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ASHINGTON, Feb. 7 - The large tables in President Bush's new budget 
show he intends to keep his promise of slicing the federal deficit in half by 

the end of his term, but the fine print indicates that the goal may be elusive.

The budget is notable for including limits on spending that are unlikely to be 
enacted and for excluding expenses that are sure to be incurred. Here are the most 
important points: 

Advertisement¶It assumes that all discretionary spending outside of military and 
domestic security - everything from paperclips to space shuttles - will 
be frozen for the next five years.

¶It includes no spending for the war in Iraq and Afghanistan in 2006. Those costs 
are now running about $5 billion a month and are likely to continue at some level in 
the 2006 fiscal year and beyond.

¶It omits the initial cost of Mr. Bush's Social Security plan, which would let people 
divert some of their payroll taxes to private saving accounts. Administration 
officials estimate the plan would cost $23 billion in 2009 and $754 billion over the 
next decade.

¶It leaves out the cost of reining in the Alternative Minimum Tax, a tax that was 
created to affect the nation's wealthiest taxpayers but is now ensnaring millions of 
moderate-income families as incomes rise with inflation.

"It's a very unrealistic budget for a document that is supposed to reflect the 
president's policies," said Robert L. Bixby, executive director of the Concord 
Coalition, a bipartisan organization that lobbies for deficit reduction.

In his message to Congress, Mr. Bush promised to hold "federal programs to a firm 
test of accountability" and take "the steps necessary to achieve our deficit reduction 
goals."

The budget envisions the annual deficit shrinking to $233 billion from $427 billion 
by 2009. As a share of the national economy, a measure economists consider more 
meaningful, the deficit would decline from 3.6 percent to 1.5 percent, meeting the 
president's goal of cutting the deficit in half.
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But even with all the expensive omissions and problematic spending cuts, many of 
which Congress rejected last year, Mr. Bush's goal of deficit reduction has already 
slipped further into the future.

One year ago, when he first pledged to cut the deficit in half by the 2009 fiscal year, 
the White House predicted that the budget deficit would decline to $364 billion in 
2005 and $268 billion in 2006.

Now, the White House is predicting that the budget deficit will rise to $427 billion 
in 2005, the current fiscal year, and decline to only $390 billion in 2006.

Many people who follow budgets closely doubt much deficit reduction is in the 
offing. Speaking especially about the proposed freeze in most domestic programs, 
Stanley E. Collender, who writes an impartial annual guide to the federal budget, 
said, "It is unrealistic to expect Congress to march in lockstep and accept the 
president's proposals." Mr. Collender said he expected the deficit to be "in the $400 
billion range for the rest of the decade."

By any measure, the new budget is austere. It calls for deep cuts next year in almost 
every category of domestic spending outside the mandatory entitlement programs 
like Social Security and Medicare, which are based on laws adopted in previous 
years.

Analyses show that preventing these programs from rising with the rate of inflation 
and population growth over the next five years would amount to a 16 percent cut, or 
$65 billion out of $391 billion now being spent.

After adjusting for inflation and including federal salary increases already approved 
for next year, the vast majority of domestic programs would experience real cuts for 
the second year in a row, a development that has not happened under modern 
budget procedures.

Over the past four decades, spending for domestic discretionary programs has 
declined in only four years - in the first budget year under President Richard M. 
Nixon, at the beginning of President Ronald Reagan's first and second terms and 
one year under President Bill Clinton. Each time, spending climbed again the next 
year. 

Mr. Bush's Republican allies in Congress are already chafing about proposed cuts to 
farm subsidies, education programs, veterans' benefits and community development 
block grants.

Moreover, while projecting aggregate spending reductions, the budget does not 
spell out which specific programs would be cut after 2006.

Subscribe Today: Home Delivery of The Times from $2.90/wk. 
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