
Terms and Definitions
Budget authority may be classified by its duration (1-year, multiple-year, or no-year), 
by the timing provided in the legislation (current or permanent), by the manner of 
determining the amount available (definite or indefinite), or by its availability for new 
obligations.  (See also Current Level Estimate; Credit Subsidy Cost, Direct Loan, and 
Guaranteed Loan under Federal Credit; Offsetting Collections under Collections.)

Forms of Budget Authority

Appropriations.  Budget authority to incur obligations and to make payments from 
the Treasury for specified purposes. An appropriation act is the most common means 
of providing appropriations; however, authorizing and other legislation itself may 
provide appropriations.  (See also Backdoor Authority/Backdoor Spending.)

Appropriations do not represent cash actually set aside in the Treasury for purposes 
specified in the appropriation act; they represent amounts that agencies may obligate 
during the period of time specified in the respective appropriation acts.  An 
appropriation may make funds available from the general fund, special funds, or trust 
funds.  Certain types of appropriations are not counted as budget authority because 
they do not provide authority to incur obligations.  Among these are appropriations to 
liquidate contract authority (legislation to provide funds to pay obligations incurred 
against contract authority), to redeem outstanding debt (legislation to provide funds 
for debt retirement), and to refund receipts.  Sometimes appropriations are 
contingent upon the occurrence of some other action specified in the appropriation 
law, such as the enactment of a subsequent authorization or the fulfillment of some 
action by the executive branch.  (See also Appropriation Act; Discretionary; Expired 
Budget Authority under Availability for New Obligations under Budget Authority; 
Mandatory.)

Borrowing Authority.  Budget authority enacted to permit an agency to borrow 
money and then to obligate against amounts borrowed.  It may be definite or 
indefinite in nature.  Usually the funds are borrowed from the Treasury, but in a few 
cases agencies borrow directly from the public.  (See also Debt, Federal.)

Contract Authority.  Budget authority that permits an agency to incur obligations in 
advance of appropriations, including collections sufficient to liquidate the obligation 
or receipts.  Contract authority is unfunded, and a subsequent appropriation or 
offsetting collection is needed to liquidate the obligations.  The Food and Forage Act 
(41 U.S.C. § 11) and the Price Anderson Act (42 U.S.C. § 2210) are examples of such 
authority. (See also Backdoor Authority/Backdoor Spending.)
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