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DWG:  Again, sir.  Thank you for coming in.  It seems that you’ve, oddly enough, taken on a bit of a role as fiscal conservative when it comes to defense spending of late.  Talk to us a little bit about where defense budget needs are right now, and what can be done to realistically pay for them, given the fiscal situation in this country.
Congressman Smith:  There’s really three layers to this, and we rarely on the Armed Services Committee or in the defense community get past the first one.  That first layer is a very legitimate assessment that I guess Senator McCain probably most consistently makes, and that is, and there are other certain defense hawks that talk about how the national security threats and needs and the complexity of that environment has only grown in recent years.  Russia, China, Iran, North Korea, and the [inaudible] extremist threat.  You know, we are in a lot of countries fighting a lot of challenges, and at the same time you’ve seen defense budgets basically flat lined since the Budget Control Act in 2011.  And then, of course, there’s the great readiness debate about whether or not there’s an adequate amount of resources for training and equipment and all of that.  So you get this, we are way under-funding the military argument, that given what we have set up as our National Security Strategy, we are not meeting it, we are not funding it adequately.  I think there’s truth to that, without question.

Now I would say that one of the things that is lacking in all of this is any sort of realistic strategy, and I always quote this meeting I had with the Office of Net Assessment in which they lamented that they do not have enough resources to meet what their strategy was in 2012.  And I ask them well, how short are you?  They didn’t have an answer.  Okay.  So if you don’t know how much money you need, that makes it a little difficult for us to figure out how to meet those needs.
So the biggest point I make about that is we need a strategy.  This is the strategy, this is what it’s going to cost.  We don’t really have that.  We’re sort of like we’ve got to do this, we’ve got to do this, we’ve got to do, yada, yada, and there’s no sort of here’s where we’re at, here’s what we need to do.  So that’s one layer of it.

The second layer of it is focusing on the Budget Control Act and the impact that that has had.  Without question, it’s had a profound impact.  It set a cap on the amount of money that can be spent, and we debate now, gosh, we’ve got to go over the caps, we’ve got to move forward.  And that debate sort of bogs down, and this is why I am, I hate to think of things as optimistic or pessimistic.  I prefer to think of it as simply assessing the situation as it is.  And the situation as it is, is not good on the appropriation side because the defense hawks are of the opinion that $640 billion is the number that’s most often cited, so $91 billion above the budget caps.  We’ve heard people can live with 630.  But I’ve heard Senator McCain say there’s no way he’d support anything less than 630.  Then you factor in the OCO.  And that’s like $82 billion over the Budget Control Act.

So how does this work exactly?  You’re going to have Republicans who want that.  And then the non-defense discretionary is important to a lot of Democrats and some Republicans.  And there was this notion of there’s going to be a dollar for dollar increase after the Budget Control Act.  I think we’re off that, and I think that’s fine.  But even if it’s not dollar for dollar, so you’ve got $82 billion over in defense, how far do you go over in non-defense?  Let’s be extraordinarily generous and say that you just do a two for one.  So it’s 82 and 41.  There’s going to be a ton of Democrats who are going to say that’s totally unacceptable.  Twice as much money going to defense as we do to non-defense.  You’re going to have a ton of Republicans who are going to say what, are you crazy?  We’re going over the budget caps by over $100 billion?
The thing to understand is, this discussion has not progressed an inch in nine months.  I’ve been telling people this since February, and it’s funny, I’ve told them the same thing since February.  I hear the Appropriators are talking.  I’m sure they are.  Every single day, about something, but they ain’t talking about this.  They’re not resolving this particular issue.  And yet we continue to go la, la, la, la, la.  This is it, folks.  I mean going over the Budget Control caps or aren’t you?  

So that second layer is a totally unrealistic way of looking at the budget cap and the Budget Control Act battle.

The third layer is even worse than the second.  That is that the budget caps are not really the only issue.  We’re $20 trillion in debt, running up the deficit of $700 billion.  And I don’t know, I don’t necessarily call myself a fiscal conservative or whatever.  I simply understand math.  And at a certain point you can’t keep borrowing that amount of money and have a sustainable entity whether you’re talking about a corporation, household, or the largest government in the world.  You spend $4 trillion every year, that’s about $700 billion more than we take in.  The trend lines on the mandatory programs are not good.  The needs in the discretionary budget are very real.  And now in an act of absolutely pure insanity we want to reduce revenue by another $1.5 trillion plus, if you add in the interest that that then accrues.  My guess, it’s like over $2 trillion.

So the biggest thing that we are debating, the biggest focus right now is how can we reduce the amount of revenue that we’re taking in?  I don’t understand.

So you bring it all the way back to defense, and now I will stop talking, and you get all this clamoring that we don’t have enough money for defense because we’re not funding readiness, we’re not ready for North Korea, we’re not ready for Russia, we’re not ready for this, that and the other thing, and then you want to reduce the amount of money that’s available?  It doesn’t make any sense.

