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The Honorable John Glenn

Chairman, Committee on
Governmental Affairs

United States Senate

The Honorable Jack Brooks

Chairman, Committee on
Government Operations

House of Representatives

We are addressing this report to you because of your committees’ inter-
est in managing the level of effort needed for federal agencies to
respond to congressional requirements for financial and program infor-
mation. As of fiscal year 1985, the latest year for which information
was available at the time of our review, there were approximately 3,300
recurring reporting requirements, up from approximately 750 in 1970.
While some requirements call for only a single annual report prepared
by one agency, others call for multiple reports to be prepared by one or
more agencies annually or more frequently. Senate Report 99- 211 dated
December 9, 1985, estimated the annual cost of meeting these require-
ments at $240 million.

Over the years, both the Congress and the executive branch have
expressed concern over the magnitude and growth of these require-
ments. The basic concern has been that some requirements result in
reports which may be duplicative, unnecessarily burdensome to pro-
duce, or, in some instances, not very useful. By modifying or eliminating
reporting requirements that are no longer needed, resources can be freed
for other program activities, thereby improving productivity.

There have been several joint attempts by the executive and legislative
branches to reduce congressional reporting reqmrembnts These efforts
resulted in the Congressional Reports Elimination Aqts of 1980, 1982,
and 1986, The 1986 act, Public Law 99-386, was a culmination of efforts
undertaken by executive branch agencies, under the direction of the
Office of Management and Budget (oMB), to identify recurring congres-
sional reporting requirements that could be eliminated, consolidated,
reduced in frequency, or otherwise modified to achieve cost savings.

In March 1984, oMB asked agencies to provide recommendations to elimi-
nate, simplify, or consolidate existing legislatively mandated reports.
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W
Objective, Scope, and
Methodology

These were to be accorapanied by justifications based on cost, utility, or
other pertinent factors. After reviewing the recommendations received,
OMB developed and submitted a legislative proposal to the Congress for
modifying or eliminating 240 reporting requirements.

The Congressional Reports Elimination Act of 1986 changed or
rescinded only 23 of these requirements,' and the House Committee on
Government Operations, which sponsored the legislation in the House of
Representatives, expressed disappointment with the methodology oMB
and the agencies had used to identify and present the recommendations.
Executive branch officials also voiced their disappointment with the low
number of recommendations adopted.

Because of these concerns, we reviewed the procedures used by oMB and
five executive branch agenc1es to develop and justify their recommenda-
tions. In assessing the activities that led to the 1986 act, we found that

agency officials rarely discussed proposed changes with the Congress
either before or after submitting the legislative proposal,

the majority of justifications presented with the legislative proposal did
not adequately demonstrate that the reporting requirements should be
eliminated or modified, and

agencies did not use existing reports management processes which
might have provided better assurance that the recommendations they
made recognized and satisfied current congressional information needs.

Because of these administrative wéaknesses, we believe the government
can improve the way it identifies those congressional reporting require-
ments which are still needed and those which can be modified or elimi-
nated. This report provides recommendations to the Director, Office of
Management and Budget, and to the Administrator of General Services,
for improving the manner in which future proposals to modify or elimi-
nate congressional reporting requirements are developed and supported.

We reviewed the procedures followed by oMB and the agencies to com-
pile and present a legislative proposal for modifying or eliminating the
240 congressional reporting requirements. Our objective was to deter-
mine whether the procedures used were adequate to meet the needs of
the Congress and still provide for efficient, effective, and economical
reporting and data gathering.

'The Congress added 2 additional modifications not proposed by OMB, for a total of 25.
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Agencies Had Not
Adequately Discussed
Proposals With the
Congress

We reviewed the activities of OMB and five major agencies’ (the Depart-
ments of Agriculture, Education, Energy, Housing and Urban Develop-
ment, and Interior) which accounted for about 30 percent of the 240
reporting requiretnents proposed for elimination or modification. oMB
officials told us they believed these agencies’ efforts were typical of
agency efforts leading to the Reports Ehmlnatlon Act of 1986. We
examined

the extent to which agency representatives consulted with the affected
committees to ensure that proposed changes did not conflict with their
information needs and

the extent to which information accompanying the draft legislation was
sufficient to justify proposed modifications and eliminations of report-
ing requirements,

We also considered whether these agencies’ policies and procedures for
managing other reporting requirements were, or could appropriately be,
applied to congressional reports. To do this, we reviewed reports man-
agement guidance issued by the General Services Administration (Gsa),
which promulgates regulatlons for such management within the execu-
tive branch.

