
The Federal Reserve–Treasury Accord of 1951: Monetary Authority After War 

Wartime Monetary Coordination 

The financing requirements of the Second World War imposed extraordinary demands on the 
American monetary system. Between 1941 and 1945, federal expenditures exceeded revenues by 
margins that dwarfed any previous peacetime deficit. The Treasury Department faced the task of 
placing hundreds of billions of dollars in government securities with investors, financial institutions, 
and the general public. To facilitate this placement and to minimize the interest burden on wartime 
debt, the Treasury and the Federal Reserve entered into an arrangement that effectively 
subordinated monetary policy to debt management objectives. 

Under this arrangement, the Federal Reserve committed to supporting the government securities 
market by maintaining a structure of fixed interest rates across the maturity spectrum. Short-term 
Treasury bills were pegged at three-eighths of one percent. Longer-term securities carried slightly 
higher but still controlled yields, with the rate on long-term bonds held at approximately two and 
one-half percent. This rate structure was not imposed by statute but emerged from administrative 
coordination between the two institutions. The Federal Reserve stood ready to purchase 
government securities at prices consistent with these yield targets, effectively guaranteeing that the 
Treasury could borrow at predetermined rates regardless of market conditions. 

The mechanics of this support operation transformed the Federal Reserve's balance sheet and its 
relationship to credit conditions. When private investors proved unwilling to absorb new Treasury 
issues at the pegged rates, the Federal Reserve purchased the securities directly or through open 
market operations designed to maintain price levels. These purchases expanded the monetary base 
and increased bank reserves throughout the financial system. Commercial banks, holding excess 
reserves and facing minimal opportunity cost due to the low pegged rates, expanded their own 
holdings of government securities and extended credit to private borrowers. The result was a 
monetary system in which the volume of credit and the supply of money became functions of 
Treasury financing needs rather than independent policy judgments about economic conditions. 

This subordination of monetary policy to fiscal requirements was understood at the time as a 
temporary wartime expedient. The exigencies of military finance were thought to justify the 
suspension of normal central banking discretion. Historical precedent existed for such arrangements 
during periods of national emergency. The assumption among policymakers was that once hostilities 
ceased and the immediate financing crisis passed, the Federal Reserve would resume its traditional 
role in managing credit conditions according to broader economic objectives. The institutional 
memory of the 1920s, when the Federal Reserve had operated with considerable discretion over 
discount rates and open market operations, remained vivid among senior officials at both 
institutions. 

Yet the transition from war to peace did not immediately restore the prewar institutional 
arrangement. The Treasury continued to issue new debt to refinance maturing obligations and to 
cover the costs of demobilization, veterans' benefits, and the early phases of postwar reconstruction. 
Officials at the Treasury argued that any disruption to the established rate structure would increase 
borrowing costs, complicate debt management, and potentially destabilize financial markets still 
adjusting to peacetime conditions. The Federal Reserve, for its part, remained committed to 
supporting the government securities market even as concerns about the inflationary implications of 
continued rate pegging began to surface within the System. 



Postwar Inflationary Pressure 

The years immediately following the end of hostilities brought a surge in consumer prices that had 
been suppressed during the war by rationing, price controls, and deferred consumption. As wartime 
restrictions were lifted and production shifted from military to civilian goods, accumulated savings 
flowed into markets for housing, automobiles, appliances, and other consumer durables. The 
monetary expansion that had occurred during the war, combined with the removal of direct 
controls, translated into upward pressure on the general price level. Between 1945 and 1948, 
consumer prices rose substantially, eroding the real value of fixed incomes and raising questions 
about the sustainability of the low interest-rate policy. 

The Federal Reserve's commitment to maintaining the wartime rate structure meant that monetary 
policy could not respond to these inflationary pressures through conventional means. The central 
bank could not raise short-term interest rates or reduce the availability of credit without abandoning 
the price supports for government securities. Any attempt to tighten monetary conditions would 
have required allowing bond prices to fall and yields to rise, directly contradicting the Treasury's debt 
management objectives. The Federal Reserve found itself in the position of accommodating 
whatever expansion of credit and money supply was necessary to maintain the pegged rates, 
regardless of the implications for price stability. 

This conflict between debt management and price stability became more acute as the postwar years 
progressed. The initial burst of inflation in the immediate aftermath of the war was followed by a 
brief period of price stability in 1948 and early 1949, but inflationary pressures resumed with the 
outbreak of hostilities in Korea in June 1950. Military expenditures increased sharply, and concerns 
about shortages and future price increases led to anticipatory buying by businesses and consumers. 
The Federal Reserve, still bound by its commitment to support government securities at fixed rates, 
found itself financing an expansion of credit that fed directly into rising prices. 