And regardless of what the overall number is, we need a strategy, and we need a strategy that at least partially takes into account the amount of resources that are available to implement that strategy.  And for a decade now I’ve been having this argument that resources matter.  Ever since, well, maybe not a decade, but since 2010 when Bob Gates put together a plan and the Republicans screamed that this plan is constrained by how much money we think we’re going to have.  Yeah.  And they acted like this was just wrong.  And we of course wound up with a lot less in defense money than even that 2010 plan contemplated.
But that’s what we need to do.  We need to put together a plan and then base that plan around an amount of money that we realistically have, which I think the number one biggest thing it needs is our overall strategy needs to change.  We do not have the resources to implement the strategy that most defense hawks, if you will, advocate.  Forget for the moment, should we do it, is it necessary for national security.  We don’t have the money.

So we need a better strategy that reflect those resources.

DWG:  We’ll start with Travis.

DWG:  About Somalia and [Berea].  They are two competing reports out there right now, for [inaudible] operations mission [in August].  The Daily [Inaudible] reported that a group of Special Operations fired on civilians.  Ten were killed including a child.  U.S. Special Operations in Africa has just released a statement saying that only enemy Africans were killed in that incident.  If you saw those, what your thoughts might be, and if you think there might be some role for Congress to play.

Congressman Smith:  I think there is a role for Congress, and I’ve seen it, I don’t know the truth.  And to presume that I did would be, there’s no way to tell in terms of what’s being reported.
I think the role and the thing that concerns me about what’s happened in the last year is clearly the Trump administration has opened the aperture on what is acceptable risk.  Whether it’s a Special Operations attack or a bombing raid.  They are more aggressive.  I’ve heard statistics, I haven’t actually seen the numbers, but there has been a marked increase in the number of kinetic operations since Trump came into office.  Whether, like I said, it’s Special Forces going in or simply bombing.  And in a wide range of areas.  From Libya to Somalia to Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria of course.  We try to combat ISIS, al-Qaeda, and their various affiliates.
Under the Obama administration, they were very very careful about when they did that, which is ironic because there was a lot of criticism of the Obama administration that they were relying too much on drones and too much on kinetic strikes.  But I worked with them very closely.  I worked with Jay Johnson, in particular, when he was the Chief Counsel for the Pentagon.  And they agonized over okay, here’s the target, here’s the plan, is this strike, what’s the risk of civilian casualties, what’s do we get in terms of who we’re going after, and there was really a very clear process.  And I know that that process was widely criticized within the military community.  They felt, A, it was too cautious, and B, civilians were having an undue influence on what should be military decisions.  This is part of what really aggravated John Kelly and Michael Flynn, that you know, they had Ben Rhodes telling them when they could fire a missile and they found that ridiculous.  I basically think there is this certain argument that the Obama White House was too involved in the day-to-day decisions of the warfare in Afghanistan and elsewhere.
But since then, it seems that President Trump, and of course he says like ten different things in the space of a minute that all directly contradict each other.  So it’s hard to know what’s true.  But he has on the occasion said look, I’m going to let the generals make the decision.  And I kind of think that’s sort of what’s happening.  CENTCOM can bomb who CENTCOM wants to bomb, and the President’s going to go play golf.  And he’s going to, quote, trust the generals, until something goes wrong, of course, and then he’ll blame them.

But I think there is a role for Congress to do oversight and say what’s the plan here?  Why did you pick that part?  Just take a look at the last ten strikes.  Explain to us what the process was that you went through before you decided to make that strike.  What are you doing to try to reduce civilian casualties.  There’s also reports that the fund that we are provided to pay to relatives or those who are injured inadvertently by our airstrikes, is not being used.  They have had civilian casualties.  They are not compensating their families.  So there seems to be a more aggressive posture that I have not heard an explanation for or a justification for.   And I think we need to hear that.
DWG:  Are you particularly concerned about Africa, though?  The Niger incident.  Also heard colleagues in the Senate say the war is moving to Africa.

Congressman Smith:  I do.  I think it’s a little optimistic to say the war is moving to Africa in terms of it hasn’t moved out of Syria, Iraq or Afghanistan.  I take it as expanding in scope.  And this is not something that is at all surprising.  I was in the town of [Baso] in 2009 and we were talking about the ungoverned spaces and this was even before Libya and before everything.  This was an area that violent extremists were operating in, and it’s only expanding.  Of course Somalia has been going on for decades.  So yes, clearly this is an area that is of particular concern.  And in part because it’s relatively new.  So what are the rules of engagement?  What are we trying to accomplish?  I think that needs to be made more clear by the administration to Congress.
DWG:  Caroline, and then Tony.

DWG:  I wanted to do a quick follow-up on the end of your remarks about budget [inaudible].  I think the logical question is if you say we don’t have the money for the current strategy, and you’re saying we should start something else, [linking] strategy to money.  What mission, if any, would you recommend that we [move back] from?  Are there ways that you advocate reshaping U.S. posture abroad?  I know that was kind of the end of a lengthy process and discussion between the President and Mr. [inaudible] and the like.  But do you right now have any idea of what you would say, recommend trimming or changing?
Congressman Smith:  Number one you have to, and I will get to that, but you have to understand that right now there’s a refusal to even accept the premise, and that premise being that resources somehow have to constrain what we do in the national security defense sphere. 

