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WHERE WE ARE 

 

 We are in chapter 9, the final chapter of the Rubin textbook. 

 I modified the syllabus reducing the number of assignments from six to five. You will 

receive credit for the removed assignment 5. 

 We are schedule to meet as a class again on April 12. 

 I need to begin working on the final examination. 

 

I search the Web for a free image to try to capture the spirit of public budgeting in American 

today. This is the best I could find. 

 

 
Source: PEXELS.COM 

 

 

THE FIRST TIME WE MET FOR THIS COURSE . . . 

 

I described money as being the "blood" of governance. I said that if this course were in the 

medical curriculum it would be the course on the function of blood in the body. POLICY has no 

feet and no teeth without MONEY. In a sense, all meaningful policies are passed not once but 

many times; as many times as the decision is made to continue to fund the activities that attempt 

to IMPLEMENT policies. 

 

  



THIS IS THE LAST CHAPTER OF THE RUBIN TEXTBOOK . . . 

 

In it, Dr. Rubin seeks to tie together the four major themes of the book. 

 

 GETTING – finding revenue sources for governments 

 SPENDING – making decisions about what to spend money to do 

 BORROWING – supplementing revenues by borrowing 

 BALANCING – creating at least the illusion of living within means 

 

This is a course about DECISION MAKING of a particular kind. 

 

It is . . . 

 

 INTENSELY POLITICAL 

 VERY COMPLEX 

 CONTINUOUS AND CYCLYCAL IN NATURE 

 

It is not INNATELY RATIONAL. The RATIONALITY of budgeting is POLITICS. It is about 

making collections of choices among UNLIKE THINGS in the face of UNLIKE values and 

preferences among STAKEHOLDERS, some of whom have substantial powers. For all our 

admonitions about PUBLIC PARTICIPATION, TRANSPARENCY, AND "SUNSHINE," many 

budgetary decisions are HIGHLY TECHNICAL and largely shrouded in complexity and 

secrecy. The political processes of public budgeting are largely hidden from view for legitimate 

reasons.  

 

Processes (another of Dr. Rubin's favorite themes) barely stumble among as it is. Meaningful 

public participation and transparent processes would knock slow trains off the tracks entirely. 

OUTCOMES are largely based upon fights between the EXECUTIVE and LEGISLATIVE 

branches of government. Likewise, there are other fights among the POLICY ADVOCATES and 

the people whose powers are more TECHNICAL in nature. 

 

Everything is based upon ESTIMATATES and UNCERTAIN KNOWLEDGE about the future. 

A SINGLE EVENT can throw an set of plans ENTIRELY OUT OF KILTER and it is far more 

likely that the consequences will be for the worse than for the better. 

 

According to Rubin in this chapter, the strength and beauty of modern budgetary processes in the 

United States is that DECSIONS ARE BEING MADE IN MULTIPLE PROCEDURAL 

STREAMS and that in a sense all decisions are tentative, likely to be adjusted to decisions being 

made in other streams, and as NEW KNOWLEDGE ABOUT "THE ENVIRONMENT" 

becomes available over time. This looks to me to be much like the INCREMENTALISM 

described my LINDBLOM in his "muddling through" article in article in PUBLIC 

ADMINISTRATION REVIEW publication so long ago. 

 

Those of us who long for A MORE RATIONAL form of public budgeting that enable 

PLANNING, STRATEGIC DECISION MAKING and PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENT. 



The processes as they are BEARLY HOBBLE ALONG, much less gallop like a horse able to 

leap over high hurdles.   

 

To me, this course of study has laid open the MYTH OF BALANCED BUDGETS. In the 

Democratic president debate recently it was mentioned that 16 state governments are running 

budget deficits. My efforts online to discover which ones lead to data indication that perhaps 

ALL the state have accumulated debt over the years. 

 

According to Rubin, the shifting of power away from legislatures and toward POLITICAL 

CHIEF EXECUTIVES (such as governors and mayors) does not necessarily correct the common 

excesses of legislatures hungry for the "pork" needed to cut deals and earn the support of local 

constituents. She cites instances in which governors, for example, have abused political 

discretion in the areas of public budgeting. The romantic notion of government by amateurs  is 

still with us. Term limits, in my view, tend to shift power toward career employees including 

budgeting specialists who work behind the scenes and who perhaps really hold, "the keys to the 

kingdom." 

 

For what it may be worth, this is my attempt to pull these ideas together. 

 

Budgeting is difficult because it is not “the art of the deal” in the context of business. A 

CONTRACT is usually between two parties.  PUBLIC POLICIES (and budgetary decisions) 

INVOLVE MANY STAKEHOLDERS. 

 

DONALD TRUMP QUOTATIONS: 

 

 “It is an unbelievably complex subject. Nobody knew health care could be so 

complicated.” 

 

 “Nobody knows the political system better than me, which is why I alone can fix it.” 

 

 “Mexico is going to pay for the wall. Don’t worry about it.” 

 

President Trump has PROPOSED a budget the INCREASES MILITARY SPENDING and 

CUTS PRETTY DEEPLY into many DOMESTIC PROGRAMS (and I think foreign aid). 

 

To get anything done (other than through EXECUTIVE ORDERS) takes the cooperation of both 

chambers of CONGRESS – The House of Representatives and the Senate. 

 

There is a REPUBLICAN MAJORITY in both chambers, but the Republicans are divided into at 

least two factions – the more traditional “moderate” conservatives and the more extreme 

members on the far right (Tea Party and Freedom Party members of the Republic Party).  (And 

then, of course, you have the Democrats who also range in perspectives from FAR LEFT to 

moderate.) 

 

Obamacare is not about to “EXPLODE” unless leaders intentionally sabotage, which they may. 

 



The federal budgetary process in Congress has not worked well for many years. In the present 

configuration, can anyone make it work now? 

 

My guesses . . . 

 

The April 28 deadline to raise the debt limit 

 

 

Doubtful it will happen. 

President will argue for 

“breathing room.” We may 

go though the scenario of a 

partial government 

shutdown again. I think the 

debt ceiling will be raised 

again so nation can go 

further into debt, 

approaching $20 trillion. 

http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2017/03/27/congress-races-toward-april-deadline-

avert-government-shutdown/99685678/ 

Emergency request for extra $30 billion for defense programs $3 

billion for border security. 

What is the present 

emergency? 

The resurrection of another GOP health care plan. Not likely. What is the 

plan?  

The utter failure of “Obamacare.”  Very possible. 

Passage of the President’s budget proposal on time. Very unlikely. They 

always get amended 

anyway. National 

government is likely to run 

on a continuing resolution 

for at least a while. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Continuing_resolution 

Actual construction of a wall? Unlikely. 

Large increases in military spending? Possible, but only in the 

presence of some crisis, 

which is likely to happen. 

Large cuts in domestic spending? Possible, but not under 

continuing resolutions. 

Encroachment on entitlements including Social Security and 

Medicare? 

Unlikely. 

 

Basically, it seems to me that the Congress is entangled in itself but STILL HAS THE “POWER 

OF THE PURSE.” If it cannot pass a budget, then our nation may suffer partial shutdowns, run 

under continuing budget resolutions, and possible emergency requests for money (bypassing 

proper budget channels). 

 



 
Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Continuing_resolution 

 

Scholars of Public Administration lament  that budgeting is not often used to advance 

ADMINISTRATIVE goals such as providing insights as to how to improve performance.  

 

At present, at best, public budgeting is mostly about “a little more here” and “a little less there” 

but basically the same as last year. 

 

Maybe we should be thankful for at least that degree of sophistication.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Continuing_resolution