Within the Federal Reserve System, particularly among the presidents of the regional Reserve Banks, 
frustration with the constraints imposed by the rate-pegging arrangement grew more pronounced. 
These officials argued that the central bank's primary responsibility was to maintain the stability of 
the currency and to prevent inflation from eroding the purchasing power of the dollar. They 
contended that the wartime emergency that had justified the subordination of monetary policy to 
debt management had long since passed, and that continued adherence to fixed rates was 
incompatible with the Federal Reserve's statutory mandate. The Board of Governors in Washington, 
while more cautious in its public statements, shared many of these concerns and began to explore 
the possibility of modifying or terminating the rate-support policy. 

The Treasury Department viewed the situation differently. Officials there emphasized the ongoing 
need to refinance a massive stock of government debt, much of which would mature in the coming 
years. They argued that any increase in interest rates would impose substantial additional costs on 
the federal budget and would complicate the task of managing the debt structure. Moreover, they 
expressed concern that abandoning the rate pegs would create uncertainty in financial markets and 
could potentially trigger a decline in bond prices that would inflict losses on banks, insurance 
companies, and other institutional holders of government securities. From the Treasury's 
perspective, the maintenance of stable, low interest rates remained essential to sound fiscal 
management and financial stability. 



This divergence of views reflected a fundamental tension between two legitimate but potentially 
conflicting objectives: the Treasury's responsibility for managing the public debt at reasonable cost, 
and the Federal Reserve's responsibility for maintaining monetary conditions consistent with price 
stability and sustainable economic growth. The wartime arrangement had resolved this tension by 
giving priority to debt management, but the persistence of that arrangement into the postwar period 
increasingly appeared to be an anomaly that could not be sustained indefinitely without 
compromising the central bank's ability to fulfill its broader mandate. 

Institutional Roles Before the Accord 

The relationship between the Treasury and the Federal Reserve in the years preceding the Accord 
was characterized by overlapping responsibilities and ambiguous boundaries of authority. The 
Federal Reserve System had been established in 1913 with the mandate to provide an elastic 
currency, to furnish a mechanism for discounting commercial paper, and to supervise the banking 
system. Over the subsequent decades, the System had evolved into the nation's central bank, with 
responsibility for conducting monetary policy through open market operations, discount rate 
adjustments, and reserve requirement changes. Yet the statutory framework governing the Federal 
Reserve's operations left considerable room for interpretation regarding the extent of its discretion 
and its relationship to other branches of government. 

The Treasury Department, as the government's fiscal agent, bore responsibility for managing the 
public debt, collecting revenues, and disbursing funds for authorized expenditures. The Secretary of 
the Treasury, as a member of the President's cabinet, was directly accountable to the executive 
branch and, through the President, to Congress. The Treasury's debt management operations 
necessarily intersected with monetary policy, since the issuance and refinancing of government 
securities affected credit conditions, interest rates, and the money supply. During periods when the 
public debt was small relative to the size of the economy, this intersection posed few difficulties. But 
the massive expansion of federal borrowing during the Second World War had transformed the 
scale of these operations and had made debt management a central concern of macroeconomic 
policy. 

The wartime arrangement between the two institutions had effectively subordinated the Federal 
Reserve's monetary policy discretion to the Treasury's debt management objectives. This 
subordination was not mandated by any change in statute but emerged from administrative 
agreements and from the shared understanding that wartime financing took precedence over other 
policy considerations. The Federal Reserve's Board of Governors and the Federal Open Market 
Committee, while retaining formal authority over open market operations, exercised that authority in 
a manner consistent with maintaining the agreed-upon rate structure. The regional Reserve Banks, 
though sometimes expressing reservations about the policy, implemented the necessary purchases of 
government securities to support the pegged rates. 

This arrangement blurred the institutional boundaries between fiscal and monetary operations. The 
Federal Reserve's balance sheet became, in effect, an extension of Treasury debt management. When 
the Treasury issued new securities, the Federal Reserve stood ready to purchase whatever portion of 
the issue could not be absorbed by private investors at the pegged rates. This meant that the size of 
the Federal Reserve's portfolio of government securities, and consequently the volume of bank 
reserves and the monetary base, was determined not by the central bank's assessment of appropriate 
monetary conditions but by the Treasury's financing needs and the willingness of private investors to 
hold government debt at the established rates. 



