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SURFACE TRANSPORTATION 
SECURITY 
TSA Has Taken Steps to Improve its Surface 
Inspector Program, but Lacks Performance 
Targets 

What GAO Found 
According to the Transportation Security Administration (TSA) Surface 
Transportation Security Inspector Operations Plan (TSA’s plan), surface 
transportation security inspectors—known as surface inspectors—are to enter 
key details for program activities in the Performance and Results Information 
System (PARIS)—TSA’s system of record for all surface inspector activities. In 
December 2017, GAO reported that TSA was unable to fully account for surface 
inspector time spent assisting with non-surface transportation modes, including 
aviation, due to data limitations in PARIS, and recommended TSA address these 
limitations. Since GAO’s report, TSA updated PARIS to better track surface 
inspector activities in non-surface transportation modes.  

Transportation Security Administration Surface Inspectors Assess Security of a Bus System 

 
TSA’s plan outlines steps to align work plan activities with risk assessment 
findings. However, TSA cannot comprehensively ensure surface inspectors are 
targeting program resources to high-risk modes and locations because it does 
not consistently collect information on entity mode or location in PARIS. 
According to officials, TSA plans to update PARIS and program guidance to 
require inspectors to include this information in the system by the end of fiscal 
year 2020.  

TSA’s plan outlines performance measures for the surface inspector program, 
but does not establish quantifiable performance targets for all activities. Targets 
indicate how well an agency aspires to perform and could include, for example, 
entity scores on TSA security assessments, among others. By developing 
targets, TSA would be better positioned to assess the surface inspector 
program’s progress in achieving its objective of increasing security among 
surface transportation entities. 

Why GAO Did This Study 
Surface transportation—freight and 
passenger rail, mass transit, 
highway, maritime and pipeline 
systems—is vulnerable to global 
terrorism and other threats. TSA is 
the federal agency primarily 
responsible for securing surface 
transportation systems. 

The FAA Reauthorization Act of 
2018 requires TSA to submit a plan 
to guide its Surface Transportation 
Security Inspectors Program. The 
Act includes a provision for GAO to 
review TSA’s plan. This report 
examines the extent to which TSA’s 
plan and its implementation: (1) 
address known data limitations 
related to tracking surface inspector 
activities among non-surface modes, 
(2) align surface operations with risk 
assessments, and how, if at all, TSA 
ensures inspectors prioritize 
activities in high-risk modes and 
locations, and (3) establish 
performance targets for the surface 
inspector program. GAO reviewed 
TSA’s June 2019 plan and analyzed 
data on inspector activities for fiscal 
years 2017 through 2019. GAO 
interviewed officials in headquarters 
and a non-generalizable sample of 7 
field offices selected based on 
geographical location and the 
presence of high-risk urban areas. 

What GAO Recommends 

 
View GAO-20-558. For more information, 
contact Triana McNeil at (202) 512-8777 or 
McNeilT@gao.gov 

GAO recommends that TSA 
establish quantifiable performance 
targets for the surface inspector 
program’s activity-level performance 
measures. DHS concurred with our 
recommendation. 
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