
Punaro worked with the Senate Armed Services Committee for 24 years for Sen. Sam Nunn (D-GA), with 
14 years as Staff Director or Minority Staff Director. During those 14 years, 12 were during divided 
government and 10 were with a Democratic House and Republican president. As staff director in that time 
frame, he helped develop a SASC/Senate approach to ensure a strong conference position and outcome 
to deal with the predictable House positions opposed by the administration. He also has extensive 
experience in uniform, in industry, in associations, and on DOD boards and commissions. 

November 17, 2022 
Maj. Gen. Arnold L. Punaro, USMC (Ret.) 
Former Staff Director, Senate Armed Services Committee 

National Security in Divided Government 
Executive Summary  

• Divided government is the norm in recent history, not the exception. In the last 58 years, 
36 years had at least one of the three bodies (President, House, or Senate) led by the 
opposite party. Now it will be 38 of 60 years.  

• Regardless of unified or divided government, the Congress passed and the president 
still signed both a defense authorization bill and an appropriations bill that funded 
defense and intelligence activities into law each year. In all years, the defense 
committees operated in the main in their traditional bipartisan fashion.  

• The deficit, interest on the debt, the debt ceiling, and a focus on reducing spending will 
add to the degree of difficulty in reaching bipartisan budget compromises.  

• Republicans in the House are expected to continue the recent increases in defense 
funding—though they will have to contend with the deficit hawks and isolationist wings 
of both parties—increase the focus on addressing the threat from China, look into 
military personnel policies that they view are tied to progressive social agendas and are 
hurting recruitment, and conduct vigorous oversight of DOD in areas they view the 
Biden administration is vulnerable, such as the Afghanistan withdrawal, a potential 
nuclear deal with Iran, and inflation’s impact on the military and their families. 
Republicans are also expected to challenge elements of the national defense strategy 
including the concept of “integrated deterrence,” restrain allocation of defense resources 
for climate change, question the vaccine mandate, and the budget approach of “divest 
to invest.” Other areas of focus are likely to include critical rare earth minerals, supply 
chain constraints, border security, and workforce recruiting and retention.   

• A Democratic Senate will retain the ability to process nominations, block House-passed 
legislation, have a strong voice on spending negotiations, and provide counter-
oversight.  

• The Secretary of Defense and the Department need to continue a pragmatic, bipartisan 
approach to deal with these new Congressional realities, just as the defense 
committees—despite predictable differences—will continue to operate in a bipartisan 
manner.  

• President Biden retains the veto power, but it should be recognized that a president can 
veto something out of a bill but hardly ever can veto something into a bill. But it is 
unlikely that the Senate will pass any veto-bait bill.  
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National Security in Divided Government 

In the first two years of the Biden Administration, the Democratic party controlled the 
executive branch and both houses of the Congress. But as we view the results of the 
recent 2022 midterm election, one that saw the House flip to a narrow Republican 
majority, it is useful to consider what the implications might be for the US defense 
establishment and its supporting industrial base. Given the return of divided 
government, what does this mean for how government could work for the next two 
years? In particular, is there anything to be learned from past experience that would 
help federal agencies, industry, and their leaders navigate successfully, especially in the 
national security field?  

What History Tells us about Divided Government 

 
Between 1965 and 2022, divided government has been the dominant form, prevailing 
for 36 of the 58 years, with unified government in the remaining 22 years. In fact, the 
election of President Clinton ended the longest sustained period of divided government 
in the history of the Union. The 2022 election now adds two more years of divided 
government to that total—38 of 60 years (63%).  

Congress # Year Admin. POTUS Senate House Congress # Year Admin. POTUS Senate House
89 1965 Johnson D D D 104 1995 Clinton D R R
89 1966 Johnson D D D 104 1996 Clinton D R R
90 1967 Johnson D D D 105 1997 Clinton D R R
90 1968 Johnson D D D 105 1998 Clinton D R R
91 1969 Nixon R D D 106 1999 Clinton D R R
91 1970 Nixon R D D 106 2000 Clinton D R R
92 1971 Nixon R D D 107 2001 Bush II R D/R R
92 1972 Nixon R D D 107 2002 Bush II R R R
93 1973 Nixon R D D 108 2003 Bush II R R R
93 1974 Nixon R D D 108 2004 Bush II R R R
94 1975 Ford R D D 109 2005 Bush II R R R
94 1976 Ford R D D 109 2006 Bush II R R R
95 1977 Carter D D D 110 2007 Bush II R D D
95 1978 Carter D D D 110 2008 Bush II R D D
96 1979 Carter D D D 111 2009 Obama D D D
96 1980 Carter D D D 111 2010 Obama D D D
97 1981 Reagan R R D 112 2011 Obama D D R
97 1982 Reagan R R D 112 2012 Obama D D R
98 1983 Reagan R R D 113 2013 Obama D D R
98 1984 Reagan R R D 113 2014 Obama D D R
99 1985 Reagan R R D 114 2015 Obama D R R
99 1986 Reagan R R D 114 2016 Obama D R R

100 1987 Reagan R D D 115 2017 Trump R R R
100 1988 Reagan R D D 115 2018 Trump R R R
101 1989 Bush I R D D 116 2019 Trump R R D
101 1990 Bush I R D D 116 2020 Trump R R D
102 1991 Bush I R D D 117 2021 Biden D D D
102 1992 Bush I R D D 117 2022 Biden D D D
103 1993 Clinton D D D 118 2023 Biden D D R
103 1994 Clinton D D D 118 2024 Biden D D R
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In Federalist Paper No. 47, James Madison wrote, “The accumulation of all power, 
legislative, executive, and judiciary, in the same hands, whether of one, a few, or many, 
and whether hereditary, self-appointed, or elective, may justly be pronounced the very 
definition of tyranny.” Further, in Federalist No. 51, he wrote,  

In order to lay a due foundation for that separate and distinct exercise of the 
different powers of government, which to a certain extent is admitted on all hands 
to be essential to the preservation of liberty, it is evident that each department 
should have a will of its own… It may be a reflection on human nature, that such 
devices should be necessary to control the abuses of government. 

