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websites. GAO analyzed a sample of
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completely and accurately; and four
recommendations to Treasury,
including disclosing known data quality
issues on its website. OMB and
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recommendations.
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OMB, Treasury, and Agencies Need to Improve
Completeness and Accuracy of Spending Data and
Disclose Limitations

What GAO Found

A total of 78 federal agencies, including all 24 Chief Financial Officers (CFO) Act
agencies, submitted data by May 2017, as required by the Digital Accountability
and Transparency Act of 2014 (DATA Act). However, GAO identified issues and
challenges with the completeness and accuracy of the data submitted, use of
data elements, and presentation of the data on Beta.USAspending.gov.

Completeness: Awards for 160 financial assistance programs with estimated
annual spending of $80.8 billion were omitted from the data for the second
quarter of fiscal year 2017. Also, 13 agencies, including the Departments of
Defense and Agriculture, submitted the file intended to link budgetary and award
information without providing any data. The Office of Management and Budget
(OMB) provided technical assistance to help agencies determine whether they
are required to report under the act, but not all agencies had made that
determination by the May 2017 reporting deadline. As a result of these issues,
OMB and the Department of the Treasury (Treasury) cannot reasonably assure
that subsequent data submissions will be complete.

Accuracy: Based on a projectable sample representing approximately 94
percent of all records in Beta.USAspending.gov, GAO found that data
accuracy—measured as consistency between reported data and authoritative
agency sources—differed sharply between budgetary and award records. GAO
estimates with 95 percent confidence that between 56 to 75 percent of the
newly-required budgetary records were fully consistent with agency sources. In
contrast, GAO estimates that only between 0 to 1 percent of award records were
fully consistent. This represents a decrease in consistency from what GAO
reported in 2014, when GAO estimated that between 2 to 7 percent of award
records were fully consistent. A record was considered “fully consistent” if the
information it contained matched agency sources for every applicable data
element.

Use: GAO also identified challenges in the implementation and use of two data
elements—Primary Place of Performance and Award Description—that are
particularly important to achieving the DATA Act’s transparency goals. GAO
found that agencies differ in how they interpret and apply OMB’s definitions for
these data elements, raising concerns regarding data consistency and
comparability. These findings underscore the need for clarified guidance and
improved data governance.

Presentation: Treasury provides feedback mechanisms to users on
Beta.USAspending.gov, and plans to address known website search functionality
issues. However, Treasury does not sufficiently disclose known limitations
affecting data quality. The website is under continuing development and
disclosing limitations will be essential in the fall of 2017 when, according to
Treasury, the previous version of USAspending.gov will be retired and the new
version becomes the sole available source of certified agency data submitted
under the DATA Act.
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GA@ U.S. GOVERNMENT ACCOUNTABILITY OFFICE

441 G St. N.W.
Washington, DC 20548

November 8, 2017
Congressional Addressees:

To provide increased transparency to agencies, Congress, and the public,
the Digital Accountability and Transparency Act of 2014 (DATA Act)
required the Office of Management and Budget (OMB), the Department of
the Treasury (Treasury), and other federal agencies to increase the types
of information available on over $3.7 trillion in annual federal spending.
Accordingly, the law directed OMB and Treasury to establish data
standards to enable the reporting and tracking of agency spending at
multiple points in the spending lifecycle." Agencies were required to start
reporting data under the new standards by May 2017.

The DATA Act also requires us to submit a report to Congress by
November 2017 assessing and comparing the timeliness, completeness,
accuracy, and quality of these data, and the implementation and use of
data standards by federal agencies. We have provided Congress with a
series of products reporting on our ongoing monitoring of the
implementation of the DATA Act. These reports identified a number of
challenges related to OMB’s and Treasury’s efforts to facilitate agency
reporting, as well as internal control weaknesses and challenges related
to agency financial management systems that present risks to agencies’
ability to submit quality data as required under the act.

This is our first assessment of the quality of the data agencies were
required to report to Treasury under the act beginning in May 2017 and
that Treasury has made available through a website,
Beta.USAspending.gov. More specifically, this report addresses the
following: (1) the timeliness, completeness, accuracy, and quality of the
data and the implementation and use of data standards; and (2) the
extent to which Beta.USAspending.gov is consistent with selected
standards for federal websites. We also update the status of select
implementation issues and our previous recommendations related to
implementation of the DATA Act and data transparency.

"Pub. L. No. 113-101, 128 Stat. 1146 (May 9, 2014). The DATA Act amended the Federal
Funding Accountability and Transparency Act of 2006 (FFATA). Pub. L. No. 109-282, 120
Stat. 1186 (Sept. 26, 2006), codified at 31 U.S.C. § 6101 note.
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To assess the timeliness, completeness, accuracy, and quality of data,
we extracted all records from a database containing agency data that
Treasury said it used to populate Beta.USAspending.gov.? The records
covered activity during the second quarter of fiscal year 2017. We filtered
the dataset to include only the 24 Chief Financial Officers Act of 1990
(CFO Act) agencies’ data, which comprised approximately 94 percent of
all records in the dataset.®> We selected and reviewed a stratified random
probability sample of 402 records. The probability sample was designed
to estimate the overall rate of reporting errors for a data element with a
sampling error of no greater than plus or minus 5 percentage points at the
95 percent level of confidence. We then compared selected data
elements within sampled records with originating agencies’ underlying
sources, where available, to assess the extent to which the data were
accurate and consistent.

We designed our sample to estimate rates of reporting errors within three
subcategories (“strata”) with a sampling error of no greater than plus or
minus 10 percentage points at the 95 percent level of confidence. These
subcategories are (1) procurement award transactions, (2) assistance
award transactions, and (3) budgetary records. See table 1 for a listing of
the 7 budgetary data elements and the 26 award data elements and
subelements (covering both assistance and procurement awards) that we
tested in our review.*

2Since 2007, USAspending.gov has reported information on federal awards (contracts,
grants, loans, and other awards) as required by FFATA. In May 2017, Treasury released
Beta.USAspending.gov in accordance with the DATA Act’s requirement to display the
updated spending data reported under the act on USAspending.gov or a successor
system. According to Treasury officials, in fall 2017 the previous version of
USAspending.gov will be replaced and the new site with updated spending data will be
maintained at USAspending.gov.

3Fora listing of the agencies included in our sample see appendix V. Although included in
the initial filtering of the dataset, 1 CFO Act agency—the Office of Personnel
Management—did not have any records selected in our random sample.

