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The government has grown so much under the Bush administration that the federal workforce is the largest it has been since the end of the Cold War, a new study 

says.

In a reversal of years of downsizing, about 12.1 million people worked for the federal government in 2002, according to the study by the Brookings Institution's Center for Public Service. That is more than at any other time since 1990, when the figure was 12.6 million.

The vast majority of employees, about 8 million, worked for government contractors and organizations that received government grants. That also was the biggest area of employment growth, swelling by 15 percent since Brookings last did the study in 1999.

"It's the end of the end of the era of big government," said Paul C. Light, the author of the study and a government scholar at Brookings and New York University.

Many politicians and analysts look chiefly at the number of civil servants when trying to measure whether government is growing or shrinking. In 2002, that figure stood at 1.76 million workers, far fewer than the 2.17 million employees on the federal payroll in 1990.

Light said that approach masks the "true size" of government. A contract engineer building a fighter jet for the Defense Department and a civil servant processing Social Security checks are both drawing on public resources to deliver a government service, he said. Counting one but not the other, he said, enables politicians to talk about shrinking government while government's reach is expanding.

"Right now, the conversation is all about civil servants -- do we have too many, should we have more competition over their jobs? . . . In fact, that's only the tip of the workforce as far as I'm concerned," Light said. Light's figure includes "off budget" jobs such as contractors and grantees, as well as the official "on budget" headcount of civil servants, military personnel and Postal Service workers. The study does not pin down how much it costs to pay them all.

Clay Johnson III, deputy director for management at the Office of Management and 

Budget, said the size of government is a lot less important than whether it is getting the job done.

"I don't know why anybody is trying to analyze how many employees are involved," 

Johnson said. "The key thing, it seems to me, is how much money are we spending and are we spending it effectively? . . . Whether it's inside people or outside people, it seems to me, is a less-than-productive thing to debate about." Stan Soloway, president of the Professional Services Council, an association of government contractors, said it makes sense that government is increasingly relying on the private sector, because "that's where most of the technological skill sets and capabilities reside."

Colleen M. Kelley, president of the National Treasury Employees Union, said the 

Brookings report illustrates the need for greater federal oversight of the contract workforce.

"Detailed information is widely available about the work performed by federal employees, but we know next to nothing about the work of contractors," she said. President Bush took office promising to make government run more like a business and to require hundreds of thousands of federal employees to prove that they could do their jobs better and more cheaply than private contractors. But Bush's "competitive sourcing" initiative, still in the early stages, does not account for the 1 million-person growth in the federal government's contract and grant-generated workforce since 1999 -- most of which occurred after Bush became president, Light said.

Instead, much of the surge is attributable to increases in anti-terrorism efforts and defense spending, which accounted for 500,000 of the new jobs, the study found.

The new positions "appear to reflect increased spending since the Bush administration entered office," the study said. "Many of these jobs have been added at agencies involved in the war on terrorism, but many have also been added at domestic agencies such as Health and Human Services." 
At the same time, the civil service dipped slightly from 1.8 million workers in 1999. However, Bush budget documents suggest the administration expects the figure to climb above that mark by the end of the fiscal year this month. 
© 2003 The Washington Post Company 
