
     Pardon the mixed metaphor, but the folks who used to be called the CATs say they refuse to be lap dogs when it comes to the federal budget. Members of the Republican Study Committee (formerly the Conservative Action Team) will be trying to cut spending wherever they can, according to Rep. Jeb Hensarling, R-Texas, chairman of the group's budget task force.


     The conservatives' first floor assault might come as the House debates supplemental appropriations for tsunami assistance and the war in Iraq. While he said he was not talking for the committee, Hensarling suggested that some conservatives might try to find offsetting spending cuts for portions of the package. "As one member of Congress, I believe we should be budgeting for emergency spending," he said. "A number of conservatives will rally around the idea and offer an offset package."
 

    While that argument might be difficult to make over the supplemental, RSC members have had some success over the past year. They pushed for offsets for farm-related disaster funding and succeeded in convincing the three candidates for chairman of the House Appropriations Committee to address them.
 

    However, the committee has suffered one significant loss already this year. Conservatives failed to convince House GOP leaders to include several budget-enforcement provisions in their revisions to the House rules. Those proposals included requiring a super-majority vote if entitlement spending increases were not offset and would have established a rainy day fund to pay for emergencies. Hensarling insisted the loss should not be considered a repudiation of RSC ideas, adding that some Republicans believed the proposals simply should not be included in the rules package. Those proposals will resurface, Hensarling contended.
 

    "We're going to bring these ideas up whenever we can," he said. The RSC might have that opportunity if one part of the approved House plan is implemented. The new rules directed the House Rules Committee to send to the House floor a resolution establishing a House-Senate committee to review the budget process.


     But some conservatives blasted the House Republican Conference for rejecting the RSC rule changes. "Despite promises to control the growth in federal spending and to fix the budget process, the newly strengthened House Republican Conference soundly rejected a series of proposal procedural rules ... that would have made it more difficult for spending increases to pass the House," Alison Fraser and Keith Miller of the Heritage Foundation said in a "Web Memo." They went on to say the rejection was not only a slap in the face for people pushing for spending restraint, but also would make it "politically and technically" harder for the House to limit spending.


     Nonetheless, Hensarling said he hopes the RSC will have some success. "The 109th Congress is a more conservative Congress," he said in discussing the group's prospects. "The need is even greater. It's going to take a lot of money to save Social Security." Hensarling said conservatives are willing to take the plunge and increase the deficit now in order to save more to fix Social Security later.


     Hensarling made it clear, however, that the RSC will attempt to link spending restraint to Social Security overhaul. "Unless we change the culture of spending and slow the growth of the federal government, I don't see how we save Social Security," he said.


     He said the group will attack the federal budget from several fronts. First, Hensarling plans to introduce legislation similar to last year's "Family Budget Protection Act." That bill included provisions that would have converted the budget resolution into a joint budget resolution signed by the president. Twenty budget functions would have been converted into a one-page document. The legislation would have established a sunset for all discretionary spending programs in FY08 and FY09, requiring a cost-benefit analysis for them.


     Hensarling said the RSC "absolutely" will develop its own budget alternative this year and ask that it be debated on the House floor. Last year, the RSC budget proposed spending about $811 billion on discretionary programs, about $8 billion less than the House budget resolution and approximately $12 billion below the president's budget request.


     Hensarling said he was pleased House Appropriations Chairman Lewis "had a very open idea to us." He said Lewis has taken steps to "change the culture of the committee staff." While he didn't mention him by name, conservatives have been extremely unhappy with James Dyer, the panel's staff director. Dyer is retiring from the committee -- a decision he made months ago.


     Hensarling said while the RSC will propose changes in process, "ultimately they're not a replacement for principle." He said conservatives have been talking to their colleagues in the Senate about some of the group's legislative proposals. Asked whether this could be the year that the RSC succeeds in convincing Congress to take an even tougher position on spending, he concluded, "Hope springs eternal."    By David Baumann
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