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What GAO Found

The Coast Guard, a multi-mission military service within the Department of
Homeland Security (DHS), uses its resources—including assets such as vessels
and aircraft—to conduct its drug and migrant interdiction missions. Given limited
resources, the Coast Guard made tradeoffs to address a significant increase in
maritime migration levels that began in 2021. Specifically, it redirected assets to
migrant interdiction that it had originally allocated to other missions, such as drug
interdiction. This impacted its ability to conduct those other missions.

The Coast Guard did not meet its primary drug interdiction performance target in
fiscal years 2015 through 2024, and did not meet its primary migrant interdiction
target for 6 years during the same period. See figures below. Coast Guard
officials said neither primary measure effectively assesses its efforts. Thus, it
began to implement new drug interdiction measures in fiscal years 2021 and
2022 to better assess its performance. As of July 2025, the Coast Guard had
identified which would be its new primary drug interdiction measures. In addition,
the Coast Guard is in the initial stages of developing new migrant interdiction
performance measures, but as of July 2025 had not yet implemented them.
Doing so would better position the Coast Guard to provide decision makers with
relevant information to make future resource decisions.

Coast Guard Annual Drug and Migrant Interdiction Primary Performance Measures

Coast Guard Cocaine Removal Rate from
Noncommercial Vessels in the Maritime
Transit Zone, Fiscal Years 2015-2024

Percent of Migrants Attempting to Enter the
U.S. by Maritime Routes that the Coast
Guard Interdicted, Fiscal Years 2015-2024
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The DHS Operation Vigilant Sentry task force provides a key coordination
mechanism for the Coast Guard and about 10 federal partners responsible for
maritime migrant interdiction. The Coast Guard and its federal partners generally
followed seven of GAQO’s eight leading collaboration practices identified in prior
work. However, the task force did not fully share information on lessons learned.
By implementing a process to identify and address lessons learned from events
and sharing related reports with relevant federal partners, the task force would
better address areas for improvement. This process could also help better
manage fragmentation by ensuring all partners operate with similar information to
support the migrant interdiction mission.

Why GAO Did This Study

The Coast Guard is the lead federal
maritime agency responsible for
interdicting illicit drug traffic and
enforcing U.S. immigration laws and
policies at sea. In fiscal years 2022
and 2023, it responded to the highest
maritime migration levels in over 30
years. It has been conducting a
migrant interdiction surge operation
since August 2022. As of November
2025, the surge operation was
ongoing.

GAO was asked to review the Coast
Guard’s drug and migrant interdiction
missions. This report examines,
among other things: (1) the extent the
Coast Guard met its drug and migrant
interdiction mission performance
targets in fiscal years 2015-2024, (2)
how its maritime migration surge
operation in fiscal years 2022—-2024
affected its ability to perform its other
statutory missions, and (3) the extent
it coordinated with federal partners to
conduct maritime migrant interdiction.

GAO analyzed Coast Guard drug and
migrant interdiction performance data,
and reviewed relevant policies and
documentation. GAO also conducted
in-person site visits to Miami, Florida
and San Diego, California and
interviewed Coast Guard officials and
DHS partner agencies to discuss drug
and migrant interdiction operations
and related coordination efforts.

What GAO Recommends

GAO is making two recommendations
to DHS to (1) implement new migrant
interdiction performance measures for
the Coast Guard and (2) implement a
process for the Operation Vigilant
Sentry task force to identify lessons
learned from events and share related
reports with all relevant federal
partners. DHS concurred with both
recommendations.
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1 U.S. GOVERNMENT ACCOUNTABILITY OFFICE

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

January 13, 2026

The Honorable Roger Wicker
Chairman

Committee on Armed Services
United States Senate

The Honorable Ted Cruz
Chairman

Committee on Commerce, Science, and Transportation

United States Senate

The Honorable Sam Graves
Chairman

Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure

House of Representatives

Beginning in 2021, unstable conditions and socioeconomic challenges
occurring simultaneously in Haiti and Cuba helped drive the highest
maritime migration to the U.S. in over 30 years, according to the Coast
Guard. From fiscal year 2022 through fiscal year 2024, almost 70,000
migrants attempted to travel across the Caribbean Sea and Florida
Straits, often in unseaworthy or overloaded vessels, to reach the U.S." In
response, in August 2022, the Coast Guard, in collaboration with a
Department of Homeland Security (DHS) task force, initiated a migrant
interdiction surge operation—a high-intensity effort launched on short
notice.2 As of November 2025, the 3-year long surge operation was still

ongoing.

1According to the Department of Homeland Security, known maritime migrant flow is the
number of migrants the U.S. government was able to physically identify or estimate based
on visible evidence. It includes migrants who were interdicted at sea or apprehended on
land, migrants who were deterred or disrupted from reaching the U.S., migrants who were
seen but got away, and migrants who were either presumed or confirmed to have lost their

lives.

2The Coast Guard defines surge operations as high-intensity efforts launched on short
notice in response to emergency situations. The Coast Guard and other federal entities
often rely on surge operations to help reduce the impacts of emergency events—such as
the surge of migrants from Cuba and Haiti attempting to reach the U.S. following recent
geopolitical and economic crises in those countries. During such surge events, the Coast
Guard may redirect additional resources, including aircraft and cutters, and personnel to a

specific region.
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The Coast Guard, a multi-mission military service within DHS, is the lead
federal maritime agency responsible for interdicting illicit drug traffic and
enforcing U.S. immigration laws and policies at sea.3 According to the
Coast Guard, its presence—vessels, aircraft, and specialized forces—
serves as an enforcement mechanism and deterrent to illicit activity that
contributes to instability throughout the Western Hemisphere.4 In fiscal
year 2024, the Coast Guard estimated spending approximately $2.6
billion for its drug interdiction and migrant interdiction missions—about 26
percent of its total estimated operating expenses across its 11 statutory
missions.5

The U.S. government has identified the trafficking and smuggling of illicit
drugs by transnational and domestic criminal organizations as a
significant threat to the public, law enforcement, and national security. We
have previously reported on longstanding challenges that have hindered
the Coast Guard’s ability to meet its drug interdiction and other statutory
mission demands. These challenges include (1) declining availability and
readiness of its vessels and aircraft, (2) acquisition-associated delays in
replacing them, and (3) workforce shortages and retention challenges.®
We have previously reported that the Coast Guard’s challenge of
balancing its varied mission priorities has grown as it is called on to do
more with its limited resources.

Given challenges the federal government faces in responding to drug

misuse, in March 2021, we added national efforts to prevent, respond to,
and recover from drug misuse to our High-Risk List. We identified several
challenges in the federal government’s response to drug misuse, such as

3Migration enforcement via maritime routes is far less common than via land routes. For
example, according to Coast Guard data, in fiscal year 2022 known maritime migrant flow
was approximately 34,000, while U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) enforcement
encounters at land borders were over 2.7 million—that is, maritime migrant flows were
about 1 percent of land border encounters.

4The Coast Guard maintains Deployable Specialized Forces units with the capabilities
needed to deploy with specialized training to handle counterdrug, terrorism, and other
threats to the U.S. maritime environment.

