The Federal Budget Process

By Lynn Selsmer, Policy Analyst for the National Council of State Directors of Adult Education (NCSDAE)

On February 6, 2006, the President unveiled his proposed 2007 budget.   Adult Education Programs fared well.  While the budget proposed deep cuts or elimination for some education programs, such as Even Start and Vocational Education, it proposed level funding at $ 563,975 million for adult education.  

But the presentation of the President's budget is but the first step in a sometimes long and complicated process and the amount available for adult education could be changed at any time during the process.

Once the President unveils his 2007 budget proposal, it is up to Congress to complete the process.  It begins when Congress adopts an annual budget resolution, as required by law.  Both the House and Senate Budget Committees produce their own version of such a resolution and then meet in a House/Senate conference work out the differences between the two bills.  

In general, this resolution sorts out Federal spending according to 20 budget functions or, in other words, categories of spending.  Education programs fall under Function 500, which covers education, training, employment and social services.  [Note: The Senate passed its version of the budget resolution on March 16.  It included an amendment introduced by Senators Specter and Harkin that added $7 billion for health, education, training and low income programs.]

If the traditional schedule holds, this action is complete by April or May.  The Congressional Budget Act actually provides an April 15 deadline for final congressional adoption of the budget resolution, but they do not always meet this deadline.

The budget resolution is never sent to the President, nor does it become law. It does not provide budget authority or raise or lower revenues, but is instead a guide for Congress to use as it considers various budget bills, including appropriations and tax measures. 

There are actually two types of spending programs:  mandatory and discretionary.  The Appropriations Committee deals with discretionary spending programs and determines funding levels for programs such as adult education.  Funding for discretionary spending must be provided each year in appropriations legislation whereas funding for entitlement or mandatory programs is automatic and continues year after year.  Because adult education and programs such as Even Start are discretionary spending programs, they can be subject to dramatic increases or decreases in funding, depending on the overall budget amounts allotted for such programs.  

Mandatory spending amounts are determined by authorizing committees which deal with entitlement and other mandatory spending programs.  If the Budget enacted by Congress determines that a savings must be achieved in mandatory spending programs, such as Medicare or Social Security, it is up the Committee responsible for such programs (the authorizing committees) to determine how those savings will be achieved.  Mandatory spending accounts for the bulk of federal budget.

In a sense, spending on mandatory programs can have a dramatic impact on the amount available for discretionary programs.  Unless there is an increase in the amount of the overall budget, discretionary programs essentially divide up any funds left after the amount necessary to pay for mandatory programs is deducted.  As the cost of programs such as Social Security and Medicare rise, the amount available for discretionary programs shrinks. 

However, since the appropriations process is key to spending for adult education, the remainder of this column will focus on that process.

Once the budget process determines the amount of funding to be allotted to the Appropriations Committee, the Committee must pass and enact 13 separate appropriations bills, one for each of the 13 subcommittees of the Appropriations Committee.  The Subcommittee on Labor, Health and Human Services and Education and Related Agencies is responsible for education programs, including adult education.

Prior to determining a funding amount for individual programs, each subcommittee will hold a series of hearings.  Witnesses at such hearings include organizations responsible for individual programs and the various departments and agencies responsible for administering such programs.   This traditionally begins to happen around May 15 in the

House of Representatives.  Senate consideration generally begins later in the year.

Subcommittees then hold a mark-up (a meeting of Members of the Subcommittee) at which time a bill containing funding amounts for individual programs will be subject to modification.  The Subcommittee-approved bill is then forwarded to the full Appropriations Committee for consideration, at which time additional changes can be made.  The next step is for consideration by the full House of Representatives or Senate.  Again, the funding bill will be open for amendment.  Once this process has been completed in both the House and Senate, a select number of members will meet in conference to work out the differences between the two bills with respect to individual funding amounts for programs.  Following agreement, the conference agreement is returned to the House and Senate for a final vote before being sent to the President for final approval.  By the traditional calendar, all work is completed by September 30.

If all 13 appropriations bills are not enacted by October 1, the day the new fiscal year begins, Congress may pass a continuing resolution to fill the gap for whatever amount of time seems necessary and appropriate. If Congress fails to pass a continuing resolution, or if the President vetoes it, and one or more regular appropriations bills are still unsigned, then the Federal Government experiences a lapse of appropriations. In this

situation, all nonessential activities of the agencies for which no appropriation

has been enacted cease until funds are provided.

As you can see, it takes many months for Congress to complete the process of appropriating funds for programs like adult education.   But there are also many opportunities for individuals like you to influence the process by communicating with your representatives in the House and Senate by letting them know the value of adult education and how it impacts individual lives, families and communities.  Your voice is the one the counts.  

