

The group noted that the failures of the current pro-
cess levy a cost on everyone, and by working together,
it is possible to design a process that leaves a wide
swath of constituencies, as well as the nation as a
whole, better off in the end. Budget process reform
should not produce winners and losers—a better pro-
cess can benefit all.

“Any discussion of the federal budget process can
lead to boredom, argument or frustration,” said John
Hicks, executive director of the National Association
of State Budget Officers. “What kept this group en-
gaged in offering ideas to make it better was the rec-
ognition of the importance the federal budget plays
and a sincere interest in the opportunity to improve a
process that is at the heart of American democracy.
Even the hint of the prospect of assisting in any im-
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provement in the federal budget process was enough
for these individuals to remain attentive, rather than
to surrender to a task that others may deem futile.”

Participants quickly realized that they shared many
of the same frustrations with the budget process,
regardless of the constituencies they represent or
their political leanings. Their frustration stems large-
ly from the uncertainty of missed deadlines, regular
stop-gap spending measures, threats of government
shutdowns, and actual government shutdowns.

Mike Barron, director, currently serving/retired affairs
for the Military Officers Association of America, said
he believed the B3P dialogue was “a great way to
move forward. As a government relations executive, |
had grown frustrated over the past several years with
Congress's break from and perceived inability to re-
turn to ‘regular order’ in their budgeting process and
therefore, | was anxious to be part of a solution that
would help to not only get the process back on track,
but also would provide recommendations for future
improvement as well.”

The current process’s failings have many real-world
costs. The failure to enact timely appropriations bills
generates repercussions that are felt in federal agen-
cies, the private and non-profit sectors, state and lo-
cal governments, and in Americans’ everyday lives.
For example, it is more difficult for government agen-
cies, businesses, research institutions, hospitals, and
state and local governments to make longer-term
plans, especially if their programs or services rely
on federal funding. Companies providing critical
services to the federal government, like defense and
information technology contractors, may put proj-
ects on hold, lay off workers, or cancel equipment
purchases. Capable firms may give up on bidding for
government work or charge the government higher
rates to protect themselves from possible breaks in
payments. Providers to the poor, elderly, and disabled
may have to curtail services. State governments that
rely on federal matching funds for crucial services
such as health care, education, or transportation may
be forced to scale back those programs.

BUILDING A BETTER BUDGET PROCESS

“Our current broken budget process has had serious
implications for children and families,” explained
Rachel Merker, director, policy and research at First
Focus. “Often, they are the ones left hanging in the
balance—or turned into bargaining chips—as lawmak-
ers pass endless continuing resolutions and practice
shutdown brinksmanship. If we want to see the federal
government invest in children, we must hold lawmak-
ers accountable to the development of a reliable, pre-
dictable, and transparent budget process.”

To aid in their deliberations, B3P participants heard
from political scientists, practitioners, and profes-
sors studying government and the budget process.
Through those guest speakers, they examined the
history of budget process reform, the challenges of
budgeting for different types of spending, and the po-
litical incentives behind decision-making by Members
of Congress.

From their earliest conversations, the B3P partici-
pants agreed that changes should result in a process
that is cognizant of but less bound up in politics, is
more predictable, and encourages Congress to pass
budgets and appropriate funds on time.

The group felt that timely decisions on budgets and ap-
propriations would open up the Congressional calendar
for more program review and oversight. Currently, par-
ticipants suggest, oversight of federal programs can be
irregular and inconsistent. Oversight can also differ for
programs whose funding is subject to annual appropri-
ations and those that are in law permanently, such as
entitlements and tax expenditures. The group thought
that more systematic and regular reviews would better
inform budget decision making.

Participants understand that threats to shut down the
government or to not raise the debt ceiling have both
become regular methods of seeking concessions
from the opposition. These actions, the group sug-
gests, add to the dysfunction in the budget process.

The group discussed earmarks, which have been banned
since 2011. Some in the group felt that since the ban
there are now fewer ways to encourage Members to
reach a compromise on budget bills. Others felt use of
earmarks pushed up spending, decreased transparency,
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favored the politically well-connected, and led to abuse
of the budget and legislative process. Accordingly, the
group made no recommendation on earmarks.

Convergence's B3P participants explored the notion
that the budget process does not occur in isolation,
and that it is affected by a broader set of behavioral
norms guiding the actions of Members of Congress.
The group noted that many long-time Congressional
norms have eroded, and that this has also affected
whether appropriations and other fiscal legislation
can move through Congress in a timely manner and
not get held up by partisan policy fights. In fact, the
budget and related legislation have often become a
magnet for a host of issues having little to do with
budgeting. New guiding norms are needed not only
to make the budget process more efficient and timely,
but also to ensure that Congress has more time to
discuss and debate other policy matters.

The group agreed that there was no need to jettison
the entire budget process. Some elements are work-
ing. The President’s proposed
budget contains the single

BUILDING A BETTER BUDGET PROCESS

The group concluded that clear and relevant informa-
tion, presented more simply, would help Congress —
and the public — understand the implication of budget
choices.

