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Congress Is Even More Dysfunctional Than It Looks

The political infighting over the next speaker has overshadowed the failure of the US
House to pass a budget.
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Congress did not consider the pros and cons of various programs. Members
did not pore over the thousands of pages of agency budget requests to
consider whether each government agency has a coherent plan to provide
services that the public both wants and benefits from. They did not look at
the US’s fiscal situation to decide how to balance spending and revenue.
They did not consider the growing entitlement programs that leave most
government spending outside of the annual budget process.

What Congress did, essentially, was give itself an extension on its homework.
It has also given its members a platform to rail against out-of-control
spending and growing government debt, even as its actual actions have no
impact on either.

It is tempting to argue that Congress has recently become broken, unable to
perform one of its most important functions as outlined in the

appropriations clause of the Constitution: writing and passing laws that
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And here we arrive at the fundamental problem: Are you still reading this?
There’s no way around it: The budget process is difficult, yes, but also very
boring. Fiscal responsibility, long-term planning, difficult trade-offs — this is
what budgeting is all about. Yawn. And it’s not just you: Senators and
representatives get bored, too. Political drama is so much more fun.
Shutdown! Throw out the speaker! Fight for liberty! These dramas are much
more entertaining.

If the US is going to address challenges such as the projected inability to
meet Social Security and Medicare obligations 10 years from now, the
shortage of affordable child care, and the necessary trade-offs that helped
America solve and unsolve child poverty, then Congress has to do better. It

has to roll up its sleeves and govern.

It’s not impossible. The White House’s Office of Management and Budget
(OMB) releases a budget every year. It is the work of many people, mostly
career government workers, who do roll up their sleeves. Budgeting is a
statement of priorities, so people will have different views about which
programs are deserving of scarce tax dollars. These need not be angry,
hateful debates. They should be polite and recognize that no one gets
everything that they want.

Congress likes to complain that the US is spending too much, or spending on
the wrong programs. But when it comes to spending, it has largely abdicated
its responsibilities. Congress is like a teenager who has failed to clean their

b
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level (unlike the current debt ceiling, these would actually trigger changes to
the deficit). There could be a bipartisan budget committee of wonks that
does the work for Congress.

Congress averted a shutdown this time. Yet it now seems to be on a path
toward this same crisis in November. Once again, businesses and the
government will need to postpone their actual work to do the work of
preparing for a shutdown. Once again, there will be speeches and articles
about how costly a government shutdown will be. It’s past time to end this
cycle of government budget dysfunction.
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