“The OMB data standards for Primary Place of Performance and Legal Entity Address are
made up of multiple subelements (e.g. Address Lines 1 and 2, City Name, and State
Name). For purposes of reporting our findings, we treated each of these subelements as
its own data element. This allowed us to draw comparisons between the consistency rates
we reported in 2014 and those in this report. See GAO, Data Transparency: Oversight
Needed to Address Underreporting and Inconsistencies on Federal Award Website, GAO-
14-476 (Washington, D.C.: June 30, 2014). All other award elements are a one-to-one
relationship with OMB data standards. Budgetary data elements are comprised of 47
subelements which were not assessed in GAO-14-476 because the DATA Act was not yet
enacted.
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|
Table 1: Tested Data Elements, Second Quarter Fiscal Year 2017

Budgetary data element®”

Appropriations Account

Budgetary data element? Object Class
Budgetary data element® Obligation
Budgetary data element® Outlay

Budgetary data element®

Program Activity

Budgetary data element®

Treasury Account Symbol

Budgetary data element®

Unobligated Balance

Award data elements and subelements

Action Date

Award data elements and subelements

Award Type

Award data elements and subelements

Award Description

Award data elements and subelements

Award Ildentification (ID) Number

Award data elements and subelements

Awardee/Recipient Legal Entity Name

Award data elements and subelements

Awarding Agency Name

Award data elements and subelements

Catalog of Federal Domestic Assistance
(CFDA) Number (assistance only)

Award data elements and subelements

Current Total Value of Award (procurement
only)

Award data elements and subelements

Federal Action Obligation

Award data elements and subelements

Funding Agency Code

Award data elements and subelements

Funding Agency Name

Award data elements and subelements

North American Industrial Classification
System (NAICS) Code (procurement only)

Award data elements and subelements

Legal Entity Congressional District

Award data elements and subelements

Legal Entity Country Name

Award data elements and subelements,
Legal Entity Address”

Address Lines 1 and 2

Award data elements and subelements,
Legal Entity Address”

City Name

Award data elements and subelements,
Legal Entity Address”

County Name (aggregate assistance only)

Award data elements and subelements,
Legal Entity Address®

State Name

Award data elements and subelements,
Legal Entity Address®

ZIP Code

Award data elements and subelements

Primary Place of Performance
Congressional District

Award data elements and subelements

Primary Place of Performance Country
Name
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Award data elements and subelementsiJ Address Lines 1 and 2
Primary Place of Performance Address

Award data elements and subelementsiJ City Name
Primary Place of Performance Address

Award data elements and subelementsiJ County Name
Primary Place of Performance Address

Award data elements and subelementsiJ State Name
Primary Place of Performance Address

Award data elements and subelementsiJ ZIP Code
Primary Place of Performance Address

Source: GAO analysis of OMB DATA Act Guidance. | GAO-18-138

®The 7 budgetary data elements tested are comprised of 47 subelements. See appendix IV for the list
of subelements tested and the results. These data elements were not assessed in GAO-14-476
because the DATA Act had not yet become law when the review was performed.

®OMB and Treasury define Legal Entity Address and Primary Place of Performance Address as
individual data elements with multiple subelements (e.g. Address Line 1 and 2 and State Name). We
tested the accuracy of the subelements in order to align with how we reported this information in
GAO-14-476 and draw comparisons.

To further test completeness of the Treasury database, we compared
obligation amounts and other information in the database with
corresponding data in the SF 133 Report on Budget Execution and
Budgetary Resources (SF 133) submitted to the Governmentwide
Treasury Account Symbol Adjusted Trial Balance System (GTAS).° In
addition, we identified all programs listed on the Catalog of Federal
Domestic Assistance (CFDA) website, as of July 2017, and analyzed the
Treasury database to identify any CFDA program numbers that were on
the CFDA website but not in agency submissions.® For the purposes of
our review we defined data quality as encompassing the concepts of
timeliness, completeness, and accuracy so our assessment of overall
data quality is reflected in our specific assessments of these constituent
components.

To assess the extent to which Beta.USAspending.gov is consistent with
selected standards for federal websites, we analyzed
Beta.USAspending.gov to determine what user feedback mechanisms
were available, which data elements were searchable, and the extent to
which Treasury disclosed data limitations on the website. We assessed

SAn obligation is a definite commitment that creates a legal liability of the government for
payment of goods and services ordered or received. An agency incurs an obligation, for
example, when it places an order, signs a contract, or awards a grant. Object classification
identifies obligations of the federal government by the type of goods or services
purchased, such as personnel compensation, supplies and materials, and equipment.

8CFDA can be accessed at https://www.cfda.gov.
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these mechanisms and functions against selected standards for federal
websites and against DATA Act and Federal Funding Accountability and
Transparency Act of 2006 (FFATA) requirements. To determine how
Treasury incorporated user feedback in their development process, we
also reviewed Treasury’s open-source collaboration website. To assess
the extent to which Treasury disclosed data limitations, we downloaded
and analyzed Senior Accountable Officials’ (SAO) qualification
statements from Beta.USAspending.gov for all second quarter fiscal year
2017 agency data submissions. Finally, we interviewed Treasury officials
to corroborate our observations and discuss their development process
and planned improvements, website search issues, and disclosure of
data limitations.

To determine the status of the DATA Act Section 5 Pilot requirements, we
reviewed our prior reports and OMB’s August 10, 2017 Report to
Congress: DATA Act Pilot Program’. We also interviewed OMB staff and
officials from the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). See
appendix Il for an update on the status of the Section 5 Pilot program.

To update the status of our recommendations related to the
implementation of the DATA Act, we reviewed relevant documentation
and interviewed OMB and Treasury staff and officials. See appendix Il for
an update on our recommendations related to DATA Act implementation.
Additional details regarding our objectives, scope, and methodology along
with information about data reliability are provided in appendix I.

We conducted this performance audit from March 2017 to November
2017 in accordance with generally accepted government auditing
standards. Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to
obtain sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for
our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe
that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings
and conclusions based on our audit objectives.

"The DATA Act also requires that OMB, or an agency it designates, establish a pilot
program to facilitate the development of recommendations to (1) standardize reporting
elements across the federal government, (2) eliminate unnecessary duplication in financial
reporting, and (3) reduce compliance costs for recipients of federal awards. FFATA, §
5(b).

Page 5 GAO-18-138 DATA Act: Data Quality and Transparency



Letter

Background

Signed into law on May 9, 2014, the DATA Act was enacted for purposes
which include expanding on previous federal transparency legislation by
requiring the disclosure of federal agency expenditures and linking
agency spending information to federal program activities so that both
policymakers and the public can more effectively track federal spending.
The DATA Act requires government-wide reporting on a greater variety of
data related to federal spending, such as budget and financial
information, as well as tracking of these data at multiple points in the
federal spending lifecycle. The DATA Act gives OMB and Treasury
responsibility for establishing government-wide financial data standards
for any federal funds made available to or expended by federal agencies.
These standards specify the data to be reported under the DATA Act and
define and describe what is to be included in each element with the aim of
ensuring that information will be consistent and comparable.® The act
requires each federal agency to report financial and payment information
data in accordance with these data standards by May 2017.° It also
requires OMB and Treasury to ensure that the standards are applied to
the data made available on USAspending.gov, or a successor site, by
May 2018."° To improve the quality of these data, the act holds agencies
accountable for the completeness and accuracy of the data submitted to
USAspending.gov and requires that agency-reported award and financial
information comply with the data standards established by OMB and
Treasury.

OMB and Treasury Efforts to Implement the DATA Act

We have reported that OMB and Treasury have made progress toward
implementing the act’s various requirements by leading efforts to
establish the policy and technical framework that facilitates agency

8A full set of the government-wide data standards established by OMB and Treasury
pursuant to the DATA Act of 2014 can be found here:
https://max.gov/maxportal/assets/public/offm/DataStandardsFinal.htm.

9The DATA Act authorizes OMB to grant DOD up to three extensions to this deadline,
each lasting up to 6 months. FFATA, § 4(c)(2)(B).