In addition, we reviewed the legislative history and other documentation
dealing with the 1986 and prior legislation. Finally, we interviewed OMB
and agency officials and held discussions with staff members from the
committees sponsoring this legislation. Our work, conducted from Sep-
tember 1986 through June 1987, was performed in accordance with gen-
erally accepted government auditing standards.

A report prepared by the House Committee on Government Operations

{House Report 99- 698, July 21, 1986) stated that Whlle the administra-
~ tion claimed many of the reporting requirements proposed for elimina-

tion or modification were costly and burdensome, the Committee was
unable to find any indication that the agencies had discussed them with
the affected congressional committees. The report émphasized that such
discussions are essential before agencies can determine that changes in
the scope, content, format, or frequency of required reports are possible
without sacrificing congressional information needs. In addition, a key
staff member of the Senate Committee on Governmental Affairs told us
that only 1 of the 29 or more agencies involved in proposing modifica-
tions or deletions had contacted a jurisdictional committee regarding the
proposals.

Page 3 GAO/AFMD-88-4 Congressional Reporting Requirements Need Improvements




B-228848

The oMB criteria for developing proposals to change congressional
reporting requirements are found in oMB Bulletin 84-10, “‘Reducing Exec-
utive Branch Reports to the Congress,” dated March 28, 1984. The bulle-
tin did not include a requirement for consultations with congressional
committees prior to developing recommendations for modifying or delet-
ing congressional reporting requirements. However, it did provide that
oMB would ask agencies to consult with committees after the oMB legisla-
tive proposal was introduced.

Officials at the five agencies included in our review told us that they
had not discussed their recommendations for eliminating or modifying
congressional reporting requirements with the affected committees prior
to forwarding these recommendations to oMB. In addition, officials at
four of the five agencies told us they had not discussed their proposals
with the appropriate committees even after the draft legislation was
introduced. One agency did send a written justification for eliminating
or modifying reporting requirements upon learning that its Senate over-
sight committee did not intend to consider many of the agency’s pro-
posed changes.

Agency officials said that oMB had not asked them to coordinate with
the affected committees after the legislation was introduced. omB offi-
cials told us this was an oversight and noted that, in retrospect, it would
have been appropriate to discuss the proposals with the committees.
They said that such discussions would have provided more awareness of
congressional information needs and enhanced the agencies’ opportuni-
ties to justify the proposed changes.

[
Justifications

Presented With the
Proposals Were Often
Inadequate

Lack of communication with the Congress during preparation of propos-
als for modifying and eliminating reporting requirements made it espe-
cially important for agencies to make a convincing case when presenting
the proposals for congressional consideration. We reviewed OMB’s “‘sec-
tion by section analysis’’ which accompanied the proposed legislation to
determine whether the justifications provided appeared convincing. We
made our determinations based on criteria in OMB Bulletin 84-10, which
instructed agencies to consider such factors as duplication and overlap,
reporting burden in terms of time and money, and continuing usefulness
of reports. We also looked to see whether congressional information
needs would continue to be met. We did not verify the accuracy of the
justifications presented.
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Of the 240 proposed changes, 98 were not acéompanieci by a justifica-
tion, and 135 had insufficient justifications. Typical examples of insuffi-
cient justifications are presented below.

One proposal involved deleting a requirement for an annual survey and
report on the effectiveness of a program. The support offered for this
revision was that this same information would be included in another
report required of the agency. However, the agency had also proposed
eliminating the requirement for the report to which this information
was to be transferred.

In another case, an agency'’s justification for eliminating an annual
report on the progress and results of a program stated that the informa-
tion would be supplied to the Congress ‘““‘upon request.” The justification
did not indicate why the proposal was being made; why it would be
more efficient, effective, or economical to provide the information on an
ad hoc basis; or what assurances there were that the information could
be readily compiled when requested.

In a third case, a request to eliminate a report on the development of
and compliance with industry product standards included a statement
that standards had been developed and were being observed. However,
the justification did not inform the Congress how the information on
compliance would be provided, nor did it indicate what monitoring
mechanisms were in place to ensure continued compliance.

