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Administration’s Radical Personnel Cuts
Bypassed Congress and Lacked Transparency,
Obscuring Impact on Public Services

Almost a year since the Trump Administration began rapidly and radically cutting the federal workforce
without congressional approval, it has for the first time released data publicly showing the extent of the
cuts to specific agencies to date. Across government, these massive, rushed declines in personnel have
caused disruptions and slowdowns in public services ranging from repairing infrastructure damage from
hurricanes to removing lead contamination from public schools to answering questions from Social

Security beneficiaries.’

According to new data from the Office of Personnel Management (OPM), the number of federal civilian
employees fell by some 220,000 between January and November 2025 through a combination

of pressure campaigns, broadly offered departure incentives, and firings.? Department of Labor (DOL)
data show that, by the end of 2025, federal civilian employment had fallen to the smallest share of the
employed workforce on record in data going back to the 1930s.2 The new OPM data broadly confirm the

DOL figures and provide critical additional information showing where across government the reductions

took place.

This severe retrenchment in federal capacity — generally g

unaccompanied by any clear plan on how to maintain the

programs and services these workers administer and Congress 220,000

continues to support — has been radical in both size and The cut in federal civilian employees

speed. Apart from the typical wind-down of temporary workers between January and November 2025

due to pressure campaigns, departure
following each decennial census, the Administration incentives, and firings
has already carried out the largest one-year reduction in the
federal workforce in over 75 years, dating back to the demobilization following World War 1.4 Agencies
like the Social Security Administration (SSA) and the Department of Education have already experienced
their largest-ever annual decline, while the Department of Agriculture (USDA) experienced a larger

decline in staffing in a matter of months than in any year since at least the 1970s.5



The Administration has moved forward with this radical — and, in many instances, illegal — reshaping of
the federal workforce while ignoring Congress and funding laws.® In March 2025, Congress passed, and
the President signed, a funding package for fiscal year 2025 that largely continued the federal programs
and services in place before President Trump took office and funded the federal personnel needed to
carry them out.” Yet the Administration ignored these actions by Congress and began to effectuate
massive staffing reductions. And its lack of transparency about where the reductions were occurring
made it impossible during 2025 to assess how they were impacting agencies’ ability to carry out the FY

2025 budget that Congress had enacted and the President had signed into law.

The President’s 2026 budget, released in May, proposed shrinking the federal workforce on net by about
140,000 employees or roughly 6 percent. But the new OPM data show that Administration has already
gone well beyond the personnel cuts reflected in that document, cutting federal personnel by nearly 10
percent by November 2025 — and it effectively implemented most of those cuts before the fiscal year

started or Congress finalized the appropriations bills that fund federal personnel.

Indeed, until OPM released data in January 2026, the Administration had not made clear to Congress,
auditors, and the public where these cuts had been taking place. Nor has the Administration yet sought

community or stakeholder input on the impacts to services (see Appendix).

The new OPM data show not only that the Administration has cut more personnel overall than its 2026
budget plan had proposed (and before the 2026 appropriations bills were finalized), but that it has cut
fewer in some agencies than proposed (at least so far) and significantly more in others. The

Administration has also cut staffing levels in some agencies its budget did not target for any personnel

reductions.

While kept in the dark on where the cuts were occurring, Congress has largely crafted 2026 funding bills
that reject the major cuts the Administration proposed for 2026. For example, the President’s budget
proposed cutting National Park Service (NPS) funding by 37 percent in 2026, but Congress is currently
considering a bipartisan funding bill that would provide only a 2 percent cut. Similarly, while the
President’s budget proposed cutting National Science Foundation (NSF) funding by 57 percentin 2026,
Congress is considering a bipartisan funding bill that would provide only a 3 percent cut. At both the NPS
and NSF, though, the Administration pursued sharp staffing reductions despite the absence of sharp
funding cuts, resulting in NPS staffing down 9 percent and NSF staffing down 28 percent.

These massive cuts in staffing will have real consequences. If the Administration does not restore staffing
to more sustainable levels, there will be a serious degradation in services and program performance; in
some cases, agencies may be unable to carry out their requirements under law. And even if the
Administration were to unexpectedly seek to restore staffing after Congress, on a bipartisan basis,
finishes rejecting most of the Administration’s proposed cuts to programs and services in 2026, it will
have needlessly harmed these programs by unnecessarily driving away experienced staff and adding

avoidable burdens associated with hiring and re-hiring large numbers of employees.



As it finalizes the remaining bills, Congress needs to include guardrails to ensure the Administration’s
personnel actions support, rather than frustrate, effective and reliable delivery of the programs and
services that their constituents rely on and Congress has funded.® But even if Congress takes action to
arrest further damage from the Administration’s extreme personnel policies, the federal government will
have to deal with the consequences from an unnecessary and unprecedented loss of skills and

experience for years to come.

