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The Federal Budget Process:  
Cradle to Grave 

aka: 
 
 What’s on the Other Side of the Wall? 

 
 Where Have $$ Been?  And Where are 

They Going? 
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Budget Formulation, Execution and 
Financial Management – A Complete Cycle 

Policy Making:  Resource Allocation 

Budget 
Formulation 

Budget 
Execution Policy Making Policy Making 

Post-Decisional Post-Decisional 

Financial 
Management 

Post-decisional:  Accounting, Control, Reporting 

Data from BFELoB 
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Budget Formulation, Execution and 
Financial Management – Components 

Data from BFELoB 
* Key BFELoB and FMLoB touch points 

Policy Making     Decisional 

Budget Formulation Budget Execution 

− Agency Budget Requests ‒ Apportionments* 

− President’s Budget Request ‒ Allotments, Suballot., & Allowances* 

− Legislative Action ‒ Commitments*; Obligations* 

      (Appropriations) ‒ Reprogramming* 

‒ Funds Control* 

Post-decisional     After-action 
Financial Management 

‒ Accounting* ‒ Funds Control* 

‒ Payments ‒ Collections & Receivables 

‒ Asset and Liability Mgmt ‒ Reporting 

‒ Cost Accounting Performance Measurement 
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Making Appropriations Making Appropriations Available Distributing Appropriations Monitoring and 
Controlling Appropriations

Tracking Accounting and Financial 
Reporting

Stages of Budget Execution Process:
Where do Treasury Warrants and OMB Apportionments Fit In?

Appropriations 
Act

OMB 
Apportionment

(SF-132)

Allocation, Allotments, 
and/or Allowances

Commitment, 
Obligation, and Outlay 

Processes

Operating Plan
Adjustments Year-end Close-out and 

Reporting Activity

Continuing 
Resolution

Supplemental 
Appropriation 

Act
Treasury Warrant

Operating Plan (also called 
financial plan, program 
plan, spending plan, or 
other similar title)

Non-expenditure transfers

Congressionally
Initiated 

Adjustments

Reprogrammings

Cancellations

Rescissions

Deferrals

Making Appropriations Available 
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Apportionment 
• A broad plan approved by OMB to obligate the resources 

provided by the appropriation 
 

• Three types of apportionment 
 Category A – quarterly apportionments 

 
 Category B – apportionments for  

• A specific purpose (usually program or project) 
 

• Time periods other than quarterly (i.e. monthly or 
annually) 

 
 Category C – apportioned for later use 

• This is less common than category A or B 
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Apportionment (continued) 
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• Appropriation language establishes the 
amount, purpose, an period of 
availability of funds 
 

• Treasury issues an Appropriation 
Warrant “to establish the amount and 
period of availability of monies the 
agency is authorized to withdraw from 
Treasury’s central accounts.” 

• May not issue a warrant during a 
Continuous Resolution 
 

 

Treasury Warrant 

Source:  Treasury Financial Manual 

Continuous 
Resolution 
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Treasury Warrant (continued) 
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Distributing Appropriations 
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• Operating plan is the principal tool for 
executing the agency’s budget and 
program 
 

• It’s essentially the “current year” 
budget 
 

• It reflects program, cost, and other 
changes since budget formulation 
 

• It can be used as the start-point for 
next year’s budget 

Developing an Operating Plan 

17 



• A commitment is an internal, administrative reservation of allotted 
funds, or other funds, in anticipation of their obligation 
 

Source:  GAO, A Glossary of Terms Used in the Federal Budget Process 
 

• Management tool to plan expenditure 
 

• Not a binding obligation to purchase 
 

• Not all accounting systems permit commitments 
 

• Requests for commitments initiate a verification of funds availability in 
the core accounting system.  Committed funds not available for other 
uses. 

 

Administrative Reservation 
of Funds 

COMMITMENT 
Verification of 
Available Funds 
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• Obligation means a binding agreement that will result in outlays, 
immediately or in the future.  Budgetary resources must be available 
before obligations can be incurred legally.   Source:  OMB Circular A-11, Section 20 

 
• Typical Triggering Actions 

 Signing a contract to purchase goods and services 
 Awarding a grant 
 Authorizing employees to work (at the beginning of a  
     work period, for example) 

 
• Making obligations in excess of funds available is a violation of the 

Anti-Deficiency Act 
 

• Obligations are controlled very closely in Agency financial systems. 
 

