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Why GAO Did This Study

Biosurveillance is the process of
gathering, interpreting, and
communicating information to provide
early warning and situational
awareness about biological events.
The COVID-19 pandemic
demonstrated that biological events
can cause massive health, social, and
economic disruption. It also
underscored the importance of
developing and maintaining a national
biosurveillance capability.

Statute directs NBIC to consolidate
information from human health, animal,
plant, food, and environmental
monitoring systems across the federal
government to improve the likelihood
of identifying a biological event at an
early stage.

GAO was asked to evaluate NBIC
program activities. This report
discusses (1) how NBIC collects and
integrates biosurveillance data,
addresses related challenges, and
assesses its performance; (2) the
extent to which NBIC evaluates its
products and obtains feedback from
stakeholders; and (3) NBIC’s role
during the COVID-19 pandemic. To
conduct this work, GAO reviewed
NBIC products and related agency
documentation, interviewed NBIC
officials and a selection of stakeholders
from 12 federal agencies and two
national associations, and analyzed
NBIC’s strategic planning documents.

What GAO Recommends

GAO is recommending that DHS
ensure that NBIC develops future
strategic planning documents with
clearly defined performance measures
and associated time frames. DHS
concurred with this recommendation.

View GAO-24-106142. For more information,
contact Chris Currie at (404) 679-1875 or
CurrieC@gao.gov.

BIODEFENSE

National Biosurveillance Integration Center Has
Taken Steps to Address Challenges, but Could Better
Assess Results

What GAO Found

The National Biosurveillance Integration Center (NBIC), within the Department of
Homeland Security (DHS), identifies, tracks, and characterizes biological events
using open-source, federal, and private sector data sources. NBIC integrates
these data to develop written products and support its information sharing and
coordination activities.

National Biosurveillance Integration Center (NBIC) Product Development and Distribution
Process, as of October 2023:

Data collection Product development Product distribution

NBIC distributes its
products to federal, state
and local, congressional,
private sector, and
international stakeholders
through its email
distribution lists and
government websites

NBIC analysts collect
biosurveillance information
from global open-source
data and federal partners,
among other sources

NBIC develops analytical
biosurveillance products in
collaboration with its
partners

Source: GAO analysis of NBIC information. | GAO-24-106142

In addition, in recent years, NBIC began taking steps to address challenges in
accessing needed data, obtaining adequate personnel, and developing new
technologies. NBIC’s efforts were guided by two strategic planning documents.
But these documents did not have clearly defined performance measures and
time frames for accomplishing milestones. For example, one milestone is to
strengthen relationships with relevant DHS components but no additional details
were included. By developing clearly defined performance measures, NBIC could
better assess program results and share this information with DHS management
and federal stakeholders.

NBIC evaluates the quality and reach of its products and the federal stakeholders
GAO interviewed reported generally favorable views of its written products. The
stakeholders included those that were familiar with NBIC’s principal written
products or who had participated in NBIC’s coordination and information sharing
activities. Officials from 11 of 12 federal agencies and two national public health
associations told GAO that they use NBIC products, along with other sources, to
help inform their situational awareness of global biological events.

NBIC incorporated COVID-19 related information into its existing products and
conducted some original analyses to support DHS management throughout the
pandemic. These analyses included monitoring cross border health trends and
global flight patterns. According to NBIC officials, they have produced thousands
of COVID-related products since January 2020. Several of NBIC'’s federal
stakeholders told GAO that NBIC’s products were particularly helpful during the
early stages of the pandemic when information about the disease was limited.
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