1of3

http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2015/nov/1/obama-presidency-t...

You are currently viewing the printable version of this article, to return to the normal page,

please click here.

$20 trillion man: National debt nearly
doubles during Obama presidency

By Dave Boyer - The Washington Times - Sunday, November 1, 2015

When President Obama signs into law the new two-year budget deal Monday, his action will
bring into sharper focus a part of his legacy that he doesn't like to talk about: He is the $20
trillion man.

Mr. Obama's spending agreement with Congress will suspend the nation's debt limit and allow
the Treasury to borrow another $1.5 trillion or so by the end of his presidency in 2017. Added
to the current total national debt of more than $18.15 trillion, the red ink will likely be
crowding the $20 trillion mark right around the time Mr. Obama leaves the White House.

When Mr. Obama took over in January 2009, the total national debt stood at $10.6 trillion.
That means the debt will have very nearly doubled during his eight years in office, and there is
much more debt ahead with the abandonment of "sequestration" spending caps enacted in
2011.

"Congress and the president have just agreed to undo one of the only successful fiscal
restraint mechanisms in a generation," said Pete Sepp, president of the National Taxpayers
Union. "The progress on reducing spending and the deficit has just become much more
problematic."

Some budget analysts scoff at the claim made by the administration and by House Speaker
John A. Boehner, Ohio Republican, that the budget agreement's $112 billion in spending
increases is fully funded by cuts elsewhere. Mr. Boehner left Congress last week.

"The Boehner-Obama spending agreement would allow for unlimited borrowing by the
Treasury until March 2017," said Paul Winfree, director of economic policy studies at The
Heritage Foundation. "This deal piles on billions of dollars to the national debt by increasing
spending over the next three years and then not paying for it for a decade — with half of the
offsets not occurring until 2025."

The bipartisan Committee for a Responsible Federal Budget estimated that only about half of
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the increased spending in the budget deal is paid for. Rather than a spending increase of $80
billion over two years, the nonprofit group said, the actual spending hike is $154 billion when
interest costs and budget gimmicks are factored into the equation.

"Of this $154 billion, about $78 billion is paid for honestly" through Medicare reforms,
reductions in farm subsidies, asset sales and other measures, the group said. "The remaining
$56 billion of the legislation — mostly the war spending increase and interest costs — is not
paid for at all."

Of course, Congress bears equal responsibility for the high level of debt. A prime reason that
Mr. Boehner left office was conservatives' displeasure with his accommodation of the
president's budget requests, aside from three years of "sequestration" spending caps that
helped limit annual deficits.

"We will be raising the debt ceiling in an unlimited fashion," said Sen. Rand Paul, a Kentucky
Republican who tried to filibuster the budget deal before the Senate approved it in the wee
hours of Friday. "We will be giving President Obama a free pass to borrow as much money as
he can borrow in the last year of his office. No limit, no dollar limit. Here you go, President
Obama. Spend what you want."

Ever-expanding debt
The president said Friday that the agreement "is paid for in a responsible, balanced way."

"This agreement will strengthen the middle class by investing in education, job training, and
basic research," Mr. Obama said. "It will keep us safe by investing in our national security. It
protects our seniors by avoiding harmful cuts to Medicare and Social Security. It locks in two
years of funding and should help break the cycle of shutdowns and manufactured crises that
have harmed our economy."

When Mr. Obama talks about fiscal matters, he usually takes credit for cutting the deficit by
two-thirds. He also is correct that annual budget deficits have fallen from $1.4 trillion in fiscal
2009, in the depths of the recession, to $439 billion in fiscal 2015.

But the president rarely, if ever, mentions the accumulation of those annual deficits and what
the rising national debt means for the country, for the presidents who will follow him and for
the nation's ability to pay for its priorities.

"Debt service will continue to consume a larger portion of the federal budget, and we'll be
looking at gross interest payments on the national debt of close to $1 trillion [annually] by the
time another decade passes," Mr. Sepp said.
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Annual net interest payments on the national debt are projected to rise from around $220
billion currently to $755 billion in 10 years. Policymakers in Washington have been fortunate
to date because interest rates have been at historic lows for several years.

"Debt payments comprise 6 percent of all spending now, but will more than double to 13
percent in 2025," said Demian Brady, The National Taxpayers Union Foundation's director of
research. The nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office "cites two main causal factors: an
expected eventual rise in interest rates, and the continuing expansion of the federal debt."

Supporters of the budget agreement point to structural reforms in entitlement programs,
including a deal that will prevent a 20 percent across-the-board cut in Social Security Disability
Insurance benefits for 11 million people next year.

But Mr. Sepp said it's not clear whether the provision represents meaningful reform or
another budget gimmick.

"The infusion of cash from the retirement portion of the [Social Security] program will carry
disability insurance for several years before any of the major reforms to the program fully kick
in," he said. "Lawmakers are claiming that they stopped kicking the can down the road on
[Social Security Disability Insurance] when they've really just kicked the can into another lane
of the road."

Fiscal conservatives say it doesn't seem to matter which party controls the White House or
Congress when it comes to spending increases.

"When | ran for office in 2010, the debt was an enormous issue and the debt was $10 trillion,"
Mr. Paul said Friday on the Senate floor. "Some of us in the tea party were concerned because
it had doubled in the [previous] eight years. It doubled from five [trillion dollars] to 10 under a
Republican administration. And many of us were adamant that Republicans needed to do a
better job. We had added new entitlement programs, we had added new spending, and the
deficit got worse under Republicans. Now we're under a Democrat president, and it's set to
double again."
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