In general, down through the generations, Americans have been wary of too much 
accumulation of power by any one group, be it political, economic, or social. This 
explains why divided government tends to be the rule, not the exception, within 
American politics.  

On the one hand, divided government may mean more partisanship and gridlock, as 
there are ample examples of this in recent years. On the other hand, it can sometimes 
also result in major legislative accomplishments. In fact, Senator McConnell’s view, as 
expressed in a meeting with New York Times editors and reporters in 2011, is that 
divided government is a perfect time to do big things. This does, however, stand in 
contrast with the Republican approach during the Obama Administration when they 
worked to block almost all of President Obama’s agenda. We can expect the 
Republican majority in the House and Republican minority in the Senate to take a 
similar approach to the vast majority—if not all—of President Biden’s agenda during his 
next two years.  

Legislative accomplishments, however, do occur in divided government, as seen with 
the analysis of Yale political scientist David Mayhew who carefully identified 267 
important laws enacted by Congress between 1947 and 1990 to determine which 
periods were most productive. He found that under unified government, each two-year 
Congress enacted an average of 12.8 important laws. Under divided government, each 
Congress enacted only one fewer, 11.7, a figure understated by counting the sweeping 
budget and tax cuts of 1981 as just two laws. In the 1960s and early 1970s, for 
example, Congress passed numerous laws on civil rights, social policy and 
environmental protection. Much of this happened under two Republican presidents, 
Nixon and Ford, whose administrations were productive legislatively notwithstanding 
divided government. Then, during the 1980s, a conservative wave induced a 
Democratic Congress to go along with President Reagan on a series of major policy 
changes in a more conservative direction: 

• Overhaul of Social Security in 1983 negotiated by President Ronald Reagan and 
Speaker Tip O’Neil. 
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• Changes to the tax law enacted in 1986 (Reagan was president; Democrats still 
controlled the House).  

• Domestic spending reductions and a defense build-up in the 1980s under divided 
government with Reagan and a Democratic Congress.  

Democrats had near solid control of both houses of Congress since Franklin 
Roosevelt’s election in 1933.1 That trend was broken by Republican’s capture of the 
Senate for the first time since 1955 when Reagan was elected president in 1980. 
Democrats’ hold on the House would only be broken in 1995.  

When President Clinton assumed the Presidency, he had a unified government for two 
years but lost it for the remaining six years of his serving in office. Yet, it was in 1996 
under divided government (Republicans controlled both Houses of Congress) that he 
reached a major welfare reform agreement with Congress. 

And while in the first two years of his administration, President Biden and the 
Democratic Congress have been particularly productive, they had notable bipartisan 
support on popular measures such as the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act and 
the CHIPS and Science Act.  

Major policy changes have occurred when national conditions or the public mood 
demanded them. They have not necessarily required a unified government. However, 
the last two decades have produced the least productive Congresses, as outlined 
below.  

We are now entering another of these more common periods of divided government. It 
is difficult to determine precisely what the implications will mean as we are in a period 
where many of the traditional and conventional expectations and practices of both 
government and politics are themselves in flux. The 2016 presidential election and the 
subsequent Trump Administration realigned some traditional party positions, such as 
the Republican stance on deficit spending and free trade. A trend of increasing 
partisanship has only grown, and many members of the entering Congressional class 
are more hardline in their views than their predecessors. The outer edges of both 
parties have become both larger and more extreme. 

One trend that will emerge is a clear shift of power from one end of Pennsylvania 
Avenue to the other. Any legislation that the president requests and any that reaches 
his desk will require support from majorities in both houses of Congress. With different 
parties controlling the chambers, Congress’s bargaining power has increased. 
Unfortunately, there have been commensurate challenges in accomplishing some of the 
basic functions of government, as evidenced by the difficulty of passing authorization 

                                                        
1 With the exception of the 80th and 83rd Congresses. 
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bills (other than defense) and the prolonged reliance on continuing resolutions (CR) for 
the last 26 years. Given all of this turbulence, the record from divided governments of 
the past provides needed insight on national security in the future. 

Historical Trends in Defense Policy 

In the specific domain of national security, Congress’s roles can be defined within three 
broad categories: budgetary decisions, strategic policies, and war powers. The 
budgetary role of Congress relates to its constitutionally enumerated responsibility for 
the allocation of appropriated resources that allows it to raise armies, maintain a navy, 
and provide the rules and governance thereof. But this role, by nature, extends into 
such areas as military facilities and base infrastructure, weapons procurement, and 
personnel policies. Strategic policy has more to do with strategy reviews to answer the 
question of what our national military objectives should be and what it will cost to 
achieve them. It includes the administration’s approach to defense and foreign policy. 
Congress also has the sole power to declare war—which it has not exercised since 
World War II. Congress has largely ceded this authority to the executive branch, which 
has used its authority to send troops abroad on numerous occasions in that same 
timeframe. In some circumstances, Congressional authorization was provided via 
resolutions, such as in the first Gulf War, and Authorizations for the Use of Military 
Force (AUMF) post 9/11.  

In the past, Democrats and Republicans have differed in their approaches to each of 
these three areas. Going back to the Nixon Administration, several trends emerge on 
defense policy in divided government.  

 *This chart shows the average differences between the president’s budget request, the House and Senate 
appropriations bills, and the final bill during different periods of unified and divided government. The 4th column, 
for example, represents all years of a Republican administration and a Democratic House, regardless of Senate 
control. The 5th column represents all years of Democratic administrations, regardless of Senate or House 
control. 

