
Topic Analysis 
 
 The Public Forum topic for November 2007 is “Resolved: That eliminating United 
States government budget deficits should be prioritized over increasing domestic 
spending.”  The crux of this resolution centers on the appropriate fiscal policy for the federal 
government.  Should the United States be allowed to carry a substantial amount of debt to finance its 
expenditures, or should it have a more balanced budget?  The basic idea argued by the Pro side of this 
resolution will be that large deficits in the government budget are harmful to the well-being of the country, 
and should be reduced.  They will argue that while there is a role for government spending, the first focus 
should be on eliminating the current deficits.  On the contrary, the Con side will argue that budget deficits 
are economically sound policies, and enable larger government expenditures than would otherwise be 
possible.  They will argue that deficits themselves can bolster the economy, and that specific forms of new 
spending would be beneficial.  
 
TOPIC OVERVIEW 
 
 First, it’s necessary to clarify some relevant economic concepts for those who may not be as 
familiar with them.  A budget deficit occurs when the total amount of money spent by the government 
exceeds the amount it brings in, through instruments such as taxes.  A common analogy is to think of 
government deficits just like household finances.  When you don’t have enough money in a month to cover 
your expenses, you’re forced to borrow money (on a credit card, for example) to pay for necessities.  You 
could also borrow money for a specific purchase you don’t have enough cash on hand to pay for – such as a 
car or house. 
 As you accumulate debt, you also accrue interest from the creditor, which must be paid back 
eventually.  This basic situation illustrates that debt is not all good or all bad.  Managed properly, debt can 
enable the purchasing of items which would otherwise be out of reach.  However, managed poorly, debt 
could become more and more difficult to pay down, causing severe fiscal difficulties.  The complexity of 
government finances means that this simple analogy isn’t completely accurate, but it will suffice for a basic 
understanding of the budget deficit. 
 The U.S. government currently carries approximately 163 billion in budget deficit.  That means 
that the total amount of money the U.S. spends on things like government programs is 163 billion more 
than they raise through things like taxes.  There is some debate over the actual scope of the deficit due to 
things like differing estimates of future economic growth, or disagreement on the size of social security 
obligations.  However, it is generally taken for granted that the United States has a significant budget 
deficit.  This deficit is largely funded by other countries agreeing to loan the United States money to cover 
the shortfall.  This is usually accomplished by the other country (such as Britain, Japan, or China) 
purchasing bonds from the United States Treasury. 
 The United States has fluctuated over time in its fiscal policy and attendant effect on the size of 
the budget deficit.  For example, the United States had a very large deficit during World War II as it 
financed the war effort.  It then returned to budget surpluses after the war.  The U.S. also ran substantial 
deficits through the Reagan presidency, which became very large projected surpluses under President 
Clinton.  George W. Bush has now adopted a set of economic policies, including things like tax cuts, which 
have again placed the United States in a significant budget deficit.   
 There is significant debate among economists over the effect these deficits (or surpluses) have on 
the U.S. economy.  Some see the existence of a deficit as an irresponsible fiscal policy which encourages 
too much spending and creates a situation where the U.S. must borrow too much money to pay for its 
operations.  Others, however, see the increasing deficits as a sustainable by-product of globalization, and 
welcome the increased public spending which these deficits allow.  There are many debates in Washington 
from both sides of the political aisle on the proper way to manage the U.S. budget.  Some call for a 
complete elimination of the budget deficit as a priority, while others want to increase spending on a variety 
of social projects. 
 



Topic Analysis 
 
DEBATING THE PRO SIDE  
 
 The Pro side of this debate will focus on the harms a large budget 
deficit poses to the United States, especially in the economic arena.  They 
will argue that new spending initiatives are irresponsible given the current 
state of the budget, and say that the first priority should be putting the U.S. 
fiscal house in order.  The Pro side does not have to argue that all 
government spending is bad – only that the reduction of deficits should be a 
priority.  There are many proposals for how to accomplish this.  Many 
liberals see increased taxes as a way to boost government revenue and hence 
offset increased expenditures, while many conservatives advocate simply 
cutting government programs to make more room in the budget. 
 There are many way to articulate the economic advantages to deficit 
reduction.  First and foremost, many economists view the current large 
deficits as unsustainable.  Much in the same way that a profligate spender on 
credit cards will eventually be forced to pay their bill or go in to bankruptcy, 
some think the U.S. is at risk of having its foreign creditors (such as China) 
tire of funding the U.S. debt and demand repayment.  If this were to happen 
rapidly, this could be an economic disaster.  If foreign creditors decided to 
slow or stop their purchases of U.S. treasuries, the value of the dollar would 
then fall against other currencies, interest rates would rise, and the whole 
economy could go into a tailspin.  Many commentators also think that 
budget deficits are inherently distasteful, even immoral, because they place a 
burden on future generations to pay for the expenditures of today. 
 To be prepared for possible areas of Con argumentation, the Pro side 
will need to be able to defend the economic arguments against budget 
deficits in-depth.  They will also need to be prepared to defend that 
particular proposals for boosting spending are not more important than 
budget deficits.  To argue that budget deficit reduction should be a “priority” 
will mean that the Pro needs to be prepared to respond to major current 
proposals for increasing government expenditures, such as the State 
Children's Health Insurance Program, or defense spending.  The Pro will 
also need to be prepared to discuss the intersection of the budget deficit with 
increased entitlement spending on things like Medicare and Social Security.  
The rapidly approaching retirement of large numbers of baby boomers will 
create massive new demands on the federal budget.  This will require either 



an even larger deficit, or eliminating it in advance to ensure sustainable 
expenditures are available in a more balanced budget. 
 
DEBATING THE CON SIDE 
 
 The primary area of attack for the Con side is to argue that budget 
deficits are not harmful to the economy, and may in face help it.  Some 
economists feel that the U.S. has had significant deficits many times in the 
past, and has always maintained a path of economic expansion.  They also 
point to the continuing sustainability of other countries being willing to 
finance our debt.  Many countries have a surplus or have export-oriented 
economies which benefit from purchasing treasury bonds and hence keeping 
the dollar low.  There are also many other complicated economic arguments 
about the interactions between budget deficits and things like business 
investment, public consumption, and the current account deficit, which the 
Con can use to craft a defense of status quo deficits.  The Bush 
administration, for example, has recently unveiled a fiscal plan which they 
claim will balance the budget by 2012.  The accuracy of these government 
statements can of course be disputed, but there are certainly many proposals 
for reducing deficits in a “non-prioritized” way. 
 The Con can also cite reasons why budget deficit reduction could be 
economically difficult or dangerous, and defend the current process of very 
gradual deficit reduction through economic growth.  As the country gains 
more wealth, more money is made through taxes, helping to offset 
expenditures.  Many refer to this as “growing out” of the current US fiscal 
problems.  The Con can also discuss the interactions of the deficit with 
entitlements such as Medicare and Social security, and the need for budget 
deficits to finance them. 
 It is also up to the Con side to defend the priority of new forms of 
government spending, rather than a focus on deficit reduction.  Even if 
deficits have problems and should be eliminated in theory, the Con can make 
many arguments about the necessity for the current government to increase 
funding for a variety of programs, such as health care, defense spending, 
including things like the Iraq war, or even more prosaic concerns, such as 
funding for the space program.  Given the number of proposals for new 
government programs in any given year, there is a fertile ground for the Con 
to choose relevant social issues which would be better focused on than the 
potentially overblown economic concerns of the Pro side. 
 