THE FOUNDATIONS FOR REFORM

Underlying Principles

To guide the development of their reform proposals,
Convergence’s B3P group developed principles that an
improved new process should encompass. These prin-
ciples for a better budget process guided B3P’s sub-
stantive work and provided dialogue participants with a
single point of reference to determine the appropriate-
ness of the group’s recommendations.

The principles suggest that a better budget process
would follow clear steps on a predictable timeline, be
shaped by open debate, and enable decisions that rely
on objective data and do not favor a specific ideology.

PRINCIPLES FOR ABETTER BUDGET PROCESS

most informative, detailed ac-
count of federal spending and
revenues. Congressional appro-
priations committees, though
often frustrated by the budget
process, successfully allocate
money across a multitude of
federal programs — once agree-
ment has been reached about
how many federal dollars may
be spent. The Congressional
Budget Office provides indepen-
dent and objective information
about the cost and long-term
effects of legislative proposals.

B3P participants believe that
more and well-presented infor-
mation about the short- and long-
term effect of budget decisions
would assist Members in setting
priorities. Currently, reports of the
nation’s fiscal condition are pre-
pared by a number of agencies
and published at different times.

COMPREHENSIVE
The budget process
should consider and
oversee all of the
government's financial
resources, spending
and revenue of all
kinds, over the short-
and long-term.

INCLUSIVE

The process should
allow for differing
viewpoints, including
majority, minority, and

stakeholder opinions,
to be presented and
discussed in an open
and structured debate.

TRANSPARENT
The steps of the bud-
get process should
be clear and under-
standable to all users
including lawmakers,
executive agencies,
and the public.

UNBIASED

The budget process
should not tilt toward
a specific outcome,
or ideology.

DURABLE

The budget process
should be durable
across administra-
tions, Congresses, the
political environment,
the economic climate,
and time.

PREDICTABLE

The budget process
should be completed
according to mean-
ingful and achievable
deadlines.

STRATEGIC

The budget process
should develop and
establish a plan that
includes clear and
achievable goals
for fiscal policy and
guides budgetary
decision making.

INFORMED

The budget process
should be informed
by objective, indepen-
dent, non-partisan,
and high-quality data
that is accessible to
all users.

SIMPLE

The budget process
should be as
SUEC{INEICES
possible.
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“The principles were very helpful keeping the group
grounded and productive as we moved forward on
our proposals and extremely helpful as we worked
out some of the more intricate details,” said Alison
Winters, senior fellow, Americans for Prosperity. “We
arrived at the principles fairly easily. Doing this early
in the process gave us an immediate success and al-
lowed us to build trust in new relationships.”

Over the course of their discussions, B3P dialogue
participants asked: are there effective incentives and
consequences that can be devised in a new budget
process? What parts of the process currently do work,
and how can they be strengthened? Is there a way to
shock the system, to break poor budgeting habits and
change the current norms? As the group examined
those questions, several key themes emerged.

Elections drive outcomes.

The failure of incentives - like statutory deadlines -
and consequences - like budget points of order - to
encourage timely action on budget and fiscal issues
forced the group to accept the one true driver of Con-
gressional action: the potential outcome of the next
election. Thus, the group saw the importance of bet-
ter synchronizing key elements of the budget cycle
with the electoral and governing cycle to generate
more timely action.

Credible information, provided at the right time,
matters.

Noting the progress made by the 1921 and 1974 bud-
get reform acts, the group agreed that the volume of
fiscal information available to Congress and the vot-
er is far greater due to those reforms. However, the
power of the data to encourage debate is diminished
by the range of release times, the number of entities
publishing those reports, and the unfamiliarity of this
information to most of the American public.

Effective budget institutions are crucial.

The creation of supporting institutions — OMB and
GAO, established in 1921, and CBO, established in
1974 - has improved both the quality and quantity of
information available to Congress in making resource
allocation decisions.

BUILDING A BETTER BUDGET PROCESS

New norms are needed to break bad habits.

Surveys show that trust in government, specifical-
ly trust that the federal government will do the right
thing, has been on a steady decline since the 1960s.
Regular failures to pass budgets on time, threats of
government shutdowns, and “fiscal cliffs” are but
part of the problem. The “drama of failure” around
the budget, as one stakeholder described it, has di-
minished both the public’s confidence in and expec-
tations for their elected officials. New expectations
need to be established to help Congress to act in a
timely way on budgetary and fiscal matters following
a process that is clear, simple, and achievable.

Using the Constitution as the foundation and the prin-
ciples and themes that emerged from rich and robust
dialogue, the group created the following five propos-
als for improving the federal budget process. Building
consensus among individuals representing wide-rang-
ing positions means taking only the steps that diverse
stakeholders can accept. While members of the group
may favor some of the proposals over others, agreement
around this package of reforms as a whole is strong. The
group believes that taken together, the package contains
practical, achievable, and important steps that can be
developed and expanded in the future.

1. To synchronize the budget cycle with the electoral
cycle and to change norms around the process,
the group proposes that Congress and the Presi-
dent negotiate a Budget Action Plan at the begin-
ning of a new Congress that would be passed into
law, making certain key fiscal decisions — setting
discretionary funding levels and adjusting the
debt limit, for example - for a two-year period.

2. To raise the visibility of fiscal information, the
group proposes the publication of a Fiscal State
of the Nation report every four years, timed for
release at a key point in the national election cy-
cle, that clearly and succinctly lays out the condi-
tion of the country’s finances.