OFFATA, § 4(c)(3). In accordance with FFATA, OMB launched the site USAspending.gov
in December 2007. When the DATA Act amended FFATA, it directed OMB and Treasury
to post additional information on USAspending.gov, or a successor site.
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reporting. OMB, in coordination with Treasury, has helped agencies meet
their reporting requirements by, among other activities, establishing 57
standardized data element definitions, and approximately 400 associated
subelements, for reporting federal spending information and issuing
guidance to implement the use of selected standards and clarify agency
reporting requirements. In addition to issuing policy guidance to help
agencies meet their reporting requirements under the act, OMB’s
Controller and Treasury’s Fiscal Assistant Secretary conducted a series
of meetings with CFO Act agencies to obtain information on any
challenges that could impede effective implementation and assess
agencies’ readiness to report required spending data in May 2017.

Treasury led efforts to develop the technical guidance and reporting
processes and systems to facilitate agency reporting by iteratively
developing the DATA Act Broker and developing a successor site to
USAspending.gov. Specific key actions include:

o Developing the initial DATA Act Information Model Schema (DAIMS),
which provides information on how to standardize the way financial
assistance awards, contracts and other financial and nonfinancial data
will be collected and reported under the DATA Act. In June 2017,
Treasury released DAIMS version 1.1, a minor update to facilitate the
transition of financial assistance reporting from the Award Submission
Portal (ASP) to the Financial Assistance Broker Submission (FABS),
and to improve alignment to data sources such as the Federal
Procurement Data System-Next Generation (FPDS-NG). In
September 2017, Treasury released a draft version of DAIMS version
2.0 for agency comment and plans to release a production version of
DAIMS v2.0 to coincide with agencies third quarter fiscal year 2018
DATA Act submissions.

« Developing the DATA Act Broker—a system that collects and
validates agency data—which operationalizes the reporting framework
laid out in the schema. In addition, Treasury employed on-line
software development tools to provide responses to stakeholder
questions and comments related to the development and revision of
the broker.

« Conducting regular outreach activities such as presentations at
conferences, roundtable discussions, monthly stakeholder calls and
informal working sessions, and weekly calls with agency DATA Act
implementation staff.

« Creating and updating the Beta.USAspending.gov website to display
certified agency data submitted under the DATA Act.

Page 7 GAO-18-138 DATA Act: Data Quality and Transparency



Letter

Process Overview and Sources of Data on
Beta.USAspending.gov

Beta.USAspending.gov has many sources of data; some data are from
agency systems, and other data are pulled or derived from government-
wide reporting systems. Agencies and Treasury perform several steps
before the data are posted to Beta.USAspending.gov. As illustrated in
figure 1 below, the data are first collected in the DATA Act Broker, from
three files submitted by agencies sourced from their financial
management and award systems (Files A, B, and C). The DATA Act
Broker also extracts award and subaward information from existing
government-wide reporting systems to build four files that include
procurement information and information on federal assistance awards
such as grants and loans (Files D1, D2, E and F). These government-
wide reporting systems are:

« FPDS-NG, which collects information on contract actions;

o ASP, which, until September 2017, was the platform used by federal
agencies to report financial assistance data;"’

« System for Award Management (SAM) which is the primary database
for information on entities that do business with the federal
government, and in which such entities must register; and

« FFATA Subaward Reporting System (FSRS), which provides data on
first-tier subawards reported by prime award recipients.

After agencies submit the three files to the DATA Act Broker, it runs a
series of validations and produces warnings and error reports for
agencies to review. To submit data for display on Beta.USAspending.gov,
agency SAOs then prepare certifications in the broker to assure that the
alignment among Files A, B, C, D1, D2, E and F is valid and reliable, and
that the data submitted in Files A, B, and C are valid and reliable. These
certifications also provide qualification statements that include information
about their data submissions as well as limitations, if any. According to
OMB guidance, the purpose of the SAO certifications is to provide
reasonable assurance that their agency’s internal controls support the
reliability and validity of the data they submit to Treasury for publication
on the website. The SAO assurance means that, at a minimum, the data

11Treasury replaced ASP with the Federal Assistance Broker Submission (FABS) in
September 2017.
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reported are based on OMB Circular A-123 appropriate controls and risk
management strategies.'? Once the certification is submitted, Treasury
officials told us that a sequence of computer program instructions or
scripts are issued to transfer and map the data from DATA Act Broker
data tables to tables set up in a database. Treasury officials told us the
database is a source for the information on the website. Selected certified
data are then displayed on Beta.USAspending.gov along with historical
information from other sources, including the Monthly Treasury
Statements (MTS).™

20MB Circular No. A-123 defines management's responsibility for internal control in
federal agencies. This circular provides guidance to federal managers for making federal
programs and operations more accountable and effective by establishing, assessing,
correcting, and reporting on internal control.
[https://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/circulars_a123_rev/].

BMTS are summary statements prepared from agency accounting reports and issued by
Treasury. The MTS presents the receipts, outlays, resulting budget surplus or deficit, and
federal debt for the month and the fiscal year to date and a comparison of those figures to
those of the same period in the previous year.
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. ___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________|
Figure 1: Operation of the DATA Act Broker
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Source: GAO analysis of Department of Treasury technical documents. | GAO-18-138
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The DATA Act’s Reporting Requirements for GAO and
Inspectors General

The accountability provisions in the DATA Act direct inspectors general
(IG) and GAO to assess and report on the quality of spending data
submitted by federal agencies. |IGs of each federal agency are to review a
statistically valid sample of the spending data submitted by their
respective agency and to provide Congress a publicly-available report
assessing the timeliness, completeness, accuracy, and quality of the data
sampled and the implementation and use of the government-wide
financial data standards. The first IG reports were due to Congress in
November 2016. However, because agencies were not required to submit
spending data in compliance with the act until May 2017, the IGs were not
able to report on the spending data in November 2016 as envisioned
under the act.

Instead, the Council of the Inspectors General on Integrity and Efficiency
(CIGIE) delayed issuance of the mandated audit reports to November
2017 and developed a common approach for IGs to assess the readiness
of their agencies’ efforts to submit spending data in accordance with
DATA Act requirements.’ IGs completed 30 of these readiness reviews
as of January 2017 and 18 additional readiness reviews were completed
by August 2017. Our prior review of the initial 30 readiness reviews noted
agency challenges such as systems integration issues and lack of
resources that could impede agencies’ ability to meet reporting
requirements."

CIGIE also issued a common methodology guide that provides a baseline
framework and procedures for IGs to use in assessing the timeliness,
completeness, accuracy, and quality of the data sampled and the
implementation and use of the government-wide financial data standards

"CIGIE is an independent entity established within the executive branch to address
integrity, economy, and effectiveness issues that transcend individual government
agencies and aid in establishing a professional, well-trained, and highly skilled workforce
in Offices of Inspectors General (OIG). CIGIE’s mission includes identifying, reviewing,
and discussing areas of weakness and vulnerability in federal programs with respect to
fraud, waste, and abuse.

