
Secretary Deborah Lee James: Certainty is better than nothing. 
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An OK Deal On the Budget 

By Megan Scully 
Action in Congress

Megan Scully is a reporter for C Q  R o l l  C al l .

A l t h o ug h a  t w o - year bi p art i s an  bud g et  d eal  h at c h ed  l at e 
l as t  year al l o w ed  t h e m i l i t ary t o  f un d  m o s t  o f  i t s  t o p  

programs for this year, officials in the Air Force and other 
m i l i t ary s erv i c es  w o rry t h at  s p en d i n g  l ev el s  f o r Fi s c al  2017  
rem ai n  t o o  l o w .

But in an era of fiscal belt-tightening, the deal lifts spending 
c ap s  s et  i n  a 2011 l aw  an d  i s  c ert ai n l y bet t er t h an  n o t h i n g .

D uri n g  a t ri p  t o  T urk ey i n  D ec em ber,  D ef en s e S ec ret ary 
A s h t o n  B .  C art er s ai d  t h e ag reem en t  w as  a s i g n  o f  a f rac -
tious Washington finally coming together, even if it meant the 
m i l i t ary w o ul d  c o n t i n ue t o  h av e t o  s t ri k e a bal an c e am o n g  i t s  
m an y f un d i n g  p ri o ri t i es .

“ O bv i o us l y yo u’ d  al w ays  l i k e t o  h av e m o re m o n ey,  but  w e 
t ry t o  m ak e t h e bes t  us e o f  ev ery d o l l ar t h e t ax p ayer g i v es  
us ,  w h et h er t h at  i s  m o n ey f o r en d uri n g  f ac i l i t i es ,  o r w h et h er 
i t ’ s  f o r a s urg e f o r a w ar, ”  C art er s ai d  d uri n g  a t o w n  h al l  at  
I n c i rl i k  A i r B as e.

T h e ag reem en t  s p an s  Fi s c al s  2016 an d  2017 ,  g i v i n g  
s erv i c e l ead ers  bi l l i o n s  m o re t o  p ro c eed  w i t h  ex p en s i v e 
procurement programs like the F-35 strike fighter, the KC-46 
t an k er,  an d  t h e n ex t  g en erat i o n  bo m ber w h i l e al s o  c o n t i n ui n g  
funds flowing to military personnel and day-to-day operations 
an d  m ai n t en an c e.

For this fiscal year, the Pentagon is receiving $522 billion 
for its base budget—$33 billion above the spending caps 
o ut l i n ed  i n  t h e 2011 B ud g et  C o n t ro l  A c t .  T h at  p l us - up  n arro w s  
t h e o n c e- ex p an s i v e g ap  bet w een  t h e d ep art m en t ’ s  req ues t ed  
spending levels and the budget limit to just $5 billion, or less 
t h an  o n e p erc en t  o f  t h e D ef en s e D ep art m en t ’ s  bas e bud g et .

T h an k s  t o  t h at  ag reem en t ,  m as s i v e,  h i g h - p ri o ri t y p ro c ure-
m en t  p ro g ram s  s uc h  as  t h e A i r Fo rc e’ s  F- 3 5  v ari an t  an d  t h e 
tanker remain virtually untouched from the Pentagon’s original 
req ues t  f o r Fi s c al  2016,  d el i v ered  o n  C ap i t o l  H i l l  a year ag o .

B ut  t h e g ul f  bet w een  h o p es  an d  real i t y i s  w i d er f o r Fi s c al  
2017 ,  c aus i n g  s o m e c o n s t ern at i o n  am o n g  t o p  m i l i t ary o f -
ficials in the weeks leading up to the release of next year’s 
bud g et  req ues t .

U n d er t h e s p en d i n g  l i m i t s  o ut l i n ed  i n  t h e ag reem en t ,  t h e 
Pentagon would receive $525 billion for its base budget next 
year, or roughly $17 billion less than officials had originally 
planned. (Congress has set aside another $59 billion for 
o v ers eas  c o n t i n g en c i es ,  m at c h i n g  t h i s  year’ s  l ev el s ) .