5The Coast Guard’s 11 statutory missions are: marine safety; search and rescue; aids to
navigation; living marine resources; marine environmental protection; ice operations;
ports, waterways, and coastal security; drug interdiction; migrant interdiction; defense
readiness; and other law enforcement. 6 U.S.C. § 468(a). See appendix | for more
information on Coast Guard’s statutory missions.

6GAOQ, Coast Guard: Actions Needed to Address Persistent Challenges Hindering Efforts
to Counter Illicit Maritime Drug Smuggling, GAO-24-107785 (Washington, D.C.: Sept. 19,
2024).
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the need for more effective implementation and monitoring, and related
ongoing efforts to address the issue, including drug interdiction.”

You asked us to review Coast Guard’s efforts for its drug interdiction and
migrant interdiction missions. This report examines (1) trends in
resources the Coast Guard deployed for its 11 statutory missions in fiscal
years 2015 through 2024, (2) the extent the Coast Guard met its annual
drug and migrant interdiction mission performance targets in fiscal years
2015 through 2024, (3) how the Coast Guard’s maritime migration surge
operation during fiscal years 2022 through 2024 affected its ability to
perform its other statutory missions, and (4) the extent the Coast Guard
and key federal partners coordinated to conduct maritime migrant
interdiction.

To determine the trends in resources the Coast Guard deployed for its 11
statutory missions in fiscal years 2015 through 2024, we analyzed Coast
Guard aircraft and vessel operational hour data for each of its statutory
missions during this time.8 To assess the reliability of these data, we
reviewed relevant documentation, conducted electronic testing of the
data, and interviewed program officials. We found these data to be
sufficiently reliable to report Coast Guard aircraft and vessel operational
hours by statutory mission. To determine the Coast Guard’s estimated
operating expenses, we analyzed the service’s Mission Cost Model
operating expense estimates for its 11 statutory missions.® To assess the
reliability of these data, we reviewed relevant documentation and written
responses from relevant officials. We found these data to be sufficiently
reliable to estimate Coast Guard’s operating expenses across its 11
statutory missions.

7See GAO, High-Risk Series: Dedicated Leadership Needed to Address Limited Progress
in Most High-Risk Areas, GAO-21-119SP (Washington, D.C.: Mar. 2, 2021). We issue an
update to the High-Risk List every 2 years at the start of each new session of Congress.
The most recent update was issued in February 2025. See GAO, High-Risk Series:
Heightened Attention Could Save Billions More and Improve Government Efficiency and
Effectiveness, GAO-25-108125 (Washington, D.C.: Feb. 25, 2025).

8Coast Guard uses its Asset Logistics Management Information System to track its vessel
and aircraft operational hours.

9The Coast Guard uses the Mission Cost Model to estimate operating expenses.
According to the Coast Guard, the service estimates its operating expenses for each
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.
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To assess the extent the Coast Guard met its annual drug and migrant
interdiction mission performance targets, we identified the performance
measures Coast Guard used for its drug and migrant interdiction missions
during fiscal years 2015 through 2024. We analyzed Coast Guard
interdiction performance data and compared these results against the
respective performance targets for each year from fiscal year 2015
through fiscal year 2024. To assess the reliability of these data, we
reviewed relevant documentation and interviewed Coast Guard program
officials and determined the data were sufficiently reliable to report on the
Coast Guard’s performance over that time period.

We assessed the Coast Guard’s migrant interdiction performance
measures against Coast Guard’s criteria in its Framework for Strategic
Mission Management, Enterprise Risk Stewardship, and Internal Control,
which states that management should use quality information to achieve
the entity’s objectives and that while performance measures need not be
perfect, they must be sufficient for their intended use.°

We interviewed Coast Guard headquarters officials to better understand
how the Coast Guard determines its performance targets and uses the
results of these measures. We also discussed any factors that affected
the service’s ability to meet those targets.

To address how the maritime migration surge operation affected the
Coast Guard’s ability to perform its other statutory missions, we analyzed
Coast Guard data on its drug and migrant interdictions from fiscal year
2015 through fiscal year 2024. To assess the reliability of these data, we
reviewed relevant documentation, interviewed program officials, and
conducted electronic testing of the data. We found all 10 years of drug
interdiction case data to be sufficiently reliable to report on drug seizures
from fiscal year 2015 through fiscal year 2024. However, we determined
that while migrant interdiction case data in fiscal years 2020 through 2024
were sufficiently reliable, there were a high amount of missing case

10United States Coast Guard, Deputy Commandant for Operations, Framework for
Strategic Mission Management, Enterprise Risk Stewardship, and Internal Control (July
2020).
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numbers prior to that, in fiscal years 2015 through 2019.1 For this
reason, we found those data to be unreliable and limited our reporting of
migrant interdiction outcomes to fiscal years 2020 through 2024.

We also reviewed Coast Guard documentation, including planning and
performance documents, such as Strategic Planning Directions and
Operational Performance Assessment Reports. These documents
provide information on Coast Guard asset commitments, mission
performance, and related challenges.

Finally, we interviewed Coast Guard headquarters officials from the Office
of Maritime Law Enforcement Policy, and field officials from its two area
commands (Pacific and Atlantic) and five of its nine districts, to discuss
how the ongoing maritime migration surge operation affected other Coast
Guard missions and operations. 12

We also conducted site visits to Coast Guard locations in Miami, Florida,
and San Diego, California. We selected these locations due to the volume
of maritime migration in those areas, and their involvement in the
maritime migration surge operation in the Caribbean and South Florida
Straits. During these site visits, we toured Coast Guard facilities and met
with officials at the district, sector, and air station level who had
conducted drug interdiction and migrant interdiction operations. While the
information obtained from our site visits is not generalizable, it provided
valuable insights about the challenges the Coast Guard faced in meeting
its drug and migrant interdiction mission demands, particularly during the
maritime migration surge operation.

To address the extent the Coast Guard and key federal partners
coordinated to conduct maritime migrant interdiction, we assessed DHS’s
maritime migration coordination efforts against leading practices for

11Coast Guard uses its Maritime Information for Safety and Law Enforcement system to
record migrant interdiction data. According to Coast Guard officials, beginning in fiscal
year 2020, they implemented a data reconciliation process to improve data quality and
reliability. Officials told us the Coast Guard compiles migrant interdiction data from
multiple federal agency sources, then reconciles these data by holding a monthly meeting
with all relevant stakeholders to ensure its accuracy and completeness.

12We interviewed Coast Guard officials in all five of the districts that were either directly
involved in the migrant interdiction mission or contributed assets to the maritime migration
surge operation. These are the Northeast, East, Southeast, Heartland, and Southwest
districts.
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interagency collaboration we identified in our prior work. '3 Specifically, we
reviewed DHS, Joint Task Force-Maritime, and Coast Guard
documentation to identify the use of leading collaboration practices in
written guidance and agreements. 4 This documentation included
operation-specific plans and reports, such as the DHS Operation Vigilant
Sentry Base Plan. These documents include information that describes
methods and mechanisms for interagency collaboration and information
sharing procedures for responding to mass maritime migration in the
Caribbean Sea and Florida Straits. The documentation also included
national- and field-level policies and procedures—such as local Regional
Coordinating Mechanism charters.