Admin House Senate House vs. 
Request

Senate vs. 
Request

Total vs. 
Request

R R R ($543) ($1,795) $1,508
D D D ($1,145) ($1,011) $382
R D R ($9,199) ($4,411) ($6,306)
R D ($6,580) ($4,290) ($4,531)
D ($1,991) ($2,933) ($2,064)

D ($4,506) ($3,103) ($2,723)
D ($3,672) ($3,482) ($3,346)

R ($5,071) ($3,666) ($3,021)
R ($1,875) ($3,880) ($2,309)

R ($3,558) ($2,990) ($1,189)
D R ($2,984) ($5,617) ($5,489)
D R ($1,364) ($2,558) $1,126

Defense Appropriations Averages, FY1950-2022 (in millions)*
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As a general trend, Democratic majorities—especially in the House—have supported 
lower defense spending than requested by Republican administrations, though the final 
passed budget has usually been closer to the Senate number than the House.2 In 
FY1970, President Nixon’s first year in office, Congress authorized the largest defense 
cuts since 1954. Nixon had proposed a $2.5 billion cut from Johnson’s original budget, 
while the House passed $5.3 billion in cuts. The final budget for FY70 was $5.6 billion 
below the Nixon request, despite the still ongoing Vietnam War. In FY1976, a 
Democratic Congress further lowered defense spending by $7.4 billion below the 
requested level, even despite Secretary of Defense Schlesinger’s strong warning that it 
would put US forces at a disadvantage against the Soviet Union.  

The Reagan era saw the largest difference between administration requests and 
passed budgets. Between FY1984 and FY1988, the passed budget was, on average, 
$18.6 billion lower than the administration request, with the largest cut in FY87 of $25 
billion. It is important to note that during this time, year over year growth was still 
increasing—just at a lower pace than the Reagan Administration requested. Despite the 
reductions, the Reagan build-up is still referred to in glowing terms—though few 
remember a number of his budget requests were not approved. Democrats were 
increasingly concerned with growing defense budgets in the face of growing deficits and 
Reagan’s unwillingness to raise taxes or boost domestic spending.  

In FY1991, a Democratic Congress enacted a $17 billion budget cut from the previous 
year—$18.3 billion below President Bush’s request—as a result of the end of the Cold 
War and a signal to the administration that it needed to change its defense strategy.  

In terms of specific programs and policies, arms control and nuclear issues, major 
weapons systems, social and environmental issues, strong oversight, and differing 
views overseas operations have been major areas of tension between Republicans and 
Democrats.  

Nuclear weapons have always been a contentious topic between the two parties. 
Republicans, in general, have supported weapons and tended to distrust arms control 
efforts, while Democrats have been much the opposite. Between FY1971 and FY76, 
Congress restricted Nixon and Ford’s anti-ballistic missile expansion plans and pushed 
back on the multiple independently targetable reentry vehicle (MIRV) missiles. This 
trend was especially evident during the Reagan Administration, when Democrats were 
skeptical of Reagan’s commitment to arms control. The House voted multiple times and 
actually passed a symbolic nuclear arms freeze in 1983. There was also strong 
opposition to Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative, MX missiles, and anti-satellite 
(ASAT) missile development, with Congress seeking to limit funding to all those 

                                                        
2 For a complete list of appropriations requests and bills for defense from 1950-2019, see Appendix 1.  
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programs throughout his administration, though elements of all were appropriated at 
lower levels.  

Democrats also tended to be more skeptical of major weapons systems, mostly due to 
massive cost overruns. They were skeptical of building additional nuclear-powered 
aircraft carriers in 1970 and in FY1977 the House rejected the administration’s plan to 
build six new warships to counter the Soviets. In the late 1970s, a number of the more 
liberal members attacked the Army’s Big Five programs but these were fully supported 
by large bipartisan majorities. During the Reagan years, Democrats charged that 
Reagan was sacrificing readiness (ammunition and training time) for major weapons 
systems, and made procurement their biggest target for finding DOD savings. Some 
Democrats pushed back on the B-2 bomber and only 20 were purchased on Secretary 
of Defense Cheney’s recommendation.   

Democrats and Republicans have also strongly upheld the Armed Services 
Committees’ tradition of oversight of the Pentagon, specifically on the issues of cost 
overruns and headquarters staff and personnel policies. Beginning in 1974, Congress 
demanded stronger oversight of CIA activities, resulting in the Church Committee and 
Pike Committee’s major investigations into the intelligence community in 1975. This 
resulted in the shift of intelligence oversight from the defense committees to the newly 
created intelligence committees. 1983 saw the beginning of stronger procurement 
oversight of DOD that led to the Packard Commission and its acquisition reforms. 
Democratic Reps. Jack Brooks and John Dingell also launched aggressive oversight 
investigations into the Pentagon from the House Government Operations and Energy 
and Commerce Committees, respectively. Strong oversight of the Pentagon within the 
committees of jurisdiction is, however, a bipartisan issue, with both Democrats and 
Republicans leading investigations into the executive branch—regardless of party in 
power—throughout the years. These included Desert One, the 1983 Beirut barracks 
bombing, academy and recruiting scandals, the Iowa explosion, Somalia, Panama, 
Grenada, and many more. The Pentagon should expect the same level of scrutiny with 
the new Congress, including from outside the traditional defense committees. 
Republicans have already indicated that they are going to start a number of new 
investigations, such as the Afghanistan withdrawal.3 

