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On Highways and VA, Congress Continues Piling Up Debt 
August 1, 2014 

 

 

Congress has passed and sent to the president a bill to overhaul the VA health 

system and a short-term patch for the Highway Trust Fund. Both rely on funding 

approaches that increase the debt.  
 

Maya MacGuineas, president of the Committee for a Responsible Federal Budget, 

said the following:  

 

“Congress has passed and the President is about to sign two bills that increase the 

national debt for no other reason than that lawmakers seem utterly unwilling to 

pay the nation’s bills. The highway bill pays for 60 percent of its $11 billion trust 

fund deposit through a budget gimmick known as pension smoothing, which 

temporarily reduces companies’ pension obligations. It raises revenue in the first 

six years but costs money after that. While the Senate originally wisely rejected 

this gimmick, the final bill falls back on it.  

 

Congress dawdled for months knowing that a deadline was approaching and 

instead of addressing the chronic highway funding shortfall, it waited until the last 

minute, rejected the responsible gimmick-free approach suggested in the Senate, 

and passed an easy fix so it could leave town.  

 

On top of that, Congress passed a VA reform bill that would add an additional $10 

billion to the national debt. Taking care of our veterans should be a top national 

priority, and the recently passed legislation is a tremendous improvement over the 

hugely expensive blank-check approach previously supported. But there is no 

good reason Congress could not have identified the pay-fors to make sure the 

legislation was fiscally responsible.  

 

Things that are worth doing, are worth paying for. Unfortunately, Congress seems 

more comfortable making dumb decisions on a deadline – so they can go home 

and campaign – than smart decisions in a timely fashion.  
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