3. To reinforce the importance of the long-term ef-
fects of budget decisions, the group proposes
that Congress, through the Government Account-
ability Office, review the performance of portfo-
lios of federal programs that involve long-term
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or inter-generational commitments. The reviews
would cover federal programs grouped by topics,
such as retirement security, health coverage, ed-
ucation or national security.

4. To create new norms around the budget process
so that Congress and the public can expect more
timely action on budget decisions, the group rec-
ommends strengthening the Budget Committees
by revising the membership rules and assigning re-
sponsibility to the Committees to oversee the new
activities proposed above.

5. To ensure that the agencies created to support
the Congressional budget process, the Congres-
sional Budget Office (CBO) and the Joint Com-
mittee on Taxation (JCT), can continue to pro-
vide high-quality and independent information
the nation relies on in making budgetary choices,
the B3P group proposes that Congress provides
them with sufficient resources.

Sam Berger, senior adviser for the Center for American
Progress, believes the proposals “suggest a path for
real bipartisan improvements to the budget process
- by seeking to reduce debt ceiling brinkmanship, re-
iterating the importance of the nonpartisan expertise
provided by the Congressional Budget Office, and fo-
cusing on budgetary results over political posturing.”

More details about each proposal can be found in
Chapter 2.

BUILDING A BETTER BUDGET PROCESS

The Convergence B3P project is now actively work-
ing with stakeholders, individually and collectively,
to introduce the proposals to the media, at key pub-
lic events including the first annual Better Budget
Process Summit in February 2018, and at private brief-
ings for key leaders. B3P dialogue participants plan to
educate Members of Congress and their staffs about
the proposals to generate interest and momentum for
action. The B3P team also is reaching out to organi-
zations and individuals who did not participate in the
dialogue but whose endorsement would reinforce the
importance of budget process reform and the B3P
proposals.

While process reforms alone cannot make Congress
act on issues in a timely and bipartisan basis, the B3P
stakeholders believe these proposals will, if adopted,
significantly improve the odds that the federal budget
process will function more effectively. Even at this
early stage, the proposals are generating interest be-
cause of the diversity of stakeholders who have joined
together to call for reform.

“I hope our work marks a turning point from discus-
sions to actions that will improve the federal budget
process,” said Matt Owens. “| hope other local, state,
and national organizations that have been frustrated
by decades of a dysfunctional federal budget process,
stop-gap funding bills, and government shutdowns will
read the report and call on Congress to take action.”
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The Building a Better Budget Process Project (B3P) has focused on how to reform the
federal budget process. We believe the proposals will, if adopted, provide “better rules of the
game” by improving the odds that the federal budget process would function more
effectively, and give Congress time to focus on other priorities facing our country.
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Portfolio review on four-year rolling schedule for Fiscal State of Nation Report

Budget Action Plan

The group proposes that Congress and the
President negotiate a Budget Action Plan at the
beginning of a new Congress that would be
passed into law, making certain key fiscal
decisions— setting discretionary funding levels
and adjusting the debt limit, for example — for a
two-year period.

Fiscal State of the Nation Report

To raise the visibility of fiscal information, the
group proposes the publication of a Fiscal State of
the Nation report every four years, timed for
release at a key point in the national election
cycle, that clearly and succinctly lays out the
condition of the country’s finances.
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BUILDING A BETTER BUDGET PROCESS

The following proposal for a Budget Action Plan aims to align the budget cycle with the elec-
toral cycle; focus Congress and the President on the key budget decisions earlier in the bud-
geting process; encourage more timely appropriations in order to provide more certainty for
agencies and beneficiaries; de-weaponize the debt limit and allow it to be raised in a predict-
able manner; increase transparency and accountability around fiscal policy, particularly its
long-term implications; and allow more time for program oversight and performance review.

In lieu of an annual budget resolution, enact a stat-
utory Budget Action Plan (Plan) by the spring of
each odd-numbered year (the first year of a new
Congress). The Plan would focus only on fiscal mat-
ters and would include up to four sections—three are
required, while the remaining one would be left to the
discretion of the President and Congress. The Plan
would require the President’s signature and have the
full force of law.

Required provisions included in the Plan:

1. Aggregate discretionary budget authority levels
—and further suballocations—for each of the two
fiscal years of the Congressional term.

2. An analysis of the impact that enactment of the
Plan, and the legislation resulting from it, would
have on the long-term fiscal outlook.

3. Achange in the debt limit.

An optional provision that could be included in the
Plan at the discretion of Congress and the President:

4. Reconciliation instructions—one set of instruc-
tions per year and no more than two within the
two-year Congressional term.

The Plan would be considered under rules similar to
those for the current budget resolution and reconcil-
iation measures: debate would be limited; it would

not be subject to a filibuster; and it would need only
a simple majority to pass in the Senate. Discretionary
spending levels and the enforcement mechanism set
in the current Budget Control Act would be repealed
as part of enactment of the inaugural Plan. From then
on, discretionary funding levels would be set for each
Congress by enacting the Plan; the spending levels
set by the Plan would be enforced through a point of
order, rather than sequestration.

