How Will County Programs be Affected?

It is too early to tell how the election will affect county government programs.  However, because committee and floor agendas will be controlled by the Democrats, it is expected that there will be oversight hearings on some of the recent changes made to programs such as TANF, Medicaid, child welfare, and child support enforcement.

With regard to advancing legislation in the new Congress, it remains to be seen whether Democrats will be able to succeed in marshaling their legislative initiatives through the House and Senate beginning in 2007.  Because of the relatively close margins in both chambers, Democrats will need to work with their Republican colleagues if the 110th Congress is going to avoid the type of legislative gridlock that largely plagued the current one.

Additionally, in the House, a number of incoming freshmen Democrats are relatively more conservative than their colleagues, suggesting that the new Democratic leadership in the House will need to work to build a consensus within their own caucus in order to advance their policy initiatives.  Comprised of moderate and conservative House Democrats, the 44-member “Blue Dog Coalition” will be a significant counterbalancing force when the leadership proposes initiatives requiring new funding.  House Across Capitol Hill, although Democrats will now hold a two-seat advantage in the upper chamber, the new leadership team will still need 60 votes to overcome potential filibusters.

From a budgetary standpoint, programs for county governments and non-county programs will continue to compete for resources against the backdrop of a huge federal budget deficit.  Moreover, earlier this month, it was reported that the Pentagon is preparing another emergency spending bill for the Iraq war amounting to $160 billion in funds that have not yet been budgeted, putting increasing fiscal pressure on Congress.  Keeping in mind the reelection battle of 2008, Democrats will be hard pressed to significantly cut military spending out of fear of being labeled by Republicans as soft on defense.  Additionally, the Democratic leadership has pledged to operate under pay-as-you-go rules, which require budgetary offsets to boost funding in other discretionary programs.
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