Only 7 proposed modifications—1less than 3 percent—appeared to con-
tain sufficient justification to be convincing. As shown in table 1, we
found that the proposals with adequate justifications had a far higher
acceptance rate than those which did not.

Table 1: Percentage of Proposals
Accepted and Rejected Based on
Adequacy of Justifications Provided

Number of __ Percent of proposals

Category proposals Accepted Rejected
No justification 98 10 90
Inadequate justification 135 6 94
Adequate justification 7 71 29

OMB officials told us their legislative package did not contain more ade-
quate justifications because agencies had submitted either weak or no
support for many of the proposed changes. They told us that they had
submitted the information as provided to avoid delays in the proposed
legislative action which would have resulted from going back to the
agencies for improved justifications.
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Agency officials told us that recommendations for eliminating or chang-
ing congressional reporting requirements are developed in response to
periodic requests from OMB and are not part of any ongoing agency
reports management process. During our review, we found that GsA reg-
ulations require agencies to follow a more structured, rigorous process
for evaluating noncongressional reporting needs than was followed to
assess congressional reporting requirements. These regulations, con-
tained in the Code of Federal Regulations g41 CFR 201-45.103), affect all
federal executive agencies. They call for éngoing, rather than ad hoc
assessments. Guidelines for implementing the regulations, contained in
GsA’s Reports Management, July 1985, instruct agencies to (1) maintain
communication with report users to determine whether reports are ade-
quate and still needed, (2) analyze reports to determine whether they
are prepared in the most efficient or cost-effective manner, and

(3) establish and maintain an ongoing review process to ensure that all
reports are regularly scrutinized.

All five agencies we reviewed had established information management
activities which included reports management; however, none were rou-
tinely reviewing reports resulting from congressional reporting require-
ments. While GSA regulations exempt congressional reporting
requirements, the implementing guidelines state that agencies should
give congressional reports the same scrutiny accorded to the noncon-
gressional reports which are covered by the regulations. Application of
these GSA guidelines, as well as the more general ones prescribed in oMB
Bulletin 84-10, could provide information to the Congress on the utility
of reporting requirements to meet congressional information needs. It
also should be more efficient and economical to incorporate reports gen-
erated in response to congressional requirements into ian ongoing review
process rather than undertake only periodic efforts td review these
requirements. By making such reviews an integral part of an established
management process, more timely dialogue could be held with the Con-
gress. Finally, under such an approach, should oMB still wish to issue
periodic calls for proposals to eliminate or modify reg’orts, the requested
information should be more readily available. ‘

OMB and Gsa officials agreed that including congressionally mandated
reports with recurring assessments of other reporting requirements
would be beneficial. They said that this would allow timely and more
comprehensive input to OMB’s periodic requests for recommendations to
modify reporting requirements.
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Conclusions

The latest efforts by the executive branch to modify or eliminate con-
gressional reporting requirements were not successful. Congressional
committees were reluctant to change many of the existing reporting
requirements for two primary reasons. First, agencies had not suffi-
ciently communicated with the Congress during the preparation and
presentation of recommendations for eliminating or modifying congres-
sionally mandated reports to ensure that the executive branch was
aware of congressional information needs. Second, the justifications sub-
mitted with the legislative proposal did not adequately explain how
modifications and eliminations of reporting requirements would better
meet congressional information needs. As a result, the Congress had no
assurance that needed data would still be available.

In addition, established procedures for assessing noncongressional
agency reporting were not used to review legislatively mandated report-
ing requirements. These procedures call for communicating with report
users and providing them assurance that information needs will be satis-
fied. Incorporating the assessment of congressional reporting require-
ments into procedures for evaluating noncongressional reports, which is
an ongoing effort, would help ensure that information would be avail-
able for legislative oversight purposes.

ecommendations

To improve efforts to eliminate or modify congressional reporting
requirements, we recommend that the Director, Office of Management
and Budget, direct agency and oMB officials to:

discuss information needs with the appropriate congressional commit-
tees prior to formulating a legislative proposal to eliminate or modify
reporting requirements and consider these needs in developing the pro-
posals and

provide adequate justification for each recommended change to assist
the Congress in determining whether the proposed eliminations or modi-
fications will ensure that congressional information needs will be met in
an efficient, effective, and economical manner. |

In addition, we recommend that the Administrator of General Services

amend the Code of Federal Regulations to include congressional report-
ing requirements in executive agencies’ recurring evaluation of report-

ing needs.
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In commenting on a draft of this report, GsA and OMB agreed with our
findings, conclusions, and recommendations. Copies of their comments
are included in appendixes I and II.