Appropriations measures could be considered only
after enactment of the Plan. However, if the spring
deadline for passing the Plan is missed, the House and
Senate could adopt a deeming resolution to set an ag-
gregate discretionary funding level for the budget year
to launch the appropriations process (as is currently
the case in the absence of a budget resolution).

Points of order would lie in both the House and Senate
(waivable with 60 votes in the Senate) against any ap-
propriations bill whose enactment would cause fund-
ing to exceed the discretionary levels set in the Plan,
including the sub-allocation levels. In addition, any
allocations the Appropriations Committee chooses
to make to its subcommittees would also be enforce-
able through a point of order, as under existing rules.

Inclusion of other matters in the Plan that are beyond
the scope of the four items described above would
resultin the loss of the 51-vote privilege in the Senate.
For instance, no budget process changes or legisla-
tive riders are currently permissible.
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This proposal does not prevent Congress from
also considering a concurrent budget resolution to
describe additional medium- or long-term fiscal
plans. However, a budget resolution, distinct from the
Plan, would not direct overall discretionary spending
or authorize reconciliation. Any budget resolution
would have to be consistent with the Plan regarding
discretionary funding levels and the impact of the
Plan’s optional reconciliation instructions. The bud-
get resolution could accommodate spending and
revenue changes that are separate from any recon-
ciliation instructions (for example, the budget reso-
lution could recognize the budgetary effects of large
and expected reauthorization efforts such as for agri-
culture or surface transportation programs).

Finally, at the end of each session of Congress, CBO or
the Budget Committees would prepare a report ana-
lyzing: (1) enacted discretionary funding compared to
the levels in the Plan; (2) any enacted reconciliation bill
compared to the reconciliation instructions in the Plan;
and (3) how all enacted legislation—appropriations,
reconciliation, and any other mandatory spending or
revenue legislation enacted in that year—affected the
long-term fiscal outlook highlighted in the Fiscal State
of the Nation.

This proposal encompasses three themes from the
B3P’s dialogue—synchronizing budget decisions with
the election cycle, providing Members with timely and
appropriate information, and changing norms and ex-
pectations for how the budget process unfolds.

The group recognized that the breakdown of the bud-
get process and the failure to enact timely appropri-
ations bills has consequences that are felt not just
in Congress, but in federal agencies, the private and
non-profit sectors, state and local governments, and
in the everyday lives of Americans. The consequenc-
es are harmful to the nation’s economy, health, and
security, as well as citizens' trust in government.

In proposing an alternative to the current process
for setting budget targets, the group sees several
advantages in enacting the Plan.

BUILDING A BETTER BUDGET PROCESS

This proposal would:

+  Front-load key budget decisions and involve the
President earlier in the process, which could
help surface the points of conflict and set up ex-
pectations for what can be accomplished;

«  Encourage each new Congress to set its goals
for the next two years at an early stage;

Reduce brinkmanship, including around the debt
ceiling;

Allow more time to carry out the appropriations
process and for program oversight;

+  Require an explicit assessment of the long-term
effects of fiscal decisions; and

Require a year-end lookback to assess action on
the budget relative to the goals that Congress
set for itself.

The group examined many options for this proposal
before finding consensus on the framework for the
Plan. The group believes that a new process could
help to establish new norms around the budget, as
Members of Congress are more likely to adhere to
and support a new process that they established
themselves.

The stakeholders closely examined and debated en-
suring the timing of the Plan, whether it should be a
resolution or statute, the term of the Plan, its con-
tents, and how it would be enforced. Their delibera-
tions are detailed below.

ENSURING THE TIMING OF THE PLAN

Enacting the Plan begins the governing cycle—the two-
year Congressional term—by laying out a fiscal road-
map to guide subsequent legislation. The intent is to
pass the Plan in the spring of the new Congressional
term, allowing the appropriations committees suffi-
cient time to complete deliberations before the begin-
ning of the fiscal year. The group recognizes, however,
that there is no way to force Congress to meet budget
deadlines, so there will always be the possibility that
the Plan will pass late in the year or not at all.
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RESOLUTION VS. STATUTE

The group discussed how enacting a budget law that
establishes fiscal targets could offer advantages over
the current process, by establishing new norms and
raising expectations that the President and Congress
would come together earlier in the year to debate and
decide on fiscal and policy priorities. A more pared-
down process could increase the likelihood that each
Congress enacts budget targets in a timely manner
to guide its actions.

Further, by setting the scene for the President and
Congress to agree on a basic fiscal plan for the next
two years, the Plan would encourage the parties to
set reasonable, implementable goals that reflect na-
tional priorities. Setting fiscal plans would no longer
be tied to a budget resolution process that has been
sidetracked by politics, grandstanding, and aspira-
tional plans. The goal would be to restore budgeting
as a basic function of governing.

Finally, the group believed it is important that the Bud-
get Committees be primarily responsible for develop-
ing the Plan.

TWO-YEAR BUDGET ACTION PLAN

Reflecting on the theme that elections are a primary
motivator among politicians, the group considered
whether the aggregate discretionary levels set in the
Plan should cover a one-, two-, or four-year period.

