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Flexibility in the authorization–appropriations procedure allows it to 
accommodate stresses and strains. A failure to enact authorization bills does 
not bring the appropriations process (or an agency or federal program) to 
a halt. The Congressional Budget Office (CBO) reported that for fiscal year 
2012 there were $261 billion of unauthorized appropriations.49 Annual 
appropriations bills often become vehicles for extending or revamping exist-
ing laws that did not make it through the authorization process. Moreover, 
it is not uncommon for authorizers to ask appropriators to include their  
policy proposals in the annual appropriations bills. They want to hitch a ride 
on “must pass” appropriation bills heading to the White House. “Ideally,  
it’s not great to use [appropriation] bills,” remarked a House Financial 
Services chair. “But they may be the only vehicles we can use [for] some 
[authorization measures] where we’re facing a veto or we have problems in 
the Senate.”50

Bicameral Differences. Because the House and Senate are dissimilar, 
they have different rules governing the authorization–appropriations 
process. Table 2.1 compares the authorization and appropriations rules 
of the two houses. These differences reflect each chamber’s fundamental 
nature: The smaller Senate permits greater procedural flexibility than the 
larger House.

The rules affect each chamber’s legislative behavior and policy deliber-
ations. The Senate, for example, sometimes gets off to a slower start on 
appropriations measures because, by tradition, the House originates those 

Table 2.1  Authorization–Appropriations Rules Compared

House Senate

No unauthorized appropriations are 
permitted except for public works 
in progress. The Appropriations 
Committee generally cannot report 
a regular appropriations bill unless 
there is an authorization law. However, 
this rule is commonly waived for a 
reported authorization bill.

Unauthorized appropriations are not 
permitted. Exceptions are if the Senate 
has passed an authorization during that 
session; if an authorization is reported by 
any Senate standing committee, including 
Appropriations; or if an authorization 
is requested in the president’s annual 
budget.

No legislation (policy) is permitted in 
an appropriations bill.

No legislation is permitted in an 
appropriations bill unless it is germane to 
legislative provisions in the House-passed 
bill.

No appropriation is permitted in an 
authorization bill. Floor amendments 
that propose appropriations are not in 
order in authorization bills.

There is no equivalent rule. (Recall that 
the House initiates appropriations bills 
and objects to Senate efforts aimed at 
circumventing this arrangement.)