Republicans do not accept that premise.  I find that illogical, I guess would be the most polite way to put it.  Resources always constrain what you want to do.  Unless you have to do that.  Maybe they don’t constrain what Jeff Bezos wants to do.  But in the real world, we all have things we want to accomplish.  Whether I said [inaudible] or whatever, and then there’s the amount of money we have to accomplish it.  So we have to get them to accept the premise, which to my mind should be a no-brainer.  But, and then you look at it and you see the broad threat environment I described.  It’s always the four countries plus the non-government actors that we’re looking at.
What’s most important?  To me, what’s most important up front is the [inaudible] extremists, because there are a whole lot of people and places that threaten us.  There’s only one group of people that gets up every day and would like to kill as many Americans or Westerners as is humanly possible, and the only thing stopping them is the ability to do so, which is why Special Operations Command is so important, why we’re in so many countries trying to combat this threat.
But I also think that part of the way we can save money is build partnerships.  And we have been fairly successful in doing that.  In the Horn of Africa, for instance, we worked with Ethiopia and Kenya and I understand these are not perfect things.  Friends are not always perfect.  But there are people, countries that we’ve worked with that are in it, so that reduces our [inaudible].  By and large, we’ve been able to contain the threat in the Horn of Africa with a very small footprint, as compared to you know, 150,000 troops in Iraq and 100,000 in Afghanistan.  So relying on partners to help contain that threat.  In Europe, working more closely with NATO.

I also think that we need to rethink our nuclear posture.  That $1.2 trillion to recapitalize our nuclear force is way more money than we can spend.  And we can have a credible nuclear deterrent for far less than that.  And that’s what we need to think about, is how can we do things in a more cost-effective way while meeting the challenges that we face?
You can write a book about this, so I’ll try not to do that in the next few minutes, but you have to understand that the Pentagon, they’ve got to plan for everything.  What is Russia and China, or China invades Taiwan at the same time Russia invades Eastern Europe?  What is North Korea shoots a missile at us?  What do we need to be able to respond to that?

The truth is, what we would need is far more than we’re ever going to have.  So we have to sort of build in a surge capacity while at the same time realizing that we can’t prepare for everything.  I guess I’ll just close with something I’ve always been in disagreement with something Bob Gates used to say all the time.  He used to say that when it comes to predicting the next conflict, we have a 100 percent record.  We have always been wrong.  And he’s always used that as a premise to say this is why we need to be more prepared.  This is why we need to do more, because we keep missing it.

And I always thought that was a misinterpretation of that set of facts.  To me, what that set of facts means is you can spend yourself into a tizzy trying to prepare for what comes next, and there’s a decent chance you’ll be wrong.  So you’d be better served not to waste a ton of money anticipating things that aren’t going to happen.  You know, build up a reasonable national security posture and a surge capacity.  Were we ready for World War II?  God, no.  But when it came, we got ready.  We did it.  Same with the Korean conflict for that matter.

I guess to give you a concrete example, that’s what I would say about the nuclear weapons issue.  China has a very small nuclear weapons force, a number of them.  And their position is we have enough so that if you mess with us we can do incredible damage to you.  We find that sufficient.  We, on the other hand, imagine well, if they first struck here and took out all this, then we’d want this and that.  And that’s how we wind up with a national security mission that says we need 10,000 nuclear warheads or whatever. 

So I just think we need to be more realistic and stop thinking that we can eliminate risk.  There’s going to be risk.  But there’s a finite amount of resources, and we better start building a national defense structure that recognizes those finite resources and realistically assesses what we can do.

DWG:  Tony, then --

DWG:  You mentioned in passing that you authorized the fund for civilian casualties, a redress fund for civilian casualties.  The New York Times did a massive piece that got minimal [bombs] from Washington a couple of weeks ago with the uncounted.  They talked about the fact that that authority hasn’t been used by the [Pentagon].  Nobody followed up on it, unfortunately, but I want to do that.  What was the intent of Section 12-11 in the fiscal ’17 [inaudible]?  What was the intent?  And are you surprised that hasn’t been, that mechanism hasn’t been used given all the reports of civilian casualties?

Congressman Smith:  I think the intent is, and look it’s a difficult situation.  Make no mistake about it.  Because there are people out there that are trying to attack us, and I think Anwar al-Awlaki is a good example.  This was a very controversial decision in the Obama administration when we took him out.  But credible intelligence showed that he was responsible for the underwear bomber in Detroit, and for the package bombs that were on, I don’t know if it was FedEx or UPS.  But anyway, that’s fine.  And the most, at that time, the most active place in the world that was planning attacks against the United States was Anwar al-Awlaki.  And that’s a pretty decent definition of self-defense, to take him out.  

