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THE ENVIRONMENT in which t he
debat e over nat ional priorit ies
t akes place has changed marked-
ly over t he past  decade. The Cold
War has ended, fort unat ely wit h
a whimper not  a bang, allowing
t he Unit ed St at es t o scale back
it s milit ary forces subst ant ially
and begin t o redefine it s relat ions
wit h ot her nat ions. The pall t hat
large and seemingly int ract able
budget  deficit s have cast  on pub-
lic sect or init iat ives as well as
effort s t o reduce t ax burdens has
lif t ed. Af t er 28 years of  unint er-
rupt ed red ink, t he federal bud-
get  regist ered a surplus in fiscal
1998, and project ions suggest
t hat  surpluses will cont inue for
more t han a decade if  current  t ax
and spending policies are not
changed dramat ically. While eco-
nomic weakness abroad has cre-
at ed g reat  uncer t ain t y ,  t he
nat ion’s economy remains unusu-

ally st rong and resilient . The f rac-
t ion of  t he adult  populat ion
employed is at  a record level,
wages are growing across t he
income spect rum, and inflat ion-
ary  pressures cont inue t o be
remarkably subdued. 
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Furt hermore, some of  t he most  st ub-
born and divisive domest ic problems of
t he 1970s and 1980s have moderat ed
over t he course of  t he 1990s. Crime
rat es have declined f or several years.
The number of  people receiving welfare
benefit s has fallen more t han 40  percent
f rom it s peak in 1994 . Teen pregnancy
and birt h rat es have fallen a lit t le since
t he early 1990s. And t he fiscal pressures
t hat  long crippled st at es and localit ies
have eased, allowing t hem to address
t heir problems wit hout  first  begging for
federal grant s.

To be sure, t he nat ion’s problems have

not  disappeared. Growing numbers of
people lack adequat e healt h insurance;
t he element ary and secondary educa-
t ional syst em cont inues t o produce t oo
many poorly educat ed graduat es for a
nat ion t hat  will lead t he world int o t he
21st  cent ury; income disparit ies cont in-
ue t o widen; and many children are raised
in families wit h inadequat e resources. 

In t heory, t he new, more benign policy
environment  should permit  lawmakers t o
rank and address t hese and ot her priori-
t ies in a more deliberat ive and reasoned
manner t han was possible in t he past .
Whet her t hey will avail t hemselves of
t his opport unit y remains t o be seen.
Wit h narrow congressional majorit ies,
part isan divisions run deep on Capit ol Hill.

Wit h Republicans split  int o moderat e and
conservat ive camps and Democrat s
divided among liberal, moderat e, and
conservat ive fact ions, leaders have a dif -
f icult  t ime defining a part y posit ion on
many issues let  alone finding common
ground wit h t hose across t he aisle. Wit h
t he Whit e House and Congress cont rolled
by dif ferent  part ies, agreement  bet ween
t he legislat ive and execut ive branches
over just  what  t he nat ion’s priorit ies
should be becomes dif f icult . Wit h a pres-
ident ial elect ion less t han t wo years
away, cooperat ion across part y lines
becomes increasingly rare.

In spit e of  t hese obstacles, a
consensus is emerg ing t hat
issues involving element ary and
secondary educat ion, t he fami-
ly, and t he consequences of
rapid change in t he healt h deliv-
ery system should be among
t he nat ion’ s t op p r ior it ies.
There is also growing agree-
ment  t hat , af t er a decade of
r et r enchment , it  is t ime t o
r eexam ine t he  lev e l o f
resources devoted t o def ense.
Issues such as world t rade,
cr ime, and t axes remain on t he
agendas of  many involved in
t he policy process. 

Wh i le  m uch  a t t ent io n
remains focused on issues of  immediat e
concern, t he new policy environment  has
made it  possible for policymakers t o
t hink about  addressing t he larger chal-
lenges t hat  await  t he nat ion in t he sec-
ond and t hird decades of  t he next  cent u-
ry. These involve t he viabilit y of  t he
nat ion’s basic ret irement  programs—
Social Securit y and Medicare. Af t er a
year-long educat ional ef fort  involving
t own meet ings, debat es, and discussion,
t he president  and congressional leaders
will t ry, early in 1999, t o hammer out  a
plan t o deal wit h Social Securit y’s long-
t erm fiscal imbalance. In March of  1999,
t he Nat ional Bipart isan Commission on
t he Fut ure of  Medicare, which was creat -
ed by t he Balanced Budget  Act  of  1997,
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benign policy environment
should permit  lawmakers t o
rank and address public
policy priorit ies in a more
deliberat ive and reasoned
manner t han was possible
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will issue it s recommendat ions for st rengt hening
t he healt h insurance program that  is so vit al t o t he
aged and disabled. Bot h problems are complex,
and t heir solut ions inevit ably will be divisive. If
even one of  t hem could be resolved wit hin t he
next  year or t wo, it  would represent  a major t ri-
umph for t he nat ion’s policymaking process, one
t hat  would build public confidence in government .
If  t hese ef fort s end in acrimonious debat e and a
deluge of  demagoguery, t he divisiveness could
spill over int o ot her policy areas, poisoning any
ef fort  t o cooperat e across part y and ideological
lines on policy development . 

The following seven art icles, most  drawn f rom
longer pieces in t he fort hcoming Brookings volume
Set t ing Nat ional Priorit ies, analyze some of  t he
im po r t ant  i ssues t hat  ar e on t he agendas of
policymakers in t he fi nal y ear  of  t he 2 0 t h
century. ■
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