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One of the six armed forces, the U.S. Coast Guard is a multimission maritime military service
within the Department of Homeland Security (DHS). It is responsible for implementing 11
statutory missions. 1 One mission—Defense Readiness—requires the Coast Guard to maintain
the training and capability needed to integrate with Department of Defense (DOD) forces. 2
The Coast Guard deploys vessels, aircraft, and personnel to support DOD geographic
combatant commands. 3 For example, the Coast Guard’s Patrol Forces Southwest Asia
command in Bahrain—the largest unit outside the United States—supports DOD’s U.S. Central
Command with six cutters and the personnel to operate and maintain them. 4 The Coast Guard’s
defense role has garnered attention in recent years. Notably, in May 2021, one of its Bahrainbased cutters fired warning shots at Iranian naval vessels while escorting a Navy submarine
through the Strait of Hormuz.

1We

describe these missions in enc. I. 6 U.S.C. § 468.

2By

statute, the Coast Guard is at all times a military service and branch of the armed forces. It is required to maintain
a state of readiness to function as a specialized service in the Navy in time of war or when directed by the President.
See 14 U.S.C. §§ 101 and 103.
3A

combatant command provides command and control of military forces.

4Coast

Guard cutters are vessels that are 65 feet in length or greater.
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Section 8247 of the National Defense Authorization Act of 2021 included a provision for GAO to
review Coast Guard resource allocations for its Defense Readiness mission. 5 To address this
provision, this report describes the Coast Guard’s deployment of vessels and aircraft and
associated operating expenses for its Defense Readiness mission compared with those for its
other statutory missions for fiscal years 2011 through 2020—and how they relate to its funding
for these years. 6
To determine Coast Guard deployments, we analyzed Coast Guard vessel and aircraft
operational hour data for each of its 11 statutory missions and commitments of forces to support
DOD combatant commands for fiscal years 2011 through 2020. 7 We also analyzed
documentation, such as Coast Guard annual operational plans. To determine the Coast Guard’s
operating expenses and funding, we analyzed the service’s Mission Cost Model operating
expense estimates for its 11 statutory missions, appropriations, and DOD reimbursements for
fiscal years 2011 through 2020. 8 We determined that control activities and quality information
were significant for ensuring the reliability of the data. We interviewed relevant agency officials,
reviewed related documentation, and assessed the data for missing data and obvious errors.
We determined that the vessel and aircraft operational hour data and Mission Cost Model
estimates were sufficiently reliable for the purposes of analyzing resource use over time.
We also interviewed officials from Coast Guard headquarters and its Atlantic and Pacific Area
commands for perspectives on Defense Readiness deployments, operating expenses, and
funding levels and the reasons for any trends during the period. 9 We interviewed DOD officials
to obtain their perspectives on Coast Guard support for DOD.
We conducted this performance audit from January 2021 to September 2021 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.

5Pub.
6We

L. No. 116-283, § 8247(a).

provided our preliminary findings and briefed relevant committee staff in July 2021.

7Operational

hours include the use of aircraft, cutters, and boats for the Coast Guard’s 11 statutory missions but do
not include the time Coast Guard personnel spend on missions without using vessels or aircraft. Hours expended for
support activities, such as training and technology tests, are also not included in our analysis.

8The

Mission Cost Model is the Coast Guard’s official methodology for estimating annual operating expenses for its
11 statutory missions. The Model estimates the proportion of operating expenses by mission by (1) multiplying
operations and maintenance costs for supporting a vessel or aircraft by the operational hours and (2) using survey
data to estimate additional personnel costs for nonvessel or aircraft-based operations. It produces estimates of
operating expenses by mission rather than actual operating expenditures.