Unfortunately, you never know where these people are.  Sorry.  You know where they are.  There’s always risks involved and collateral damage.  There always is, in every war.  And so, and this is part of the balance.  I think General McChrystal had a pretty good take on it, that you can’t kill your way out of this.  He talked about fighting an insurgency.  If you have 100 enemies and you kill three of them, how many do you have left?  So the answer isn’t 97.  It really depends on the circumstances.  Now maybe you killed three people who were driving the whole thing and it’s over. Or maybe you killed three people who combined have 75 brothers, cousins, uncles and everything else and they all join the fight and then you’ve just made the problem worse.
But the one thing I do know is to the extent that the rest of the world see us as indiscriminately killing innocents, it’s bad.  It makes it harder for our allies to support us and easier for our enemies to recruit.

So A, this comes back to your question about the strike in Somalia.  That’s why the Obama administration was so careful about when they would strike people.  
B, if you do make that mistake, acknowledging the fact that this was not your intent, and compensating the victims is one way of showing people -- this was very important in Afghanistan.  This was a request from the commanders in the field.  That they needed this in order to deal with the unintended casualties of warfare.

So as far as why we’re not using it, I’m somewhat distrustful hearing the rhetoric from our President that he grasps the concepts that I just laid out.  I mean remember, during the course of the campaign he said we ought to kill the families of all the terrorists.  Now, as I said, he says things that he doesn’t necessarily mean and then contradicts later.  But people hear him.  And if the feeling is the United States of America is going to indiscriminately kill people in Muslim countries, I don’t think that’s going to help us win the overall war against groups like ISIS and al-Qaeda.  So the intent of that fund was to try to show that we’ll defend ourselves.  Make no mistake about it.  But we’re not out here to indiscriminately kill your people.
DWG:  Are you surprised it hasn’t been executed [inaudible]?

Congressman Smith:  A little bit, because like I said, well I didn’t say, but it wasn’t just the Trump administration.  The Obama administration didn’t use it either.  So I am surprised and would be interested in getting further information as to why.

DWG:  A protest on 8/27 in the NDAA for ’18.  It puts a price there on companies that lose a protest, they have to repay the government.  But you’ve got a convoluted, it’s going to start in two years and end three years later.  What was the intent of that provision?

Congressman Smith:  I think there’s growing concern about the cost of programs in general, and there are a lot of things driving that cost.  But certainly one thing that has increased, there’s been a lot more bid protests in recent years and that drives out the length of a program and if the protests are not legitimate, and most of them wind up being rejected, we want to discourage bid protests.  And this was sort of the compromise of trying to do that.  Obviously you want to make sure it’s a fair process.  But the process is pretty darn cumbersome.  So I think the process is reasonably fair and that the bid protests slow down that process and drive up the cost of programs.  It’s all part of acquisition reform and procurement reform, and trying to fix, trying to basically get more for the money that we spend.

DWG:  Bryan and then Mark.

DWG:  I want to do a follow-up on, you had mentioned the $1.2 trillion for the nuclear bill going forward, and there’s a way to have a credible deterrence for less than that.  Perhaps you can drill down a little bit more.  Anything specific in mind?  Moving away from the triad?  [Inaudible] not really the way to go?

And on the B-21, has the Air Force been [inaudible]?  I know there’s some [inaudible] that they haven’t shown enough [balance] of budget going forward in the process.  Has the Air Force been [inaudible] their plans of the B-21?

Congressman Smith:  Near as I can tell I think they have been. 

I focus less on the triad and more on the number of warheads involved.  We can maintain the triad and have a lot fewer warheads.  And I think, I’d have to drill down into the numbers, but multiple platforms probably do make sense.  But it’s a question of how many warheads do we need to prevent a credible deterrent?  And there I think we can get by with fewer.  I understand China has something like 500 nuclear weapons, and they consider that to be a credible deterrent.
So overall, the only point I’m making is we can get by on a lot fewer nuclear warheads and still have a credible deterrent. 

DWG:  Is that number, [inaudible] after the CBO report, is that number even possible under this Congress [inaudible]?
Congressman Smith:  That brings me back to the very first question.  If you were to lay out everything in every area of the defense budget -- the number of ships we want, the size of force we want in terms of the Army and Marine Corps.  I mean even if you got the $640 billion plus OCO for a $700 billion roughly defense budget, you couldn’t afford all this.  That’s the truly distressing thing about it.  That’s why I say we need to start making choices.  Regardless of what the budget is, we have gotten to the point where we simply promise, promise, promise, and there simply isn’t enough money to meet those promises.  So no, there’s not enough money in the budget in the course of the next ten years.  And again, I keep coming back to it but, and you want to cut taxes?  No credible economist believes it’s going to increase revenue.  It doesn’t add up.

DWG:  Mark then Colin.

DWG:  During the deliberations on the NDAA for FY18 there was quite a bit of discussion about space and a Space Corps, and ultimately there was a compromise that kind of fell short of a Space Corps.  I’m wondering if you think that issue is going to come back the next spring when you start working on the ’19 bill, or if there’s going to be kind of a pause to see how the reforms and the ’18 bill, or the provisions of the ’18 bill play out.

I was also wondering with the CR about to run out in eight days, if you have any insight as to how that’s going to [inaudible].