Administration Bypassed Congress to Radically Cut Staff
Supporting Federal Programs and Services

The Trump Administration began implementing a series of unprecedented personnel cuts across federal
agencies starting in January 2025 without asking for congressional approval or support.® It did so even
though Congress provided resources that made such cuts unnecessary, funding staffing and

administrative expenses at roughly the same levels in 2025 as in 2024.

In fact, the Administration redirected — in many cases likely unlawfully — funds that Congress

had provided for fiscal year 2025 to support the administration, oversight, or delivery of federal
programs and services and used them instead for incentives to encourage federal workers to resign.”® At
the same time, the Administration denigrated federal workers, accused them of criminal activity, locked
them out of their duty stations, pressured them to engage in or condone illegal policies, and threatened

them with reduced protections from politically motivated or arbitrary firings in the future.”

Ultimately, more than 150,000 federal employees reportedly accepted financial incentives to leave
government in fiscal year 2025 through the Deferred Resignation Program (DRP), a workforce reduction
program created by the Administration without congressional authorization that provided workers with
up to nearly eight months of paid leave if they agreed to resign.” Thousands more left federal service by
accepting offers the Administration made through the Voluntary Separation Incentive Payment (VSIP) or
Voluntary Early Retirement Authority (VERA) programs, pre-existing authorities that allow federal
agencies to offer eligible workers lump-sum monetary payments or more generous retirement benefits

to leave the federal workforce when downsizing or restructuring is necessary.”

Alongside this campaign of pressured departures, the Administration engaged in mass firings — known as
reductions in force (RIFs) — of 17,000 federal employees, while often failing to follow the required
procedures and guardrails for such firings established in law."* The Administration also carried out a mass
termination, without merit or cause, of at least 7,000 “probationary” employees, typically those who had
been in new roles for less than two years; a federal judge later ruled that the terminations were illegal.®
And it conducted other targeted terminations, such as firing 17 Senate-confirmed inspectors general in

flagrant violation of lawful removal procedures.”

Taken together, these actions — alongside other forms of attrition and in the face of an extended hiring
freeze across most of government”— were expected to drive the projected departure of 317,000 federal

employees (roughly 50 percent more than the annual average number of separations during President



Trump's first term) and reduce the federal workforce by about 249,000 employees overall after

accounting for new hires by year’s end, OPM Director Kupor announced in November."®

These cuts have already begun to affect public services in a range of areas, and the harm is likely to grow

over time. A few of the impacts reported to date include:

e Public health. Programs tracking youth smoking, job-related injuries, lead poisonings, and
pregnancies have been cancelled as a result of cuts to Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC) staff. Additionally, CDC denied assistance to a school dealing with lead contamination
because CDC had laid off the team responsible for responding to such incidents.” CDC employment

was cut by 21 percent between January and November.

e Disaster response. Workforce reductions at the Federal Emergency Management Agency
(FEMA) and other federal agencies, including the loss of experienced leaders, are exacerbating
existing challenges and reducing the effectiveness of federal disaster response, a Government
Accountability Office (GAQ) report found.?° FEMA staffing was cut by 14 percent by November.

e Weather forecasting. Due to staffing reductions at the National Weather Service (NWS),
offices have reportedly struggled to provide 24/7 staffing and regular monitoring of atmospheric
conditions, harming forecast accuracy and their ability to issue needed warnings.? The National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), which hosts the NWS, suffered a 19 percent cut in
staffing by November.

e Farm assistance. Cuts at USDA’'s Farm Service Agency have led to delays in payments and
eligibility processing for farm loans, disaster assistance, and commodity programs. 22 Farm

Service Agency staffing was cut by almost 22 percent by November.

e Studentloans. The Department of Education unit within the Federal Student Aid office
responsible for fielding grievances about student loans reported a backlog of more than 27,000
complaints after losing nearly two-thirds of its staff.?> Meanwhile, overall staffing at the Federal

Student Aid office was cut by over 45 percent by November.

e Public lands. An internal report found that trails maintained by the Forest Service nationwide
are deteriorating rapidly due to staff departures, threatening visitor safety and harming customer
service.?* Forest Service staffing fell by roughly 9 percent between September 2024 and
September 2025. Similarly, the National Park Service, which had a workforce roughly 12 percent
smaller in September 2025 than a year earlier, reported that at least 20 percent of its parks have
been understaffed, leading to cancelled programs, maintenance delays, and cuts to emergency

response programs.?