SGAO, DATA Act: Office of Inspector General Reports Help Identify Agencies’
Implementation Challenges. GAO-17-460 (Washington, D.C.: Apr. 26, 2017).
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by the federal agency.'® The scope of the first IG reports mandated by the
DATA Act is the second quarter, fiscal year 2017 budgetary and award
data that agencies submitted for publication on USAspending.gov (or a
successor site) and any applicable agency procedures, certifications,
documentation, and controls over the data. We have been coordinating
our audit work and methods with the IGs through monthly coordination
meetings. In October 2017, the Federal Audit Executive Council (FAEC)
sent correspondence to the IG community providing standard reporting
language to include in their November 2017 mandated audit reports for
known government-wide issues identified subsequent to agencies
submitting data to Treasury.'” For example, the correspondence includes
government-wide DATA Act reporting issues for certain data elements
(e.g., Current Total Value of Award) that are causing errors or may be
raising quality concerns. We plan to review the IG’s mandated reports
and subsequently issue a report that summarizes the results. We will also
coordinate with the Treasury |G on future audit work to assess the design,
implementation, and operating effectiveness of controls over the data
submission and mapping of data from the agency submissions to the
Treasury database and website display.

Prior GAO Reports on Implementation Challenges That
Affect Data Quality

Our prior work on federal data transparency has identified longstanding
challenges related to the quality and completeness of data submitted by
federal agencies. In 2010, we reported that USAspending.gov did not
include information on awards from 15 programs at nine agencies for
fiscal year 2008. Also in that report, we looked at a random sample of 100
awards on the website and found that each award had at least one data
error."® In June 2014, we reported that while agencies generally reported

8Federal Audit Executive Council DATA Act Working Group: Inspectors General Guide to
Compliance Under the DATA Act, Report Number Treasury OIG: OIG-CA-17-012
(Washington, D.C.: Feb. 27, 2017).

7CIGIE established FAEC to discuss and coordinate issues affecting the federal audit
community with special emphasis on audit policy and operations of common interest to
FAEC members. FAEC formed the FAEC DATA Act Working Group to assist the Office of
Inspector General (OIG) community in understanding and meeting its DATA Act oversight
requirements by (1) serving as a working level liaison with Treasury, (2) consulting with
GAO, (3) developing a common approach and methodology for the readiness reviews and
mandated audits, and (4) coordinating key communications with other stakeholders.

8GAO, Electronic Government: Implementation of the Federal Funding Accountability and
Transparency Act of 2006, GAO-10-365 (Washington, D.C.: Mar. 12, 2010).
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contract information as required, many assistance programs (e.g., grants
or loans) were not reported. Specifically, we found agencies did not
appropriately submit the required information on 302 assistance award
programs totaling approximately $619 billion in fiscal year 2012, although
many reported the information after we informed them of the omission.'®

Consistent with our mandate under the act, we have issued several
interim products to Congress providing oversight of DATA Act
implementation. Our prior reviews have identified several challenges
related to OMB’s and Treasury’s efforts to standardize data element
definitions and develop a technical schema to facilitate agency reporting.
This work also identified concerns including inadequate guidance, tight
time frames, competing priorities, a lack of funding, and system
integration issues reported by agencies that could impede effective and
timely implementation of the act, as well as the need for OMB to establish
a data governance structure to help ensure the integrity of the standards
over time.

Our prior work, as well as reports from several IGs, has identified data
quality issues with agency source systems that could affect the quality of
spending data made available to the public. For example, in April 2017,
we reported a number of weaknesses and issues identified by agencies’
auditors and IGs that affect agencies’ financial reporting and may affect
the quality of the information reported under the DATA Act.?° These
included (1) material weaknesses, significant deficiencies in internal
control over financial reporting, or both, that may affect the quality of
information reported; (2) a range of issues and challenges identified in
agency readiness reviews that may affect agencies’ abilities to produce
quality data; and (3) financial management systems that did not
substantially comply with certain laws and regulations.?’

We have also reported issues with the four key award systems—FPDS-
NG, SAM, ASP and FSRS—uwhich increase the risk that the data

9GA0-14-476.

20GAO, DATA Act: As Reporting Deadline Nears, Challenges Remain That Will Affect
Data Quality, GAO-17-496 (Washington, D.C.: Apr. 28, 2017).

2Twe reported that 9 of 22 CFO Act agencies’ financial management systems did not
comply with section 803(a) of the Federal Financial Management Improvement Act of
1996, which may limit an agency’s ability to provide reliable and timely financial
information.
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submitted to USAspending.gov may not be complete, accurate, and
timely. Unlike the data submitted by agencies directly from their financial
systems to the DATA Act Broker, the award and subaward information
extracted from these four systems are not subject to any validations in the
broker. For a list of these and other related GAO products, see the
Related GAO Products page at the end of this report.

Although Almost All Agency Data Submissions
Were Timely, Challenges with Completeness
and Accuracy Affect Overall Quality

Seventy-eight agencies, including all 24 CFO Act agencies, submitted
fiscal year 2017 second quarter data by the statutory deadline of May 8,
2017, or shortly thereafter.?? However, we identified issues and
challenges with both the completeness and accuracy of the data
submitted that affect the overall quality. Regarding the completeness of
the data, we found that

« awards made for 160 financial assistance programs were not
reported;

« 13 agencies submitted files intended to link budget and award
information that did not contain any data;

« some agencies did not determine whether they were subject to the
DATA Act before the May 2017 deadline; and

« differences between GTAS and DATA Act reporting indicate that
budgetary data are incomplete.

Regarding accuracy of the data, which we assessed in terms of sampled
data being consistent with agency sources, and the implementation and
use of data standards, we found that

The 78 agencies’ data submissions covered data for 91 federal entities, including
smaller units such as commissions, boards, and foundations. One of the entities submitted
its files a week late. Three of the CFO Act agencies resubmitted updated files within 1
week of the deadline. For example, the Department of Agriculture (USDA) informed us
that a natural disaster affected the operations of the agency’s finance center. The agency
submitted incomplete files on April 30, 2017, and submitted more complete information on
May 8, 2017, and May 12, 2017.
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« budgetary information was largely consistent with agency sources but
award information was largely inconsistent or unverifiable;

« data on Primary Place of Performance and Award Description
continue to have widespread inconsistencies and unclear guidance,
limiting their usefulness; and

« data quality concerns demonstrate the importance of developing a
robust data governance structure.

Awards Made for 160 Financial Assistance Programs
Were Not Reported

We found that agencies did not report on some financial assistance
programs that made awards during the second quarter of fiscal year
2017. Specifically, 11 of the 24 CFO Act agencies did not report on at
least one program that made one or more awards during the second
quarter of fiscal year 2017. File D2 is the component of the DATA Act
reporting process that contains detailed information about individual
financial assistance awards. We compared the data reported by the 24
CFO Act agencies in File D2 against the Catalog of Federal Domestic
Assistance (CFDA), a government-wide compendium of federal
programs, projects, services, and activities that provide assistance or
benefits to the American public. The CFDA provides a list of grant, loan,
and other financial assistance programs that is independent from DATA
Act reporting. Using the CFDA allowed us to assess the completeness of
DATA Act reporting on such programs.