The absence of clear statutory guidance on the relationship between the two institutions meant that 
the resolution of conflicts between debt management and monetary policy objectives depended on 
negotiation, persuasion, and the relative influence of the officials involved. The Secretary of the 
Treasury, by virtue of his cabinet position and his direct relationship with the President, could bring 
considerable political pressure to bear on the Federal Reserve. The Chairman of the Board of 
Governors and the members of the Federal Open Market Committee, while nominally independent, 
were conscious of the political environment in which they operated and of the potential 
consequences of open conflict with the Treasury. 

By 1950, this ambiguous institutional arrangement had become increasingly untenable. The 
resumption of inflationary pressures following the outbreak of the Korean conflict brought the 
underlying tension between debt management and price stability into sharp relief. Federal Reserve 
officials, particularly the Reserve Bank presidents, began to argue more forcefully for a restoration of 
monetary policy discretion. They contended that the central bank could not fulfill its responsibility 
for maintaining the value of the currency while remaining bound to support government securities at 
fixed rates. The question was no longer whether the wartime arrangement would continue 
indefinitely, but rather how and on what terms it would be modified or terminated. 

Negotiation and the 1951 Agreement 

The path toward the Accord began with a series of increasingly pointed exchanges between Federal 
Reserve and Treasury officials throughout the latter half of 1950 and early 1951. The Federal Open 
Market Committee, at its meetings during this period, discussed the possibility of allowing greater 
flexibility in short-term interest rates while continuing to support the long-term bond market. Some 
members argued for a complete abandonment of the rate-pegging policy, while others favored a 
more gradual approach that would minimize disruption to financial markets and to the Treasury's 
refinancing operations. The lack of consensus within the Federal Reserve System itself complicated 
the negotiations with the Treasury. 

In January 1951, the Federal Open Market Committee announced that it would no longer maintain 
the existing pattern of rates on government securities. This announcement, made without prior 
coordination with the Treasury, precipitated a crisis in the relationship between the two institutions. 
The Treasury, in the midst of a major refinancing operation, viewed the Federal Reserve's action as a 
breach of the understanding that had governed their relationship since the war. Secretary of the 
Treasury John Snyder appealed directly to President Truman, arguing that the Federal Reserve's 
position threatened to undermine confidence in government securities and to increase borrowing 
costs at a time when the nation faced renewed military expenditures. 

President Truman intervened in the dispute, summoning the members of the Federal Open Market 
Committee to a meeting at the White House. At this meeting, held in late January 1951, the 
President expressed his expectation that the Federal Reserve would continue to support the 
Treasury's financing operations. The Federal Reserve officials, while respectful of the President's 
concerns, maintained that they could not indefinitely subordinate monetary policy to debt 
management without compromising their ability to address inflationary pressures. The meeting 
ended without a clear resolution, though a White House statement issued afterward suggested that 
the Federal Reserve had agreed to continue supporting government securities—a characterization 
that Federal Reserve officials later disputed. 



The public nature of this disagreement, and the conflicting interpretations of what had been agreed 
upon at the White House meeting, made it clear that the existing arrangement could not continue 
without a more formal understanding between the two institutions. Over the following weeks, 
representatives of the Treasury and the Federal Reserve engaged in intensive negotiations aimed at 
finding a mutually acceptable framework for their future relationship. These negotiations were 
conducted largely out of public view, though the financial press reported on the general outlines of 
the discussions and on the market's reaction to the uncertainty surrounding monetary policy. 

The agreement that emerged from these negotiations, announced on March 4, 1951, was brief and 
deliberately vague in its language. The joint statement from the Treasury and the Federal Reserve 
declared that the two institutions had reached "full accord with respect to debt-management and 
monetary policies to be pursued in furthering their common purpose to assure the successful 
financing of the Government's requirements and, at the same time, to minimize monetization of the 
public debt." The statement provided no details about specific interest rates, no timetable for the 
transition away from rate pegging, and no explicit allocation of authority between the two 
institutions. 

This brevity and ambiguity were not accidental. The negotiators on both sides recognized that a 
detailed agreement specifying particular rates or procedures would be difficult to achieve and might 
prove inflexible in practice. Instead, they opted for a general statement of principles that would 
allow both institutions to claim that their essential concerns had been addressed while leaving the 
practical implementation to be worked out through subsequent administrative actions and market 
operations. The Treasury could point to the commitment to successful government financing, while 
the Federal Reserve could emphasize the goal of minimizing debt monetization—a phrase 
understood to mean limiting the central bank's purchases of government securities and allowing 
greater flexibility in interest rates. 

