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On February 6, 2006, the President signed the so-called “Deficit Reduction Act of 2005” (S. 1932) into law.  The final version of this legislation was the product of months of bitter debate in both chambers of Congress dating back to the Fiscal Year (FY) 2006 budget resolution, which called for a “reconciliation” package of about $35 billion in cuts to mandatory government programs.  In the wake of Hurricane Katrina, the House Republican leadership decided to cut even deeper into the programs targeted for savings, producing a package of cuts totaling nearly $50 billion.  Because the Senate chose to adhere to the $35 billion target, resolving the differences between the two bills required extensive negotiations and a difficult series of votes in both chambers.

Each of these votes had two things in common:  every Democrat present and several Republicans opposed the measure, and the Republican leadership had to resort to back-door deal-making and abuses of the legislative process in order to secure passage.  In the House, the measure was twice brought up for a vote in the middle of the night (at 2 a.m. on November 18 and at 6 a.m. on December 19), and its contents were not made available until just hours before the vote.  In the Senate, Vice President Cheney had to return from an overseas trip to cast the decisive vote in favor of the bill, breaking a 50-to-50 deadlock.  Due to procedural violations, the bill had to be sent back to the House again for final passage, which occurred on February 1 of this year.

If that were not bad enough, the legislation is currently being challenged in federal court because of a discrepancy between the final versions passed by the House and Senate.  A Senate clerk mistakenly altered a provision of the bill between final Senate passage and final House consideration, and the Constitution requires both chambers of Congress to pass identical legislation before it can become law.  The White House and Republican congressional leadership have maintained that the legislation is valid because the leadership of both chambers signed off on the change, but many constitutional scholars believe this argument will not hold up in court.

The difficulty the Republicans have had in enacting their reconciliation bill is not a matter of procedural quirks or clerical mistakes, however.  It is because the bill does not represent the will of the American people.  I opposed the legislation at each step of the way for two major reasons.

First, the legislation has nothing to do with reducing the federal deficit, or with meeting the costs of Hurricane Katrina.  The spending cut package is just one half of the reconciliation called for in the FY 2006 budget resolution; the other half is a package of tax cuts worth up to $70 billion that is expected to be voted on later this year.  Every dollar of the spending cuts will effectively be used to offset part of these tax cuts—and they still won’t pay for them!  If the tax cut legislation is enacted, the final reconciliation package could actually increase the deficit by up to $30 billion over the next five years.

Secondly, even if the spending cuts were being used to offset the costs of Katrina or to reduce the deficit, the bill places the burden almost exclusively on the shoulders of those who can least afford it.  The programs the bill targets are essential to the livelihood of millions of American families and children, including Medicaid, Medicare, student loans and child support payments.  By contrast, the tax cuts included in the House tax reconciliation bill, including the current capital gains and dividend tax rates, disproportionately benefit the wealthiest Americans.

I believe that a budget is fundamentally a moral document, and on this measure the Republican reconciliation package is morally reprehensible.  Why should the "least of these" bear the cost of more tax cuts for the wealthy, at a time when we are already failing to meet their needs?  And why should we offset the costs of rebuilding Biloxi but not the costs of rebuilding Baghdad, or the much greater costs of the Bush tax cuts?

Just days after the FY 2006 reconciliation bill cleared the House, President Bush delivered his FY 2007 budget to Congress—and the cuts it proposes are even worse than last year.  I can assure you that I will continue to fight against the misguided fiscal priorities of the Republican leadership and work instead for policies that set appropriate spending priorities and move us back toward a balanced budget.
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