Gsa’s Commissioner of the Information Resources Management Service
said that implementing our recommendations would provide for a com-
prehensive reports management program and would promote good man-
agement practices. He said GSA would amend the existing regulations to
also require agencies to evaluate whether reports to the Congress and
other external reporting requirements are still necessary. As a result,
agency officials will be required to hold discussions with congressional
staff regarding any report that could be streamlined or discontinued.

OMB said that implementing our recommendations should help identify
reporting requirements that could be eliminated or madified. It also sug-
gested several ways that the Congress could play a more active role in
controlling the volume of reporting requirements. While we have not
assessed how workable those options might be, they are consistent with
the intent of GsA’s regulatory plans.

We are sending copies of this report to the Director, Office of Manage-
ment and Budget; the Administrator of General Services; and other
interested parties. Copies will also be made available to others upon
request.

S

Frederick D. Wolf
Director
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Comments From the General
Services Administration

General Services Administration
Information Resources Management Service
Washington, DC 20405

FEB 18 1983

Dear Mr. Wolf:

Thank you for the opportunity to review your draft
report entitled Improvements Needed to Eliminate or Modify
Congressional Reporting Requirements. I agree with the
conclusions contained in the report and concur in the
recommendation to the General Services Administration, I
feel that all reports produced for internal government use
should be reviewed periodically by the creator and the user
to ensure that a continuing need exists.

The report concluded that review of congressional reporting
requirements would be beneficial to Congress in the management
| of congressional reports. It recommended that the Administrator
of General Services amend Governmentwide regulations to include
congressional reporting requirements in executive agencies'
recurring evaluation of reporting needs.

The Federal Information Resources Management Regulation
(FIRMR) now contains mandatory provisions for the management of
an agency's internal reporting requirements, including recurring
evaluation of internal reports to assess need, adequacy, design,
and economy of preparation and use. We will amend FIRMR
provisions to require similar evaluation of congressional reports
and other external reporting requirements, as appropriate.
Agencies will be guided to conduct interviews at the user level
in Congress for reports with a potential for discontinuance,

This action will provide for a comprehensive reports
management program and will promote good management practices,

Sincerely,

b ] lo

Frank J. Carx
Commissioner
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" Appendix II

Comments From the Office of Management

and Budget

EXECUTIVE OFFICE OF THE PRESIDENT
OFFICE OF MANAGEMENT AND BUDGET
WASHINGTON, D C 205603

FEB |1 1988

Mr. Frederick D. Wolf

Director

Accounting and Financial
Management Division

General Accounting Office

Washington, D.C. 20548

Dear Mr. Wolf:

Director Miller has asked me to respond to your request for
comments on a draft report entitled, "Congressional Reports:
Improvements Needed to Eliminate or Modify CongreSSLOnal
Reporting Requirements," that you sent to him on

January 7, 1988.

I want to commend you and your staff on the preparation of the
report, and wish to state at the outset that we concur with your
recommendations.

Both we and the executive branch agencies that have
participated in the Administration’s efforts to reduce
unnecessary and excessively burdensome reporting requirements
have become increasingly concerned about the proliferation of
congresionally-mandated reports. The recommendations you
have made should help in identifying reports that are proper
candidates for elimination or modification.

I am also concerned that regardless of the efforts made by the
executive branch and GAO in support of these recommendations,
that Congress may be unable or unwilling to consider responsible
proposals for reduc1ng required reports. I would hope that you
could include in your report some recommendations for
congressional reform in this area. Examples of such reforms are:

=~ the inclusion of a sunset provision for each new reporting
requirement;

-~ a standard policy that all receiving committees annually
assess the continued need of each report they receive; and
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Comments From the Office of Management

and Budget

f -=- adoption of a policy that except in instances of an

! exceptional nature, all information requested by Congress
} shall be submitted as part of an agency's annual report to
! congress.

I hope our views are helpful.

Sincerely,

Wénwtu/

Jameg B, MacRae, Jr.

Deputy Administrator

Office of Information
and Regulatory Affairs

cc: Honorable Charles A. Bowsher
Comptroller General of
the United States
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