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There is an irony at the heart of the so-called Department of Government Efficiency: the party that has

actually done the most to improve program integrity and transparency in the federal government is

not the Republicans but the Democrats. Over the last 15 years, improper payments and the ability to

get that money back (recovery rates) improved under President Obama, worsened under President

Trump, and further improved under President Biden. 1

Is there still waste and fraud in government spending? Yes. Do lawmakers need to increase their focus

on rooting out wasteful spending? Absolutely. Unfortunately, the Trump administration has failed to

correctly identify the real problems hampering government effectiveness or offer meaningful

solutions. Instead, it has repeatedly—and, some believe, deliberately—caused real damage in the name

of eliminating waste, fraud and abuse.
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It is tempting to reflexively defend government spending in the face of so many cruel and destructive

cuts taking place. Democrats will obviously fight for critical programs, but they shouldn’t completely

dismiss the continued need to combat actual waste, fraud, and abuse where it exists. They can do this

by highlighting how DOGE and Trump’s actions contribute to government corruption, fighting for

proven accountability measures, and working across the aisle on proactive fixes for programs in need

of reform. 

Keep Republicans accountable for
governance failures.
Recent Trump administration actions make the federal government more vulnerable to inefficiencies

and fraud. Here are three that policymakers should call out and fight against:

1. Republicans are protecting tax cheats and weakening the IRS. The tax gap, an estimate of taxes

owed but not paid, was $606 billion for 2022. 2  After correcting for years of underinvestment in tax

compliance initiatives, the Biden administration was making progress on reducing tax evasion. In

2024, the amount of past-due taxes the IRS collected from millionaires alone topped $1 billion. But

Republicans moved to claw back funding and fire IRS agents as soon as they had the power to do so.

The IRS has warned that cuts similar to these “prevented the IRS from keeping pace with the

increasingly complicated maneuvers that the wealthiest taxpayers use to hide their income and evade

paying their share.” 3

2. Federal contracting under Republicans is ripe for corruption. Back in 2011, Republicans threatened

a government shutdown over the failed solar company Solyndra, which had received a few hundred

million dollars in federal loan guarantees. This pales in comparison to the tens of billions of dollars

now flowing from federal coffers to companies owned by Elon Musk and other Trump orbiters. 4

Musk and other business leaders with close ties to this administration stand to profit handsomely

from the federal government. 5  Democrats are already working to track and provide the public with

information on these conflicts of interest, which can emerge when an agency authorizes a contract or

when Congress appropriates earmarked funds. They should redouble these efforts and do more to

amplify their findings. 6

3. DOGE’s unprecedented actions have created tremendous risks for taxpayer data privacy and

national cybersecurity. Recent reporting has suggested that DOGE’s ultimate goal may be to create a

centralized federal database on taxpayers and beneficiaries of federal programs. There are several

good reasons that these databases have historically been kept separate; placing all of an individual’s

personal details in one data basket may invite new vulnerabilities related to data security and

privacy. 7  Democrats have introduced two pieces of legislation on taxpayer data protection in this

Congress. 8  While these bills are a good start, Democrats need to use them to keep the public’s

attention on the risks of what the Trump Administration is doing.



Fight for program integrity in the
appropriations process.
In the upcoming appropriations process, Republicans will need votes from Democrats to keep the

government funded. Democrats should get something in return. Part of that deal should include

investments in what’s called “program integrity” efforts—things that reduce waste, fraud, and abuse,

as well as making government programs work better. Here are two fights worth having:

1. Program integrity funding. One major way good governance is prioritized in the appropriations

process is with special funding carveouts called program integrity cap adjustments. These

adjustments were exemptions to the legal limit on discretionary spending for certain programs that

yielded more in savings from reduced waste, fraud, and abuse than what they cost. But cap

adjustments are slated to expire at the end of FY 2025. The level of spending should continue or, better

yet, grow without the process carveout. 9  For example, the spending levels for the program integrity

cap adjustments as proposed by the Biden administration should be a floor, not a ceiling. That funding

was estimated to have a return of investment between $1.20 and $3 per dollar invested. 10  And

program integrity funding should expand to include all of Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid as

well as bring in defense and veterans’ health care. 11

2. Inspectors General and the IRS. Democrats should push to increase funding—or at least mitigate

cuts—to agency IG offices and the IRS. Funding for both lags behind the spending growth of the

broader federal budget and the tax gap, respectively. 12  The Trump administration went in the other

direction, as the IRS has already lost 11% of its workforce since Trump’s inauguration. 13  These

reductions have particularly hit the IRS units dealing with small businesses, the self-employed, and

taxpayer services. 14  Meanwhile, even before the IRS was gutted, the federal revenue lost to the tax

gap was projected to grow 11% between now and the end of the decade. 15

Continue modernizing government and
fighting waste, fraud, and abuse.
If Democrats want to seize the anti-fraud narrative from the Trump administration and connect with

voters on this issue, they will need a proactive agenda to root out waste, fraud, and abuse.  There are

several opportunities to advance broader reforms and modernize the federal government so it can

better serve all:

1. Unemployment insurance. UI is in desperate need of an update, ideally before any recession strains

an already troubled system. One vetted and bipartisan bill is already on the table—the Unemployment

Insurance Integrity and Accessibility Act. 16  This legislation from Senators Ron Wyden (D-OR) and

Mike Crapo (R-ID) focuses on recovering fraud and overpayments by extending the statute of



limitations for pandemic UI fraud and allows states to keep some of recovered overpayments to fund

continued modernization. The bill also expands fraud prevention and detections by cross matching

data between various sources and makes states offer employers easier ways to verify claims.

2. Fraud deterrence policies. Many anti-fraud program integrity efforts focus on recouping lost or

stolen funds. While that is essential, research has shown that increasing lawful compliance and

deterring fraud could yield savings that are at least twice as large as merely “paying and chasing.” 17

Unfortunately, it can be hard to measure the impact of policies that stop fraud before they happen.

Policies to allow estimated savings as a measure of success could help align agency incentives to focus

on prevention. 18  Other policies that could promote prevention include better communication

between the Department of Justice and agencies that are defrauded and piloting new AI systems to

check for payment fraud.

3. Disaster relief reform. Natural disasters have increased in frequency and cost. As of March 2025,

they have already caused $110 billion in damages in FY 2025. 19  There should be bipartisan interest in

getting this right and reducing waste. Major disasters affect both red and blue states, and the GAO has

identified improving federal disaster relief delivery as one of the top ways policymakers can reduce

future waste. 20  Unfortunately, the Trump administration has ignored this advice, fired its own

chosen FEMA leader, and threatened to disband the agency. 21  Democrats have introduced a disaster

management reform bill that aims to restore FEMA’s independence, get funds to states faster, and

increases transparency around disaster aid. 22  Legislation like this could help drive the point home

after a disaster that the Trump administration has decided to throw the baby out with the bathwater.

Conclusion
There will come a time when Democrats will be in position to rebuild the capacity of the federal

government after the destructive and self-serving actions of President Trump and DOGE.  That

moment will offer a rare opportunity: to rebuild the federal bureaucracy, not as it was, but with new

capacities and capabilities to effectively and honestly serve Americans of the 21st century and beyond.

In reclaiming the narrative around waste, fraud, and abuse, Democratic policymakers and future

policymakers can lay the groundwork today for a better tomorrow.
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