Congressman Smith:  I think we will revisit Space Corps.  I think it was a well thought out idea by Chairman Rogers and Ranking Member Cooper, but the Senate hadn’t been included in the discussion.  It wasn’t realistic to get them to simply accept it without having hearings.  So I think we will revisit that issue of what is necessary to make sure that we have an adequate force structure to deal with space.  And the argument is essentially that the Air Force have already two rather significant responsibilities.  Space is one of them.  But they’re responsible for maintaining air superiority and they’re responsible for our nuclear force.
Is it realistic that they can really focus on all three of those items and having a separate group to really focus on space, given how important it is now?  I think it does make sense.

As far as my insight on how the appropriations process is going to be resolved, I have two sort of rather lengthy speeches on that.  I’ll try to summarize them.

One is, you have to understand that to my mind the definitive problem that we have as a country is that we have such a complete and utter lack of confidence in Congress and our government.  Now there are other establishments that are coming under similar criticism, but for the moment I’ll focus on my own.  And that makes it very difficult to do anything when the public does not believe in, and it’s funny, Republicans take solace in the fact that the public doesn’t like Democrats, and Democrats take solace in the fact that the public doesn’t like Republicans.  But at some point they’ve got to like somebody in order for us to be able to govern.

There’s a lot of different reasons for that.  But what has happened over the course of the last 20 years, 15 years, is that we have gotten completely out of whack in our budget.  The expectations for what we can do do not match the reality.  People don’t like taxes.  They do like most programs.  And so this opinion has grown up that if you poll the public, they very clearly say they want a balanced budget, they don’t want any increased taxes, and they don’t want any programs cut.  That’s impossible, unsurprisingly, and yet it is what is expected.

Again, you could write a very lengthy book about how we got to this point.  A lot of it is politicians promising stuff.  We’ve also gotten really good at organizing around interests.  People focus on the power of the wealthy, and that’s certainly there.  But there are a lot of powerful groups that if you want to cut their program or raise their tax, they’re going to organize like that and be all over you.  And then since there’s no public support for the government in general, very quickly you’ll get support -- it’s like the estate tax.  The estate tax affects less than one percent of the population and yet 70 percent of the public I think supports getting rid of it.  That number may be different now.  

So because of the way we campaign which is to say, someone said this a long time ago.  The deficit doesn’t have a constituency.  Everything else does.  And you can make up, block it vote by vote. People care about Medicare, there’s people who care about research funding, there’s people who care about transportation funding.  So you promise, promise, promise on all this stuff, and it doesn’t add up.  

So the reason that we’re in the appropriations trap that we’ve been in since the Budget Control Act back in 2011, is because no matter what appropriations bill is voted for, it will fail to meet public expectations.  If you vote for an appropriations bill, it will hurt you politically.  How much?  It sort of depends on the circumstances.  It depends on who you are.  Depends on what your district is.  But what is not disputable is there is no scenario in which voting in favor of an appropriations process is a political positive.  None.  Okay?  That’s a problem.
And until we become more realistic with the public about what we can accomplish, we will be paralyzed on the fundamental question.  This is why the Republicans haven’t addressed it all year long.  It’s just not politically popular, and it’s not going to be politically popular, no matter how you do it.  And you really have to, it’s interesting to drill down into some of the specifics on that, because when I say well, you know, they don’t want to cut any programs.  Yes, they do.  You talk to the public, they want to cut the government.  They want to cut the government in the abstract.

If you poll, do you think that the government should be reduced 10 percent, 90 percent of the people will say yes.  In fact I’ve often joked if I had a spare $50,000 I’d love to do a poll and see how high you could get that number and still have people say yes.  You know, if I had another $100 to spare, I’d bet you could get to 50 percent.  I bet if you polled and you asked the public do you think the federal government, broadly speaking, should be cut by 50 percent, I will bet you a majority of people would say yes.
Now they have no earthly clue what the hell they’re talking about but they would say yes.  

Now, if you take a step back and say okay, what specifically do you want to cut?  And the folks at Pew Research do this poll, and I haven’t looked in a couple of years, but they basically break the federal government spending down into 18 separate categories.  But when they ask, do you want to see the money spent in this area increased, decreased, or stay the same?  The combination of increase and stay the same has a majority in every single category.  Even foreign aid, last time I looked, eked out a 50/49 victory.  And everything else, the stuff where the real money is, it’s like two-thirds.  I mean two-thirds of 70 percent of the people think we should spend more on Social Security and Medicare and Medicaid and defense and transportation, and on and on.  
I understand how this works in terms of campaigning because, you know, people talk about the problem with Congress is there’s too many safe districts.  We’d be better off if there were more competitive districts.  They’re wrong about that, because what happens in a competitive district, and I’ve interviewed these candidates.  Fortunately for me, I’m no longer in one of those districts.  Redistricting in 2012 in the State of Washington was a fascinating process.  But I went from roughly a 50/50 district to a roughly 70 percent Democratic district, which comes with its own set of problems in terms of Republican and Democrat.  But if you’re in one of those competitive districts, and I’ve interviewed these people before since they want money from me, and they give you the rote lines.  Like I think we need a fiscally responsible government, I’m in favor of a balanced budget amendment, you know, and all they’re doing is telling me what their polling has shown them.  And what their polling shows them is that the public would like something for nothing.
I always joke.  You know, can I be your pollster?  I’ll just charge you a hundred bucks and I’ll just tell you that, instead of charging you $30,000 to go out into the field and find out that people like it if you tell them what they want to hear.  Yeah, you tell your kid he can eat ice cream all day long and it will be just fine.  They’re going to like you.  For a moment.