The group determined that a two-year period was the
best approach, given that:

a four-year bill would not be responsive to the out-
come of mid-term elections (which would not ad-
here to the group'’s goal to synchronize the budget
cycle with the electoral cycle);

economic conditions could change dramatically
over this longer time period; and

+ reaching agreement on four-year funding levels for
discretionary programs could be more challeng-
ing, and potentially delay enactment of the Plan.

BUILDING A BETTER BUDGET PROCESS

CONTENTS OF THE BUDGET ACTION PLAN

The discretionary budget authority levels set in the
Plan would cover all appropriated programs, with
only limited exceptions. Under current law, certain
discretionary funding occurs outside of the statutory
levels set in the Budget Control Act, including fund-
ing for disasters, program integrity, emergencies, and
Overseas Contingency Operations (OCO).

For the funding levels set in the Plan to be effective,
the group believes steps should be taken to include
as much discretionary funding as possible in the lev-
els set under the Plan. At the same time, some mech-
anism would be needed to allow Congress and the
President to provide funding outside the Plan’s limits
to address emergency situations such as major natu-
ral disasters, epidemics, or new military conflicts. To
that end, programs should be funded within the Plan
levels, and where funding must occur outside those
levels, the rules should be clear to preclude misuse.

The group believes that the levels set in the Plan
should provide members of Congress and the public
with a basic understanding of the anticipated policy
goals for appropriated programs. That is why the
group thought that it was important that the Plan
set suballocations below the aggregate level, but be-
lieves Congress and the President should be given
flexibility to tailor those suballocations to the priori-
ties and issues they wish to emphasize in each Plan.
For example, the suballocations could be for defense
and non-defense, security and non-security, or more
narrowly defined categories. Plus, suballocations
could in some circumstances be more ad hoc, explic-
itly setting a funding level for a group of programs
(such as infrastructure or education) that may be of
particular interest and therefore important to the ne-
gotiations around a Plan.
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The group believes that reconciliation, as it has been
used in recent years, has veered away from its orig-
inal purpose. Reflecting on this evolution, the group
considered several ways to address this issue. While
it agreed that reconciliation should continue to be re-
stricted to budget legislation, as under current law,
the group could not ultimately reach consensus on
how to change the reconciliation process without
the risk of causing unintended consequences. Thus,
the proposal allows reconciliation instructions to be
included in the Plan, but with the caveat that some
strongly believed the proposal could only be suc-
cessful if reconciliation were reformed to change the
norms around its use.

Reforms to reconciliation that were considered include:

. Requiring reconciliation instructions to specify
changes in spending and revenues, so there is
more clarity about the purpose of the instruction
and the programs affected;

+  Limiting reconciliation to deficit reduction, both
inside the budget window and beyond and, sim-
ilarly, preventing reconciliation from being used
in any way to increase the debt; and

«  Prohibiting de minimis reconciliation targets,
such as achieving $1 billion in savings over 10
years.

The group acknowledges that votes on the debt lim-
it have been a source of brinksmanship, creating
uncertainty and threatening the nation’s financial
standing, and that steps must be taken to “de-weap-
onize” the debt limit. The group also agreed that the
need to increase the debt limit results from choices
already made by this and previous Congresses and
Presidents with respect to spending and revenue. To
that end, the group believes that the debt limit should
acknowledge these past choices as well as current
choices related to discretionary funding levels and
changes to mandatory spending and/or revenues
that the Congress and President are making in the
Plan. The group agreed that the Plan should include
an increase in the debt ceiling to reflect these facts
but did not reach consensus about the best means
of doing so.

BUILDING A BETTER BUDGET PROCESS

One suggestion was to suspend the debt limit for the
two-year term of the Plan, requiring Congress and the
President to extend the debt limit with each new Plan.
Another approach was to increase the debt limit to
a level consistent with the policies envisioned in the
Plan, including estimated mandatory spending and
revenue, and then address any increase to accommo-
date unforeseen circumstances (such as an econom-
ic downturn) on an as needed basis.

Agreement was reached by suggesting that the Plan
would include a provision that increases the debt lim-
it, but without specifying precisely the nature of the
increase. Further, the group recognizes future legisla-
tive action, separate from these reforms, might occur
to de-weaponize the debt limit.

Enforcement of the Budget Action Plan

The group recognizes the importance of enforcement
mechanisms to keep subsequent legislative action -
whether appropriations, reconciliation, or other bills
affecting mandatory spending or revenues — within
the bounds set through the Plan or any budget res-
olution. It generally supports retaining the current
congressional enforcement procedures, with adjust-
ments as needed to accommodate the proposed new
process.

Participants also considered the strengths and
weaknesses of Statutory Pay-As-You-Go (S-PAYGO),
a key enforcement tool in current law. They felt that
the law’s ability to constrain mandatory spending in-
creases and tax cuts by requiring corresponding off-
sets is an important enforcement mechanism.
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BUILDING A BETTER BUDGET PROCESS

The following proposal to create a Fiscal State of the Nation report aims to provide consoli-
dated financial information to the public on a periodic basis in a format that encourages both
public and political debate on the long-term fiscal health of the nation.