In line with their domestic agendas, Democrats try to pass more social and 
environmental changes affecting the Defense Department. In 1974, a Democratic 
Congress successfully overrode President Ford’s veto of H.R.12628 expanding 
vocational and education benefits for Vietnam veterans. In 2008, a Democratic 
Congress passed the largest expansion of the GI Bill since WWII in that year’s 
Overseas Contingency Operations funding bill. Several other social issues championed 

                                                        
3 During my tenure as staff director, Sen. Nunn as Chairman worked with the HASC, unsuccessfully, to 
restrain the House non-jurisdictional committees from investigating the Pentagon.  
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by Democrats included opening combat roles to women beginning in 1991 and Don’t 
Ask, Don’t Tell and its repeal.4 Democrats have also sought to ensure that DOD is a 
responsible steward of the environment, such as with the 1986 Defense Environmental 
Restoration Program and with several environmental cleanup issues passed in FY1991. 
We can expect a Republican House to try to pass issues that are important to their 
base, such as abortion restrictions for servicemembers and veterans, and investigating 
the DOD’s handling of white nationalism in the troops.  

Another major area of contention has been Congressional opposition to overseas 
operations, showing Congress’s enduring but partial interest in its war powers authority. 
In 1973, Congress overrode Nixon’s veto of H.J.Res. 542 to limit the president’s powers 
to commit US forces abroad without Congressional approval. The War Power Act has 
been a continuing source of tension between the legislative and executive branches 
ever since. During the Vietnam War, Congress sought to limit in scope the Nixon 
Administration’s actions, including a ban on ground troops in Laos and Thailand in 
FY70, limits on aid to Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia in FY71, and reductions in foreign 
aid to Vietnam and reduction in troops overseas in FY75. Democrats were also opposed 
to a large troop presence in Europe after the end of the Cold War. And though both 
authorizations ultimately passed, many Democrats voted against the Persian Gulf War 
resolution in 1991 and the Iraq War resolution in 2003. In 2007, Democrats opposed 
Iraq and Afghanistan funding unless it was accompanied by policy changes and 
withdrawal dates from the Bush Administration. During the Trump administration, 
Democrats and Republicans passed resolutions to limit President Trump’s ability to use 
force without Congress’s approval—specifically in Iran and Yemen—but both were 
vetoed by the President. During the Trump administration, Republicans became more 
reluctant to get involved in overseas operations with their “America First” agenda. A 
number of Republicans have expressed opposition to continuing to fund Ukraine’s 
defense against Russia’s invasion.  

We can expect some of these policy differences to continue in the new 118th Congress, 
with China, military recruitment, and oversight being the major areas. However, the 
HASC, SASC, HAC-D, and SAC-D have always operated in a bipartisan approach, and 
we should expect this to continue.  

The Use of Presidential Vetoes in Divided and Unified Governments 

One of the strongest levers of powers possessed by the president is the veto. Before 
using it, the White House usually tries to determine whether or not enough votes can be 
mustered to sustain a veto, either 146 votes in the House or 34 votes in the Senate.5 

                                                        
4 Both DADT and its repeal were passed in unified Democratic government.  
5 These numbers are one third plus one and assume all Members vote on the override. 
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In signaling to Congress its displeasure with a bill, the White House uses three 
gradations of veto threats, (1) The strongest veto threat being that the “president will 
veto the bill if passed.” (2) The intermediate threat is that “the president’s senior 
advisors” or “the president’s advisors” will recommend a veto. (3) The weakest form of a 
veto threat is that one or more “Cabinet Secretaries will recommend a veto.” The 
Executive Branch signals these threats to the Congress both informally through the 
White House Legislative Affairs Office and through formal communications known as 
Statements of Administration Policy (SAP). After the issuance of one of these SAPs, 
behind-the-scenes discussions take place to see if offending provisions can be modified 
or changed before its passage. If not, the Constitution requires that the president return 
a vetoed bill to the Congress within ten days of its receipt at the White House with an 
explanation of his objections in a veto message. If the veto threat is not at the 
presidential level, it is often the case that the president ultimately signs the bill but, 
again, the White House Legislative Office works with Congress to make the 
objectionable provisions more acceptable. Often, the Cabinet Secretary and the White 
House closely coordinate on these efforts. While presidents have succeeded in vetoing 
certain provisions out of bills, they cannot veto provisions into bills. 

If Congress has adjourned, a president may “pocket veto” a bill because he cannot 
return it to Congress. In recent administrations, this has rarely happened.  

Recent presidents have generally been able to sustain their vetoes, which makes the 
veto threat an effective tool. Between the Kennedy and Trump Administrations (1961 to 
2021) there were 384 vetoes but only 39 successful overrides by Congress.6 

Appropriations bills have been vetoed 43 times since 1960, with four of those vetoes 
overridden. Though several of these vetoes were continuing resolutions that would have 
included defense funding, the Defense Appropriations Bill itself has not been vetoed. 
The White House has only vetoed the National Defense Authorization Bill six times 
since 1961, the most recent being in 2020 during the Trump Administration. Not all six 
vetoes occurred during periods of divided government. President Carter vetoed the 
defense authorization bill for FY1979 that the Democratic Congress sent to the White 
House (H.R. 10929) because he objected to the bill's authorization of almost $2 billion 
for a nuclear-powered aircraft carrier. After the House sustained the veto, the Congress 
passed a second FY1979 authorization bill that did not authorize funding for the carrier 
and the president signed the bill into law on October 20, 1978. 

President Reagan vetoed the FY1989 NDAA (H.R. 4264) over Congress’s cuts to his 
Strategic Defense Initiative program, ballistic missile submarines, and ICBM 
modernization programs. He described these cuts as “unilateral concessions on arms 

                                                        
6 The following link provides a complete historical listing of presidential vetoes and overrides by 
Congress: https://www.senate.gov/reference/Legislation/Vetoes/vetoCounts.htm 
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control [to the Soviet Union].” Almost two months later, Reagan signed the updated 
NDAA (H.R. 4481) with those provisions removed.  