Cuts Have Already Far Exceeded Those in President’s Budget

An Administration seeking to greatly reduce the federal workforce can do so by publicly laying out its
preferred personnel policies in its budget proposal to Congress and then moving forward with reductions

where and when they align with the funding Congress provides. The Trump Administration didn’t follow



this path, but instead moved forward with radical cuts without waiting for, or securing, congressional
action. Thus, the President’'s 2026 budget proposal is useful for illustrating not just the extreme staffing
cuts it favors but also how far it has already gone toward exceeding them without congressional
approval.

The Administration’s FY 2026 budget plan proposed reducing staffing by about 140,000 employees
from 2024 levels overall, with cuts greater than 10 percent at eight cabinet agencies. The OPM data
released in January show that, by November 2025, the Administration had far exceeded those
proposed-but-not-approved targets, cutting roughly 220,000 positions since the start of the year and

cutting nine agencies by more than 10 percent. (See Table 1.)%®

Personnel Cuts in 2025 Far Exceeded Administration’s Proposal to Congress at
Many Agencies

Percent change in federal civilian personnel

Proposed Change in the Actual Reduction Reported by
President’s FY 2026 Budget Office of Personnel Management
(Relative to FY 2024) (Jan - Nov 2025)
Agriculture -23% -18%
Commerce 1% -14%
Defense -4% -8%
Education -46% -39%
Energy -9% -15%
Health and Human Services -17% -18%
Homeland Security 2% -2%
Housing and Urban Development -27% -23%
Interior -15% -8%
Justice -5% -8%
Labor -18% -12%
State and Other Int’l Programs -15% -37%
Transportation 2% -7%
Treasury -16% -21%
Veterans Affairs -1% -6%
EPA -11% -12%
NASA -31% -6%
Social Security -13% -11%
Other Independent Agencies -12% -19%
Total -6% -10%

Note: Total excludes Postal Service employees. These numbers do not include independent contractors or other contractor
employees.

Source: CBPP analysis of FY 2026 President’s budget appendix and OPM EHRI Status and Dynamics data published in January
2026. Data from the President’s budget are for full-time equivalents (FTEs) and data from OPM are "headcounts.”



The Administration appears to have already exceeded its public goals in some agencies, such as Defense
(data are for civilian workforce only), Health and Human Services, Justice, State, Treasury, Veterans
Affairs (VA), and EPA. In other agencies, such as Agriculture, Education, HUD, Labor, and SSA, it appears
to have gone most of the way to achieving the proposed reductions. And agencies like Commerce and
Transportation saw significant losses even though the President’s proposed budget called for no staffing
reductions.

Even within some departments that have been spared large overall cuts, particular agencies or offices
within those departments may have seen large reductions. For example, though the Department of
Homeland Security (DHS) showed only a 2 percent decrease in staff, FEMA within DHS lost 14 percent of
its workforce by November 2025.

It bears repeating that this mass reduction in personnel occurred without congressional approval.
Moreover, until January 2026, there was no official public accounting of where the personnel cuts had
been implemented — information necessary for Congress to conduct oversight and determine whether

the funding Congress had provided for personnel was being misused by the Administration.

The experience at the VA shows that the Administration’s public-facing statements about personnel and
the actions it has taken are sometimes sharply at odds, meaning Congress and the public have had even
less visibility into Administration actions. Early on, the Administration reportedly developed plans to

slash up to 80,000 VA employees, but the President’s budget request for VA, put out in May 2025,
proposed a reduction of only about 4,500.2” Once the budget plan came out, policymakers and the
public may have thought the Administration no longer was targeting the VA for large personnel cuts —
but that assumption would have been incorrect. The VA announced in July that it expected to cut
30,000 workers in 2025 through departure incentives, attrition, and hiring caps rather than mass
layoffs.?2 The OPM data release in January confirms that VA lost nearly 28,000 employees due to buy-
outs and attrition between January and November, and recent reporting suggests the Administration has

no plans to fill most of the empty roles.?®

An executive order issued in October required agencies to begin submitting annual staffing plans to the
Office of Management and Budget and OPM by the end of 2025, along with quarterly updates.2° This
suggests that more personnel changes could soon be coming, though these plans have not been made

public and it is unclear if they ever will be.

Congress Should Address Staffing Cuts in 2026 Funding Bills

The Administration has attempted to present Congress with a fait accompli by rapidly driving hundreds of
thousands of federal workers out of their jobs. It has done so, in part, by using funds that Congress had
provided to pay workers to administer programs and deliver services to instead finance incentives that
encouraged their departure and to provide long periods of administrative leave that meant taxpayers
paid for workers to not work. Remaining workers are overburdened, dealing with a greatly expanded

workload compounded by the enormous loss of their former colleagues’ experience, leadership,



and skills. The result will be degraded federal programs at greater risk for fraud or failure for years to

come.?

Now Congress must decide how it will respond to ensure that the federal government can reliably deliver
public services — from health care for veterans and responding to disease outbreaks to helping Social
Security applicants and beneficiaries when issues arise to helping communities respond to and recover

from hurricanes, floods, and wildfires.