The Congressional Budget Office will prepare a new
report, the Fiscal State of the Nation (FSON), every
four years, released in time to inform voters and en-
courage campaign attention during the Presidential
election cycle (for instance, in January of a Presiden-
tial election year as primaries commence, or, in May,
as final presidential nominees are selected). Specif-
ically designed for the general public to understand,
the FSON will present the facts of the nation’s fiscal
condition; the report would not offer subjective views
or proposals on fiscal imbalances or policy outcomes.

The FSON will build upon a report prepared annually by
the CBO—the Long-Term Budget Outlook. In preparing
the FSON, CBO would be required to consult closely
with other federal agencies such as the Government
Accountability Office (GAO), the Trustees of Medicare
and Social Security, and the Office of Management
and Budget (OMB). An easy-to-read summary of the
report—the “Citizens Guide"—would be developed and
disseminated widely.

The FSON report will summarize the state of the
country’'s fiscal condition, both currently and in the
future by presenting:

Projected spending and revenues under current
law for the next 25 years as well as the resulting
debt, deficit, and interest costs, using CBO's lat-
est assumptions;

A selection of alternative fiscal projections using
different economic and demographic assump-
tions, including, for instance, those developed by
other governmental agencies such as the Trust-
ees of Medicare and Social Security;

« A breakdown of all major revenues sources and
tax expenditures (intended revenue losses) or-
ganized by categories of beneficiaries (for in-
stance, by age group and by income level);

«  Areview and discussion of historical trends and
future projections in portfolios of major federal
programs (for example, health, education, hous-
ing or income security) based on the portfolio
analyses prepared by the GAO (as called for in
another B3P proposal); and

+  Any estimated shortfalls in long-term spending
programs that are funded through a dedicated
revenue source (like Social Security, Medicare,
or highways).

The FSON emerged from a discussion of how to fo-
cus the public’s attention on the country’s fiscal con-
dition, given the range of national fiscal data that is
published each year. The group coalesced on their
desire to create a single, authoritative, and broad-
ly-accepted report that all candidates, citizens, and
the media can reference. The group sees the FSON
as an opportunity to reflect the large volume of fiscal
information published by different federal entities in
one understandable, comprehensive document that
is easily accessible to the media and the public. Fi-
nally, the report would be timed for release during
each Presidential election cycle to inform and cata-
lyze public discourse on the current and future fiscal
health of the country.

CBO was chosen to prepare the report because of its
long-standing role in preparing budget and fiscal infor-
mation for Congress, including the Long-Term Budget
Outlook (which would serve as the basis for the FSON)
and to utilize existing institutions and resources. Ad-
ditionally, CBO has the technical knowledge required
to compile such a complex report in cooperation with
other federal entities who release similar publications.
The group acknowledged that CBO would need to de-
velop or contract for additional expertise in communi-
cations and outreach for the report.
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The FSON report reflects the theme of providing reli-
able and valuable information to political actors and
their constituents at the right time. B3P participants
were broadly supportive of a report that drew the pub-
lic's attention to the country’s fiscal situation. The
group considered several variations of this concept
before arriving at a final proposal.

The group considered establishing a new, indepen-
dent body to compile information from the many fed-
eral entities who publish fiscal projections. The group
discussed staffing and leadership options for this en-
tity—former CBO directors, Treasury Secretaries, re-
spected past Senators or Members of Congress, and
others were considered as leaders, supported by a
staff of nonpartisan budget analysts. However, after
extended consideration, the group realized that cre-
ating an independent body posed additional costs,
and complexities, not to mention adding yet another
source of fiscal information to the mix.

BUILDING A BETTER BUDGET PROCESS

The group then considered a range of federal entities
that might be best positioned to take on the prepa-
ration task. Participants suggested that the work be
comprehensive, credible, and legitimate in the eyes of
diverse constituents, regardless of which party was
in power. OMB as well as other Executive agencies,
like the Department of the Treasury, were considered,
but because of their mission to advance the policy
outcomes of the President, the group felt the report
could take on a partisan cast.

The group strongly concurred that the FSON report
should be neutral in its presentation of the facts. The
report would include no recommendations for how to
address any fiscal imbalances or how to reach cer-
tain policy outcomes, thus allowing the candidates
to offer their own recommendations and offering the
voters a single reference point for evaluating those
recommendations.
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BUILDING A BETTER BUDGET PROCESS

The following proposal for periodic long-term reviews for major programs aims to
supplementthe quadrennial Fiscal State of the Nation (FSON) report and inform government
fiscal decisions with additional and more detailed information about the ability of portfo-
lios of major federal programs to achieve national policy objectives over the long term.

Periodically analyze portfolios of major federal pro-
grams (including related spending, tax expenditure,
and revenue, if appropriate) that represent long-term
commitments made by the federal government. The
aim of the review would be to indicate to lawmakers
and the public the ability of the portfolios to carry out
those commitments, both financially and program-
matically. The reviews would assess portfolios that
encompass explicit or implicit long-term fiscal goals
and commitments that extend 10 years or more into
the future by reviewing:

«  The promises, commitments, and goals of the
programs within a portfolio;

+  Expenditure (and, where applicable, revenue)
projections for these portfolios under various
programmatic assumptions for the next 10 to 25
years;

Recent performance of a portfolio, and projected
performance over the upcoming 10 to 25 years,
against their goals and commitments, and rec-
ommendations for how that performance could
be improved; and

«  Future outcomes under alternative scenarios, for
example, prosecuting three simultaneous wars
instead of two, significant changes in economic
conditions, or retirement security obligations un-
der different demographic projections. In effect,
this element would constitute a “stress test” for
the portfolios.