A s  t h e ap p ro p r i at i o n s  p ac k ag e f o r 2016 w as  bei n g  f i n al -
i z ed ,  A i r Fo rc e S ec ret ary D ebo rah  L ee J am es  s ai d  o f f i c i al s  
w i t h i n  t h e d ep art m en t  w ere g rat ef ul  t o  h av e a t w o - year 
ro ad m ap .

“ H av i n g  s t abi l i t y an d  k n o w i n g  w h at  w e’ re p l an n i n g  an d  
ex ec ut i n g  t o w ard  i s  g o i n g  t o  be w ay,  w ay bet t er t h an  w h at  
w e h av e h ad  i n  t h e rec en t  p as t , ”  s h e s ai d  at  t h e N at i o n al  
Press Club Dec. 2. “That’s the good news.”

J am es  n o n et h el es s  rai s ed  c o n c ern s  abo ut  t h e o v eral l  
s p en d i n g  f i g ure f o r n ex t  year;  t h e p ro p o s al  i s  d ue t o  C o n -
g res s  t h i s  m o n t h .

S h e s t o o d  by t h e A i r Fo rc e’ s  t o p  t h ree p ro c urem en t  p ro -
g ram s — t h e F- 3 5 ,  t an k er,  an d  bo m ber— an d  al s o  s t res s ed  
d uri n g  h er rem ark s  t h e n eed  t o  c o n t i n ue ad eq uat e f un d s  
flowing to readiness and personnel accounts. But she also 
acknowledged that defense officials would have to find places 
in the budget to trim that $17 billion.

“So it’s difficult, it’s tough, there’s no free lunch, but these 
are i m p o rt an t  p ro g ram s ”  an d  t h e A i r Fo rc e n eed s  t o  m o d ern -
i z e,  s h e s ai d .

M ean w h i l e,  t h e ag reem en t — l i k e s i m i l ar d eal s  bef o re 
i t — p ro v i d es  t h e D ef en s e D ep art m en t  w i t h  o n l y t em p o rary 
rel i ef  f ro m  t h e m o re s t ri n g en t  c ap s  t h ro ug h  2021.  W h i l e t h e 
d ep art m en t  h as  i t s  m uc h - n eed ed  c ert ai n t y t h ro ug h  2017 ,  
the fiscal landscape beyond that remains an open question. 

I n d eed ,  i n  t w o  years ,  t h e s am e p o l i t i c al  s c en ari o  w i l l  p l ay 
o ut  o n c e ag ai n .

T h e n ex t  C o n g res s  an d  t h e n ex t  A d m i n i s t rat i o n  w i l l  ag ai n  
have to battle over fiscal priorities and decide whether to 
p ro v i d e t h e D ef en s e D ep art m en t  an d  o t h er g o v ern m en t  ag en -
c i es  w i t h  rel i ef  f ro m  t h o s e c ap s .  I f  l aw m ak ers  an d  t h e n ex t  
President cannot reach another agreement by late 2017, DOD 
w o ul d  o n c e ag ai n  f ac e t h e t h reat  o f  l o w er s p en d i n g  l ev el s .

“ Y o u c an  m ak e as s um p t i o n s  abo ut  w h et h er t h i s  i s  a g o o d  
sign or a bad sign, but we’ll have new players in town,” Pen -
t ag o n  c o m p t ro l l er M i k e M c C o rd  s ai d  N o v .  3 0 at  t h e C en t er f o r 
S t rat eg i c  an d  I n t ern at i o n al  S t ud i es .  “ A n d  t h ere’ s  n o  g uaran t ee 
abo ut  w h at  t h e f ut ure h o l d s . ”

B ut  M c C o rd  s t res s ed  t h at  t h e d eal  i n  p l ac e n o w — p art i c ul arl y 
t h e h i g h er s p en d i n g  l ev el s — g i v es  t h e D ef en s e D ep art m en t  a 
stronger negotiating hand going into the next fiscal debate.

“ I  t h i n k  i t  s et s  us  up  f ai rl y w el l  f o r t h e f ut ure,  g i v en  al l  
f ac t o r s  c o n s i d ered , ”  M c C o r d  s ai d .  “ I  t h i n k  t h i s  i s  n o t  a bad  
p l ac e t o  be. ” �
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