Congress took a first step to reassert its role in shaping the federal workforce by attempting to prevent
further mass layoffs through RIFs. By including clear language prohibiting RIF's in the continuing
resolution (CR) signed into law in November, Congress ensured that at least one tool the
Administration has abused to undermine the operation of the federal government and public services is
not available.3? Congress also reversed the unnecessary, unwarranted, and politically motivated mass
firing of roughly 4,000 federal employees during the shutdown.3* While the prohibition on the
Administration engaging in further RIFs is temporary — tied to the length of the CR — Congress can and

should extend it.

Congress also took action to try to limit future cuts at VA when it passed full-year funding for the agency
— directing the Administration to maintain staffing levels needed to meet the department’s established
service performance goal metrics. Congress is considering similar measures in some of the full-year
funding bills it is currently debating, such as requiring the National Weather Service to maintain staffing

at levels necessary to “to protect life and property to the maximum extent possible.”

As Congress continues to negotiate full-year funding legislation, it will need to crack down on the
Administration’s abuse and weaponization of personnel policy, prevent further attacks on the non-
partisan nature of the civil service, and address the Administration’s unilateral cuts in federal capacity,

which will otherwise hobble the delivery of services and programs that Congress chooses to fund.



Appendix: Throughout 2025, Administration Failed to Show
Where Personnel Cuts Occurred

The federal data released in January 2026 show that the Trump Administration’s radical personnel cuts
far exceeded those proposed in its budget and were not evenly distributed across government. Until this
release, the Administration had provided few details about its actions over the past year, while the
standard public release schedule for detailed federal personnel data was too slow to make them helpful in

a period of unprecedented rapid change.3*

The absence of updated data made it impossible for Congress and the public to obtain a comprehensive,
up-to-date picture by agency or program of where the cuts had occurred and in what numbers. Instead,
over the past year they had to rely on information cobbled together from press releases, lawsuit-
compelled disclosures, and media stories, which were often partial or outdated.3> While some
government auditors, such as GAO, the Treasury Inspector General for Tax Administration, and the
USDA Office of Inspector General, released reports detailing staff reductions, these covered only a few

agencies.?®

In the absence of federal data releases, the most comprehensive public information was collected by the
Partnership for Public Service, a non-partisan organization focused on improving the public sector, which
tracked news and government reports of personnel reductions since the start of the Trump
Administration. While it was by far the best available source on departures by agency, the effort was
necessarily limited by the lack of official data and likely only accounted for approximately two-thirds of

the employees who the Administration announced left government in 2025.%7

The release in September 2025 of updated plans for agency operations in the event of a government
shutdown (known as “lapse plans”) provided an unexpected update on some department-level staffing
levels from the departments themselves. The plans indicated reductions of roughly 100,000 federal
employees on net since the end of the previous fiscal year. However, only three agencies made clear that
their staffing levels accounted for the impact of the Deferred Resignation Program. Thus, it was unclear
whether other agencies included employees who had long been on administrative leave but were not
scheduled to officially separate until the fiscal year ended on September 30, which would have
overstated their staffing levels.38

In short, by the end of 2025 there was still no way to fully identify where within government all of the

massive reductions occurred.

Along with its January 2026 data release, OPM also signaled that it will begin providing more timely
reporting going forward.*®



Technical Note

With the January 2026 release of federal personnel data through November 2025, this report compares
the updated picture of the Administration’s personnel actions on an agency-by-agency basis with
proposals for staffing level changes included in the President’s 2026 budget for each budget account to

evaluate how changes have mirrored the Administration’s public proposals.

Since these data sources use slightly different ways of measuring federal personnel, some adjustments
were made so the results would be more easily comparable, such as backing out the staffing
consequences of proposals in the President’'s budget to transfer activities between agencies. (The
budget proposed, for example, to move the Bureau of Labor Statistics from the Department of Labor to

the Department of Commerce and to move wildfire management from Agriculture to Interior).

The personnel levels reported in the President’s budget, detailed by agency in the appendix that
accompanies the budget, are full-time equivalents (FTEs). By comparison, changes in personnel levels
reflected in the newly released OPM data reflect “headcounts” — the total number of employees
affected, regardless of whether full- or part-time. Headcount figures tend to be slightly higher than
FTEs (which would reflect two half-time employees as one FTE, for example). Generally, however,

percentage changes in FTEs and headcounts are likely to track one another.

Additionally, the data sources use slightly different start and end dates. The President’s 2026 budget
shows the change between the FTE levels at the end of fiscal year 2024 and the Administration’s
proposed FTE levels for fiscal year 2026, while the OPM data show the net change in personnel levels
from January 2025 to November 2025.
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