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You wouldn’t know it from the campaign trail, but Senators McCain and Obama’s campaign policies actually have a number of significant similarities. To begin with, both candidates have made hundreds of billions of dollars of promises the eventual president will not be able to keep—one of the more unfortunate similarities. Other policy areas of overlap may lay the foundation to fix the country’s current fiscal mess. 
 

Even though both candidates’ agendas are overall budget busters, when it comes to fiscal responsibility, each candidate has made an important pledge. Senator McCain has promised to balance the budget by 2013—a long shot (to put it generously) given all of his other promises—but one that would at least give him an opening to push through budget saving measures in office. Senator Obama has pledged to stick to the “pay-go” principle and pay for all new spending, though he has been notably reticent on how he would offset the costs of tax cuts or actually reduce the deficit.  
 

But if this is the as good as it gets, then the country is in trouble. The budget deficit could reach a trillion dollars next year. We couldn’t afford their long lists of campaign promises before the economic meltdown, and are in less of a position to do so now.  Unless the new president rethinks his budget priorities, we will face another crisis in our near future—this one fueled by too much government debt. 
 

The similarities between the two candidates’ budget plans in the areas of stimulus, taxes, energy and healthcare provide some ideas for how to move forward. 
 

Both candidates agree that the first step the new president must take is to stabilize the economy.  He will have to assess whether the already passed measures are sufficient or whether there should be another stimulus package.  If so, any stimulus needs to be simple, temporary and free of the kind of “fiscal pork” that often plagues these packages. 
 

Once the economy is strong again, the second step for the new president will be to turn his attention to how to pay down the debt. 
 

With regard to taxes, both candidates support making most of President Bush's tax cuts permanent.  Both would continue to reduce the Alternative Minimum Tax. And both support some type of reduction in the corporate income tax rate. There are solid economic arguments for these policies as well as widespread political support for them in Congress.  A less defensible similarity is that neither has a plan to make up for the lost revenues from their proposed tax cuts.  All told, the price would be more than $400 billion a year. That’s just not going to happen. But if the new president is willing to make some trade-offs, there will be room in the budget for some tax cuts at least.
 

The solution lies in another  area of agreement—tradable carbon permits. Both Senators support “cap and trade” as a way of limiting carbon emissions.  However, under the McCain plan, many of the permits would be given away, and under the Obama plan, the bulk of the revenues would be spent on tax rebates. 
 

Instead of following either candidate’s plan, new revenues should be used to offset the cost of proposed tax cuts.  Carbon permits could potentially raise up to $300 billion a year. Swapping the new energy tax for lower tax rates on individual and corporate income would help the economy, help the environment, and help break our dependence on foreign oil—all without busting the budget. 
 

On healthcare, both candidates have put forth remarkably similar proposals to slow the growth of spiraling costs, including investing in information technology, more transparency within the healthcare system, the utilization of more coordinated care and disease management, and reforming medical malpractice. Unfortunately, both would spend more on other healthcare policies than these measures would save. 
 

Instead, the new president should lead with healthcare savings measures before implementing the more costly aspects of his plan. Because healthcare costs pose the single greatest threat to the budget, controlling costs would be the most effective step the new president could take to improve the country’s long-term fiscal health.  And by phasing in cost-saving measures now, the he could strengthen the budget and the economy, thereby making it easier to pay for other policies laid out in this campaign at a later date. 
 

There has been a lot of talk about both bipartisanship and fiscal responsibility during this election. As of yet, neither candidate has put forth the policies to back up that talk.  Some of the areas of agreement between the two campaigns provide a good starting point for putting the budget and the economy back on track, and using these ideas would show that all the talk was more than just political rhetoric. 
 

Maya MacGuineas is the president of the nonpartisan Committee for a Responsible Federal Budget and the Director of the Fiscal Policy Program at the New America Foundation
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