9The

Coast Guard’s area commands are responsible for Coast Guard operations. The Atlantic Area command
oversees all of the Coast Guard’s operations east of the Colorado Rockies to the Arabian Gulf, from Canada to the
Caribbean. The Pacific Area command oversees all of the Coast Guard’s operations from Montana to Madagascar
and from the North to the South Poles.
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Background
The Coast Guard’s Defense Readiness mission is to ensure Coast Guard personnel, vessels,
and aircraft are capable and equipped to support DOD operations—specifically those identified
in a 2008 Memorandum of Agreement between DHS and DOD. 10 As part of its Defense
Readiness mission, the Coast Guard carries out operations and exercises, including securing
Washington, D.C. airspace and providing force protection for the Navy.
The Coast Guard funds its defense operations through appropriations for Operations and
Support (operations), appropriations for defense-related activities, and reimbursements from
DOD. Notably, the Coast Guard does not develop its operations budget–-the section of the
Coast Guard budget it uses to fund operations—by mission. Rather, it bases the budget on cost
categories, such as vessels, aircraft, and personnel. Officials explained that this is because
these are key cost drivers and perform multiple statutory missions.
According to the Coast Guard, the service uses the five categories shown in figure 1 to define
defense-related activities for the purposes of expending this funding.
Figure 1: Coast Guard Defense-Related Activities Supporting the Department of Defense (DOD)

Defense Readiness Mission Accounted for a Small Portion of Deployments and
Estimated Operating Expenses
Deployments for Defense Readiness Were Outpaced by Most Other Missions
The Coast Guard’s vessel and aircraft deployments for the Defense Readiness mission
accounted for about 5 percent of its operational hours for the 10-year period of fiscal years 2011
through 2020—ranking eighth out of 11 statutory missions (see fig. 2).

10Additional
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Figure 2: Coast Guard Vessel and Aircraft Operational Hours Expended by Statutory Mission, Fiscal Years
2011 through 2020

Note: Operational hours include the use of aircraft, cutters, and boats for the Coast Guard’s 11 statutory missions.
They do not include the time personnel may spend on missions without using vessels or aircraft. We do not include
hours expended for support activities, such as training and technology tests.

During this 10-year period, the number of hours the Coast Guard deployed vessels and aircraft
for Defense Readiness averaged around 34,400 hours a year. However, the number of Defense
Readiness vessel and aircraft operational hours varied by year, as did total vessel and aircraft
operational hours across all missions (see fig. 3). For example, in fiscal year 2011, the Coast
Guard reported both the highest total operational hours and Defense Readiness operational
hours (about 77,800 hours, 10 percent of total operational hours). In fiscal year 2020, the Coast
Guard reported both the fewest total operational hours and Defense Readiness operational
hours (about 23,500 hours, 4 percent of total operational hours).
According to Coast Guard headquarters officials, certain deployable specialized forces—units
trained to handle counterdrug, terrorism, and other threats—drove the higher number of
Defense Readiness operational hours in fiscal year 2011. In contrast, Coast Guard officials
attributed the lower number of Defense Readiness operational hours in fiscal year 2020 to the
impacts of the Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic. Enclosure III provides
additional information on Coast Guard vessel and aircraft operational hours expended by
mission.
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Figure 3: Total Coast Guard Vessel and Aircraft Operational Hours and Share for the Defense Readiness
Mission, Fiscal Years 2011 through 2020

Note: Operational hours include the use of aircraft, cutters, and boats for the Coast Guard’s 11 statutory missions.
They do not include the time personnel may spend on missions without using vessels or aircraft. We do not include
hours expended for support activities, such as training and technology tests.

Support for DOD Extends Beyond the Defense Readiness Mission
Beyond its Defense Readiness mission, the Coast Guard supports DOD through its other
statutory missions. Through a process called Global Force Management, the Coast Guard
receives requests for forces from DOD’s geographic combatant commands and determines the
level of support it will provide. 11 Figure 4 shows examples of Coast Guard support provided to
DOD combatant commands through this process and the related Coast Guard statutory
mission.