Portfolios would be reviewed on a staggered ba-
sis so that every portfolio is reviewed at least once
in the four-year period preceding the release of
the quadrennial Fiscal State of the Nation (FSON)

report. The FSON report would incorporate the
results of these Long-Term Portfolio Reviews, al-
though the FSON would not include any recommen-
dations. The reviews would explicitly consider how
children, the elderly, and other vulnerable populations
are affected within each portfolio.

The reviews would be conducted by the Government
Accountability Office (GAO) because the group be-
lieves GAO has the technical expertise and experience
to perform such reviews. Other bodies, such as the
Congressional Budget Office (CBO) as well as related
Executive agencies, would assist GAO in compiling data
and information to complete the portfolio reviews. Upon
completion, GAO would present the Long-Term Portfo-
lio Review to the Budget Committee in each Chamber
of Congress and release the documents to the public;
each Budget Committee would be expected to hold pub-
lic hearings on the GAO findings.

Portfolios would be designed by the Budget
Committees, which would also be responsible for
scheduling reviews each year. The group suggested
the following possible portfolio groupings:

retirement security,
. health coverage,
. income assistance,
housing assistance,
. national security,
« infrastructure,
research and development,
. environment,
«  education,
general government and administration of
justice, and
« governmental revenues and tax policy.
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The portfolio review emerged from discussion about
how to inject more and better information into the bud-
get process, especially regarding long-term objectives
and commitments of the federal government. The fed-
eral government sets goals and makes commitments
that extend far beyond the one-year appropriations
cycle and often beyond the ten-year budget window
—some are decades-long and intergenerational in na-
ture. These goals and the programs to achieve them
should be measured and assessed on a regular basis.
Thus, the budget process must take both a short-term
and a long-term view.

These periodic portfolio reviews would supplement
and enhance the quadrennial FSON report, provid-
ing more detailed programmatic reviews of explicit
or implicit fiscal promises that extend a decade or
more into the future. Further, these reviews provide a
unique opportunity to examine groupings of related
programs, often spanning different Executive agen-
cies and Congressional committee jurisdictions, in a
single package. Performance can be compared and
contrasted; best practices may emerge; and policy
goals may shift as a result.

Recognizing that the current budget process pays
too little attention to the long-term effects of short-
term decisions, the group considered a range of op-
tions for sharpening the focus on the long-term. They
considered:

Enhancing current law by requiring reports on
long-term projections;

«  Linking short-term spending with a long-term
budget plan;

Ensuring review and reauthorization on a predict-
able schedule, including by establishing expira-
tion dates (sunset clauses) for mandatory spend-
ing programs;

Adopting fixed fiscal rules, such as establishing
a debt to gross domestic product (GDP) limita-
tion; and
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Enacting a long-term fiscal budget for major bud-
get areas that, with periodic opportunities for
amendment, would set spending (and revenue,
where applicable) targets to guide short-term fis-
cal decision-making.

The group deliberated these options over an extended
period and ultimately arrived at consensus on a vari-
ation of the third option (above) that would call for re-
views of portfolios of programs on a four-year cycle.

Variations on the first two options—enhancing report-
ing and linking long-term projections with short-term
plans—were ultimately included in other proposals.
The FSON will include long-term projections, and the
Budget Action Plan will include a statement of the im-
pact that enactment of the Plan would have on the
long-term fiscal outlook.

Some in the group suggested that establishing ex-
piration dates (sunset clauses) for major programs
had some appeal. Others believed that such sunset
clauses would interject too much uncertainty into
programs that millions of Americans depend on.

The group felt that fiscal rules and an enacted long-
term budget would unreasonably tie the hands of
future Congresses, would be difficult to enact or
maintain over any length of time, and would depend
on long-term fiscal projections and assumptions that
in many cases are highly uncertain. Since Congress
already struggles with short-term budgets, the group
could not envision Congress being able to generate
or hold to long-term targets.

Ultimately, the group decided that periodic program
reviews—without the threat of a program lapsing—was
an achievable method for injecting more information
about the long-term into the budget debate. By pro-
posing regular portfolio reviews, the group believes
that Congress would gain useful information about
long-term fiscal commitments that would broaden un-
derstanding, debate, and public awareness.
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BUILDING A BETTER BUDGET PROCESS

The following proposal to strengthen the Budget Committees aims to raise the profile and
augment the power of the Budget Committee by amending the membership and increas-

ing responsibilities.

The membership of the Budget Committee in each
Chamber of Congress would include the Chair and
Ranking Member (or their designees) of:

+  the appropriations committees;

+  the House Ways and Means Committee or
Senate Finance Committee; and

other authorizing committees.

The Budget Committees’ new responsibilities would
include:

+  Developing the Budget Action Plan (the Plan)
every two years in collaboration with House and
Senate leadership and the President;

«  Overseeing the production of the Fiscal State of
the Nation (FSON) report every four years; and

Managing the portfolio review process on an ongoing
basis and incorporating the reviews into the FSON.