As of July 2017, the CFDA listed 2,219 programs for the CFO Act
agencies. Of these, 160 programs (approximately 7 percent) were not
included in the DATA Act submissions, even though they made reportable
awards during the second quarter.?® The remaining programs either
reported at least one award or did not make awards during the second

23According to agencies responsible for these programs, awards for 5 of the 160
programs were reported after the deadline for second-quarter reporting had passed. We
included these 5 programs in our count of nonreporting programs because their awards
were not reported in agencies’ initial DATA Act submissions for the second quarter.
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quarter that were subject to reporting.?* While our analysis focused on
awards made during the second quarter, to provide a sense of magnitude
of the underreporting, we obtained estimates of the total projected annual
spending for these programs for fiscal year 2017 from the CFDA
catalogue and applicable agencies. Based on these estimates, the 160
programs that did not report any of the awards they made during the
second quarter account for approximately $80.8 billion in estimated
annual obligations for these programs for fiscal year 2017.

The omitted programs from two agencies, the Department of Agriculture
(USDA) and the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD),
make up most of this estimated $80.8 billion in obligations. USDA
estimated approximately $77.4 billion in annual obligations for the 113
programs it omitted from its DATA Act submission, and HUD estimated
approximately $2.6 billion for the 6 HUD programs that were missing from
Beta.USAspending.gov.2® According to USDA officials, USDA did not
submit awards for some of these programs because one USDA agency
was unable to submit nine-digit ZIP code data that matched the Postal
Service database Treasury uses to validate addresses and decided to
wait to submit until Treasury changed its requirements. In September
2017, Treasury changed the validation rules to allow agencies to submit
award data even when the nine-digit ZIP codes cannot be validated. In
these cases, agencies would receive a warning as opposed to a fatal
error. USDA expects to include the programs affected by the ZIP code
issue beginning with its submission for the fourth quarter of fiscal year
2017.

2430me awards, such as classified awards and individual transactions below $25,000, are
exempt from the reporting requirements of FFATA (as amended by the DATA Act).
FFATA, §§ 2(a)(4),7. Separately, agencies told us that awards for certain programs were
reported under different CFDA numbers, under a different fiscal quarter, or as
procurements rather than financial assistance transactions. We did not include such
programs in our count of nonreporting programs.

25According to HUD officials, HUD submitted awards for 1 of these programs, with
estimated fiscal year 2017 obligations of approximately $900 million, in its File D2, but
these awards did not appear on Beta.USAspending.gov. After we asked HUD about these
awards, HUD submitted this issue to the USAspending.gov help desk and received
confirmation that the awards were not published on the Beta.USAspending.gov site.
However, according to HUD, as of October 2017, the help desk had not identified the
cause of the omission. According to Treasury officials, Treasury addressed this issue for
subsequent agency data submissions through the implementation of the new FABS
system.
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HUD officials told us that limitations in HUD’s business processes and
systems prevented HUD from reporting awards made under certain
programs. These limitations include the use of management systems that
do not currently capture all of the data fields required to generate DATA
Act File D2 and the use of manual spreadsheets to manage certain loan
programs. HUD officials told us that HUD plans to make changes to its
processes, including increasing automation and improving the recording
of required data.

Thirteen Agencies Submitted Files Intended to Link
Budget and Award Information That Did Not Contain Any
Data

The data submitted by individual agencies reporting for the second
quarter fiscal year 2017 under the DATA Act is incomplete because 13 of
78 agencies, including 2 CFO Act agencies, submitted award financial
data files (File C) that did not contain any data. In regards to the CFO Act
agencies, in January 2017, the Department of Defense (DOD) requested
two consecutive 6-month extensions from OMB for submitting File C, as
allowed by the DATA Act,?® and projected a completion date of May 2018
because, according to DOD, it does not have a system to capture award
financial data. According to USDA, the agency’s financial system does
not include an award identifier in every transaction, which makes
reconciling the data in the award and financial systems difficult, so USDA
did not submit its File C with any data linking budget and award data.?’
We have previously reported that agencies faced challenges in linking
their financial and award data using the unique award identifier.?®¢ Without
this linkage, policymakers and the public may not be able to effectively
track federal spending because they would not be able to see obligations
at the award and object class level.

2FFATA, § 4(c)(2)(B).

27According to USDA officials, the agency has taken steps to ensure that award identifiers
are populated in the agency’s general ledgers, including providing additional guidance in
July 2017 and subsequent training to ensure compliance.

28GAO, DATA Act: As Reporting Deadline Nears, Challenges Remain That Will Affect
Data Quality, GAO-17-496 (Washington, D.C.: Apr. 28, 2017).
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Some Agencies Did Not Determine Whether They Were
Subiject to the DATA Act Before the May 2017 Deadline

The completeness of the data submitted to the DATA Act Broker is also
uncertain because some agencies had not yet determined whether they
were subject to the act as of the May 2017 deadline for reporting on the
second quarter of fiscal year 2017. Although some of these agencies
reported data, others determined they were required to report, but did not
submit data for the second quarter fiscal year 2017. According to OMB
guidance, federal agencies that submit SF 133 data?® and meet the
definition of an “Executive agency” under section 105 of title 5, United
States Code,* are required to report under the DATA Act.>! More than
130 entities across the executive, judicial, and legislative branches submit
SF 133 data; however, many of these entities are not subject to the DATA
Act because they do not fall within the applicable statutory definition of an
“Executive agency.”

To help ensure effective government-wide implementation and that
complete and consistent spending data will be reported as required by the
DATA Act, in July 2016 we recommended that OMB, in collaboration with
Treasury, establish a process to determine the complete population of
agencies that are required to report spending data under the DATA Act
and make the results of those determinations publicly available.*> OMB
generally concurred with our recommendation, but stated that it is each
agency’s responsibility to determine whether it is subject to the DATA Act.
OMB staff also stated that, in coordination with Treasury, OMB issued a
frequently asked questions (FAQ) document clarifying the legal
framework under which federal agencies should determine whether they
are subject to the act and stating that agencies may consult with OMB for
additional counsel.

20MB requires all Executive Branch agencies to report their budget and financial
information by submitting SF 133 data on a quarterly basis through GTAS. Treasury uses
GTAS in part to compile the Financial Report of the U.S. Government.

30FFATA, as amended by the DATA Act, imposes reporting requirements on federal
agencies. The act defines “Federal agency” by referencing the definition of “Executive
agency” in section 105 of title 5, United States Code. FFATA, § 2(a)(3).

3Toms, Agency FAQs — Digital Accountability and Transparency Act of 2014, May 2016.

32GAO, DATA Act: Improvements Needed in Reviewing Agency Implementation Plans
and Monitoring Progress, GAO-16-698 (Washington, D.C.: July 29, 2016).
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In May 2017 and August 2017, OMB staff provided us with lists of
agencies, including the 24 CFO Act agencies, which OMB staff said had
determined that they were required to comply with the DATA Act for the
second quarter fiscal year 2017. Based on the information provided by
OMB and the data submitted to Treasury, we identified 28 agencies that
should have reported under the DATA Act for the second quarter, fiscal
year 2017, but did not submit any data. Seventeen of these 28 agencies
reported almost $2 billion in obligations on their SF 133 reports as of the
second quarter of fiscal year 2017.0MB staff said they were following up
with agencies and providing technical assistance to help them determine
whether they must come into compliance with DATA Act reporting
requirements for subsequent reporting periods. On November 1, 2017,
OMB provided additional information indicating that only two agencies
had not made a determination on reporting requirements for subsequent
quarters and did not report for the second quarter. We did not have
sufficient time to corroborate the information before publishing this report.