So I got into a discussion with one particular candidate who said she was in favor of a balanced budget amendment.  I said okay, where do you think we should raise taxes?  I don’t think that’s the right approach.  We need to reform our tax system.  But at this time -- fair enough.  So what do you want to cut?   Mandatory spending is about 70 percent of the budget.  Well, you know, I think it’s really important that we keep our promise on social security and Medicare to the senior citizens.  The systems can be reformed.  It’s all bullshit.  Okay?  It’s well thought out, it’s well researched, it’s well polled bullshit.  Okay?  And it works, because you can sort of kind of fake your way through it and make it sound like you’re being sincere when you use the word reform, but at the end of the day it doesn’t add up.  At the end of the day, the appetite in our country for government programs simply does not match our willingness to raise the money to pay for them.

So we’ve invented all kinds of mythical things like the fact that cutting taxes will increase revenue.  Not to be outdone, not a year goes by that I don’t have at least a couple of dozen people who come into my office advocating some program where they tell me every dollar we spend on this we save $5 down the line.  And even being the progressive liberal that I am, I always give the same response for that.  Like your program, happy to support it.  That’s not true.  Just to sort of keep us in the realm of reality here.  That’s not true.  But they all believe it.

Now I had a guy who I swear to God was going to punch me when we were talking about the estate tax, telling me that if we got rid of the estate tax it would increase revenue to the federal government, and it was so frustrating to him that I just disagreed because he believed it, and he believed it as sure as I believe I’m going to take my next breath.

And once you start that thing happening, and this is what’s happening on December 8th.  I predicted it for September 30th.  I didn’t realize they would go ahead and kick the can to December 8th.   I’ve been joking we’ve been living in an asteroid movie around here and we don’t know it.  And I thought it was going to hit on October 1st, but we decided to delay it until December 8th.  There is no solution.  Every single option that is on the table is politically impossible.  And nobody wants to vote for it.  Because of everything I just spent the last five minutes saying.  It is not politically popular.  We have created a level of expectations in the American people that cannot be met.  

So what’s going to happen?  I would imagine what’s going to happen is that we’re going to run into that brick wall that I just described, and the government will shut down for about 24 hours until we go oh shit, that’s not popular, either.  [Laughter].  So what do we do, what do we do, what do we do?  Well, let’s pass a CR for 48 hours.  Forty-eight hours later that brick wall’s still going to be there.  
And then I don’t know.  Because there’s a growing list of people who don’t even support a CR because they’re quite correct in saying that a CR is a horrific way to run the government.  And by the way, of all the things that we do, it is the worst for national security.  The Defense Department is the largest part of the discretionary budget, A; and B, it is the most complex part of the discretionary budget.  So having to continue to do the same programs year after year without, you know, and there’s all kinds of legal maneuvering that you can do to get a new start here and there, but it’s a terrible way to run the Defense Department.  So there’s a bunch of people who don’t want to vote for a CR.  If they don’t want to vote for any appropriations bills, and they don’t want to vote for a CR, they don’t want to be blamed for shutting down the government.
So I think what you saw yesterday, or two days ago now, I guess it was, is a preview.  Basically what they’re trying to do is figure out how to successfully blame somebody else from a disaster.  And that too, is not helpful.  We need to work together, be honest with the American people, and put forward budget solutions that fit within reality.  That’s how it’s happening.  That’s why Trump sent out his Tweet.  That’s why all the jockeying for position.  The disaster’s coming.  We know we don’t have any way to prevent it.  So what we want, is we want to make sure that somebody else is to blame for it.
DWG:  Colin Clark, and then Jen.

Congressman Smith:  Let me just emphasize that I’m not in favor of any of that, I’m just telling you that’s where we’re at.

DWG:  Do you like [inaudible]?

Congressman Smith:  I’m happy to tell people that I want to raise taxes, and I’m happy to tell people that programs have to be cut.  I’m happy to tell people that you can’t forever run a $700 billion deficit.  I do that all the time.
DWG:  I promise I won’t ask if you [inaudible] the majority.

Congressman Smith:  I did.  

DWG:  The other question I have, the real one is, you say that we’ve created this level of expectation and we don’t have a strategy on the other side.  Where do you strike the balance?  Do we no longer task ourselves as a global force?  Or is it a fundamental debate between conventional and nuclear forces?  Where do we shift this balance?

Congressman Smith:  The first point, if you interpret everything I just said as a simple partisan argument, then I did a real piss poor job of explaining what I was saying. 