Finally, to raise the urgency of the Budget Commit-
tees’ work, bills and resolutions completed by the
Budget Committees would be allowed to move to the
floor within a specified and limited period of time.

This proposal to strengthen the Budget Committees
grew out of conversations about the changing norms
that have developed around the budget process. The
group generally agreed that the Budget Committees
can serve an important and useful role in managing
the annual budget process; however, since their cre-
ation in the mid-1970s, their power has waned.

The B3P group believes that revising chamber rules
to require the Chairs and Ranking Members of major
spending and revenue committees to serve on the
Budget Committees will both provide added exper-
tise and reinforce the importance of a functioning
budget process in the eyes of all Members of Con-
gress and the public. Further, in assigning new duties
to the Committee—developing the Budget Action Plan,

overseeing the FSON report, and managing the portfolio
review process—the group expects Members of Congress
to find more value in a Budget Committee assignment.
Lastly, as these Members interweave the priorities of their
other committees with the overall priorities of the nation, the
B3P group expects to see a budget based on more realistic
aspirations and choices, enacted on a more timely basis.

In developing this proposal, the group considered sev-
eral possible proposals for amending the congressio-
nal committee structure before finding consensus on
a proposal focused solely on the Budget Committees.

The most far-reaching proposal the group discussed
was the feasibility of establishing broad committees
with jurisdictions more closely aligned with the struc-
ture of Executive Branch departments and agencies,
that combined both authorizing and appropriations
committees. This proposal suggested that combining
authorization and appropriation actions in one com-
mittee would blend the program expertise that now
resides in two different locations. However, there was
concern that this proposal might increase inefficien-
cies inherent in large committees, and, in the end, re-
vert—through a proliferation of subcommittees—to the
same process that was intended to be consolidated.
Ultimately, the group decided that existing separation
of authorization and appropriations authority acts as
an important check on each other’s actions.

A mid-range proposal was also considered, i.e., to adjust
the jurisdictions of the appropriations and authorizing
committees (without combining them) to more closely
reflect the structure of the Executive Branch departments
and agencies. The group found general agreement on this
proposal in concept, but ultimately decided that proposing
a full-scale reorientation of the congressional committee
structure would likely raise a host of concerns and com-
plexities and was beyond and outside of the scope of the
project’s goals and mission: B3P seeks to reform the bud-
get process, not Congress as a whole.
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BUILDING A BETTER BUDGET PROCESS

The following proposal regarding the budget support agencies aims to emphasize the
importance of appropriate and timely information in a successful budget process and
strong and stable institutions to provide that information.

As an important component of the B3P reforms, the
new budget process should maintain and reinforce the
critical role of existing institutions. These include: 1)
the Congressional Budget Office (CBO) and the Joint
Committee on Taxation (JCT) as sources of indepen-
dent and reliable information that are crucial to the
fiscal decisions Congress is called on to make, and,
2) the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) as a
source of detailed budget and programmatic informa-
tion encompassing the breadth of the federal budget.

The information provided by CBO and JCT is central
to sound policymaking, and Congress should ensure
that the legislative process affords careful, timely
consideration of their analyses. To increase under-
standing of their methods and assumptions and pro-
vide even greater transparency, the group proposes
the agencies expand their ongoing efforts to provide
additional information about how their analyses are
structured and their conclusions are reached. This
could entail more stakeholder advisory groups, more
regular publishing of methods, and other actions.

In addition, the B3P group proposes that resources
commensurate with their responsibilities be made
available to CBO and JCT to meet new requirements
suggested in other B3P proposals and to maintain
the highest level of analytical capacity.

For OMB, the group proposes no specific proposals
beyond reinforcing the importance of the current de-
tailed information provided by the President’s bud-
get. The group notes that one of its proposals, the
Budget Action Plan, could change the budget pro-
cess in a way that may ultimately affect the timing
and contents of the President’s budget.

This statement reflects the group’s emphasis on the
need to provide Congress with appropriate and timely
information and on strong and stable institutions to pro-
vide that information. The budget reform acts of 1921
and 1974 both created institutions that have served the
Congress and the American public well in a wide range
of budget and fiscal matters over many decades.

Over the course of several meetings the group dis-
cussed the role and performance of both CBO and
JCT. These institutions were viewed by the group as
one of the lasting successes of the previous budget
process reforms. The group strongly agreed that
preservation of the agencies’ non-partisan roles re-
main foundational for the success of the budget pro-
cess and any future reforms.

On the topic of transparency, the group acknowledg-
es the existing efforts of CBO and JCT in this area,
and suggests that they:

Provide additional opportunities for outside con-
versations and input;

«  As necessary, improve explanations of assump-
tions that drive estimates and the level of uncer-
tainty in the results;

+  Regularly conduct public review of major models
and the factors used in the models; and
Seek additional outside advice and input in de-
veloping and refining estimating models.

On the topic of adequate resources and staffing for
CBO and JCT, the group suggested that Congress
should:

«  provide funding commensurate with the roles and
responsibilities Congress assigns to them, and

«  ensure staffing levels proportionate to the number
of requests made and response-time expectations.
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