11See

enc. IV for additional information on Coast Guard force commitments to DOD.
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Figure 4: Examples of Coast Guard Statutory Missions That Support Department of Defense Combatant
Commands

The Coast Guard’s largest annual DOD force commitment—representing about half of its total
commitments for fiscal years 2011 through 2020—was for U.S. Southern Command. The Coast
Guard’s Drug Interdiction mission supports the U.S. Southern Command’s drug detection and
monitoring efforts in the Eastern Pacific, Gulf of Mexico, and Caribbean drug transit zone. The
second largest number of Coast Guard force commitments during this period was for U.S.
Central Command. This includes the Coast Guard’s Patrol Forces Southwest Asia Command,
located in Bahrain.
Estimated Operating Expenses for Defense Readiness Ranked below Most Other Missions
According to the Coast Guard’s Mission Cost Model, the Coast Guard’s estimated operating
expenses for Defense Readiness represented about 7 percent of its total operating expenses
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for fiscal years 2011 through 2020. The share of Defense Readiness estimated expenses was
lower than seven of the Coast Guard’s 11 missions, as shown in figure 5. 12
Figure 5: Share of the Coast Guard’s Total Estimated Operating Expenses, by Statutory Mission, Fiscal Years
2011 through 2020

Note: “Other” includes three statutory missions: Ice Operations (2 percent); Marine Environmental Protection (2
percent); and Other Law Enforcement (2 percent).

When adjusted for inflation (in 2020 dollars), the Coast Guard’s estimated operating expenses
for Defense Readiness ranged from a low of $340 million in fiscal year 2017 to a high of $681
million in fiscal year 2011. The high in fiscal year 2011 corresponds to the year with the highest
number of Defense Readiness deployments, as previously discussed. Enclosure V provides
additional information on the estimated operating expenses for all 11 missions from fiscal years
2011 through 2020.
Appropriations for Operations Remained Flat, and Defense-Related Activities Declined
The Coast Guard’s operations appropriation is its primary funding source for operations across
all statutory missions—accounting for nearly two-thirds of the Coast Guard’s $12.2 billion
budget in fiscal year 2020. The operations appropriation increased from $6.9 billion in fiscal year

12Recently,

in fiscal year 2020, Defense Readiness accounted for 5 percent—$422 million—of the Coast Guard’s
$7.99 billion total operating expenses.
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2011 to $8.2 billion in fiscal year 2020. However, when adjusted for inflation, the operations
appropriation was relatively flat during this period (see fig. 6).
Figure 6: Coast Guard Operations and Support Appropriations in Nominal and Real Terms, Fiscal Years 2011
through 2020

Note: Real values are values adjusted for inflation and expressed in fiscal year 2020 dollars using the U.S. Gross
Domestic Product Price Index from the U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of Economic Analysis.

For fiscal years 2011 through 2020, the Coast Guard’s operations appropriations included
specific funding for defense-related activities. As shown in figure 7, the appropriations for
defense-related activities declined about 9 percent—from $581 million in fiscal year 2011 to
$530 million in fiscal year 2020. When adjusted for inflation, funding declined further, about 20
percent—from $675 million in 2011 to $530 million in 2020.
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Figure 7: Coast Guard Appropriations for Defense-Related Activities in Nominal and Real Terms, Fiscal Years
2011 through 2020

Note: Real values are values adjusted for inflation and expressed in fiscal year 2020 dollars using the U.S. Gross
Domestic Product Price Index from the U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of Economic Analysis.

In addition to its operations appropriation, the Coast Guard receives reimbursements from DOD
for specific activities, such as escorts of Navy submarines and service on combatant
commander staffs. DOD reimbursed the Coast Guard a total of about $844.6 million from fiscal
years 2011 through 2020 for these activities. About 50 percent ($411 million) of the
reimbursements were for the Coast Guard’s escorts of Navy submarines transiting through
Kings Bay, Georgia and Bangor, Washington.
According to the Coast Guard, DOD reimbursements are not designed to replace or cover the
costs of the Coast Guard’s commitments to DOD. Coast Guard headquarters officials stated
that, as an armed service, they are responsible for organizing, training, and equipping forces to
support combatant commanders. They said these efforts generally are not and should not be
funded through reimbursements. Further, they said that operations appropriations, rather than
specific funding for defense-related activities, best position the service to respond to more DOD
requests and enhance its performance across missions.
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Agency Comments
We provided a draft of this report to DHS and DOD for review and comment. DHS provided
technical comments, which we incorporated as appropriate.
We are sending copies of this report to appropriate congressional committees, the Secretary of
Homeland Security, the Secretary of Defense, and other interested parties. In addition, the
report is available at no charge on the GAO website at http://www.gao.gov.
If you or your staff have any questions concerning this report, please contact Heather MacLeod
at (206) 654-5574 or MacLeodH@gao.gov. Contact points for our Offices of Congressional
Relations and Public Affairs may be found on the last page of this report.
GAO staff who made key contributions to this report were Jason Berman (Assistant Director),
Heather May (Analyst-in-Charge), Lilia Chaidez, Erika Cubilo, Elizabeth Dretsch, David Hooper,
and Grant Mallie.