I’m not saying at all that it’s just the Republicans who do this.  It’s the entire culture.  We try to outdo each other in terms of the [process].  Now Republicans do it a little bit more on taxes; we do it a little bit more on spending.  But it was the Democrats who made a big political deal five years ago, was it, when we had that payroll tax holiday, you know, that we had to extend it for another year.  And do you know why we did that?  Because it was politically popular.  I sat around the meetings and it was oh, we’ve got to -- now the Republicans are forced to look like they’re going to raise taxes on average people.  I’m like, it’s about $150 billion and we just spend the first half of this meeting complaining about how there isn’t enough money for Medicaid.  Why the hell would we give away $150 billion just to gain some short-term political point instead of funding what we care about?  Again, it comes back to pollsters.

But to answer your question, no.  I don’t believe it means we cease to be a global power.  We will continue to be a global power.  We are still an enormous economy with the largest military with a presence all over the world.  But it isn’t a matter of you have to do everything or do nothing.  There are choices in between.
Does it make sense that we are launching as many attacks as we are launching?  The Trump administration has fired a lot more missiles in the first ten months of its administration than Obama did in quite some time before that.  Is that cost effective?  At the same time that we want to have enough of those missiles to be a credible deterrent to North Korea.  When it comes to Europe, we are going to have to work with NATO.  We’re going to have to be realistic.  
We’re not going to be in a position to prepare for a full-on war with China.  Okay?  Yes, we need to maintain a presence in Asia, but to think that we have to have a defense budget that puts us in the position to go to war with China tomorrow if they do something in Taiwan that we don’t like is not realistic.
So you want to build in a surge capacity with the Guard and Reserve.  There’s a thousand different ways to do it.  I would not suggest that we retreat from being a global power.  I think it’s important to peace and stability for us and for the world that we do so.  But I would suggest that all these war plans we have that imagine that we have to be prepared to fight a full-on war in Europe and a full-on war in Asia, and if we’re not, we are failing miserably in terms of being prepared.  That is not realistic.

Let’s set up a more realistic set of expectations for what the size of the force should be and what it is trained to do.

DWG:  And on the nuclear, do you think the real budget debate is going to come down to the question of whether we build a nuclear force or a conventional force?

Congressman Smith:  Honestly, I don’t know where this ends.  I just know that it doesn’t end well, because at some point you simply don’t have the money anymore.

What happens, and I hate economists.  I respect them, because they have a very complex field, but it’s the Harry Truman joke.  I want a one-handed economist.  They always go on one hand, and then you’ve got on the other.  I had an economist say to me well, basically, you know, something is true and economic until you wake up one day and it no longer is.

And what I’m referring to now is the fact that we are able to borrow money for virtually nothing in the current global economy, and I couldn’t even begin to understand why and why it’s lasting so long.  And I’ve heard explanations.  Inflation’s been kept under control by this, that or the other.  I don’t know.  I don’t know if anybody else does.
But I do know that it is distinctly possible that at some point we’re going to wake up one day and all of a sudden it’s going to be a shift, inflation is going to go up.  Instead of borrowing at less than one percent, we’re going to have to borrow at three or four.  And then what happens when we have to borrow $700 billion a year while continuing to finance a $20 trillion debt?

Where can we spend money?  How do we raise money?  And meanwhile, I honestly believe that even in that set of circumstances you will still have a group of people, Democrats and Republicans alike, will argue that this doesn’t mean we need to raise taxes.  We just need to get spending under control.  And the Republicans who say that we need to get spending under control have made no effort whatsoever to do so.  In fact, the only thing I can remember them doing is after the 2010 Affordable Care Act, which made substantial reductions in Medicare, they beat the ever-loving crap out of us for having cut Medicare.  The same group of people that say mandatory spending is the evil, the enemy.  That’s why, yeah, we can cut taxes.  We’ve just got to get mandatory spending under control.  The only people who made any effort to get mandatory spending under control were the Democrats and the Health Care Bill in 2010, and they missed no opportunity to attack us because, again, it polled well.

So I don’t know.  What do you do when you have no plan and you suddenly run out of money?  We can’t declare bankruptcy.  Sorry, there’s a Trump joke in there but I’ll let it go for the moment.
So I don’t know.  I think we just keep sort of fumbling along for a little while.

DWG:  We have ten minutes remaining and four reporters on the list so it’s time now to move on to the speed round. Jen, then Dan, Connie, and Otto.

DWG:  I want to go back to the combat question we talked about earlier and ask specifically about Afghanistan.  Are increased airstrikes there effective?  Are they producing results that we can see their effect?

Congressman Smith:  There’s not clear evidence of that.  In Afghanistan we’re simply trying to maintain a marginal level of stability.  I think the thing that I’m most concerned about in Afghanistan is we’re still too Kabul focused, and we have got to make allies regionally.  Afghanistan has never been a country controlled by its central government.  It never will be.  So have those things been effective in giving us greater control in the outlying provinces?  I don’t know.  I think we’re still in a very challenging environment there, and will be for some time.  

There’s simply no way to completely eliminate the Taliban short of, and I think Secretary Mattis has said this, that ultimately our goal is to bring as many of them to the table as possible to get some sort of peace agreement.

Has the increased kinetic activity made that more likely?  I think it’s too soon to tell.

DWG:  Dan.