As noted in our July 2016 report, it is important for OMB and Treasury to
determine on a periodic basis the complete population of agencies that
are required to comply with DATA Act reporting requirements so that
OMB and Treasury can follow up with agencies that have not reported
and help ensure that they comply.3® Treasury officials deferred to OMB on
the recommendation on determining the complete population of agencies
that are required to report and said they do not monitor whether required
agencies are reporting because they do not have a complete list of
required agencies from OMB.

As we reported in July 2016, OMB and Treasury may be able to leverage
the existing process and controls used in the preparation of the U.S.
government’s consolidated financial statements, which requires the
identification of the complete population of agencies that are required to
report their annual audited financial information.3* This process or a
similar process could help OMB and Treasury establish a full list of
agencies required to report under the DATA Act and monitor agency
submissions to reduce the risk of incomplete data being reported.

According to OMB staff, they will continue to carry out data quality control
by monitoring agency submissions and providing technical assistance as

33GA0-16-698.
34GA0O-16-698
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needed. Because OMB issued the FAQs establishing a framework for
agencies to determine if they are required to report and took steps to
provide technical assistance, we are closing our previous
recommendation. However, a full determination of agencies required to
report second quarter fiscal year 2017 data was not made as of the first
reporting deadline, which increased the risk of incomplete reporting.
Therefore, we are making recommendations to OMB and Treasury to
help reasonably assure that their processes and controls for providing
ongoing technical assistance and monitoring agency submissions are in
place and operating as designed in order to fulfill their financial
management and reporting missions.

Differences Between GTAS and DATA Act Reporting
Indicate That Budgetary Data Are Incomplete

Obligation amounts reported by certain agencies to GTAS in their SF 133
data were not consistent with obligation amounts in Treasury’s database
of agencies’ DATA Act submissions. To quantify the amount of spending
that may not be included in the DATA Act submissions, we obtained from
Treasury a file with 134 agencies that reported SF 133 data to GTAS and
compared obligation balances reported to GTAS to the obligation
balances reported by agencies in their DATA Act submissions. Under the
DATA Act, agencies are to submit several files, including appropriations
account details (File A), which includes obligations amounts. As shown in
table 2, the amount of obligations reported in File A was about $94 billion
less than obligations they reported in their SF 133 reports. Seven
agencies, including 3 CFO Act agencies, had a difference of greater than
10 percent between the obligations reported on their SF 133 and the File
A data; the difference for these 7 agencies is $91.4 billion.

|
Table 2: Government-wide Obligations Reported under GTAS and Treasury’s Database for DATA Act, Second Quarter Fiscal

Year 2017

Numbers in billions

Second quarter of fiscal year 2017 Obligations

Per GTAS Per File A data included in Difference between agency

(SF 133) Treasury’s database® reported SF 133 data and

File A data

CFO Act agencies $3,010.3 $2,918.5 ($91.8)
Non-CFO Act agencies $51.9 $49.5 ($2.4)
Total government-wide obligations $3,062.2 $2,968.0 ($94.2)
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Legend: CFO Act = Chief Financial Officers Act of 1990; DATA Act = Digital Accountability and Transparency Act of 2014; GTAS = Governmentwide
Treasury Account Symbol Adjusted Trial Balance System.
Source: GAO analysis of GTAS and Treasury’s database documents. | GAO-18-138.

#Agencies’ SF 133 data and File A are unaudited.

The differences in government-wide obligation amounts reported to GTAS
and the balances reported by agencies in their DATA Act submissions
indicates that the spending data in Treasury’s database and thus
available for display on Beta.USAspending.gov may not be complete.
According to Treasury, some agency records may fail the broker’s
validation rules and therefore would not be included in an agency’s
submissions to the Treasury’s database. As a result, there could be
differences at the agency-wide level between GTAS and the DATA Act
submissions. Other potential reasons for these differences could include
partial data submissions or missing agency programs. Additional reasons
may be identified by the IGs in their upcoming November 2017 reports on
data quality.

Budgetary Information Was Largely Consistent with
Agency Sources but Award Information Was Largely
Inconsistent or Unverifiable

We judged data accuracy as the percentage of records selected from
Treasury’s database that are consistent with agencies’ systems of record
or other authoritative sources.®®* We analyzed consistency in two different
but complementary ways. The first focuses on the record level and
describes the extent to which information contained in an individual
record is consistent with all applicable data elements and subelements.3®
The second focuses on the data elements/subelements used for reporting
budgetary and award information and describes the extent to which the
information for particular data elements/subelements was consistent
across all the records we reviewed.

Consistency of records: We found that the level of consistency differed
sharply between budgetary and award records. Based on our
representative sample of the 24 CFO Act agencies, we estimate with 95

35This is the same approach we used in GAO-14-476 and is consistent with guidance from
OMB and CIGIE’s Federal Audit Executive Council (FAEC) DATA Act Working Group.
See FAEC DATA Act Working Group, Inspectors General Guide to Compliance Under the
DATA Act, Report Number-Treasury OIG: OIG-CA-17-012 Feb. 27, 2017).

36Depending on their specific type and other factors, records varied greatly in the number
of data elements and subelements that applied to them for reporting under the act.
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percent confidence that between 56 to 75 percent of the newly-required
budgetary records were fully consistent with agency sources. In contrast,
we estimate that only between 0 and 1 percent of the award records were
fully consistent with agency sources.®” We considered a record to be “fully
consistent” if the information contained in the record matched agency
sources for every applicable data element. This result represents a
decrease in consistency from what we reported in 2014, when we
estimated that between 2 and 7 percent of award records were fully
consistent.

Consistency of data elements: Similarly, we found that the consistency
of budgetary data elements with agency sources was considerably better
than that of award data elements and subelements. We considered a
data element to be “significantly consistent” if we estimated that at least
90 percent of the data contained in Treasury’s database was consistent
with the information in agency sources. Conversely, we considered a data
element to be “significantly inconsistent” if we estimated that at least 10
percent of the information for that element and the underlying agency
sources were not in agreement.

Four of the seven data elements relating to the budgetary data in our
sample met our criterion for significant consistency with agency sources.
In contrast, just 1 of the 26 data elements and subelements relating to
awards—Awarding Agency Name—met this criterion. (See figure 2.) In
our 2014 review we also found just one award data element to be
significantly consistent with agency sources.*® That review did not sample
budgetary data elements because they were not required to be reported
at the time, so a comparison for that category cannot be made.

In contrast, we identified 11 of the 26 award data elements and
subelements as meeting our criterion for being significantly inconsistent
(at least 10 percent of the information inconsistent with underlying

3n calculating the number of award records that were fully consistent, we excluded the
Primary Place of Performance Address, Address Lines 1 and 2 subelement. As discussed
later in this report, this was not submitted by any agencies because of limitations with the
data collection systems approved by OMB and was therefore excluded from all award
transactions. Inclusion of this component would have resulted in none of the award
transactions being fully consistent.