Further, to assess the Coast Guard’s and the Operation Vigilant Sentry
task force’s collaborative efforts, we interviewed officials from the Coast
Guard, CBP, U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, and Joint
Interagency Task Force-South (JIATF-South). We also interviewed
Operation Vigilant Sentry task force officials responsible for leading
maritime migration coordination efforts. Finally, during our site visits to
Miami, Florida, and San Diego, California, we interviewed officials from
the Coast Guard, as well as CBP’s Air and Marine Operations and Border
Patrol, about their collaboration efforts using the DHS Regional
Coordinating Mechanisms. The Regional Coordinating Mechanisms serve

13GAO, Government Performance Management: Leading Practices to Enhance
Interagency Collaboration and Address Crosscutting Challenges, GAO-23-105520
(Washington, D.C.: May 24, 2023). We selected all key considerations for seven of the
eight leading collaboration practices because they were relevant to Coast Guard and
Operation Vigilant Sentry maritime migrant interdiction efforts. We excluded two key
considerations from the 8th leading practice (ensure accountability) because they were
not relevant to the scope of this review. These were whether collaboration-related
competencies or performance standards have been established against which individual
performance can be evaluated and whether the means to recognize and reward
accomplishments related to collaboration have been established. We assessed the
evidence we collected against the key considerations we determined to be applicable
using the following assessments: (1) “Generally Followed” when evidence showed that
Coast Guard or the Operation Vigilant Sentry task force took steps that generally aligned
with the applicable considerations within a practice; (2) “Partially Followed” when evidence
showed that Coast Guard or the task force took steps that aligned with some of the
applicable considerations within a practice, but not all; and (3) “Not Followed” when
evidence showed that Coast Guard or the task force did not take any steps that aligned
with the applicable considerations within a practice.

14According to DHS officials, the Operation Vigilant Sentry task force reports to DHS Joint
Task Force-Maritime, which provides oversight, coordination and support. Joint Task
Force-Maritime was formerly known as Joint Task Force-East. In July 2025, DHS officials
told us they changed the task force name to clarify the task force mission and scope,
which covers all U.S. maritime borders and will support the Homeland Security Task
Forces operating in all 50 states, not solely those in the East.
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as a primary method for interagency collaboration.'s While the information
we obtained from these interviews and site visits is not generalizable, it
provided valuable insights into their collaboration practices.

We conducted this performance audit from March 2024 to January 2026
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.

Background

The Coast Guard’s field structure is organized under two area
commands, the Atlantic and Pacific Area Commands. These two area
commands oversee nine districts across the U.S., which, in turn,
collectively oversee 36 sectors.’® Each Coast Guard area, district, and
sector is responsible for managing its assets—aircraft, cutters, and
boats—and accomplishing missions within its area of responsibility. The
Coast Guard operates a total fleet of about 200 fixed- and rotary-wing
aircraft, almost 250 cutters, and more than 1,600 boats.1?

Drug Interdiction Mission

Coast Guard’s aim for the drug interdiction mission is to stem the flow of
illicit drugs into the U.S. According to the Coast Guard, this mission
supports national and international strategies to deter and disrupt the
market for illegal drugs, dismantle transnational organized crime and drug
trafficking organizations, and prevent transnational threats from reaching
the U.S.

The Coast Guard is a major contributor of vessels and aircraft deployed
to disrupt the flow of illicit drugs, including those smuggled from South
America to the U.S. through the Western Hemisphere transit zone—a 6

15DHS established Regional Coordinating Mechanisms as an interagency collaborative
tool to implement DHS’s Maritime Operations Coordination Plan—a national-level policy.
In addition to the lead agencies—the Coast Guard and CBP—Regional Coordinating
Mechanisms include other stakeholders from all levels of government, including state,
local, and tribal law enforcement agencies.

16The Atlantic Area command oversees the Coast Guard operations east of the Colorado
Rockies to the Arabian Gulf, from Canada to the Caribbean. The Pacific Area command
oversees the Coast Guard operations from Montana to Madagascar and from the North to
the South Poles.

17Coast Guard cutters are vessels that are 65 feet or greater in length with adequate
accommodations for crews to live onboard.
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million square mile area of smuggling routes that includes the eastern
Pacific Ocean and the Caribbean Sea, as shown in figure 1.

Figure 1: Maritime and Land Routes for lllicit Drug Smuggling to the U.S.
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Source: U.S. Coast Guard based on the Consoclidated Counterdrug Database; Map Resources (Map). | GAO-26-107440

Cocaine interdiction is a U.S. National Drug Control Strategy priority, and
according to the Office of National Drug Control Policy, most of the
cocaine being smuggled in the maritime environment is by
noncommercial maritime vessels through the transit zone. Drug traffickers
use go-fast boats, fishing vessels, submersible vessels, noncommercial
aircraft, and other types of conveyances to smuggle cocaine from the
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source zone to Central America, Mexico, and the Caribbean en route to
the United States.

The Coast Guard primarily conducts its drug interdiction operations in
collaboration with JIATF-South, which is under the Department of
Defense’s U.S. Southern Command.'® The Department of Defense is
tasked with detecting and monitoring aerial and maritime transit of illegal
drugs into the U.S.19 JIATF-South oversees detection and monitoring
operations of drug smuggling specifically in the transit zone. It relies on
resources, such as vessels and surveillance aircraft, from the Department
of Defense (Navy); DHS components (including the Coast Guard and
CBP Air and Marine Operations); and partner nations including Canada,
the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom. According to JIATF-South and
Coast Guard officials, JIATF-South uses these assets, in conjunction with
available intelligence, to identify the maritime trafficking of illicit drugs far
from U.S. shores and close to the source zone countries in South
America. It does so to increase the chance that interdictions include
larger load sizes and to cause greater disruption to illicit drug smuggling
organizations.

Once JIATF-South detects a smuggling event, it passes this information
and control of the assets to law enforcement authorities, such as the
Coast Guard, to interdict the smuggling vessel, as shown in figure 2.
Specifically, Coast Guard Deployable Specialized Forces include Law
Enforcement Detachment Teams. These teams consist of specially
trained personnel who deploy aboard Navy and allied nation vessels—
and sometimes augment existing law enforcement teams on Coast Guard
cutters—to conduct maritime law enforcement operations. The teams

18The U.S. Southern Command is one of 11 unified combatant commands in the
Department of Defense. The Southern Command is a joint command composed of military
and civilian personnel representing the Army, Navy, Air Force, Marine Corps, Coast
Guard, and several other federal agencies. It is responsible for providing contingency
planning, operations, and security cooperation in Central America, South America, and the
Caribbean. The Key West, Florida-based JIATF-South, a direct-reporting unit of the
Southern Command, is the primary operations center and coordinator for detecting and
monitoring suspected air and maritime drug trafficking in the transit zone.