In the case of the bill vetoed by the Obama Administration in 2015, the NDAA (H.R. 
1735) would have authorized essentially the total amount requested by the president for 
defense-related spending but without changing the current budget caps. The bill would 
have avoided breaking the cap on defense base budget spending by shifting roughly 
$38 billion of the total requested for the defense base budget into the OCO budget, 
which is exempt from the budget caps. The president objected to lifting effectively the 
spending cap on defense without providing the same degree of relief for nondefense 
discretionary spending and, accordingly, vetoed H.R. 1735.  

The impasse was resolved by the enactment on November 2, 2015, of P.L. 114-74, the 
Bipartisan Budget Act of 2015 (BBA). It raised the discretionary spending caps for both 
defense and nondefense programs in FY16 and FY17, and also set nonbinding “targets” 
for discretionary OCO appropriations in both the defense and nondefense categories, 
the latter falling within the budget function for international relations. The OCO target 
cap for defense exceeded the president’s defense-related OCO budget request by $7.9 
billion. Thus, the net effect of this was to allow (within the revised budget caps for FY16) 
total defense-related discretionary appropriations amounting to $606.9 billion, which 
was $5.0 billion less than the president requested (counting both base budget and OCO 
funding).  

President Trump’s veto of the FY21 NDAA in December 2020 was mostly the result of 
his displeasure that the bill excluded a provision to modify the liability shield for big tech 
companies. The legislation—Section 230 of the Communications Decency Act—was not 
within the jurisdiction of the defense committees, not included in either the House or 
Senate versions of the bill. Trump also opposed provisions to rename military bases 
named after Confederate generals and limit the withdrawal of troops from overseas 
without Congressional approval. The Trump veto was the first time a veto of the NDAA 
was overridden by Congress (a Democratic House and a Republican Senate), resulting 
in none of the president’s objections being addressed.  

In sum, for five of the six vetoed defense authorization bills, Congress passed 
replacement bills either with or without modified provisions that had previously been 
veto issues, and the president signed them despite the fact that the veto did not 
convince Congress to add provisions he had requested. This reflects how committed 
the defense authorization committees and the Pentagon are to making sure they get a 
bill enacted every other year. Many other agencies do not consistently receive an 
annual authorization bill the way defense does—during periods of both unified and 
divided governments. 
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The Current Congressional Environment  

By any measure, the current congressional environment on Capitol Hill is contentious. 
By even the most generous assessments, it is certainly different from the traditional 
relationships the department enjoyed through the Cold War and into the early years of 
the 21st century. 

Dr. Tom Mann and Dr. Norm Ornstein (who occupy very different positions on the 
political spectrum), argue in their 2006 book The Broken Branch that the problems with 
Congress escalated with the “collapse of the center in Congress, the growing 
polarization of the parties, and the decline in accountability… contributed to a climate on 
Capitol Hill that we found unsettling and destructive.”7 Mann and Ornstein noted that 
although many may argue Congress has actually changed little, “to grizzled veterans 
like us, with more than thirty-five years of Congress-watching, the differences are 
palpable and painful. Taken together, they have made for a broken branch, one that 
needs major change if it is to recaptures its proper role in the constitutional system.” In 
It’s Even Worse Than It Looks, written in 2012, Mann and Ornstein argued that both 
political parties had become quite extreme in their views and adversarial in their 
approach to politics and governing. There is little evidence from the last 10 years to 
suggest they would change their assessments.  

This condition described by Mann and Ornstein, combined paradoxically with increased 
party fractiousness, and enhanced by the weakened positions of senior Congressional 
leadership that began as far back as the post-Watergate period, has resulted in a 
contemporary Congress where power is widely dispersed, unevenly applied, and more 
influenced by internal caucuses and outside groups than in previous eras.  

Where party leaders in both houses and committee chairmen once wielded enormous 
power allowing for issue resolution by a small number of people, today numerous power 
sources must be considered—especially in the House of Representatives where recent 
Speakers, Boehner, Ryan, and Pelosi have constantly struggled to control their own 
conference on certain issues. The slim majorities of the 118th Congress will mean that 
leaders will have an even harder time keeping their conferences in line.  

The challenge this presents is that issues now must be adjudicated with numerous 
members (and staff), some of them not even members of appropriate committees of 
jurisdiction. In short, a function that has always been hard, and fraught with downsides, 
is now even more so. This is made even worse by the increasing partisanship within our 
country, reflected in the members they send to Congress. There are major differences 

                                                        
7 Dr. Tom Mann (Brookings) and Dr. Norm Ornstein (American Enterprise Institute) have co-authored two 
books on the topic: The Broken Branch: How Congress is Failing America and How to Get It Back on 
Track (Oxford Press, 2006), and It’s Even Worse Than You Think: How the American Constitutional 
System Collided With the New Politics of Extremism (Basic Books, 2012): 
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even within parties—from arguments on deficit spending and trade wars on the 
Republican side to the scope of government’s role in society on the Democratic side—
that make it more difficult to reach agreements now than in the past. For defense, this 
enhances the need to remain as bipartisan in approach as possible to avoid being 
politicized and dragged into partisan food fights.  

While the SASC, HASC, SAC-D, and HAC-D remain fairly bipartisan in their approach, 
the three basic processes in Congress; budget, authorization, and appropriation, are 
currently badly bent, if not broken. While the Authorization Committees continue to pass 
the annual defense authorization bill since first established by Sen. Richard Russell in 
1959, in recent times it is hardly ever done in time to guide the appropriations process 
(of course, most appropriations committees outside of defense seldom have 
authorization bills to guide them), or passed prior to the beginning of the fiscal year. In 
recent years, no Senate version cleared the upper chamber, so the conference report 
relied on only the Senate Armed Services Committee approved version. The 
authorization bill in its early years was five pages of bill language and four pages of 
report language; the FY22 Senate bill was 910 pages and the House report was 613 
pages. The final bill and report were 1,537 pages.  