The Accord represented a negotiated adjustment of institutional relationships rather than a statutory 
reform. No legislation was enacted to clarify the respective authorities of the Treasury and the 
Federal Reserve. No formal rules were established to govern their future interactions. The 
agreement rested on mutual understanding and on the willingness of officials at both institutions to 
respect the functional boundaries implied by the Accord's language. This informal character would 
prove to be both a strength and a limitation in the years that followed. 

Restoring Interest-Rate Flexibility 

The immediate practical consequence of the Accord was the termination of the Federal Reserve's 
commitment to maintain fixed prices for government securities. In the weeks and months following 
the March announcement, the Federal Open Market Committee ceased its routine purchases of 
Treasury issues for the purpose of supporting predetermined rate levels. Market participants, who 
had grown accustomed to the certainty provided by the rate pegs, now faced the prospect of 
fluctuating bond prices and yields determined by supply and demand rather than by central bank 
intervention. 

The transition was managed with considerable care to avoid disrupting financial markets or 
precipitating a sharp decline in government security prices. The Federal Reserve did not immediately 
withdraw from the market entirely but rather shifted from a policy of rigid price support to one of 
allowing orderly adjustment. Open market operations continued, but they were now conducted with 
the aim of smoothing temporary fluctuations rather than maintaining specific rate levels. The 



Federal Reserve's portfolio of government securities remained large, reflecting the accumulated 
purchases of the wartime and immediate postwar years, but the composition and size of that 
portfolio would henceforth be determined by monetary policy considerations rather than by the 
Treasury's financing needs. 

Interest rates on government securities began to rise gradually following the Accord. Short-term 
Treasury bill rates, which had been held at three-eighths of one percent, moved upward to levels 
more consistent with prevailing credit conditions and inflation expectations. Longer-term bond 
yields also increased, though the adjustment in the long-term market was more gradual due to the 
Federal Reserve's continued presence as a stabilizing force. The rise in rates reflected both the 
removal of artificial support and the underlying inflationary pressures that had been building in the 
economy since the outbreak of the Korean conflict. 

For the Treasury, the end of rate pegging meant higher debt service costs. Each new issue of 
securities and each refinancing of maturing debt now carried interest rates determined by market 
conditions rather than by administrative fiat. Over time, as older low-rate issues matured and were 
replaced by new securities bearing higher yields, the average interest cost on the public debt 
increased. Treasury officials, who had warned of precisely this outcome during the negotiations 
leading to the Accord, found their concerns validated. Yet the magnitude of the increase, while 
significant, proved manageable within the context of the federal budget, and the predicted 
disruption to debt management operations did not materialize to the extent that had been feared. 

The restoration of interest-rate flexibility had broader implications for the functioning of financial 
markets. During the period of rate pegging, government securities had served as a risk-free asset 
with a guaranteed nominal return, and the prices of other financial instruments had been influenced 
by the artificially low yields on Treasury issues. With the removal of the pegs, the entire structure of 
interest rates across different maturities and different classes of borrowers began to adjust. 
Corporate bond yields, mortgage rates, and bank lending rates all moved in response to the new 
environment in which government security yields were market-determined. 

This adjustment process required market participants to develop new methods for assessing risk and 
for pricing securities in the absence of the certainty provided by Federal Reserve support. Banks and 
other financial institutions, which had grown accustomed to holding large portfolios of government 
securities as liquid, low-risk assets, now faced the possibility of capital losses if interest rates rose and 
bond prices fell. The development of more sophisticated techniques for managing interest-rate risk 
and for hedging against price fluctuations can be traced in part to the changed environment created 
by the Accord. 

The Federal Reserve, for its part, gained the ability to use interest-rate adjustments as a tool of 
monetary policy. By allowing short-term rates to rise or fall in response to economic conditions, the 
central bank could influence the cost and availability of credit throughout the economy. This 
restoration of discretion over interest rates did not mean that the Federal Reserve ignored the 
Treasury's financing operations or the condition of the government securities market. Coordination 
between the two institutions continued, and the Federal Reserve remained attentive to the timing of 
Treasury auctions and refinancing operations. But the nature of that coordination had changed 
fundamentally. The Federal Reserve was no longer obligated to subordinate monetary policy to debt 
management but could instead balance multiple objectives in determining the appropriate stance of 
policy. 



Clarifying Monetary Authority 

The Accord established, through practice rather than through formal statute, a clearer delineation of 
responsibilities between the Federal Reserve and the Treasury. The Treasury retained full authority 
over decisions regarding the size, timing, and structure of government debt issues. Questions of 
whether to issue short-term bills or long-term bonds, whether to include call provisions or other 
special features, and how to schedule auctions and refinancing operations remained within the 
Treasury's domain. The Federal Reserve, in turn, gained effective discretion over the conduct of 
monetary policy, including decisions about the appropriate level of short-term interest rates, the size 
and composition of its securities portfolio, and the availability of credit to the banking system. 