1910 U.S.C. § 124(a)(1).
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have the authority to board target vessels and take custody of suspected
drug smugglers.20

Figure 2: Coast Guard Vessels and Aircraft Interdict Smuggling Vessels

Source: U.S. Coast Guard courtesy photos. | GAO-26-107440

Migrant Interdiction Coast Guard’s aim for the migrant interdiction mission is to stem the flow

Mission of unlawful migration and human smuggling activities via maritime routes.
It has three main objectives: (1) deter migrants and transnational
smugglers from attempting to enter the U.S. through maritime routes; (2)
detect and interdict migrants and smugglers far from the U.S. border; and
(3) expand Coast Guard participation in multi-agency and bi-national
border security initiatives.2!

20The Coast Guard has law enforcement authority on the high seas and U.S. waters, and
Coast Guard officers engaging in law enforcement pursuant to this authority are deemed
agents of the particular department or agency charged with the administration of the law
being enforced. 14 U.S.C. § 522(a), (b)(1). The Department of Defense is prohibited from
using its services to conduct federal law enforcement except where authorized by the
Constitution or an act of Congress. 18 U.S.C. § 1385. The Secretaries of Defense and
Homeland Security must assign Coast Guard personnel who are trained in law
enforcement to appropriate surface naval vessels to perform law enforcement functions in
drug interdiction areas. 10 U.S.C. § 279(a).

21According to the Coast Guard, it interdicts smugglers and migrants as far from U.S.
shores as possible with the intent to repatriate the migrants to their country of departure or
origin, or alternatively, and depending on the location of interdiction, land them in the U.S.
for prosecution of applicable immigration offenses. See 8 U.S.C. §§ 1324-1326; Exec.
Order No. 12,807, 57 Fed. Reg. 23,133 (May 24, 1992); Exec. Order No. 13,276, 67 Fed.
Reg. 69,985 (Nov. 15, 2002).
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Figure 3: The Coast Guard Interdicts a Migrant Vessel

Source: U.S. Coast Guard courtesy photo. | GAO-26-107440

In its Atlantic Area Command, the Coast Guard primarily conducts its
migrant interdiction mission within the DHS-led Operation Vigilant Sentry
task force, which comprises about 10 federal departments and
agencies.22 This task force provides a coordination mechanism to
enhance and unify DHS efforts. It includes various federal, state, and
local agencies that each contribute assets and resources to the task
force’s operations. DHS uses the Operation Vigilant Sentry task force to
coordinate the deployment of joint aircraft, vessels, and personnel to
deter mass migration events and respond to other maritime migration
incidents in the Caribbean corridor of the U.S.

The task force began surging Coast Guard assets to the Caribbean in
August 2022 in response to historically high levels of maritime migration

22The Operation Vigilant Sentry task force was formerly known as the Homeland Security
Task Force-Southeast. In May 2025, DHS changed this task force name to eliminate
potential confusion with the establishment of new Homeland Security Task Forces in all 50
states pursuant to Executive Order 14,159, "Protecting the American People Against
Invasion." See Exec. Order No. 14,159, § 6, 90 Fed. Reg. 8,443 (Jan. 20, 2025).
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Coast Guard
Operational Hours
and Estimated
Expenses Varied
During Fiscal Years
2015 through 2024

from Cuba and Haiti. As of November 2025, the surge operation was
ongoing.

Coast Guard’s use of vessels and aircraft (operational hours) and
estimated operating expenses for each of its 11 statutory missions varied
from fiscal year 2015 through 2024. Overall, the total number of
operational hours generally decreased and the total estimated operating
expenses generally increased since fiscal year 2017, as shown in figure
4.23

_______________________________________________________________________________|]
Figure 4: Coast Guard Vessel and Aircraft Operational Hours and Estimated
Operating Expenses, Fiscal Years 2015-2024
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Source: GAO analysis of U.S. Coast Guard data. | GAO-26-107440

Note: Coast Guard operational hours include the use of aircraft, cutters, and boats for its 11 statutory
missions. See 6 U.S.C. § 468(a). 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 or for
training. According to the Coast Guard, the service estimates its operating expenses for each mission
by (1) multiplying operations and maintenance costs for supporting a vessel or aircraft by the

23See appendix Il for more information on the Coast Guard’s operational hours and
estimated operating expenses from fiscal year 2015 through 2024.
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operational hours and (2) using survey data to estimate additional personnel costs for nonvessel or
aircraft-based operations.

Coast Guard data show that on average, in fiscal years 2015 through
2024, vessel and aircraft operational hours for its drug and migrant
interdiction missions accounted for 27 percent of the Coast Guard’s
annual operational hours.24 In addition, 24 percent of the Coast Guard’s
total estimated operating expenses for its statutory missions was for drug
interdiction (15 percent) and migrant interdiction (9 percent)—averaging
more than $1.9 billion combined annually, as shown in figure 5.25

24Coast Guard operational hours include the use of aircraft, cutters, and boats for its 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 or for
training. The Coast Guard’s 11 statutory missions are: marine safety; search and rescue;
aids to navigation; living marine resources; marine environmental protection; ice
operations; ports, waterways, and coastal security; drug interdiction; migrant interdiction;
defense readiness; and other law enforcement. 6 U.S.C. § 468(a).

25According to the Coast Guard, the service estimates its operating expenses for each
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.
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Figure 5: Coast Guard Average Annual Vessel and Aircraft Operational Hours and Average Annual Estimated Operating
Expenses, by Statutory Mission, Fiscal Years 2015-2024
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Source: GAO analysis of U.S. Coast Guard data. | GAO-26-107440

Note: Coast Guard operational hours include the use of aircraft, cutters, and boats for its 11 statutory
missions. See 6 U.S.C. § 468(a). 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 or for
training. According to the Coast Guard, the service estimates its operating expenses for each 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.
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Coast Guard
Generally Did Not
Meet its Interdiction
Targets and Has Not
Implemented
Effective Migrant
Interdiction
Performance
Measures

The Coast Guard did not meet the target for its primary drug interdiction
performance measure in any of the 10 years from fiscal year 2015
through fiscal year 2024, due in part to longstanding asset and personnel
challenges. The Coast Guard also did not meet the target for its primary
migrant interdiction measure in 6 of 10 years during that same period.
Coast Guard officials stated that these performance measures do not
effectively assess its drug and migrant interdiction efforts. As a result, the
Coast Guard has implemented new drug interdiction measures that
officials said effectively measure its efforts in this area. As of July 2025,
Coast Guard officials said the service was in the initial stages of
developing new migrant interdiction performance measures and that the
new measures had not yet been approved by the Coast Guard or DHS.

Coast Guard Did Not Meet
Its Primary Drug
Interdiction Performance
Target for 10 Years

The Coast Guard did not meet the target for its primary drug interdiction
mission performance measure—the removal rate for cocaine from
noncommercial vessels in the maritime transit zone—during fiscal years
2015 through 2024.26 According to the Coast Guard, the service lowered
the target three times to make it more attainable. However, according to
Coast Guard data, the service still did not meet the target, as shown in
figure 6.

