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A president with no mandate to pursue his campaign promises. A Congress hardened by four years of partisan
combat, scarred by a bitter election and immobilized by the lack of a party with a clear majority. Isn't this the
recipe for continued gridlock? Won't legislative paralysis leave the growing budget surpluses safe from plunder
for another two years?

Don't bet on it. A torrent of legislation that squanders much of the projected surplus is much more likely than
continued gridlock, because four key ingredients needed to cook up a fiscal feast of historic proportions will all
be present next year.

First, there will be the new president's desperate need to affirm his administration's legitimacy. There's no
better way to do this than to quickly build a solid record of legislative accomplishment, one that convinces
Americans that the era of partisan gridlock is over and the new occupant of the Oval Office deserves to be
president of all the people, even if he didn't win a convincing majority of the popular vote.

The second ingredient will be new and even larger projections of future surpluses. These will make the
president's legislative agenda look like the well-deserved reward for a decade of fiscal fasting rather than a
return to reckless budget profligacy. During the presidential campaign, the two candidates debated how best
to divide an estimated $2.2 trillion 10-year surplus among tax cuts, spending increases and debt reduction.
The budget offices' new projections, which will be released early next year, will almost certainly promise even
fatter, juicier surpluses, surpluses that will boost the expectations of all of the greedy supplicants.

Rather than being bound by gridlock, the 107th Congress will be poised for a feeding frenzy, the third
ingredient for the fiscal feast. Nervously eyeing the 2002 election, when each party will have a reasonable
shot at gaining effective control of Congress, Democrats and Republicans will curry favor with all
important—and many not so important—interest groups. While the election campaign underscored the
differing priorities of the two parties, it also revealed many areas where there was bipartisan agreement that
more should be spent. Education, the top priority of both candidates and the public's primary concern, could
benefit from a bidding war if each side tries to prove that it is the "Education Party." Increases in defense
spending also have broad bipartisan support. And then there is the irresistible impulse to shower resources on
health research (NIH), Medicare providers and farmers, to name but a few.

The size of the projected surpluses, the uncertain political environment, and the argument that those
surpluses are "the hardworking people of America's money . . . not the government's money" will make a
large tax cut almost inevitable. No one will stop to ask whose money it was when the hard-working people's
representatives racked up $3.7 trillion in deficits between 1980 and 1998 or whether we owe it to our kids to
pay down the increased public debt these deficits generated. Instead, large bipartisan majorities will rally
around and add to a presidential proposal that includes marriage penalty relief, rate cuts, tax credits for
health insurance, new incentives for retirement saving, and an easing of the estate tax for struggling
millionaires who have had to suffer through a period of unprecedented prosperity and soaring stock values.

A weakening economy—the final ingredient—will wipe away any lingering qualms lawmakers may have about
wallowing again in waters of fiscal excess. No matter that the vast majority of economists welcome slower
growth because they believe that the current 4 percent unemployment rate is incompatible with price
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stability. If the unemployment rate drifts up close to 5 percent—a level that labor, business and the Fed
considered unattainable as recently as 1995—the summer soldiers of fiscal prudence will cut and run, slashing
taxes and boosting spending, claiming as they retreat that these actions are the only way to save the nation
from another Great Depression.

The current fiscal year will be the third consecutive one in which the budget, excluding Social Security, has
been in surplus. The last time such a record was achieved was 1928 to 1930. If the new president and the
107th Congress do what comes most naturally, we may have to wait another 70 years to celebrate such an
accomplishment. Worse yet, we will wake up after the fiscal feast to discover that the surplus has been
squandered while the nation's foremost fiscal challenge—providing for the baby boomers' retirement—has not
been addressed because that required difficult choices and political courage.
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