
 
  

Tuesday, December 4, 2018 

 

I. Policy Intelligence and Education News 

•        Stop-gap government funding to be extended until December 21 – The House of Representatives 
has canceled votes for this week due to the death of former President George H.W. Bush, making it 
impossible to finalize negotiations on the seven incomplete fiscal year (FY) 2019 government 
funding bills this week.  Programs under those seven bills are operating on a short-term extension 
that expires on Friday, but Congress is planning to extend the funding for another two weeks, until 
December 21, through unanimous consent in the House.  (These negotiations do not impact 
education funding as the full-year FY 2019 Labor-HHS-Education funding bill was signed into law in 
September.)  We’re hearing that virtually all spending issues are settled except for how much 
funding to provide in the Homeland Security bill for a southern border wall.  We’re also hearing that 
Congress is likely to add a modest disaster funding package to the bill. It’s possible that the House 
will first pass an omnibus appropriations bill that satisfies a majority of Republicans but that is a 
non-starter in the Senate – for example, a bill that includes policy riders, more than $5 billion for a 
border wall, and steep cuts to other programs.  After that fails to go forward, there could be final 
negotiations on an omnibus that includes all seven bills, or perhaps a year-long extension of funding 
for all seven bills or an extension just for the Homeland Security bill with an omnibus appropriations 
bill for the other six bills.  Ultimately, we think that the difficult decisions will get made as the drop-
dead deadline for negotiations draws near, and December 21 qualifies as that! 

•        Everything you wanted to know about the sequester – As mentioned at the Friday 
meeting, CEF budget expert extraordinaire, Sarah Abernathy, has written the attached short primer 
on budget sequestration and the discretionary spending caps, including the history of congressional 
action and what’s ahead for next year.  In short, non-defense discretionary (NDD) funding faces a cut 
of $55 billion (9%) for FY 2020, setting up the need for Congress to enact another increase in the 
NDD and defense caps.  The appropriations process could start before Congress enacts a deal to 
raise the caps, but moving forward without an agreement on the totals for defense and NDD makes 
it hard for the House and Senate to produce negotiable bills, and the agreement would need to be in 
place before all the bills could be signed into law, if the President is willing to sign bills that are on 
track to break the caps.  If the total of all the bills broke the caps, an automatic across-the-board 
sequester would be triggered at the end of the Congressional session to bring spending down to the 
levels of the caps.    

•        House Committee assignments won’t be finalized until January – The House leadership will not 
finalize the ratios of Democrats and Republicans for each committee nor the additions and 
subtractions for each committee until sometime after it convenes in January.  There do not appear 
to be any challenges for committee chair positions, where the current ranking member will move 
over to be chair. 



•        2019 House calendar available but Senate is not yet published – You can find the 2019 calendar for 
the House here.  In general, the House is in session for three weeks followed by a week of district 
work period this year.  No word yet on when the Senate calendar will be finalized, but it should be 
soon. 

•        Special budget and appropriations reform committee did not approve recommendations – The 
Joint Select Committee on Budget and Appropriations Process Reform last week failed to report out 
its recommendations due to Democratic concerns about the process for considering a reform bill in 
the Senate.  The Committee had until November 30 to report; the lack of success leaves the existing 
processes intact. 

II.  Events 

•        Reminder: CEF Annual Meeting moved to Thursday, December 13, 9-noon – We strongly 
encourage everyone to attend – in person or on the phone if that’s not possible, as those present 
will elect new additions to CEF Board and vote on CEF’s budget for next year.  (See the Update from 
November 29 for the uncontested slate for the 2019 Board as well as information on the elections 
process.) We’ll also discuss CEF’s 2019 strategic plan, and provide some CEF swag and our thanks to 
those who have participated on CEF committees this year.  Also… the legendary hot breakfast! 
Importantly, we always try to get a special keynote speaker and are trying to secure a Member of 
Congress to talk about education funding.  To make that more 
likely we shifted the annual meeting from its originally scheduled timeslot on Friday, December 14, 
and will hold it instead on Thursday, December 13 at the Hall of States (444 North Capitol Street, 
NW, Room 383).  Those planning to attend in person, please RSVP here. 

  

•        CEF’s upcoming schedule – 

•        Friday, Dec. 7, 9-11am, at AFSCME, 1625 L St, NW, 1st floor conference room.  Guest speakers: 
(tentative) Democratic staff of the House Education and the Workforce Committee. 

•        Thursday, Dec. 13,  9-noon, CEF annual meeting, at Hall of States (444 North Capitol St, NW, 
Room 383).  Please RSVP here.  (See details above.)  This is the last CEF meeting of the year. 

•        Friday, Jan. 4, 9-11am, at AACTE (1307 New York Ave, NW, auditorium).  Guest speaker: TBD. 

•        Friday, Jan. 11, 9-11am, at University of California (1608 Rhode Island Ave, NW, auditorium). 
Guest speaker: Armita Pedramrazi, Education LA for Rep. Susan Davis (D-CA). 

  
My best, 

  
        Sheryl 
  
Sheryl V. Cohen, Executive Director 

  

1800 M Street, NW 

Suite 500 South 

Washington, DC 20036 

https://www.democraticwhip.gov/calendar/2019
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/108d69zMiXdSgaBCrDyHfZr6x81yD86TKpgJk8BIRRU4/edit
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/108d69zMiXdSgaBCrDyHfZr6x81yD86TKpgJk8BIRRU4/edit
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Primer on the Deficit-Reduction Sequester 

As CEF’s advocacy turns to the fiscal year (FY) 2020 budget and the inevitable mention of “sequester caps,” 

I thought it might be helpful to provide a cheat sheet explaining what they are, how they came to be, and 

what Congress has done so far to mitigate their impact.  So here it is! 

