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POLITICS

Biden Says Debt-Ceiling Deal Is ‘Very Close’
White House, Republicans have been clashing over work requirements for
benefits programs

By Natalie Andrews Follow , David Harrison Follow  and Sabrina Siddiqui Follow

Updated May 26, 2023 10:27 pm ET
WASHINGTON—President Biden said negotiators were closing in on a deal to cut spending
and raise the $31.4 trillion debt limit, seeking to overcome final hurdles on issues regarding
the budget as well as requiring more people to work to receive federal benefits.

He said talks are “very close” to reaching an agreement and that he was hopeful that there
could be a breakthrough as soon as later on Friday. “I hope we’ll have some clear evidence
tonight, before the clock strikes 12, that we have a deal,” he said as he departed the White
House for Camp David on Friday evening.

Negotiators are hoping to strike a deal soon in order to set up votes on the legislation next
week. The Treasury Department, which is currently using extraordinary measures to avoid
exceeding the debt ceiling, estimated Friday that the government could run out of money
to pay its bills if Congress doesn’t act by June 5.

Treasury had previously put the deadline as early June, saying it could come as soon as
June 1. Any legislation would likely take at least several days to pass both the House and
Senate.

Rep. Patrick McHenry (R., N.C.), a GOP negotiator, said he concurred that negotiators were
very close. But he said that “everybody wants to look for the white smoke,” adding that
“we’re not at that stage yet.” On Biden’s comments, he said, “That is a hopeful sign to me.
And I’ve rarely used that term in the last 12 days that I’ve been involved in this.”

House Speaker Kevin McCarthy (R., Calif.) left the Capitol around 9 p.m. An hour later,
negotiators were still behind closed doors, with no sign of an agreement imminent.

House Republicans who lead efforts to whip, or count, votes met late Friday to discuss their
strategy for contacting members once a deal is reached, according to aides. But the effort
was organizational and didn’t depend on the substance of any agreement.
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Reaching a deal would ease mounting concerns about the government’s ability to pay its
bills. Lawmakers of both parties, business groups and Wall Street have raised alarms over
the prospect of a government default, which they say would be disastrous for financial
markets and the U.S. economy. If the government ran short of money, it would have to
suspend certain pension payments, withhold or cut the pay of soldiers and federal
workers, and potentially delay interest payments, which would constitute default.

Debt-limit talks between House Republicans and the Biden administration are continuing as the Memorial Day
holiday weekend begins. PHOTO: JACQUELYN MARTIN/ASSOCIATED PRESS

Work requirements emerged Friday as one of the last remaining sticking points in the
talks, which appeared to have made progress on a two-year agreement to cap spending and
raise the borrowing limit, extending it past the 2024 election.

Republicans are pushing to strengthen the work mandate on individuals without
disabilities or dependents, something Democrats adamantly oppose. The issue is so
polarizing that the final decision on work requirements could cause significant defections
from either party, depending on what is included, despite a relatively small budgetary
impact.

“It comes down to whether or not we’re going to default on the American debt, we’re going
to default on seniors on Social Security or Medicare or have the Democrats continue to say
we’re going to prioritize welfare payments for people that are refusing to work,” said Rep.
Garret Graves (R., La.), who has been taking part in the talks.

Biden has indicated he won’t consider a GOP proposal to impose new work requirements
for Medicaid, a healthcare program for low-income and disabled people. However, he
hasn’t closed the door as firmly on changes to existing requirements for food aid and cash-
assistance programs. Asked Friday if he would bow to Republican demands on work
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requirements, Biden said, “I don’t bow to anybody,” and the White House put out a
statement calling proposed requirements cruel and ineffective.

Including new requirements to the deal could cost Democratic support, making the
agreement harder to pass in the narrowly divided House of Representatives. Progressive
lawmakers and members of the Congressional Black Caucus have indicated they would
likely vote against a bill that strengthens work requirements.