Heather MacLeod
Acting Director, Homeland Security and Justice Issues

Enclosures – 5
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Enclosure I: Coast Guard Statutory Missions
Table 1: Information on the Coast Guard’s 11 Statutory Missions
Mission
Description
Aids to
Navigation

Mitigate the risk to safe navigation by providing and maintaining more than 51,000 buoys,
beacons, lights, and other aids to mark channels and denote hazards.

Defense
Readiness

Maintain the training and capability necessary to immediately integrate with Department of
Defense forces in both peacetime operations and during times of war.

Drug Interdiction

Stem the flow of illegal drugs into the United States.

Ice Operations

Establish and maintain tracks for critical waterways, assisting and escorting vessels beset or
stranded in ice, and remove navigational hazards created by ice in navigable waterways.

Living Marine
Resources

Enforce laws governing the conservation, management, and recovery of living marine
resources, marine protected species, and national marine sanctuaries and monuments.

Marine
Environmental
Protection

Enforce laws which deter the introduction of invasive species into the maritime environment,
stop unauthorized ocean dumping, and prevent and respond to oil and chemical spills.

Marine Safety

Enforce laws which prevent death, injury, and property loss in the marine environment.

Migrant
Interdiction

Stem the flow via maritime routes of unlawful migration and human smuggling activities.

Other Law
Enforcement

Enforce international treaties, including the prevention of illegal fishing in international waters
and the dumping of plastics and other marine debris.

Ports,
Waterways, and
Coastal Security

Ensure the security of the waters subject to the jurisdiction of the United States and the
waterways, ports, and intermodal landside connections that comprise the marine transportation
system—and protect those who live or work on the water or who use the maritime environment
for recreation.

Search and
Rescue

Search for, and provide aid to, people who are in distress or imminent danger.

Source: 6 U.S.C. § 468; GAO summary of Coast Guard information. | GAO-21-104741
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Enclosure II: Summary of Department of Homeland Security (DHS) and Department of
Defense (DOD) 2008 Memorandum of Agreement
Table 2: Operational Activities That the Coast Guard Is to Be Capable of Performing to Support DOD
Operational Activity
Description
Maritime interception/
interdiction operations

Stopping, boarding, searching, diverting, or redirecting vessel traffic to enforce
certain sanctions

Military environmental
response

Responding to incidents of pollution in and around the battle-space

Port operations, security, and
defense

Ensuring port and harbor areas are free of hostile threats, terrorist actions, and
safety deficiencies that would be a threat to the deployment of military resources

Theater security cooperation

Conducting humanitarian assistance, professional exchanges, combined
operations, training, exercises, and other diplomatic activities to foster international
cooperation

Coastal sea control
operations

Ensuring the unimpeded use of designated offshore areas at home and abroad by
U.S. and friendly forces and deny the use of those areas by enemy forces

Rotary wing air intercept
operations

Conducting national air defense activities

Combatting terrorism
operations

Providing special capabilities, such as training host nation forces and building the
capacity of foreign maritime security forces, that serve as a force multiplier to DOD
forces

Maritime operational threat
response

Supporting DOD response to maritime security threats, including terrorism, piracy,
and other criminal or unlawful acts

Military cyberspace
operations

Conducting offensive and defensive cyberspace operations to achieve military
objectives and preserve system availability, integrity, and confidentiality

Source: GAO summary of DHS and DOD 2008 Memorandum of Agreement | GAO-21-104741
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Enclosure III: Coast Guard Vessel and Aircraft Operational Hours by Mission
Figure 8: Coast Guard Vessel and Aircraft Operational Hours Expended by Statutory Mission, Fiscal Years
2011 through 2020