38In our 2014 review, Awardee/Recipient Legal Entity Name was the one data element
that we found to be consistent with agency sources for at least 90 percent of awards. See
GAO-14-476.
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sources). This is a larger number (as well as a larger overall proportion)
of data elements than we found were significantly inconsistent in our 2014
review.*® In addition, the estimated magnitude of inconsistency among
data elements we found ranged from a low of 10 percent to a high of 78
percent, depending on the data element. (See figure 2.) Officials cited
several reasons for inconsistencies between award data elements and
agency sources. For example, according to a Treasury official, Funding
Agency Name and Funding Agency Code are new data elements that
were not previously required in agency assistance award submissions
and are optional.

An official within Treasury’s Bureau of the Fiscal Service stated that
another data element, Current Total Value of Award, is often inconsistent
because it is based on the history of transactions for a particular award.
However, Treasury has not yet loaded any data earlier than the second
quarter of fiscal year 2017 into the database that supports
Beta.USAspending.gov, so previous transactions are not accurately
captured when this data element is displayed on the website. Treasury
officials stated that this issue should be resolved once the historical data
are uploaded. Discussion of these two issues as well as recurring
concerns with Primary Place of Performance and Award Description are
covered in more detail later in this report.

3 our 2014 review, 8 of 21 (38 percent) of the data elements we examined were
inconsistent with agency sources for at least 10 percent of awards, compared to 11 of the
26 (42 percent) award data elements we found met this threshold in 2017.
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Figure 2: Data Elements Found to Be Significantly Consistent or Significantly Inconsistent with Agency Sources

Significantly Consistent Data Elements

Appropriations Account
Treasury Account Symbol (TAS)
Object Class

Unobligated Balance

Awarding Agency Name

Significantly Inconsistent Data Elements

Award Type

Primary Place of Performance Congressional District
Legal Entity Address: Zip Code

Obligation

Primary Place of Performance: Zip Code
Funding Agency Name

Funding Agency Code

Current Total Value of Award (procurement only)
Primary Place of Performance: City Name
Award Description

Primary Place of Performance: County Name

Primary Place of Performance: Address Lines 1 and 2

Percent Inconsistent Percent Consistent

4100
- 100
4100
- 100

T

100

30 20

10 0% 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90

Percentage

100 90 80 70 60 50 40

Budgetary data element

- Award data element

Source: GAO analysis of Beta.USAspending.gov database, downloaded on 5/24/2017. | GAO-18-138

Notes: Range bars display confidence intervals (sampling errors) for the estimates at the 95 percent
confidence level.

Projection for the Current Total Value of Award data element excludes all assistance awards and is
only projected from our subset of procurement award transactions.

See appendix IV for detailed scores by subelement.

In addition, one of the seven budgetary data elements—Obligation—met
our criteria for being significantly inconsistent with agency sources. We
found instances where the data reviewed from Treasury’s database for
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related subelements were inconsistent, which led us to identify a
processing error made by Treasury.*® For example, we found 16
instances in our sample of 98 budgetary records where the ending
balances for certain accounts were inconsistent with agency submissions
to Treasury. This inconsistency was related to an error that was
introduced by Treasury subsequent to agency submission. When we
brought this inconsistency to Treasury’s attention, Treasury officials
stated that these inconsistencies were the result of an error in the process
of mapping that associates each element of the agency file submissions
from the DATA Act Broker with one or more elements of the database.
Treasury did not provide or describe specific controls in place to verify the
accuracy of the processes for moving data from one data set to another.
According to Treasury officials, for data displayed on the website, controls
are in place to verify that data brought in to the DATA Act Broker is
correctly transferred to the website tables and appropriately displayed on
the website, before making the new features and data available. Treasury
officials indicated that they would address this issue in a subsequent
update to Beta.USAspending.gov. Due to the iterative nature of their
website development, we will follow up with Treasury on this issue to
verify whether that corrections were made for these mapping errors.

We also identified 7 instances in our sample of 94 budgetary records
where the Program Activity Name was inconsistent with agency
submissions to Treasury. According to Treasury officials, whenever the
program activity name submitted by agencies differed from OMB’s
authoritative list of program activity names, this element would be
populated according to OMB’s authoritative list instead of the data
submitted by the agency. We will continue to evaluate this issue in future
work on subsequent agency submissions.

Unverifiable information in award data elements: For the remaining 14
of the 26 award data elements and subelements, incomplete or
inadequate agency sources prevented us from determining whether they
were significantly consistent or inconsistent. Of these, 2 data elements,
Primary Place of Performance Address: State Name and Primary Place of

“Oln our sample of 94 budgetary records, we found 59 instances across 20 subelements,
including Gross Outlays and Obligations Incurred ,where the data reviewed were
inconsistent with agency sources, and 3 instances across 3 subelements where data
reviewed could not be verified against agency sources.
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Performance Country Name, exhibited a significant amount of unverifiable
information.*' See appendix IV, table 4 for details.

Data on Primary Place of Performance and Award
Description Continue to Have Widespread
Inconsistencies and Unclear Guidance, Limiting Their
Usefulness

Two award data elements are particularly important to achieving the
transparency goals envisioned by the DATA Act—Primary Place of
Performance and Award Description. These data elements provide the
public with information on where the federal government spends money
and what it spends it on, respectively. Our analysis of these data
elements identified challenges regarding the accuracy of the data
displayed on Beta.USAspending.gov, as demonstrated by the
consistency of these data elements with supporting agency documents.
Taking into account each of its subelements, we found information
regarding Primary Place of Performance Address was inconsistent with
agency sources for 62 to 72 percent of awards.*? For Award Description,
information was inconsistent for 49 to 60 percent of awards. In our 2014
report on the quality of the data displayed on USAspending.gov, we found
that the data elements associated with Primary Place of Performance and
Award Description were also among those that were significantly
inconsistent with information contained in agency sources.*

Primary Place of Performance: We found inconsistent and potentially
confusing guidance from OMB regarding Primary Place of Performance
data elements/subelements as well as different practices among agencies
regarding how to interpret and report them. The standard developed in
2015 by OMB and Treasury as part of their implementation of the DATA
Act defines Primary Place of Performance as “where the predominant

“IFor the purposes of this report, we defined data elements as having a significant amount
of unverifiable information as those where at least 10 percent of the awards contained
unverifiable information. This is the same definition we used in our 2014 review.

42This figure for Primary Place of Performance Address represents a roll up of applicable
subelements. For disaggregated results for individual subelements, see appendix IV, table
4.

43GA0-14-476. Under FFATA, Primary Place of Performance is called “Principal Place of
Performance” and Award Description is called “Award title descriptive of the purpose of
each funding action.”
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performance of the award will be accomplished.”* However, other OMB
guidance identifies the authoritative source for reporting procurement
award data under the DATA Act as the Federal Procurement Data
System—Next Generation (FPDS-NG) and this system defines Primary
Place of Performance as “the location of the principal plant or place of
business where the items will be produced, supplied from stock, or where
the service will be performed.”®

Of the 20 agencies that provided responses to our questions on Primary
Place of Performance, officials from 8 agencies reported that they use the
definition established under the DATA Act, officials from 4 agencies cited
the FPDS-NG definition, and officials from the remaining 8 cited a range
of other approaches.*® For example, figure 3 illustrates an instance from
our sample in which 2 agencies awarded contracts for similar computer
systems sourced from the same company. One agency applied the DATA
Act definition for Primary Place of Performance Address and the other
used the FPDS-NG definition. Without a consistent approach, these data
will not be comparable between agencies or across the federal
government.