26For the purpose of this report, we considered this measure to be the Coast Guard’s
primary measure for drug interdiction because Coast Guard uses this measure to gauge
program results and for resource requests that it reports to Congress. See appendix Il for
more information on the Coast Guard’s performance measures.
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Figure 6: Coast Guard Cocaine Removal Rate from Noncommercial Vessels in the
Maritime Transit Zone, Fiscal Years 2015-2024
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Source: GAO analysis of U.S. Coast Guard data. | GAO-26-107440

Note: The removal rate for cocaine from noncommercial vessels in the maritime transit zone
performance measure assesses the percentage of cocaine directly seized or observed being
jettisoned, scuttled, or destroyed as a result of Coast Guard actions, relative to the total known flow of
cocaine through the transit zone using noncommercial maritime vessels. The Coast Guard and other
federal agencies use the Consolidated Counterdrug Database to capture all known and suspected
drug movement, allowing them to calculate the total known flow of cocaine. The database is the U.S.
government’s authoritative database for illicit drug movement in the Western Hemisphere. During
quarterly interagency conferences, database partners develop and reconcile information about the
quantity of cocaine seized during drug interdiction operations.

This measure compares the amount of cocaine removed as a result of
Coast Guard actions to the total known flow of cocaine through the transit
zone.2” The Coast Guard has another longstanding performance measure
for drug interdiction—the metric tons of cocaine removed from

27Removals include those drugs that are seized or observed being jettisoned, scuttled, or
destroyed as a result of Coast Guard actions. The Coast Guard and other federal
agencies use the Consolidated Counterdrug Database to capture all known and
suspected drug movement, allowing them to calculate the total known flow of cocaine. The
database is the U.S. government’s authoritative database for illicit drug movement in the
Western Hemisphere. During quarterly interagency conferences, database partners
develop and reconcile information about the quantity of cocaine seized during drug
interdiction operations.
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Vessel and Aircraft Availability
Challenges

noncommercial vessels in the maritime transit zone. According to the
Coast Guard, its Office of Maritime Law Enforcement Policy regularly
reviews drug interdiction performance and recommends new targets.
Officials told us they use historical performance data, anticipated asset
availability, and estimated cocaine flow through the transit zone, among
other factors, to set targets that Coast Guard considers both attainable
and optimistic.28

Several longstanding challenges have hindered the Coast Guard’s ability
to meet its drug interdiction performance measures and other mission
demands. As we have previously reported, these challenges include (1)
declining availability of vessels and aircraft, (2) acquisition-associated
delays in replacing them, and (3) workforce challenges.2®

The Coast Guard’s vessels and aircraft have faced availability challenges
and have been in a state of decline for decades. For example, in June
2025 we reported that the operational availability of its Medium
Endurance Cutters, which Coast Guard relies on for its drug interdiction
mission, declined during fiscal years 2020 through 2024.30 We also
reported that the Coast Guard was experiencing increasing cutter
maintenance challenges, and that those increasing challenges, such as
equipment failure and resulting unplanned maintenance, have led to
cutters missing patrol obligations. For example, Coast Guard operational
reporting documents stated that unplanned maintenance, among other

28|n February 2025, the Department of Homeland Security’s Office of Inspector General
(OIG) released a report on Coast Guard drug interdiction. In the report, the OIG found the
Coast Guard was not able to meet its performance targets for drug interdiction in fiscal
years 2021 through 2023. According to the OIG, this occurred, in part, because the Coast
Guard did not always have cutters available to perform the counterdrug mission and did
not have a contingency plan to address the cutters’ unavailability. The OIG recommended
that the Coast Guard develop such a plan; however, the Coast Guard did not concur with
the recommendation. The report made three other recommendations related to the Coast
Guard’s drug interdiction mission and the Coast Guard concurred with all three. DHS OIG,
The Coast Guard Faces Challenges Interdicting Non-Commercial Vessels Smuggling
Drugs into the United States, OIG-25-17 (Washington, D.C.: Feb. 19, 2025).

29GA0-24-107785.

30GAO, Coast Guard: Actions Needed to Address Cutter and Maintenance Workforce
Challenges, GAO-25-107222 (Washington, D.C.: June 25, 2025). The Coast Guard
operates a fleet of 28 Medium Endurance Cultters, consisting of 14 measuring 210 feet
and 13 measuring 270 feet. These cutters are deployed for a wide range of mission
operations, including search and rescue; interdicting illegal drugs and migrants; enforcing
fishing laws; and securing ports, waterways, and coastal areas. It also operates a 282-foot
Medium Endurance Cutter for search and rescue, international and domestic fisheries
enforcement, and homeland defense activities.
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Acquisition Program
Challenges

things, had significantly reduced the capacity of Medium Endurance
Cutters to conduct missions for the Atlantic Area Command.

The Coast Guard’s asset readiness challenges are not limited to its
cutters. In April 2024, we reported that the Coast Guard’s aircraft
generally did not meet the Coast Guard’s 71 percent availability target
during fiscal years 2018 through 2022.31 Coast Guard officials attributed
the aircraft fleet generally not meeting availability targets to maintenance
and repair challenges.

We also found that the Coast Guard'’s declining asset availability is
exacerbated by persistent challenges it faces managing its planned $40
billion acquisition programs to modernize its vessels and aircraft.
Headquarters officials told us that they would not be able to increase
mission activity without acquiring more assets, but acquisition delays
have been a longstanding challenge for the service. Furthermore,
according to officials, the acquisition process is lengthy, as it can take
several years from initial request to final delivery of an asset.

Our prior work has found that these persistent challenges include
capability gaps from schedule delays, and affordability concerns and
difficult tradeoff decisions. Specifically, delays experienced by the Coast
Guard’s highest priority program—the Offshore Patrol Cutters—uwiill
exacerbate capability gaps.32 The Coast Guard testified in July 2024 that
Offshore Patrol Cutters—which will replace Medium Endurance Cutters—
are to be essential assets for JIATF-South and the service’s drug

31GAO, Coast Guard: Aircraft Fleet and Aviation Workforce Assessments Needed,
GAO-24-106374 (Washington, D.C.: Apr. 9, 2024). We further reported that the Coast
Guard is embarking on a significant operational change from a largely short-range
helicopter fleet to a medium-range fleet. However, we reported that its related planning
efforts raised serious questions, including how the medium-range helicopters will interact
with cutters for its drug interdiction operations. We recommended the Coast Guard should
assess the type and number of helicopters the service requires to meet its mission
demands, as part of an analysis of alternatives and fleet mix analysis, among other things.
In August 2025, the Coast Guard stated it was coordinating both an analysis of
alternatives and a fleet mix analysis and anticipated completing the steps to address these
recommendations by December 2027. We will continue monitoring Coast Guard's efforts
to address all recommendations from this report.

320ffshore Patrol Cutters generally conduct the same range of missions as Medium
Endurance Cutters, including search and rescue and interdicting drugs and migrants.
Designed for long-distance transit, extended on-scene presence, and operations with
deployable aircraft and small boats, these cutters are intended to provide offshore
presence for the Coast Guard’s cutter fleet.
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Workforce Challenges

interdiction mission.33 However, in May 2024, we reported that the Coast
Guard had delayed delivery of the first Offshore Patrol Cutter by 4 years,
from fiscal year 2021 to 2025.34 Given the delays, the Coast Guard has
projected a reduction in asset availability—or a reduction in the number of
cutters available for operations—through 2039.35

Our prior work has also shown that staffing shortfalls and poor workforce
planning have affected the Coast Guard’s ability to meet its mission
needs, including for drug interdiction. In May 2025, we reported that while
the service had exceeded its annual recruitment target in fiscal year 2024,
it fell short of its goals for fiscal years 2019 through 2023.3¢ Even with the
increase in recruiting, we reported in April 2025 that the service remained
approximately 2,600 service members, or 8.5 percent of its total enlisted
workforce, short of its enlisted workforce target at the end of fiscal year
2024.37 As a result, the Coast Guard was operating below the workforce
level it deemed necessary to meet its operational demands.