The budget process, which is supposed to set overall spending and revenue totals with 
an agreed concurrent budget resolution, has failed at least eight times in the past twelve 
years. This means there has been no agreed budget to guide the spending process. 
The last time all twelve appropriations bills were passed by the start of the fiscal year 
was in 1996 (FY1997). The fiscal year has started with a continuing resolution (CR) for 
26 straight years, with a notable exception that FY19’s CR covered only 13% of 
discretionary spending, while the remaining 87% of spending had a full-year 
appropriation, including defense.  

Sixty votes are required in the Senate to pass authorization and appropriation bills, and 
there is no “nuclear option” or reconciliation procedure to bypass this requirement. For 
example, it is highly unlikely the Democratic leadership in the Senate will agree to 
increased spending on defense absent some “deal” on domestic spending no matter 
who controls the Senate.  

The outside lobby groups, from veterans-based (American Legion, VFW, Iraq & 
Afghanistan vets) to service-based (AUSA, Navy League, AFA, Marine Corps League, 
NGAUS) to industry (NDIA, AIA, PSC) to benefits-based (MOAA, military associations) 
have demonstrated a far greater ability to shape legislation—contrary to Pentagon 
wishes—than in previous eras. Some associations have shifted their approach from 
pushing for a strong national defense to advocating more benefits for their members, 
whether it is a policy shift, or a higher benefit, or blocking DOD’s requested reforms. A 
former Deputy Secretary of Defense has summed up this shift as follows: The slogan 
has changed from “praise the lord and pass the ammunition” to “praise the lord and 
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pass the benefits.” The individual defense companies’ lobbying expenditures (and 
political contributions) are at an all-time high and the Congress has developed “work 
arounds” to the “ban” on earmarks. Multiple attempts at requested Pentagon reforms 
have been blocked in the Congress.  

It is within this difficult reality that DOD must adapt in its approach. Despite the current 
climate, however, Congress has always been the nexus of disagreements, arguments 
and, ultimately, compromises and governing. While this current period may seem more 
extreme than before, it is important to view it in historical context. The Pentagon 
leadership working with the defense committees of jurisdiction have passed the 
authorization and appropriation bills each year.  

Emerging Differences between Democrats and Republicans on Defense Policy 
and Programs in a New Congress 

While continuing to support the many areas where there is bipartisan agreement, 
Republicans are likely to focus on a number of areas of high interest and some 
disagreements in the new Congress, including addressing the threat from China and 
protecting Taiwan, improving military recruitment, greater oversight of the Biden 
administration, challenging elements of the National Defense Strategy, and the climate 
agenda.  

On China, Republicans are mostly in line with Democrats on the need for modernization 
throughout the Department (including nuclear modernization), shoring up supply chains 
and the defense industrial base, reforming the Pentagon to ensure we are getting the 
most bang for the buck, and strengthening support for Taiwan. Republicans have even 
promised to form a Select Committee on China.  

The military is in the midst of a recruitment crisis, and Republicans have pinned part of 
the blame on what they call “woke” military policies—policies that promote diversity and 
gender equity and root out extremist and white nationalist views in the troops.  

Alongside investigating DOD’s recruitment struggles and personnel policies, 
Republicans have planned additional areas for oversight of DOD. The top item on that 
list is the Biden administration’s Afghanistan withdrawal, which they view as botched, 
and examining the rationale and decision-making process within the DOD and the 
broader national security apparatus that led to the withdrawal. Republicans could attack 
career military leaders directly on this issue, but will definitely seek to identify and 
exploit—on a public stage—areas in which complex decisions made by civilian leaders 
resulted in failure. To this end, Republicans will seek to highlight the often marked 
divergence between military advice rendered and civilian decisions taken.  

Additional items on Republicans’ oversight agenda include Iran and the risks of a 
renegotiated nuclear deal and the impact of inflation on troops and their families. They 
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will question the concept of “integrated deterrence” and the approach of “divest to 
invest.”  

An isolationist wing of the Republican party may continue to advance former President 
Trump’s “America First” foreign policy agenda of decreasing international engagements 
and foreign military aid. For example, a number of Republicans, including House GOP 
Leader Kevin McCarthy, have expressed skepticism of future funding for Ukraine, with 
McCarthy stating that Republicans will not write a “blank check” to Ukraine’s defense 
and Rep. Michael McCaul stating that he would lead oversight efforts over how Ukraine 
aid is spent. Other Republicans, such as Republican Senate Leader Mitch McConnell, 
however, have sought to reassure allies that support for Ukraine will remain a bipartisan 
issue.  

This is a signal that Republican deficit hawks will lose their “amnesia” they acquired 
during the Trump administration and return to their roots of big budget skepticism, 
especially in the midst of high inflation and a potential recession. This previews possible 
tensions between the deficit and defense hawks in the Republican party moving 
forward, with defense hawks pushing for higher defense spending (SASC Ranking 
Member Inhofe is pushing for at least a 5% increase over inflation each year, and his 
successor, Sen. Roger Wicker, is in that same ballpark) and deficit hawks pushing for 
across the board budget cuts. In past years in a Republican controlled House, the deficit 
hawks, coupled with the anti-defense Democrats, were able to defeat defense 
increases.  