Note: Operational hours include the use of aircraft, cutters, and boats for the Coast Guard’s 11 statutory missions.
They do not include the time personnel may spend on missions without using vessels or aircraft. We do not include
hours expended for support activities, such as training and technology tests.
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Figure 9: Share of Coast Guard Vessel and Aircraft Operational Hours by Statutory Mission in Fiscal Year
2020

Note: “Other” includes three statutory missions: Ice Operations (2 percent); Marine Environmental Protection (less
than 1 percent); and Other Law Enforcement (3 percent).
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Enclosure IV: Coast Guard Force Commitments to Department of Defense (DOD)
Combatant Commands, Fiscal Years 2011 through 2020
Figure 10: Coast Guard Force Commitments to DOD Combatant Commands

Note: Each of these columns shows the total number of days the Coast Guard committed it would provide its units,
vessels, aircraft, and personnel to support each of the DOD combatant commands. A combatant command provides
command and control of military forces.
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Enclosure V: Coast Guard Estimated Operating Expenses by Mission, Fiscal Years 2011
through 2020
Figure 11: Estimated Operating Expenses for the Coast Guard’s 11 Statutory Missions, Nominal, Fiscal Years
2011 through 2020
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Figure 12: Estimated Operating Expenses for the Coast Guard’s 11 Statutory Missions, Adjusted for Inflation,
Fiscal Years 2011 through 2020

Note: Real values are values adjusted for inflation and expressed in 2020 dollars using the U.S. Gross Domestic
Product Price Index from the U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of Economic Analysis.
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This is a work of the U.S. government and is not subject to copyright protection in the
United States. The published product may be reproduced and distributed in its entirety
without further permission from GAO. However, because this work may contain
copyrighted images or other material, permission from the copyright holder may be
necessary if you wish to reproduce this material separately.

GAO’s Mission

The Government Accountability Office, the audit, evaluation, and investigative
arm of Congress, exists to support Congress in meeting its constitutional
responsibilities and to help improve the performance and accountability of the
federal government for the American people. GAO examines the use of public
funds; evaluates federal programs and policies; and provides analyses,
recommendations, and other assistance to help Congress make informed
oversight, policy, and funding decisions. GAO’s commitment to good government
is reflected in its core values of accountability, integrity, and reliability.

Obtaining Copies of
GAO Reports and
Testimony

The fastest and easiest way to obtain copies of GAO documents at no cost is
through our website. Each weekday afternoon, GAO posts on its website newly
released reports, testimony, and correspondence. You can also subscribe to
GAO’s email updates to receive notification of newly posted products.

Order by Phone

The price of each GAO publication reflects GAO’s actual cost of production and
distribution and depends on the number of pages in the publication and whether
the publication is printed in color or black and white. Pricing and ordering
information is posted on GAO’s website, https://www.gao.gov/ordering.htm.
Place orders by calling (202) 512-6000, toll free (866) 801-7077, or
TDD (202) 512-2537.
Orders may be paid for using American Express, Discover Card, MasterCard,
Visa, check, or money order. Call for additional information.

Connect with GAO

Connect with GAO on Facebook, Flickr, Twitter, and YouTube.
Subscribe to our RSS Feeds or Email Updates. Listen to our Podcasts.
Visit GAO on the web at https://www.gao.gov.

To Report Fraud,
Waste, and Abuse in
Federal Programs

Contact FraudNet:

Congressional
Relations

A. Nicole Clowers, Managing Director, ClowersA@gao.gov, (202) 512-4400, U.S.
Government Accountability Office, 441 G Street NW, Room 7125, Washington,
DC 20548

Public Affairs

Chuck Young, Managing Director, youngc1@gao.gov, (202) 512-4800
U.S. Government Accountability Office, 441 G Street NW, Room 7149
Washington, DC 20548

Strategic Planning and
External Liaison

Stephen J. Sanford, Managing Director, spel@gao.gov, (202) 512-4707
U.S. Government Accountability Office, 441 G Street NW, Room 7814,
Washington, DC 20548

Website: https://www.gao.gov/about/what-gao-does/fraudnet
Automated answering system: (800) 424-5454 or (202) 512-7700

Please Print on Recycled Paper.