This functional separation did not eliminate all areas of overlap or potential conflict between the two 
institutions. Monetary policy decisions inevitably affected the cost and ease of Treasury financing 
operations, while Treasury debt management decisions influenced credit conditions and the 
transmission of monetary policy. The difference after the Accord was that neither institution could 
unilaterally dictate terms to the other. The Treasury could not compel the Federal Reserve to 
purchase government securities at predetermined prices, and the Federal Reserve could not prevent 
the Treasury from issuing debt or from structuring that debt in ways that might complicate 
monetary policy implementation. 

The clarification of monetary authority extended beyond the relationship with the Treasury to 
encompass the Federal Reserve's role in managing credit conditions more broadly. During the 
period of rate pegging, the central bank's ability to respond to cyclical fluctuations in economic 
activity had been severely constrained. With the restoration of policy discretion, the Federal Reserve 
could once again adjust its policy instruments in response to changing economic conditions. When 
inflationary pressures intensified, the central bank could tighten credit by raising interest rates or by 
reducing the availability of reserves to the banking system. When economic activity slowed and 
unemployment rose, monetary policy could be eased to support recovery. 

This restoration of discretion did not mean that the Federal Reserve operated without constraints or 
without regard to other policy objectives. The central bank remained subject to political pressures 
and to the expectations of financial markets, the business community, and the general public. The 
Federal Reserve's actions were scrutinized by Congress, which retained ultimate authority over the 
System's statutory mandate and organizational structure. The Chairman of the Board of Governors 
and other senior Federal Reserve officials testified regularly before congressional committees and 
were called upon to explain and justify their policy decisions. 

The Accord also affected the internal dynamics of the Federal Reserve System. During the period of 
rate pegging, the Federal Open Market Committee's decisions had been largely predetermined by the 
commitment to maintain fixed rates. With the restoration of discretion, the Committee's 
deliberations became more consequential and more complex. Members had to weigh competing 
considerations, assess uncertain economic forecasts, and make judgments about the appropriate 
balance between price stability, full employment, and financial stability. The regional Reserve Bank 
presidents, who had been among the most vocal critics of the rate-pegging policy, now had greater 
influence over monetary policy decisions through their participation in the Federal Open Market 
Committee. 

The clarification of monetary authority through the Accord established a framework that would 
govern the relationship between the Federal Reserve and the Treasury for decades to come. While 



subsequent periods would see tensions and disagreements between the two institutions, the 
fundamental principle that monetary policy should not be subordinated to debt management except 
in extraordinary circumstances became an accepted feature of the American monetary system. This 
principle was not enshrined in statute and could theoretically be reversed by future agreements or by 
legislative action, but it became embedded in institutional practice and in the expectations of 
policymakers and market participants. 

Administrative and Market Adjustment 

The transition from the wartime system of interest-rate controls to a regime of market-determined 
rates required significant adjustments by both government institutions and private market 
participants. The Federal Reserve had to develop new procedures for conducting open market 
operations in an environment where the objective was no longer to maintain specific price levels but 
rather to influence credit conditions in pursuit of broader economic goals. The trading desk at the 
Federal Reserve Bank of New York, which executed open market operations on behalf of the 
Federal Open Market Committee, adapted its techniques to focus on managing the volume of bank 
reserves and on smoothing temporary fluctuations in short-term interest rates rather than on 
supporting predetermined rate structures. 

Treasury officials faced the challenge of managing debt operations without the assurance of Federal 
Reserve support at fixed rates. This required more careful attention to market conditions, to investor 
demand, and to the timing of new issues. The Treasury developed more sophisticated methods for 
gauging market sentiment and for structuring securities to appeal to different classes of investors. 
The introduction of new types of securities and the refinement of auction procedures can be traced 
to the changed environment created by the Accord. Treasury officials also had to accept greater 
variability in borrowing costs and to plan for the possibility that refinancing operations might occur 
at less favorable rates than had prevailed under the pegged-rate system. 

Commercial banks and other financial institutions adjusted their asset management strategies in 
response to the new interest-rate environment. During the period of rate pegging, banks had held 
large portfolios of government securities, confident that these assets could be liquidated at 
predictable prices if the need arose. With the removal of Federal Reserve price support, government 
securities became subject to market risk, and banks had to consider the potential for capital losses if 
interest rates rose. This led to changes in portfolio composition, with some institutions reducing 
their holdings of longer-term government bonds in favor of shorter-term securities or other assets 
with less interest-rate sensitivity. 