“The four Primary Place of Performance data elements standardized by OMB and
Treasury in 2015 are: (1) Primary Place of Performance Address; (2) Primary Place of
Performance Congressional District, (3) Primary Place of Performance Country Code; and
(4) Primary Place of Performance Country Name.

45See OMB Guidance, M-17-04. FPDS-NG refers to the data element as “Principal Place
of Performance.”

460fficials from the 8 remaining agencies described using other approaches such as
reporting the same address for Primary Place of Performance as for Legal Entity Address,
which is the legal business address for the contract or grant recipient, obtaining Primary
Place of Performance data from the recipient, and using a combination of approaches,
such as different approaches for procurement awards and financial assistance awards.
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Figure 3: Different Definitions of Primary Place of Performance Affect Reporting

Inconsistent Reporting of Primary Place of Performance

DOL and HHS issued contracts to the same company for similar office printers, but
reported the Primary Place of Performance to Beta.USAspending.gov differently.

Department of Labor (DOL) Department of Health and Human Services (HHS)
Contract DOLSFO16U00031 Contract HHSD2002011F42081
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= YUSASPENDING , cronee | HHS used the FPDS-NG* definition: “the principal plant
or place of business where the items will be produced,
supplied from stock, or where the service will be
performed.” Therefore it reported the Primary Place of
Performance as New Jersey since this is the location
of the company that supplied the printers.

DOL used the DATA Act definition: “where
the predominant performance of the award
will be accomplished.” Therefore it reported
the Primary Place of Performance as
California since this is the location of the
office where the printers were delivered
and are used.

*Federal Procurement Data System-Next
Generation (FPDS-NG)

Source: GAO analysis of Beta.USAspending.gov database, downloaded on 5/24/2017. | GAO-18-138

In addition to the existence of multiple definitions, another challenge to
accurately reporting Primary Place of Performance is that the
authoritative source systems agencies are required to use to report
federal awards do not allow agencies to submit all of the information
called for in OMB guidance. OMB guidance available on the
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https://fedspendingtransparency.github.io and Max.gov websites specifies
that the Primary Place of Performance Address data element consists of
six components: Address Lines 1 and 2, City Name, County Name, State
Code, and ZIP+4 or Postal Code. However, officials from several
agencies told us that the authoritative source for reporting procurement
awards, FPDS-NG, does not include a data field for two of these—
Address Lines 1 and 2. As a result, agencies cannot provide this
information using the authoritative source system identified by OMB.
Consistent with this, none of the procurement transactions in our sample
included either of these address fields for Primary Place of Performance
Address.

When we raised this issue with OMB staff they acknowledged the
inconsistency and told us that our findings led them to discover that the
definition of Primary Place of Performance Address that had appeared
online since 2015 as the standardized DATA Act definition was incorrect.
They informed us that the correct final version of the definition should not
include the Address Lines 1 and 2 fields and that they planned to update
the definition. We will continue to follow this issue as well as OMB’s
strategy for appropriately communicating the change in the definition of
this data element.

Award Description: We also found challenges with the way agencies
reported data for the Award Description data element. In 2015, OMB and
Treasury standardized this data element definition as “a brief description
of the purpose of the award.” This is consistent with the definition
previously established for reporting under FFATA. In our previous work
on the data quality of USAspending.gov, we identified challenges with the
Award Description data element. Specifically, we found that agencies
routinely provided information for this data element using shorthand
descriptions, acronyms, or terminology that could only be understood by
officials at the agency that made the award. This lack of basic clarity
would make the data element difficult for others outside the agency to
understand and would also limit the ability to meaningfully aggregate or
compare this data across the federal government.*’

Based on our testing of a representative sample of second quarter fiscal
year 2017 data, we estimate that the Award Description data element
contains inconsistent information in 49 to 60 percent of awards contained

4TGAO-14-476.
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in the Treasury database linked to Beta.USAspending.gov. This
represents an increase in the level of inconsistency for this data element
when compared to our 2014 review, when we found inconsistent
information for 24 to 33 percent of awards. See figure 4 for several
examples of the Award Description data submitted by agencies in our
sample, which illustrate the range of agency interpretations of this data
element from understandable to incomprehensible.
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Figure 4: Award Descriptions Submitted by Agencies Varied Greatly

According to the DATA Act standard, Award Description is defined as:
“A brief description of the purpose of the award.”
Here are four examples of how agencies interpreted the definition:

o
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“To aid small businesses which
are unable to obtain financing in
the private credit marketplace.”

Small Business Administration
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Source: GAO analysis of Beta.USAspending.gov database, downloaded on 5/24/2017. | GAO-18-138
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National Aeronautics and Space
Administration Grant NNX16AI31G

“We propose to study the influence of debris
released by giant impacts on the late formation
and evolution of the inner solar system using
dynamical methods and results of impact
simulations. Although the asteroid belt is the
main source of impactors in the inner solar
system today it contains only 0.05 lunar masses
of material. While the asteroid belt would have
been much more massive when it formed it is
unlikely to have had greater than a lunar mass
since the formation of Jupiter and the dissipation
of the solar nebula. By comparison giant impacts
onto the terrestrial planets during the late stage of
accretion typically released debris equal to
several per cent of the planet's mass into
heliocentric orbit. The moon-forming impact on
earth for example released over a lunar mass

of debris more than has ever been contained in
the asteroid belt. The borealis basin impact on
mars released more debris at once than the
present day asteroid belt. Escaping impact
debris is less long lived than the main asteroid
belt as it is injected on unstable planet-crossing
orbits. This same factor however also increases
the impact probability with the terrestrial planets
and asteroids. With such a large amount of
mass it seems highly likely that these now-
extinct populations of impactors should have
played an important role in the evolution of the
solar system much as now-extinct radionuclides
played an important role in the thermal histories

Without consistent application of the data standards across the federal
government, OMB and Treasury cannot ensure that the data available to
the public on Beta.USAspending.gov are reliable and can be clearly
understood. We have previously recommended that OMB and Treasury
provide additional guidance to agencies on how to report Primary Place of
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Performance and Award Description to ensure the definitions are clear
and the data standards are implemented consistently by agencies.*® OMB
staff generally agreed with the recommendation and said they continue to
work with federal communities to discuss data element definitions to
determine where additional guidance may be needed, but that they do not
have a timeframe for issuing additional guidance. Moreover, additional
steps are necessary to ensure that Primary Place of Performance data
are consistently reported in accordance with appropriate definitions. Until
OMB and Treasury can ensure that the Primary Place of Performance
and Award Description data displayed on Beta.USAspending.gov are
consistent and comparable, the data will be less than fully useful and may
be misleading.

Data Quality Concerns Demonstrate the Importance of
Developing a Robust Data Governance Structure

The DATA Act requires OMB and Treasury to establish government-wide
data standards that, to the extent reasonable and practicable, produce
consistent and comparable data.*® As we have reported previously,
establishing a formal framework for providing data governance throughout
the lifecycle of developing and implementing these standards is critical for
ensuring that the integrity of the standards is maintained over time.®®* We
have previously recommended that OMB, in collaboration with Treasury,
establish a set of clear policies and procedures for developing and
maintaining data standards that are consistent with leading practices.
These 