820 First Street, NE, Suite 510, Washington, DC 20002
Tel: 202-408-1080 Fax: 202-408-1056 center@cbpp.org www.cbpp.org

Revised January 31, 2005

CBO DATA SHOW TAX CUTS HAVE PLAYED MUCH LARGER ROLE THAN
DOMESTIC SPENDING INCREASES IN FUELING THE DEFICIT
By Ruth Carlitz and Richard Kogan
The new Congressional Budget Office budget projections released today show that the
nation faces a fourth consecutive year of substantial budget deficits. Some seek to portray
“runaway domestic spending” or growth in the costs of entitlement programs as the primary
cause of the shift in recent years from sizeable surpluses to large deficits. Such a
characterization is incorrect. In 2005, the cost of tax cuts enacted over the past four years will be
over three times the cost of all domestic program increases enacted over this period.
The new CBO data show that changes in law enacted since January 2001 increased the
deficit by $539 billion in 2005. In
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billion in increased costs.1
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increase in the years ahead. Indeed, some of the tax cuts enacted in 2001 that benefit only highincome households have not even started to take effect yet. The repeal of the “personal
exemption phase-out” for high-income taxpayers, as well as repeal of the limitation on itemized
deductions for high-income taxpayers, do not start to phase in until 2006 and do not take full
effect until 2010. Estate tax repeal also does not take effect until 2010.

A growing number of studies from highly respected institutions and economists have
concluded that the negative effect on long-term growth of the increased deficits that the tax cuts
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are generating is likely to cancel out — and quite possibly to outweigh — any positive effects on
long-term growth from reductions in marginal tax rates and other tax incentives in the 2001 and
2003 tax-cut packages. Stated simply, the tax cuts are more likely to reduce long-term growth
than to increase it.2
Another way to evaluate the recent trends that have caused the shift from sizeable
surpluses to large deficits is to look at how spending and revenues each have changed as a share
of the economy over the 2000-2005 period. Such an analysis looks at all changes in revenues
and spending, not just those that resulted from legislation. It shows that while there has been
growth in spending as a share of the economy, the lion’s share of the swing from surpluses to
deficits stems from a major drop in revenues.
In 2000, federal revenues equaled 20.9 percent of the Gross Domestic Product, the basic
measure of the size of the economy. CBO projects that in 2005, revenues will amount to just
16.8 percent of GDP. This decline in revenues, equal to 4.0 percent of GDP, reflects the effects
of the tax cuts, as well as an erosion in revenues caused by the bursting of the stock market
bubble and a less robust economy overall. As Table 1 shows, the increase in program spending
is less than two-thirds the decline in revenues.
Table 1
Tax and Spending as a Share of the Economy: Change From 2000 to 2005

As a Share of GDP
Change

Share of Total
Change

2000

2005**

Revenues

20.86%

16.82%

-4.04%

71%

Programs

16.13%

18.62%

2.49%

44%

Interest*

2.30%

1.45%

-0.84%

-15%

Net Effect on the Deficit
2.44%
-3.26%
-5.69%
100%
* Interest payments declined as a share of GDP, despite the increase in deficits, because of the drop in interest rates.
** Figures include the cost of continuing operations in Iraq and Afghanistan as estimated by CBO.

Furthermore, under the new CBO projections, total federal spending will remain lower in
2005, as a share of the economy, than in any year from 1975-1996. As this indicates, federal
spending is not at an unusually high level, even with the large increases in spending for Iraq and
anti-terrorism efforts. The deficits that the nation now faces reflect not an unusually high level
of spending, but rather an unusually low level of revenue. Indeed, CBO projects that federal
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revenues will be lower as a share of the economy in 2005 than in all years of the 1960s, the
1970s, the 1980s, and the 1990s.
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