 
 

 

Legal Reservation 
of Funds 

OBLIGATION 
Sign Receipt 
For Purchase 
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• Requests for obligation are initiated through many systems such as: 
 Procurement Systems – when a contracting officer awards a contract or 

purchase order 
 Human Resources Systems – when a payroll period is established 
 Travel Systems – when travel is authorized 
 Grant Systems – when a grant is awarded 

 
• Requests for obligation initiate a verification of funds availability in 

the core accounting system. 
 

• Requestor notified if funds are sufficient 
 

• If funds are certified available, an obligation is posted in the 
accounting system (the commitment, if applicable, is reduced by the 
same amount) 
 

 

Legal Reservation 
of Funds 

OBLIGATION 
Sign Receipt 
For Purchase 20 



SF-133, P&F 
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Can be used for other 
obligations 

Remaining Funds 

• Outlays is the actual disbursement of cash 
 

• Requests for payment usually initiated through 
procurement, travel, or other systems 
 

• Certifying officers approve payments based on 
appropriate documentation 
 

• Payments are made according to the Federal laws (e.g. 
the Prompt Payment Act) and related regulations 
 

• Upon payment, obligations are reduced in the accounting 
system by the amount of the payment 
 

• Excess obligated funds may be available for use in certain 
circumstances 

Expenditure/Outlay 
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• Planning for outlays is extremely important to Treasury 
and OMB 
 

• Outlay planning drives Federal cash management, the 
sale of Treasury securities, and other related functions 
 

• The rate at which outlays occur (the bills are paid) varies 
greatly depending on the activity 
 Construction projects can take years 
 Salaries are “outlayed’ primarily in the year of the 

appropriation 
 

• Agencies are required to maintain outlay rates for their 
various activities and monitor the accuracy of those 
rates 
 

• Monitoring outlay rates is an important budget execution 
task. 

Outlay Planning 
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SF-133, P&F 
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Monthly Treasury Statement 
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Monitoring and Controlling 
Appropriations 
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• Identifying and explaining the variances 
 

• Avoiding Anti-deficiency Act violations 
 

• Tracking program performance 
 

• Avoiding unobligated balances at year’s end while other needs to 
unmet 

Importance of Monitoring 
 and Adjusting the Plan 

OBLIGATION 
Sign Receipt 
For Purchase 
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• Congress (Appropriation Committees) must be notified of any 
proposed reprogramming of funds above a certain percentage or 
dollar threshold 
 

• The reprogramming proposal and notification materials must be 
cleared by OMB 
 

• Notification documents are comprised of an agency letter and 
program impact statement and other justification material 
 

• A reprogramming may require a reapportionment  action by OMB 
depending on the purpose or amount 

Reprogramming 
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Tracking Accounting and 
Financial Reporting 
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• Resource reviews become more intensive and in many 
agencies, more frequent as year-end approaches 
 
 Resources may become available in certain areas 

 
 Important to have a plan in place to obligate these “freed-

up” funds to support agency priorities – quickly! 
 

 It is important to guard against “spending for spending’s 
sake” 

 
• Need to develop a plan well in advance – with the 

involvement of agency leadership 

Planning for Spending at 
Year-End 
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• Annual close-out is a partnership between budget, 
program and finance management 
 
 Finance Office owns the financial management system 

 Finance Office runs the annual close-out with close 
coordination from budget  

 Finance Office then prepares agency financial statements 
and related reports, including SF-133 and FACTS II 

 
 Budget office is key to ensuring that amounts in the system 

are recorded correctly 
 Heavily involved in pre-closeout review of commitments and 

obligations 
 FACTS II drives the President’s Budget and Congressional 

Justification displays for the prior-year 
 

• Program managers ensure that funds are fully and 
effectively utilized 

Close-Out – Technical Aspects 
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• Constitute a consolidated “balance sheet” for agency 
operations 
 

• Must be completed by mid-October each year 
 

• Are audited by an independent accounting firm 
 

• Can receive either a “qualified” or “unqualified” (clean) 
audit opinion 

Financial Statements 
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Appendix F of OMB 
Circular No. A-11 
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 Various OMB memoranda available at 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/memoranda_def
ault 
 

 Data from many slides excerpted from training 
videos available at 
https://max.omb.gov/community/x/hYFNF  
 

 OMB Circular A-11, Preparation, Submission, and 
Execution of the Budget 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/circulars_a11_cu
rrent_year_a11_toc  

References 
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