The adjustment process was facilitated by the gradual nature of the transition and by the Federal 
Reserve's willingness to maintain an orderly market during the initial period following the Accord. 
The central bank did not abruptly withdraw from the government securities market but rather 
reduced its intervention gradually, allowing market participants time to adapt to the new 
environment. This approach minimized the risk of a disruptive decline in bond prices and helped to 
maintain confidence in the stability of financial markets during a period of significant institutional 
change. 

Market participants also had to develop new frameworks for understanding and predicting Federal 
Reserve policy. During the rate-pegging period, monetary policy had been essentially passive, with 
the Federal Reserve's actions determined by the need to maintain fixed rates. After the Accord, 
market participants had to assess the Federal Reserve's likely response to changing economic 



conditions and to incorporate those expectations into their investment and financing decisions. This 
gave rise to a more active market in government securities, with prices and yields fluctuating in 
response to economic data, policy statements, and other information relevant to the future course of 
monetary policy. 

The learning process extended to the Federal Reserve itself. The restoration of policy discretion 
meant that the central bank had to make judgments about the appropriate stance of monetary policy 
in the face of uncertainty about economic conditions and about the effects of policy actions. The 
Federal Reserve's analytical capabilities, its economic forecasting methods, and its understanding of 
the transmission mechanisms through which monetary policy affected the economy all evolved 
during the years following the Accord. The experience gained during this period contributed to the 
development of modern central banking practices and to the refinement of monetary policy 
frameworks. 

The administrative and market adjustments that followed the Accord were not without difficulties. 
There were periods of uncertainty, episodes of market volatility, and instances where coordination 
between the Treasury and the Federal Reserve proved challenging. Yet the overall transition was 
accomplished without major disruption to financial markets or to the government's ability to finance 
its operations. This successful adjustment demonstrated that it was possible to restore monetary 
policy discretion while maintaining orderly debt management, contrary to some of the concerns that 
had been expressed during the negotiations leading to the Accord. 

Long-Term Structural Effects 

The Accord established a precedent for central bank discretion over monetary policy that would 
shape American monetary governance for the remainder of the twentieth century and beyond. While 
the agreement itself was informal and left many questions unresolved, it marked a decisive break 
from the wartime subordination of monetary policy to fiscal objectives. Future administrations and 
Treasury secretaries would at times express frustration with Federal Reserve policy decisions and 
would seek to influence the central bank's actions through persuasion or political pressure, but the 
principle that the Federal Reserve retained ultimate authority over monetary policy became firmly 
established. 

This precedent extended beyond the specific question of interest-rate pegging to encompass broader 
issues of central bank autonomy. The Accord demonstrated that the Federal Reserve could resist 
pressure from the executive branch when it judged that such pressure conflicted with its statutory 
responsibilities. This did not mean that the Federal Reserve operated in isolation from the political 
system or that it was immune to political influence, but it did establish that the central bank 
possessed a degree of institutional independence that could be defended even in the face of 
opposition from the President and the Treasury Secretary. 

The Accord also changed expectations around inflation management and the role of monetary 
policy in maintaining price stability. During the period of rate pegging, inflation had been addressed 
primarily through fiscal measures, price controls, and exhortation rather than through monetary 
restraint. The restoration of Federal Reserve discretion over interest rates made it possible to use 
monetary policy as a tool for combating inflation, and over time this became understood as one of 
the central bank's primary responsibilities. The development of modern inflation-targeting 
frameworks and the emphasis on central bank credibility in maintaining price stability can be traced 
back to the institutional changes initiated by the Accord. 



The framework for postwar monetary governance that emerged from the Accord involved a 
complex set of relationships among the Federal Reserve, the Treasury, the executive branch, and 
Congress. The Federal Reserve gained operational independence in conducting monetary policy but 
remained accountable to Congress through regular testimony, reporting requirements, and the 
ultimate authority of Congress to modify the Federal Reserve's statutory mandate. The Treasury 
retained responsibility for debt management but could no longer dictate monetary policy to serve 
fiscal objectives. The President, through the appointment power over Federal Reserve governors 
and through the influence of the Treasury Secretary, maintained indirect influence over monetary 
policy but could not directly control the central bank's decisions. 

This framework proved durable in part because it balanced competing considerations in a way that 
no single institutional arrangement could fully satisfy. The Federal Reserve's operational 
independence allowed for monetary policy decisions based on technical judgments about economic 
conditions rather than on short-term political considerations. At the same time, the central bank's 
accountability to Congress and its responsiveness to broader economic objectives prevented it from 
operating as an entirely autonomous technocracy divorced from democratic oversight. The 
Treasury's continued authority over debt management ensured that fiscal considerations remained 
part of the policy conversation while preventing the subordination of monetary policy to narrow 
fiscal interests. 