Further, in June 2025, we reported that cutter crew and support position
vacancy rates increased from fiscal year 2017 through fiscal year 2024,
according to Coast Guard data.38 Multiple Coast Guard officials told us
that due to cutter personnel shortages, cutters often deploy without a full
crew, leaving the remaining crew to take on the responsibilities of missing
staff. We also previously reported on Coast Guard resource shortfalls and
incomplete workforce planning for various units the service relies on to
support its drug interdiction mission, including its aviation workforce. For
example, the Coast Guard had not assessed and determined necessary

33Admiral Linda L. Fagan, Commandant, U.S. Coast Guard, testimony before the House
of Representatives Committee on Homeland Security, 118th Cong., 2nd sess., July 24,
2024.

34GAO, Coast Guard Acquisitions: Opportunities Exist to Improve Shipbuilding Outcomes,
GAO-24-107488 (Washington, D.C.: May 7, 2024).

35GAOQ, Coast Guard Acquisitions: Offshore Patrol Cutter Program Needs to Mature
Technology and Design, GAO-23-105805 (Washington, D.C.: June 20, 2023).

38GAOQ, Coast Guard: Progress Made to Address Recruiting Challenges but Additional
Actions Needed, GAO-25-107224 (Washington, D.C.: May 14, 2025).

37GAO, Coast Guard: Enhanced Data and Planning Could Help Address Service Member
Retention Issues, GAO-25-107869 (Washington, D.C.: Apr. 23, 2025).

38GA0-25-107222. Specifically, our analysis showed that 1,104 cutter crew and support
positions were vacant (about 13 percent) in fiscal year 2024. This is an increase from
fiscal year 2017, in which 401 cutter crew and support positions were vacant (about 5
percent). Cutter crew positions are positions assigned to a specific cutter and cutter
support positions are positions assigned to a shore-based support team, such as a
Maintenance Augmentation Team.
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staffing levels and skills for a large portion of its aviation workforce,
including all 25 of its air stations and its major aircraft repair facility.3®

In addition, according to Coast Guard officials, the maritime migration
surge operation the Coast Guard began in fiscal year 2022 significantly
exacerbated its inability to meet its drug interdiction mission. This is
because it redirected assets from the drug interdiction mission to the
migrant interdiction mission. According to Coast Guard officials, the
migrant interdiction mission is in part a life-saving mission and, therefore,
a higher-priority mission. In addition, Coast Guard officials told us that
other factors that affected the service’s ability to meet its primary drug
interdiction performance target included prioritizing other statutory
mission operations, such as search and rescue, and transnational
criminal organizations changing their tactics to evade detection.

According to Coast Guard officials, neither of their longstanding drug
interdiction performance measures effectively capture the service’s drug
interdiction efforts. Thus, officials told us they had developed and
implemented new additional measures that more effectively assess these
efforts. In fiscal years 2021 and 2022, the Coast Guard began using four
new drug interdiction performance measures.4 These new measures
focus on the Coast Guard’s use of its assets, rather than on the amount
of drug removals. According to the Coast Guard, these measures assess
how effectively the Coast Guard uses the assets actively conducting drug
interdictions and, therefore, reflect information that more accurately
measure its efforts.

Coast Guard officials told us in July 2025 that the service has identified its
preferred primary measures—with updated targets—for use internally and
to report externally. Officials said the service incorporated these changes

39GA0-24-106374. In April 2024, we recommended that the Coast Guard should assess
and determine the aviation workforce levels it requires to meet its mission needs, and the
service concurred with our recommendation. We also made four other recommendations
in the report and the Coast Guard concurred with all four. As of December 2025, four
recommendations remain open and one, related to uniformly collecting and maintaining air
station readiness data, has been implemented. We will continue monitoring Coast Guard's
efforts to address the open recommendations.

40These four measures are (1) interdiction success rate, (2) effective presence rating, (3)
cumulative weekly interdiction rate, and (4) weekly interdiction rate-high potential
interdiction day. According to Coast Guard documentation, collectively, these measures
assess the quality of targeting information given to the Coast Guard, the amount of time
an asset is in a certain area and able to conduct interdictions, and how many interdictions
an asset conducts over a specific length of time while deployed to JIATF-South.
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into its fiscal year 2026—2027 Strategic Planning Direction, which as of
July 2025 was pending DHS approval.

Coast Guard Has Not Yet
Implemented Performance
Measures that Effectively
Assess its Migrant
Interdiction Efforts

The Coast Guard did not meet the target for its primary migrant
interdiction mission performance measure—percent of migrants
attempting to enter the U.S. by maritime routes interdicted by the Coast
Guard—during 6 of 10 years from fiscal year 2015 through fiscal year
2024.41 The measure compares the number of migrants the service
interdicts to total known maritime migrant flow.42 According to Coast
Guard officials, the service lowered the target during that period to make
it more attainable. As a result, according to Coast Guard data, it met the
target in fiscal years 2016 and 2017 and 2022 and 2023, as shown in
figure 7.

41For the purpose of this report, we considered this measure to be the Coast Guard’s
primary measure for migrant interdiction because it is the only current measure the Coast
Guard uses that focuses solely on the service’s efforts.

42According to DHS, known maritime migrant flow is the number of migrants the U.S.
government was able to physically identify or estimate based on visible evidence. It
includes migrants who were interdicted at sea or apprehended on land, migrants who
were deterred or disrupted from reaching the U.S., migrants who were seen but got away,
and migrants who were either presumed or confirmed to have lost their lives. Coast Guard
tracks two other measures for the migrant interdiction mission: (1) migrant interdiction
effectiveness in the maritime environment and (2) the number of migrants who attempt to
enter the U.S. via maritime routes interdicted by the Coast Guard and partners.
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Figure 7: Percent of Migrants Attempting to Enter the U.S. by Maritime Routes that
the Coast Guard Interdicted, Fiscal Years 2015-2024

Percentage
100

20
80

70

60
_O_
50 —o0— FoH —0— —o0— —0— —O0—

40

30 —O0— 0~ —Oo—

20

10

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
Fiscal year

—QO— Target

I:l Result

Source: GAO analysis of U.S. Coast Guard data. | GAO-26-107440

Note: The percent of migrants attempting to enter the U.S. by maritime routes interdicted by the
Coast Guard performance measure compares the number of migrants the service interdicts to the
total known maritime migrant flow. According to DHS, known maritime migrant flow is the number of
migrants the U.S. government was able to physically identify or estimate based on visible evidence. It
includes migrants who were interdicted at sea or apprehended on land, deterred or disrupted from
reaching the U.S., detected but got away, and who were either presumed or confirmed to have lost
their lives.