An additional area of importance to the administration is the confirmation process in the 
Senate. With 61 Presidential appointment with Senate confirmation (PAS) positions in 
the Department of Defense, as well as military leaders from the Joint Chiefs of Staff to 
the Combatant Commanders, the Senate has a decent amount of leverage over the 
Department when it comes to its advice and consent role. Since Democrats retained 
their Senate majority, the Biden administration will have an easier time filling vacancies, 
albeit at the slower pace we have seen in recent years. 

What Divided Government would mean for the Defense Topline 

Given our politically-divided country at the moment, divided government may well lead 
to more partisanship and gridlock, particularly on domestic priorities. But, will defense 
be hurt by such an electoral outcome? For example, what does divided government 
mean for the defense topline? Probably not as much as one would think. Previous 
periods of divided government show that both the president and Congress have 
ultimately worked together when it came to how much money to spend on defense, 
even though they would communicate and advertise their policy differences up to the 
last moment.  
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• Reagan submitted requests to Congress (Future Years’ Defense Plans or 
FYDPs) showing higher defense growth than appropriated by Congress. Yet, 
Reagan signed the lower appropriations bills, which in some cases were 
significantly lower than he requested. In the six years where there was a 
Republican Administration, a Republican Senate, and a Democratic House the 
defense base budget increased an average of $25B per year. The defense base 
budget could similarly increase as the initiatives to move OCO to base were 
approved in FY20 and later years. During the same six-year period, the average 
amount appropriated for defense was $8.7B lower than the amount requested (or 
-3.9%), with the Senate level being $5.6B lower and the House level being 
$11.5B lower. Final appropriations were delayed an average 68 days from the 
beginning of the fiscal year (ranging from a low of 12 days to a high of 90 days).  

• In the 1990s, the Clinton administration repeatedly projected lower defense 
spending in its FYDPs than Congress ultimately appropriated. But, President 
Clinton signed the appropriations bills. 

• Similarly, the Obama administration repeatedly projected higher defense budget 
requests than appropriated by Congress—even with a Republican House and 
Senate—which adhered to the Budget Control Act (BCA) and the caps it placed 
on the defense budget. Yet again, the Obama Administration signed those bills. 
The president’s primary policy concern, expressed in his veto, was that domestic 
priorities had to be treated on par with defense if increases above the spending 
caps were authorized. 

• And though in a period of unified government, the Biden administration signed 
the FY22 defense appropriation that was much higher than their request, and the 
FY23 levels in three of the four defense bills are much higher than the request. 
Biden is expected to sign the FY23 bill without issues as well.  

The pattern of accommodation suggested above may be because the spending 
differences between the Executive and Congress were never of such significant 
magnitude to merit bigger political fights. Also, getting defense money appropriated and 
available for obligation always becomes the imperative due to its ties to national security 
and the significant number of government, civilian, and contractor jobs provided. 

So, what might happen to the defense topline after the new Congress is sworn in? The 
first key question that must be answered is what will be the final appropriated amount 
for FY23. Defense spending levels are still not yet finalized for FY23 but there are 
indications as to prospective outcomes based on legislation to date. Both the House 
and Senate have released their versions of the National Defense Authorization Act that 
includes authorized spending levels, and both the House and Senate have released 
their versions of their Defense Appropriations bill (and Military Construction/Veterans 
Affairs). The House version of prospective legislation for DOD is at a funding level 
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equivalent to the administration’s request, while all other three authorization and 
appropriation bill drafts are above both the FY22 enacted levels and the FY23 
requested levels. The increase over FY22 levels ranges from a low of 4.7% to a high of 
10.3%. The House NDAA and Senate appropriation are very close with a funding total 
of $808B for DOD, which is our consensus estimate for FY23’s outcome. The traditional 
appropriations leadership will want to clear the deck and pass an omnibus in the lame 
duck; however, there is always a possibility that there will be a series of short term CRs 
that ultimately extend the current CR into as far as April/May, as was the case after the 
2010 midterm elections for the FY2011 budget year (in that year the Republicans took 
back control of the House and Senate Democrats lost 6 seats but maintained a majority 
of 51 seats). The scenarios for future year budgets at this time include the following: 

(1) Requested Levels: Assumes that the current administration abides by their 
existing plans regardless of any changes to party control during the midterm 
elections, and keeps the latest requested levels for future years from their FY23 
request unchanged. 

(2) Republican House and Senate: Assumes that the historical averages of a 
Republican House and Senate increasing a Democratic administration’s 
requested levels by $1 billion per year apply to the existing FYDP in the FY23 
request. 

(3) Adjust for Inflation: Assumes that Congress will take action to increase budgets 
at the rate of inflation over the administration’s requested levels. The FY22 
annual inflation rate fell in the 8% range which is used for FY24’s annual 
increase over the expected FY23 result, decreasing to 6% in FY25, and lowering 
to 4% per year for FY26 and FY27. 

(4) Fiscal Constraint: Assumes that a similar pattern of defense spending in future 
years will occur, as was the case after the 2010 midterm election. During that 
period, concerns with the debt and deficit rose to the forefront and began to drive 
funding levels. Both 2011 and 2012 budgets increased, but then decreases 
began to occur as a result of the Budget Control Act and sequester legislation 
that forced budget reductions.  
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The bottom line for defense base budget funding projections will be dependent on how 
the new Congress reacts to the administration’s budget request that hopefully will be 
released in February 2023. As the appropriations process continues through the 
summer months the ongoing negotiations will provide the necessary insight to 
determine the stated priorities that will be acted upon and those that fall to the wayside 
as just talking points. Note that the budget scenarios do not include any defense related 
emergency spending increases, such as has been the case with 
supplemental/emergency funding for Ukraine since Russia’s invasion. DOD’s leadership 
has made it clear that Ukraine funding should not be part of the DOD base budget.  

