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If you decide, in winter, to cut your cable bill by
$30 to help defray a $50 increase in your monthly heating bill, have you cut household
expenses? No, you have shifted expenses around. You can accurately say that you cut
spending on cable or even that you are spending more efficiently, but not that you cut
household spending.

That logic escaped much of the national media late last week after the Secretary of Defense
announced a plan to close the Joint Forces Command, hire less contractors in the Pentagon,
and cut down on the number of generals and civilians it employs. The proposals are part of a
larger plan to shift spending from administrative overhead to force structure. The Secretary is
clear [3] about that and his hope that overall defense spending continues to rise, as it has every
year since 1997 [4]. The Secretary even says [5] that he hopes that these proposals will deflect
political pressure for real defense budget cuts. But headline after headline refers to the changes
as spending cuts.

Here are some prominent examples:

Boston Globe: Gates Announces Major Cuts in Military Spending [6]
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New York Times: Pentagon Plans Steps to Reduce Budget
and Jobs [7]

Fox: Lawmakers Question Gates Defense Cuts in Face of 'Growing
Threats' [8]

The Hill: Va. lawmakers blast Defense cuts [9]

To be fair, once you get past the inaccurate headlines, these articles all point out, albeit
sometimes vaguely, that what’s going on here is cost shifting, not cost saving.

The real prize for inaccuracy, however, goes to the Washington Post, which published on Friday
both an op-ed [10] by David Broder and editorial [11] applauding Secretary Gates for nonexistent
budget cuts.

The Post kindly published a letter [12] I wrote asking them to stop confusing reforms explicitly
intended to prevent spending cuts with actual spending cuts. Ironically, however, the title that
they gave my letter—both online [12] (“Will the defense cuts do what Robert Gates says they
will?”) and in the actual newspaper (“Scrutinizing Mr. Gates's Defense Budget Cuts”)—repeated
the error I was complaining about.

Then you have the Washington Independent’s Annie Lowrey, who wrote two [13] articles [14] last
week claiming not only that the reforms announced last week would cut Pentagon spending,
but that they would cut it by $100 billion over five years. However, as the Wall Street Journal

article Lowrey cites a source for this figure (which is the Pentagon’s estimate [15]) notes, the
reforms announced last week will not trim administrative spending by anything approaching
$100 billion. They are part of a larger plan intended to do so.

I know that my instructions for the media on how to cover defense are about as effective as my
instructions to the Red Sox on choosing next year’s fifth starter [16]. But it makes me feel better.
So I will add that reporters ought to ask experts how much money Gates’s initiatives are really
likely to save [17]. They might find that fiscal austerity and world domination are incompatible [18].
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