The long-term structural effects of the Accord extended to the development of financial markets 
and to the evolution of monetary policy instruments. The shift from administered interest rates to 
market-determined rates encouraged the growth of more sophisticated financial markets and the 
development of new instruments for managing interest-rate risk. The Federal Reserve's use of open 
market operations as its primary policy tool, rather than direct controls or administrative directives, 
became the standard approach to monetary policy implementation. These developments contributed 
to the deepening and modernization of American financial markets in the postwar period. 

Perceived Tradeoffs of the Accord 

The Accord was later interpreted by some as having achieved a necessary rebalancing of institutional 
authority that enhanced the Federal Reserve's ability to pursue price stability and to respond flexibly 
to changing economic conditions. From this perspective, the restoration of monetary policy 
discretion allowed the central bank to fulfill its mandate more effectively and reduced the risk that 
inflation would become entrenched due to the subordination of monetary policy to fiscal objectives. 
The ability to adjust interest rates in response to economic conditions came to be viewed as essential 
to sound monetary management, and the Accord was seen as having established the institutional 
foundation for this capability. 

Others came to view the Accord as having introduced new sources of tension and coordination 
problems between monetary and fiscal authorities. The end of the rate-pegging arrangement meant 
that the Treasury could no longer count on predictable, low borrowing costs and had to manage 
debt operations in an environment of fluctuating interest rates. This was interpreted by some as 
having complicated fiscal planning and as having potentially increased the long-term cost of 
servicing the public debt. The possibility of conflicts between the Federal Reserve's monetary policy 
objectives and the Treasury's debt management needs remained a concern, even if such conflicts 
were less acute than during the period immediately preceding the Accord. 



The question of whether the Accord represented an optimal allocation of authority between the two 
institutions was later debated among economists, policymakers, and historians. Some argued that the 
informal nature of the agreement left too much room for ambiguity and that a clearer statutory 
framework would have been preferable. Others contended that the flexibility inherent in the 
Accord's vague language allowed for adaptation to changing circumstances and prevented the 
rigidity that might have resulted from a more detailed formal agreement. These differing 
interpretations reflected broader disagreements about the appropriate relationship between central 
banks and fiscal authorities and about the extent to which monetary policy should be insulated from 
political influence. 

The Accord was also later interpreted in the context of debates about central bank credibility and 
the time-consistency problem in monetary policy. Some economists came to view the restoration of 
Federal Reserve discretion as having enhanced the central bank's credibility by demonstrating its 
willingness to resist pressure to monetize government debt. This credibility was seen as valuable in 
anchoring inflation expectations and in making monetary policy more effective. From this 
perspective, the short-term costs of higher interest rates on government debt were outweighed by 
the long-term benefits of a more credible monetary authority. 

Alternative interpretations emphasized the costs of reduced coordination between monetary and 
fiscal policy. The end of the rate-pegging arrangement meant that the two policy instruments were 
no longer automatically aligned, and this was viewed by some as having reduced the effectiveness of 
macroeconomic stabilization efforts. During periods when fiscal and monetary policy worked at 
cross purposes, the overall impact on economic activity and inflation could be less predictable and 
potentially less favorable than if the two policies had been more closely coordinated. These concerns 
were particularly salient during periods of fiscal expansion combined with monetary restraint, or vice 
versa. 

The distributional consequences of the Accord were later noted by some observers. The shift from 
artificially low interest rates to market-determined rates affected different groups in the economy 
differently. Borrowers, including the federal government, faced higher interest costs, while savers 
and holders of fixed-income securities benefited from higher yields. The impact on different sectors 
of the economy varied depending on their sensitivity to interest-rate changes. These distributional 
effects were not typically emphasized in contemporary discussions of the Accord but became more 
apparent in retrospective analyses. 

The Accord came to be viewed by some as having established a model for central bank 
independence that influenced institutional arrangements in other countries. The principle that 
monetary policy should be conducted by a central bank with operational discretion, rather than 
being subordinated to fiscal authorities, was later adopted in various forms by many other nations. 
Whether the American experience following the Accord provided a template that could be 
successfully applied in different institutional and economic contexts remained a subject of debate 
among comparative political economists and students of central banking. 

