
Appropriations Process

Congress annually considers several appropriations measures, which provide funding for numerous activities, for
example, national defense, education, homeland security, crime, as well as general government operations.  On this page
you'll find some answers to the following questions: 

	
 - What is the appropriations process? 
	
 - How does the appropriations process work? 
	
 - What is the timeline for appropriations bills? 
	
 - What is an earmark? 



Additional Resources: 


	
 - House Appropriations Committee 
	
 - House Budget Committee 
	
 - Congressional Research Service report: "Overview of the Authorization- Appropriations Process" 




What is the appropriations process?

Article I, Section 9, Clause 7 of the Constitution provides that "No Money shall be drawn from the Treasury, but in
Consequence of Appropriations made by Law." Therefore, all expenditures for all federal agencies and programs must
be approved by Congress and then signed by the President. 



About 2/3 of federal spending is "non-discretionary." This is for programs like Social Security, whose annual costs are
already determined by law based on the number of people served and their eligibility.  The remaining 1/3 is
"discretionary": this includes areas like defense or education funding, for which the spending is set each year by the
Congress and the President.  



Discretionary spending bills are generally enacted annually for the next fiscal year. It is a two-part process.  Discretionary
spending is usually first "authorized" in one bill, and then the actual funding is "appropriated" in another bill - an
"appropriations bill."  This mechanism is meant to help control overall spending. 



Once funds are appropriated, Congress expects that these funds will be used during the fiscal year for which they are
appropriated.  Congress must enact annual appropriations bills prior to the beginning of the each fiscal year (October 1)
or provide interim funding for the affected programs through a "continuing resolution."  Sometimes, the Congress will
combine several appropriations bills at the end of the year and pass them all together as an "omnibus." 
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How does the appropriations process work? 

An appropriations bill is considered in much the same way as other bills that pass through Congress. It is introduced by
Members of the House and Senate, subcommittee hearings are held, subcommittees and committees amend the bills
and vote on them, they are considered by the full House and Senate and votes are taken, a conference committee is
appointed to reconcile differences between the two chambers' versions, and the conference report (i.e. the final bill) is
then voted on by the House and Senate and sent to the President for signature or veto. 



Unlike other legislation however, the appropriations process generally follows an annual timeline. The House generally
begins the process with the Appropriations Committee's subcommittees (one for each of the 12 bills) holding extensive
hearings on each of the spending bills. Hearings usually begin in early March, soon after the President's budget is
submitted to Congress. 



The House starts voting on appropriations bills in May and seeks to complete this by the August district work period.  In
recent years, however, many of these votes have not occurred until the fall.  The Senate may begin committee work on its
11 spending bills and may even vote on the bills before the House completes its work. 



After the House and the Senate have each voted on its versions of an appropriations bill, a conference committee meets.
That committee consists of equal number of House and Senate members who reconcile any differences between the
spending bills. 



The conference committees make the final decisions on bills and reconcile the differences.  The conference report is then
sent to both the House and Senate for approval.  If approved, it is then sent to President. After the President signs a bill,
each impacted department or agency reviews the bill, makes the regulatory changes mandated by Congress and begins
allocating the funding to appropriate departments and projects referenced in the bill. When there is a direct appropriation
to an outside entity, the agency will usually allocate funding to the organization or community in the spring (mid-March
through May). 
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What is the timeline for appropriations bills? 


	
	
	First Monday in February - President submits budget for following fiscal year to Congress 
	
	
	
	
	February 15 to April 15 - Congress considers and passes a budget resolution 
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	Late February through late March - House Appropriations subcommittees begin hearings on 12 appropriations bills -
begins "marking-up" (amending) bills. 
	
	
	
	
	March through June - Senate Committee considers its 12 appropriations bills. 
	
	
	
	
	June 10 - House Appropriation Committee reports to full House the last of its appropriations bills. 
	
	
	
	
	June 30 - House concludes action on regular appropriations bills. 
	
	
	
	
	By August - Senate and House usually have voted on their appropriations bills.  Some bills will have already gone through
conference committee, approved by the House and Senate and sent to the President. 
	
	
	
	
	September - Remaining conference committees meet to finalize appropriations bills. They are voted on and sent to the
President for signature 
	
	
	
	
	October 1 - New fiscal year begins 
	
	
	
	
	October - If necessary, Continuing Resolutions allow the federal government to continue working under previous year's
budget authority until their appropriations for the current Fiscal Year are approved. 
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What is an earmark?

In some appropriations bills, the Congress outlines specific projects or recipients of agency funding.  The appropriations
subcommittees review requests for such project listings from Members of Congress.  Relatively small amounts of funding
are dedicated directly to such projects, and it is extremely difficult to secure funding for "earmarked" projects because of
severe budget limitations.  Projects requested by the House (and to a lesser extent the Senate) can receive an
appropriation only if there is an authorization law which directly supports the project - in other words, there must be a
program in the federal government from which funds can be drawn. 
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An "earmark" is different from a federal grant.  A grant is made by a federal agency directly to an organization,
municipality or state from funds which the federal agency has in its budget. Grants are made on a competitive basis
usually after a Notice of Funding Availability has been issued. Organizations submit an application by a subscribed due
date. Usually the agency will set up a panel of grant reviewers to read and rate the applications. Awards are granted
several months after the application is submitted. 



If your organization or municipality is seeking aid from the federal government for a specific project, please feel free to
contact my office for more information.  My staff can help you determine if your project is a good candidate for an agency
grant or an earmark request, and help you develop the information you need to pursue funding. 
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