According to Coast Guard officials, the service was unable to consistently
meet this target for a variety of reasons. In particular, the Coast Guard
uses the same types of assets for both its drug interdiction and migrant
interdiction missions. Thus, the factors discussed above related to
declining asset availability, acquisition delays, and workforce challenges
that affected Coast Guard’s ability to meet its drug interdiction
performance targets similarly affected its ability to meet its migrant
interdiction performance targets.

While the Coast Guard did not meet the measure in 6 of the last 10 years,
it surpassed the target in fiscal years 2022 and 2023, when known
maritime migrant flow was markedly higher. According to Coast Guard
data, known maritime migration levels increased from an annual average
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of over 8,200 migrants from fiscal year 2015 through 2021 to
approximately 34,000 migrants each year in fiscal years 2022 and 2023
(a 311 percent increase). To address this increase, the Coast Guard
shifted resources, particularly its vessels and aircraft, from other statutory
missions to conduct migrant interdiction. With these additional assets,
according to Coast Guard data, the service was able to interdict about 37
percent of migrants in both fiscal years 2022 and 2023—the highest
percentage since fiscal year 2017, when known maritime migrant flow
was significantly lower.

Despite increasing its migrant interdiction deployments, the Coast Guard
did not meet its migrant interdiction performance target in fiscal year
2024. According to Coast Guard’s fiscal year 2024 performance report,
one factor that affected its performance was an increase in partner nation
and other federal government agency efforts to interdict migrants.43 As a
result, there was a decrease in the percentage of migrants the Coast
Guard interdicted itself. According to Coast Guard asset operational hour
data, the service spent less time conducting the migrant interdiction
mission in fiscal year 2024 than in each of the previous 2 years.44

While acknowledging factors affecting its operations, Coast Guard
headquarters officials told us that their Coast Guard-only interdiction
measure is not effective for assessing its migrant interdiction mission
performance. They said this was because factors outside of the Coast
Guard’s control impact its ability to meet the target. For example, Coast
Guard officials said that when the Coast Guard detects but is unable to
interdict a migrant vessel and requests assistance from another agency—
such as CBP Air and Marine Operations—it “counts against” the Coast
Guard. In this scenario, the number of known migrants increases, but the
Coast Guard’s interdiction percentage does not increase because CBP
receives credit for the interdiction. Therefore, the Coast Guard does not
make progress towards meeting its performance measure, despite Coast
Guard action that ultimately results in a successful interdiction.

Coast Guard officials agreed that there would be benefits to establishing
new migrant interdiction performance measures but had not previously
done so. In July 2025, Coast Guard officials told us that its Office of
Maritime Law Enforcement Policy was in the initial stages of developing

43Coast Guard, U.S. Coast Guard: FY2024 Performance Report (February 2025).

440perational hour data tracks the number of hours aircraft, cutters, and boats are used
by the Coast Guard.
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Coast Guard Focus
on Migrant
Interdiction Since
August 2022
Impacted its
Operations for Other
Missions

new migrant interdiction performance measures that are intended to more
effectively assess its mission performance. Officials also said these new
measures were in the first stages of internal Coast Guard review, after
which the service will submit the measures to DHS for approval.

Our prior work has found that performance measures should provide
managers and other stakeholders timely, action-oriented information in a
format that helps them make decisions that improve program
performance.45 Moreover, Coast Guard’'s Framework for Strategic Mission
Management, Enterprise Risk Stewardship, and Internal Control states
that management should use quality information to achieve the entity’s
objectives and that while performance measures need not be perfect,
they must be sufficient for their intended use.46

By implementing migrant interdiction mission performance measures that
effectively measure its efforts, the Coast Guard would have better
assurance that it is providing both Coast Guard and DHS decision makers
with relevant information to assess its performance and make future
resource decisions.

Coast Guard Redirected
Resources from Other
Missions to Address
Maritime Migration

The Coast Guard redirected aircraft and vessels from its other statutory
missions to address high maritime migration levels. According to Coast
Guard data, from August 2022 through September 2024, the service
deployed 80 cutters to conduct Operation Vigilant Sentry operations in its

45GAQ, Tax Administration: IRS Needs to Further Refine Its Tax Filing Season
Performance Measures, GAO-03-143 (Washington, D.C.: Nov. 22, 2002).

46Coast Guard, Framework for Strategic Mission Management, Enterprise Risk
Stewardship, and Internal Control.
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Southeast District.4” Of those, 13 were regularly scheduled for migrant
interdiction, 38 were re-directed from other missions, and 29 were a mix
of both. The Coast Guard redirected cutters from its Northeast, East, and
Heartland Districts; its Atlantic Area Command; and seven different
sectors in the eastern U.S. to its Southeast District.48 It also redirected
cutters within its Southeast district. In addition, it sent aircraft from its
Northeast and Heartland Districts, and both Atlantic and Pacific Area
commands, to its Southeast District.4® Although Coast Guard redirected
cutters and aircraft from across the country, it redirected most of these
assets from locations within its East District or Southeast District, as
shown in figure 8.

47Coast Guard redirected several types of cutters to Operation Vigilant Sentry, including
Medium Endurance Cutters (210- and 270-foot), Fast Response Cutters, Coastal Patrol
Boats, National Security Cutters, and Seagoing Buoy Tenders.

48Redirected cutters came from Sector Jacksonville, FL; Sector St. Petersburg, FL; Sector
Miami, FL; Sector Delaware Bay, NJ; Sector Charleston, SC; Sector Virginia, VA; and
Sector North Carolina, NC.

49Aircraft were sent from Air Station Corpus Christi, TX; Aviation Training Center Mobile,
AL; Air Station Cape Cod, MA; Air Station Clearwater, FL; Air Station Elizabeth City, NC;
and Air Station Sacramento, CA.
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Figure 8: Coast Guard Redirected Cutter and Aircraft Deployments for Maritime Migrant Interdiction in the Southeast District,
Fiscal Years 2022-2024
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Note: The numbers in the legend represent the number of cutter and aircraft deployments redirected
from each district to the migrant interdiction mission in the Southeast District since August 2022,
based on the asset’s homeport or home air station location. For example, Coast Guard redirected 7
cutters and 2 aircraft from homeports or home air stations located in its Heartland District to conduct
migrant interdiction under Operation Vigilant Sentry in its Southeast District. In addition, the Coast
Guard redirected cutters already located in its Southeast District to conduct migrant interdiction.
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According to Coast Guard officials, the drug interdiction mission sustained
the most significant impacts from redirecting many of its resources to
migrant interdiction. As shown in figure 9, during fiscal years 2021
through 2023, the Coast Guard increased its operational hours for aircraft
and vessels by 66 percent for the migrant interdiction mission, while
decreasing its hours for drug interdiction by 62 percent. Since fiscal year
2022, migrant interdiction operational hours have surpassed drug
interdiction, flipping the trend in fiscal years 2015 through 2021.

_______________________________________________________________________________|]
Figure 9: Coast Guard Drug and Migrant Interdiction Vessel and Aircraft
Operational Hours, Fiscal Years 2015-2024
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Note: Coast Guard operational hours include the use of aircraft, cutters, and boats for its 11 statutory
missions. See 6 U.S.C. § 468(a). 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 or for
training.