Archival Reflection on Authority Rebalancing 

The Federal Reserve–Treasury Accord of 1951 marked a transition from emergency coordination to 
institutional separation in the conduct of monetary and fiscal policy. The wartime arrangement that 
had subordinated monetary policy to debt management objectives was a product of extraordinary 
circumstances that were understood at the time to be temporary. The persistence of that 



arrangement into the postwar period reflected the difficulty of unwinding emergency measures and 
the legitimate concerns of Treasury officials about the costs and risks of allowing interest rates to 
rise. The eventual negotiation of the Accord represented a recognition that the wartime emergency 
had passed and that the institutional relationships appropriate to that emergency were no longer 
sustainable. 

The authority rebalancing achieved through the Accord was accomplished through negotiation and 
mutual agreement rather than through statutory reform or constitutional change. This informal 
character reflected both the practical difficulties of achieving legislative change and the preference of 
the parties involved for a flexible arrangement that could be adapted to changing circumstances. The 
absence of detailed statutory guidance meant that the boundaries between monetary policy and debt 
management would continue to be defined through practice, through ongoing coordination between 
the two institutions, and through the resolution of specific disputes as they arose. 

The Accord did not resolve all questions about the appropriate relationship between the Federal 
Reserve and the Treasury, nor did it eliminate all sources of tension between monetary policy and 
debt management objectives. What it did accomplish was to establish a framework within which 
those tensions could be managed without requiring the complete subordination of one institution's 
objectives to the other's. The Federal Reserve gained discretion over monetary policy but remained 
attentive to the Treasury's financing needs. The Treasury retained authority over debt management 
but could no longer dictate the terms on which the Federal Reserve would support government 
securities markets. 

The experience of the Accord illustrated the challenges inherent in defining institutional boundaries 
in a system of separated powers and overlapping responsibilities. The Federal Reserve's statutory 
mandate, established in 1913 and modified in subsequent legislation, provided general guidance 
about the central bank's objectives but left considerable room for interpretation regarding the means 
by which those objectives should be pursued and the relationship between the Federal Reserve and 
other government institutions. The Treasury's authority over debt management was similarly 
grounded in statute and in the constitutional assignment of fiscal powers to the executive branch, 
but the implications of that authority for monetary policy were not clearly specified. 

The resolution of the conflict between the Federal Reserve and the Treasury in 1951 depended on 
the willingness of officials at both institutions to negotiate in good faith and to accept a compromise 
that neither side found entirely satisfactory. The Treasury had to accept higher and more variable 
interest rates on government debt. The Federal Reserve had to accept that it could not entirely 
ignore the Treasury's financing operations and that some degree of coordination would remain 
necessary. Both institutions had to accept that the informal nature of their agreement meant that 
future disputes might arise and would have to be resolved through continued negotiation rather than 
through appeal to clear statutory rules. 

The Accord represented a rebalancing of authority that reflected changed circumstances and 
changed understandings of the appropriate roles of monetary and fiscal policy. The wartime 
emergency that had justified the subordination of monetary policy to debt management had ended, 
and the inflationary pressures of the postwar period had made clear the costs of maintaining that 
subordination. The institutional memory of the 1920s, when the Federal Reserve had operated with 
considerable discretion, provided a model for what a restored monetary authority might look like. 
The experience of other countries, some of which had suffered severe inflation due to the 



monetization of government debt, provided cautionary examples of the risks of failing to maintain 
institutional boundaries between central banks and fiscal authorities. 

The archival record of the Accord and the events surrounding it consists of official statements, 
meeting minutes, correspondence between officials, and contemporary press accounts. These 
documents reveal the complexity of the negotiations, the range of views within both institutions, 
and the political pressures that shaped the final agreement. They also reveal the extent to which the 
outcome was contingent on the particular individuals involved and on the specific circumstances of 
early 1951. A different constellation of personalities, a different economic environment, or a 
different political context might have produced a different result or might have delayed the 
resolution of the conflict between the two institutions. 

The Federal Reserve–Treasury Accord of 1951 stands as a significant moment in the institutional 
history of American monetary policy. It marked the end of an era of wartime coordination and the 
beginning of a framework for monetary governance that would persist, with modifications, for 
decades to come. The Accord established through practice and precedent a degree of central bank 
discretion over monetary policy that had been absent during the war and immediate postwar years. It 
did so not through constitutional amendment or comprehensive statutory reform but through 
negotiated agreement between two institutions with overlapping responsibilities and competing 
objectives. The authority rebalancing achieved through the Accord reflected the particular 
circumstances of its time while establishing principles and precedents that would shape monetary 
policy long after those circumstances had changed. 

Note: This material is provided for informational and educational purposes only and does not 
constitute legal advice. 

 