“When it comes to programs to help the most vulnerable in this country, I’m not going to
be a cheap date,” said Massachusetts Rep. Jim McGovern, the top Democrat on the Rules
committee. “I’m not going to be part of an effort that’s going to hurt people.”

A debt-limit bill Republicans passed last month raised the age threshold for the existing
work requirements for able-bodied adults without dependents in the Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program, or SNAP, which provides food assistance for low-income
households.

Under rules resuming in all states by July, able-bodied, low-income adults between the
ages of 18 and 49 and without dependents can receive benefits for no more than three
months within a three-year period, unless they are working or enrolled in a work program.
The GOP legislation would raise that age to 55 and restrict states’ ability to waive the work
requirements for food stamps for people in areas of high and sustained unemployment.

Earlier Friday, McCarthy expressed confidence that negotiators were working through
their differences. But work requirements remain a stumbling block.

“We worked through the night last night, I thought we made progress yesterday. I want to
make progress again today and I want to solve this problem,” he said. “I do not think it’s
right that you borrow money from China to pay people to stay home that are able-bodied
with no dependents on the couch. That is not the American way.”
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Far-right Republican lawmakers want Speaker Kevin McCarthy to insist on the deep cuts laid out in a bill passed by
the House in April. PHOTO: J. SCOTT APPLEWHITE/ASSOCIATED PRESS

Beefing up work requirements would mark a political win for Republicans, but do relatively
little to rein in federal spending.

The changes to the cash assistance program, for example, would save only $6 million over
10 years, according to the nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office. Raising the age for
work requirements to 55 would reduce spending by $11 billion over 10 years and cause
about 275,000 Americans a month to lose access to food stamps, according to the CBO.

Biden and top Republicans have struggled for days to come to an agreement on the central
issue of government-spending levels and setting a top-line number for appropriators to
spend in the next fiscal year, which starts in October.

The spending deal under discussion would cap federal spending but would include
increases for the military and veterans, a person familiar with the discussions said. Setting
the top-line numbers for spending has consequences for how military spending, veterans
benefits and nondefense programs like early childhood education and cancer research are
funded.

Also up for discussion is rescinding some of the $80 billion that Congress approved last
year to expand the Internal Revenue Service, which the agency had planned to use to boost
tax enforcement and modernize its technology, people familiar with the talks said.
Republicans voted earlier this year to claw back most of the money, a move that would be a
net increase in the budget deficit because it would shrink tax revenue.

Democrats say the money is necessary so the government can reverse a decade of attrition
at the tax agency, hiring thousands of new auditors and directing them at high-income
households and large corporations. But Republicans campaigned against the additional
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IRS money, warning that the agency couldn’t be trusted and that more audits would
ultimately burden small businesses and middle-income Americans.

Rescinding some of the $80 billion to expand the Internal Revenue Service, which Congress approved last year, is up
for discussion in the debt-limit talks. PHOTO: CHIP SOMODEVILLA/GETTY IMAGES

Congress intended the money as long-term funding through fiscal 2031, a supplement atop
the agency’s annual budget. Losing some of that money would force the IRS to scale back
its plans or come back to Congress sooner than intended for another tranche of long-term
money.

Democrats complained on Thursday that the House was going on recess for Memorial Day
with no deal and worried they would be asked to vote for a deal they had little part in
negotiating.

At the same time, far-right Republican lawmakers want McCarthy to insist on the deep
cuts laid out in a bill passed by the House in April. Late Thursday, one of those lawmakers,
Rep. Chip Roy (R., Texas) met privately with McCarthy to elaborate on his conditions for a
deal.

“I need significant reforms in order to agree to a debt ceiling increase,” Roy told reporters.

McCarthy said he wasn’t concerned about the angst coming from the right wing of his
party.

“Right now members don’t know what’s all in,” he said.

—Kristina Peterson, Richard Rubin and Siobhan Hughes contributed to this article.
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