Origin story 

The enactment of the Budget Control Act in August 2011 prevented the US from defaulting on its 

obligations by putting in place a mechanism to allow the debt ceiling to increase as well as two changes to 

reduce the deficit.  It also ended subsidized student loans for graduate students, ended some student loan 

repayment incentives, and provided $17 billion over two years to support discretionary funding for Pell 

Grants.  (The Congressional Budget Office score for the bill has a detailed summary here.)  

The caps – The first deficit-reduction measure was to cut spending by imposing immediate annual caps on 

discretionary spending  through FY 2021 at a level that produced almost $1 trillion in savings over ten years 

compared with what spending would have been if it had continued at baseline (i.e., inflation-adjusted) 

levels. The second change was a requirement to reduce the deficit by at least another $1.2 trillion over the 

ten-year period, one way or another.  The first way was through a special Joint Select Committee on Deficit 

Reduction (aka, the Super Committee) that was to propose policy-based deficit-reduction measures.  If the 

Committee failed, the fall back was the second way; accomplish the required deficit reduction by equally 

cutting defense and non-defense spending further each year through a sequester.  The threat of this deficit-

reduction sequester was intended to be so bad that the Committee would have to succeed.  But the threat 

didn’t work.   

Deficit-reduction sequester on discretionary spending – The resulting “sequester-level” spending caps cut 

defense and non-defense discretionary (NDD) funding by equal amounts each year starting in FY 2014. FY 

2013 spending had already been appropriated by the time this deficit-reduction sequester hit, so all eligible 

funding in each category was cut by an equal amount, literally cutting funding that had already been 

provided.  Some programs are exempt from cuts under sequestration – in the education world, Pell grant 

funding cannot be cut via sequestration.  However, in subsequent years this discretionary sequester did not 

involve across-the-board cuts since Congress knew in advance what the sequester-level spending caps 

were.  Implementing the sequester thus involved producing appropriations bills that in total did not exceed 

the caps. Congress could have decided to cut Pell grant spending as a result of the sequester caps if it had 

chosen, just as it can choose to cut any discretionary spending program. (Note: budget law imposes 

sequestration when spending exceeds levels set in law; that automatic sequester is different than the 

deficit-reduction sequester described in this paper but the programs that are exempt are the same, and are 

spelled out in Sec. 255 starting on pages 208-216 here.  If Congress were to appropriate more than is 

allowed under the deficit-reduction sequester caps, automatic across-the-board sequestration would take 

place by whatever amount is needed to reduce the NDD and/or defense spending to the cap level.) 

Deficit-reduction sequester on mandatory spending – This sequester cuts defense and non-defense 

spending equally, starting with eligible mandatory spending and then taking the rest of the required cuts 

from discretionary spending.  There is virtually no mandatory defense spending, so almost all of the 

defense sequester is on the discretionary side.  On the non-defense side, most mandatory spending is 

https://www.congress.gov/112/plaws/publ25/PLAW-112publ25.pdf
https://www.cbo.gov/sites/default/files/112th-congress-2011-2012/costestimate/budgetcontrolactaug1.pdf
http://budget.house.gov/uploadedfiles/a_compendium_of_laws_and_rules_of_the_congressional_budget_process.pdf
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exempt (for instance, Social Security and Medicaid), or has a special rule limiting sequestration (for 

instance, Medicare doctor reimbursement could not be cut by more than 2%).  The sequester impacts 

student loans by increasing the borrower’s origination fee by the amount of the mandatory sequester that 

year.  The Office of Management and Budget (OMB) each year calculates and reports the size of the 

upcoming defense and non-defense sequester for discretionary and mandatory spending.  (This year, only 

the mandatory cuts described in this report occurred because the new budget deal left the mandatory 

sequester in place but changed the discretionary caps just as the report was coming out.)  For FY 2019, the 

non-defense mandatory sequester is 4.99%, so student origination fees are increased by that amount (i.e., 

a 1% origination fee increases to a fee of 1.05%).  

Changes to the caps  

Budget deals that raised the discretionary caps – Since the FY 2013 sequester that cut already-enacted 

appropriations, Congress raised the sequester-level caps because they were too low; Congress could not 

enact defense and NDD appropriations bills at the sequester levels.  There have been three Bipartisan 

Budget Acts that raised defense and NDD caps for two years each (see the chart of NDD caps below).  None 

of the deals lifted the mandatory sequester, and in fact it has been extended through FY 2027. 

The successful past efforts 

to raise the caps included an 

argument by CEF and others 

to maintain parity between 

increases in defense and 

NDD spending.  The first 

two deals provided defense 

and NDD with equal 

increases above the 

sequester caps, while the 

most recent budget 

agreement provided equal 

increases above the original 

caps.  (The 2018 deal 

therefore provided defense 

with a larger increase above 

the sequester caps because 

virtually of all the defense sequester is discretionary while a significant part of the non-defense sequester is 

from mandatory spending.)  

The cliff facing FY 2020 - The Bipartisan Budget Act of 2018 raised the FY 2018 and FY 2019 caps to levels 

above the original caps, creating a $55 billion (9%) cliff to the NDD sequester cap still in place for FY 2020.  

FY 2020 defense discretionary spending faces a $71 billion (11%) cut.  There seems to be broad agreement 

that Congress will need to once again raise the discretionary caps, likely before it can meaningfully start the 

FY 2020 appropriations process. 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Sequestration_Report_February_2018.pdf