The fiscal constraint scenario should not be simply disregarded as improbable. 
Concerns over the debt and deficits are real. The Congressional Budget Office’s recent 
long term budget projections show that under current law, federal debt held by the 
public will rise from 98% of GDP at the end of FY22 to a record 107% by 2031 and to 
185% by 2052. For context, the 50-year average of debt held by the public is 46% of 
GDP. In nominal dollars, debt will grow by $114 trillion, from $24 trillion today to $138 
trillion in 2052. Debt and deficits could be significantly higher with alternative policy 
assumptions. Under CBO’s costly alternative scenario – where revenue and 
discretionary spending return to their historic averages – debt would rise to 262% of 
GDP by FY2052 and the deficit would total 18.2% of GDP. The chart that follows shows 
the unsustainable trend lines. 
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During the mid-1980s, when deficits were believed to be out of control, Congress 
passed the Gramm-Rudman-Hollings Balanced Budget Act, which included control 
mechanisms to keep spending deficit neutral. This was also the Republican House 
position during all of the Obama Administration. We now have deficits that dwarf the 
conditions for GRH, and the House Freedom Caucus is likely to return to its roots and 
lose their amnesia on deficits they acquired during the Trump budget years. Any deal 
they would support is unlikely to get Democratic support in the House, or get to a sixty-
vote margin in the Senate. While there is some speculation that the Republicans will 
push for a “sequester” approach, it is hard to imagine the Senate would be able to 
garner a 60 vote majority or that the president would sign such an agreement. The state 
of the economy and public sentiment related to government spending over the next two 
years preceding the next presidential election, however, could drive a bipartisan 
majority into taking a fiscal constraint course of action over the course of the 5-year 
horizon.  

It is also worth noting, though, that in 2019 HASC Chairman Adam Smith expressed 
skepticism of the high defense budget in FY20 ($716 billion) due to the increasing debt 
and deficit, but Democratic majorities in the House and Senate still have, on a wide 
bipartisan basis, added huge sums to the Biden administration’s FY22 request for 
defense, totaling over $26 billion. FY23 is likely to be close to the HASC/SAC-D level, 
which is about 9% higher than the FY23 request, which itself was $20 billion higher than 
the previous estimate. This is a considerable testament to the bipartisan support of a 
strong national defense, as well as Pentagon leadership.  

Despite all of these complicating factors, when all is said and done in the appropriations 
conference between the House and Senate, and in communications with the 
Administration, an agreement on funding—while more difficult to achieve than in the first 
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two years of the Biden Administration—will occur. The majority of the Congressional 
body politic understand that a functioning government is better than a non-functioning 
one. A veto of an appropriations bill is unlikely, though not impossible. Though there 
have been big increases for defense over the last two years and we expect another 
increase in FY23, the FYDP Greenbook projections are essentially flat over the next 
decade. The Congressional additions in the past will not be as simple in a divided 
government. Each proposed increase to defense will have to compete with other 
priorities for non-national defense programs. It is unrealistic to assume that growth will 
continue at the 8% rate through all the years of the FYDP.  

How should the Secretary of Defense Respond to Divided Government? 

On a positive note, while the recent election suggests a nation that is still sharply 
divided, it is not divided by any “anti-defense” sentiment, as was seen in the 1970s. 
Observers then noted that “both the disillusionment with the ‘imperial presidency’ and 
the anti-defense mood of the country after Vietnam pushed Congress into ever more 
detailed scrutiny.”8 Indeed, if anything, given the strains and sacrifices demanded of the 
military during the past 21 years, the favorable status of the military based on 
performance and results (albeit trust in the military has dropped) makes defense and 
defense spending less controversial than it has been in the past. A Democratic 
Congress in the first two years of the Biden administration cut $2 billion from the budget 
request in FY21 and added $26 billion in FY22. However, deciding on necessary 
defense spending levels and determining where cuts must be made elsewhere will still 
involve a spirited debate. 

The role of the Secretary becomes more important in this environment, especially 
building or maintaining relationships across the aisle with new authorization and 
appropriations committee heads. Taking a constructive and pragmatic approach to 
policy discussions on the Hill should further cement such relationships. While not 
undermining the White House, the Secretary’s relationships can serve in a critical way 
to move the process along, be it appropriations or authorization bills or policy issues 
before other committees. The Secretary can help to serve as a linkage between 
Congressional committees, White House legislative affairs, and the National Security 
Council when they might have equity in a particular issue. The White House tends to 
have more relationships at a very senior level in Congress as opposed to Committees, 
where the Secretary can play the major role. If the White House tends to be more 
ideological or partisan, the Secretary can and should play the role of broker to ensure 
that national security equities are understood and acceptably met. For example, in 
cases of veto threats from the White House, the Secretary can play an important role in 
helping resolve issues with the bill so that the cause for the threat is removed. Or, if the 

                                                        
8 Robert J. Art, “Congress and the Defense Budget: Enhancing Policy Options, Political Science 
Quarterly, Vol 100, No. 2, Summer 1985, p. 232. 
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veto does occur, they can work with Congress and the White House on a new bill that 
resolves the issues. Additionally, the Secretary will have a slightly easier time working 
with the Senate to confirm DOD nominees in a timely manner—an important task as we 
begin to see turnover in senior civilian leaders at the midpoint of Biden’s first term, along 
with upcoming changeovers in the military leadership, including the Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, the Chief of Staff of the Army, the Chief of Naval Operations, and 
the Commandant of the Marine Corps.  

Finally, the Secretary must first and foremost be an advocate for DOD’s equities, while 
recognizing the principle that domestic and defense spending are linked, as has been 
reflected in previous statutory changes to the caps. The Secretary should also ensure 
an advantageous relationship with the new Congress, and closely coordinate with both 
the Chairmen and Ranking Members in the Congress. History also shows the stronger 
conference position is one that has both the SASC and Senate support.  
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