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For too long, the federal government has acted like a teenager with a credit card, spending money it simply didn’t have.  Now we have a chance to act like adults and move back toward fiscal responsibility.  Congress and President Bush must make certain that we do not saddle our children and grandchildren with deficits as far as the eye can see.

Since 2000, total federal discretionary spending has risen by a staggering 47.8 percent.  And that does not even include mandatory programs like Social Security and Medicare.  Much of the increase was in response to the terrorist attacks of Sept. 11, 2001.  Since that day, fighting terrorism has caused a 32 percent increase in America’s defense budget, and we now spend nearly four times as much on homeland security.  But the war on terrorism does not fully explain the rise in spending.  Non-defense spending has increased by 42.7 percent since 2000 - a shocking 10 percent every year, at time when annual inflation averaged only 1.2 percent.

Last December, I voted against a massive catchall spending bill called an omnibus.  This bill increased spending for non-defense, non-homeland security programs at nearly four times the rate of inflation.  More importantly, it showed the subtle corruption that has seeped into the process of spending federal money.  In the past decade, the number of “earmarks” – personal pet projects inserted in our nation’s spending bills by members of Congress – has grown from a small handful each year to roughly 10,000 in the omnibus.  Money that used to be allocated on merit is now spent on the basis of political influence and clout.

Last week, the House adopted a budget for the coming fiscal year.  It froze non-defense, non-homeland security spending at last year’s level.  I would prefer to have seen a reduction in government spending, but this proposal is a good start. It will not lead to cuts in necessary government programs; it will slow the rate of growth. After four years of double-digit increases, government programs can surely survive on the same amount of money they received last year.

In last week’s debate, Congressional spenders attacked the budget by claiming that it “cut” vital programs to protect “tax cuts for the rich.” Their claims are simply untrue.  

On the spending side, the budget did not cut funding for any government program. In the debate, my colleague, Massachusetts Democrat Ed Markey, inadvertently acknowledged the “inside the beltway” definition of a “cut.” He stated that what offended he and his colleagues about the budget we adopted was that it refused to fund what he called “necessary spending increases.” So to Congressman Markey, and those for whom no amount of spending is ever enough, not increasing spending is a “cut.” And they call it a “cut” – misleading the American public.  Nowhere but in Washington is a refusal to increase spending labeled a “cut.”

With regard to tax relief, 92 million Americans have received tax cuts in the past three years, including increased child tax credits and a reduced marriage penalty. In a nation of 280 million, it is absurd to assert that 92 million people are “rich.” 

Passing a responsible budget is one thing, living within it is another.  Just after President Bush was inaugurated, he and I spoke about the role of the executive branch in controlling government spending.  The President  told me he understood that legislatures tend to overspend.  He said that it is the job of the President to act as a check on that spending and enforce fiscal discipline. Now he must do so.

This year’s deficit is half a trillion dollars, and, with the Baby Boomers set to begin retiring, mandatory spending on Social Security and Medicare is poised to explode.  Our government must live within its means.  We have adopted a fiscally responsible budget.  If Congress breaks that budget, the President should veto any bill that exceeds it.
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