HOW OUR MONEY GETS SPENT: THE CONGRESSIONAL BUDGET PROCESS

The Constitution gives Congress the power to spend money from the U.S. Treasury. Congress has a set of complex rules for that process. Here’s a basic explanation of the process and how it affects funding for PEPFAR and the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, TB, and Malaria.

Authorization versus Appropriation
Authorization

The federal government cannot spend money on any program or agency without first getting authorization from Congress. An authorization bill clears the way for money to be spent, but it doesn’t actually fund a program or agency. Authorization bills establish or continue a program or agency, set policies concerning it, and recommend spending levels, but these levels are not binding.

The Lantos/Hyde Global Leadership Against HIV/AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria Reauthorization Act was passed by both the House and Senate in July 2008. It authorized $48 billion over five years to go towards efforts to address HIV/AIDS, TB and malaria around the globe.

However, authorization doesn’t ensure that Congress will actually vote to spend any money on a particular item. Money is only allocated through appropriation bills, which happen each year.

Appropriation

The fiscal year runs from October 1 to September 30. In February, the President submits his budget request to Congress for the next fiscal year. Each chamber of Congress then sends the budget to its respective Budget Committee, where spending limits are set for each “account” (a broad spending category). All global health and global poverty spending comes from the 150 account. It’s important to make sure this account is as large as possible, to ensure that there is sufficient funding for global AIDS.
After the Budget Committee sets caps on spending for each account, the budget is sent to the Appropriations Committee to appropriate funding for each federal program. Each Appropriations Committee has 13 subcommittees. The subcommittees draft the 13 annual appropriations bills that fund the federal government.

The Lantos/Hyde Act falls under the jurisdictions of the Subcommittee on State and Foreign Operations (for the bulk of the funding for PEPFAR and the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, TB, and Malaria) and the Subcommittee on Labor, Health and Human Services (for a small portion of the funding for the Global Fund). When each subcommittee finishes its work, it votes to send its bill on to the full Appropriations Committee, which then votes on the bill, sometimes adding amendments.

Once the bill passes the Appropriations Committee, it goes to the floor of the House of Representatives or the Senate for a vote. Amendments may also be added at that time.

After each house of Congress passes the bill, it goes to conference with the other house. Conference is where the two houses decide on (reconcile) a final version of the bill. When the House of Representatives and the Senate agree on final legislation, it is sent to the floor of the House and Senate again for final approval. Finally, it goes to the President to be signed into law.

Frequently, Congress is not able to complete the process for the thirteen appropriations bills in time. When this happens, the bills are lumped together into one large “omnibus” appropriations bill, which is voted on the floor of the House and Senate, and reconciled by Conference Committee before being sent to the President for signature. 
Adapted from a Crime Lab Project fact sheet.