DWG:  You talked earlier about use of the military force becoming more increasing [inaudible].  At the same time [inaudible] role of diplomacy and [inaudible] State Department [inaudible].  How do you see that playing in Africa [inaudible] where you have this increasing military presence, increasing use of force.  And has [inaudible] and where is the State Department in that situation?
Congressman Smith:  Thank you.  That’s part of the answer that I didn’t give to the question of how do we meet our national security needs within the fiscal framework that I have at great length outlined.  And part of that is making better use of diplomacy.  It’s cheaper, it’s easier, it’s a better way to go, and it’s not what we’re doing.  In the State Department there is an incredible amount of, what’s the word I’m looking for?  People are discouraged at the State Department.  Let’s just say that.  They don’t seem to be, [inaudible] positions are going unfilled.  Tillerson’s certainly active, but you don’t have as many diplomats out there.  And there’s been a deemphasis on diplomacy.  Diplomacy can touch on a whole lot of different things.  Every ally that we make in Africa is less force that we would need to use to keep stability.  So yeah, I think that’s a problem.  I think that does increase reliance on a military approach when we need -- I always preach defense, diplomacy, development.  Those should be the three legs of our foreign policy stool, and we’re relying too much on the military and not doing enough on diplomacy.  And development as well.  I do think that hurts us.

DWG:  Do you feel that, is there any control of the military in some way being eroded due to the presence of these retired generals?  Is [inaudible]?
Congressman Smith:  I don’t think it’s being eroded by the fact that we have so many retired generals in [the administration].  I think it’s being eroded because of the President not exercising that control.  And this is a pendulum issue.  As I said, under the Obama administration there were a lot of people in the Defense Department who felt like the White House was too controlling.  This was the big conflict with McChrystal.  That they sent them to Afghanistan and then they didn’t let them do their job.  And the civilians sort of had their fingers in everything.  I think the Trump administration has sort of swung the pendulum totally in the other direction of the generals are going to call the shots.

So I don’t think it’s because of Mattis or Kelly or McMaster or their presence there so much as it is I think a philosophical reaction to what they thought was over-reach by the civilians under the Obama administration.  And I do worry about that, striking the proper balance.
DWG:  Connie.

DWG:  Going back to your earlier comment about how [inaudible] moving forward [inaudible] and what not.  How exactly do you envision such a strategy being implemented and developed in [inaudible]?

Congressman Smith:  We just need to do what Bob Gates did in 2010 under Obama.  They sat down and they said okay, what do the next ten years look like?  What are the resources that we’re likely to have in that ten-year time frame?  They laid out a ten-year budget.  They laid out a ten-year strategy.  The main thing that came out of that was the so-called pivot to Asia which was part of it.  There was a lot more that went into it.  And they set what they thought the size of the force should be, and it fit within that ten-year budget.  And there were a lot of people who poked holes in it.  Well, we’re not doing this, we’re not doing that.  Yeah.  But it’s a strategy.

What’s really important about that is when it comes to readiness issues, the men and women who are serving can be trained to meet those requirements.  The problem we have right now with readiness is that they can’t possibly meet the requirements.  So you can’t be trained to do 15 different things, so what are they really doing?  And if you create a situation where you set okay, here’s what we expect you to do, but right now we only have this much money to do it.  You’re doing the one thing that we should absolutely avoid, and that is creating a hollow force, a force that is not trained to meet the missions that we’re telling them to meet.

I realize there are very, very hard choices in that in terms of what you’re going to have to decide that you can’t do.  But we have a blueprint.  It’s exactly what Bob Gates did in 2010 with a whole group of people.  Michele Flournoy was very involved in it as well.  I think that’s clearly how you should approach it.
Now of course the big question mark is the budget.  What are our resources going to be for that ten-year period?  But that’s what they need to do.

DWG:  Otto.

DWG:  Talk about hard choices.  NDAA has 400-plus billion dollars to beef up missile defense.  Everybody’s concerned about [inaudible] ICBMs.  Do we have enough [inaudible], and if not, what do we do to increase our defense?
Congressman Smith:  Well, it’s a challenge, but missile defense I think is crucially important, and we need to continue to invest and continue to build systems.

Now it’s a complex world and as you come up with [an added] missile defense system, then the other side comes up with a missile to avoid it.  That’s why you need to continue to invest in it, continue to contemplate what missiles are most likely to be launched at us.  But yes, I think investing in missile defense does make sense.

The one thing that hasn’t made sense is we’ve invested a lot of time in programs that were not yet proven to be effective, just to be able to say that we’re spending more on missile defense.  If you’re spending more on a program that you haven’t proven that it’s going to work yet, let’s spend the money on the research to make it work and then buy it.  Instead of buying it before it’s reached its capability. 

DWG:  The ground-based mid-course, the national defense system.  Is that one of those that we consider, we bought before we knew it worked?

Congressman Smith:  I think so.  Yes.

DWG:  Congressman, we are out of time, and I want to thank you, as always, for coming in.  It’s been great.  Wish we had a longer session.

Congressman Smith:  It was very useful.  I appreciate the questions.

DWG:  We’ll be thrilled to have you back any time.
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