By redirecting assets and surging them to Operation Vigilant Sentry, the
Coast Guard interdicted a higher number of migrants. According to Coast
Guard data, the service interdicted approximately 12,500 of 34,000
migrants, or about 37 percent of known maritime migrant flow, in each of
fiscal years 2022 and 2023. This was six times the number of interdictions
in fiscal year 2020. The migrants whom the Coast Guard did not interdict
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were interdicted or apprehended by other federal agencies (such as CBP
Air and Marine Operations), interdicted or apprehended by international
partners, or landed in the U.S., among other outcomes, as shown in
figure 10.50

________________________________________________________________________________|]
Figure 10: Known Maritime Migrant Flow by Outcome, Fiscal Years 2020-2024
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Source: GAO analysis of U.S. Coast Guard data. | GAO-26-107440

Note: According to Coast Guard documentation, an interdiction occurs at sea, while an apprehension
occurs on land. Partner nation action and U.S. government action include both interdictions and
apprehensions. The U.S. government category includes actions taken by agencies such as CBP’s Air
and Marine Operations. It also includes Coast Guard apprehensions but does not include Coast
Guard interdictions. The deterred or disrupted category tracks migrants that turn back to their starting
point and did not attempt to reach the U.S. The landed category counts those migrants who
successfully reached and landed in the U.S. Two other categories not shown are for migrants who
lost their lives or who were presumed to have lost their lives. From fiscal year 2020 through fiscal
year 2024 approximately 20 to 160 migrants were either presumed or confirmed to have lost their
lives annually.

500ther outcomes include migrants being deterred, being disrupted, presumed to have
lost their lives, or confirmed to have lost their lives.
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According to Coast Guard data, known maritime migrant flow decreased
from fiscal year 2023 (about 34,000 migrants) to fiscal year 2024 (about
14,000 migrants), which DHS officials partly attributed to changes in U.S.
immigration policies.5" According to Coast Guard and Operation Vigilant
Sentry task force officials and Coast Guard documentation, U.S.
immigration policy and perceptions of U.S. immigration policy have
affected maritime migration flows.52

Coast Guard Resource
Tradeoffs Reduced its
Ability to Conduct Drug
Interdiction and Other
Missions

Drug Interdiction

The Coast Guard'’s redirection of resources to the migrant interdiction
mission led the service to make tradeoffs that reduced its ability to
conduct several of its statutory missions—including drug interdiction, aids
to navigation, and living marine resources—and affected its personnel.53

The Coast Guard'’s redirection of assets exacerbated longstanding
challenges and reduced the ability of the service to meet JIATF-South

51Among other immigration related actions which took place during the time frame
covered by these data, in October 2022 and January 2023, DHS implemented a parole
process for Cubans, Haitians, Nicaraguans, and Venezuelans (CHNV Parole Process).
DHS, Implementation of a Parole Process for Venezuelans, 87 Fed. Reg. 63,507 (Oct. 19,
2022); DHS, Implementation of a Parole Process for Haitians, 88 Fed. Reg. 1,243 (Jan. 9,
2023); DHS, Implementation of a Parole Process for Nicaraguans, 88 Fed. Reg. 1,255
(Jan. 9, 2023); DHS, Implementation of a Parole Process for Cubans, 88 Fed. Reg. 1,266
(Jan. 9, 2023). This provided a legal pathway for individuals from these countries and their
immediate family members to enter the United States if they met certain requirements,
such as undergoing a background check and having a confirmed supporter in the U.S. In
May 2023, DHS and the Department of Justice published the Circumvention of Lawful
Pathways Final Rule, which established a rebuttable presumption of ineligibility for asylum
“for certain noncitizens who neither avail themselves of a lawful, safe, and orderly pathway
to the United States nor seek asylum or other protection in a country through which they
travel,” such as through the CHNV Parole Process. Notably, the Final Rule expanded
applicability of the rebuttable presumption of ineligibility for asylum to those noncitizens
who entered the United States from Mexico not only at the southwest land border, but also
at the adjacent coastal borders to address migration by sea. Circumvention of Lawful
Pathways, 88 Fed. Reg. 31,314 (May 16, 2023). In January 2025, an executive order
directed DHS to terminate the CHNV Parole Process, and DHS subsequently published a
Federal Register notice doing so in March 2025. Exec. Order No. 14,165, 90 Fed. Reg.
8,467 (Jan. 20, 2025); DHS, Termination of Parole Processes for Cubans, Haitians,
Nicaraguans, and Venezuelans, 90 Fed. Reg. 13,611 (Mar. 25, 2025). As of December
2025, there is ongoing litigation challenging the termination and other Executive actions.
Svitlana Doe, et al., v. Noem, et. al., No. 25-cv-10495 (D. Mass. March 27, 2025), stay
vacated, 152 F.4th 272 (1st Cir. 2025).

52T 0 help clarify any misperceptions of U.S. immigration policy abroad, Operation Vigilant
Sentry task force officials told us they conduct information campaigns in coordination with
the Department of State.

53See 6 U.S.C. §§ 468(a)(1)(C)-(D), (a)(2)(B).
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drug interdiction mission demands. Both the number of seizures and
amount of drugs the Coast Guard seized annually decreased
considerably during the migrant surge, after varying over time. For
example, in fiscal year 2021, the Coast Guard made 218 drug seizures,
while in fiscal year 2023, during the height of known maritime migrant
flow, it conducted almost half as many, or 112 seizures.54

While the Coast Guard’s primary performance measure focuses on
cocaine, which is the majority of what is seized in the maritime
environment, the service collects data on all drugs it interdicts.55 As
shown in figure 11, the amount of drugs it seized dropped from fiscal year
2021 to fiscal year 2023, from approximately 143,000 kilograms (143
metric tons) to approximately 110,000 kilograms (110 metric tons)—the
fewest going back to fiscal year 2015. That amount rebounded in fiscal
year 2024 to 128,000 kilograms (128 metric tons).

54According to the Coast Guard, drug seizure data reflect only those drugs that are
physically seized and brought onboard a Coast Guard cutter. Coast Guard’s longstanding
performance measures track removals, a category that also includes drugs that are
observed being jettisoned, scuttled, or destroyed as a result of Coast Guard actions but
are never recovered. In addition, while its longstanding performance measures focus on
the maritime transit zone, the Coast Guard conducts drug interdictions in other areas,
including in the broader Atlantic Ocean and the Gulf of Oman.

55|n addition to cocaine, the Coast Guard has seized marijuana, heroin,
methamphetamines, and small amounts of fentanyl, among other drugs.
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Figure 11: Coast Guard Drug Seizures, Fiscal Years 2015-2024
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Source: GAO analysis of U.S. Coast Guard data. | GAO-26-107440

Note: According to the Coast Guard, drug seizure data reflect only those drugs that are physically
seized and brought onboard a Coast Guard cutter. Coast Guard’s longstanding performance
measures track removals, a category that also includes drugs that are observed being jettisoned,
scuttled, or destroyed as a result of Coast Guard actions but are never recovered. Most of the non-
cocaine drug seizures were marijuana. The Coast Guard also seized heroin, methamphetamines, and
small amounts of fentanyl, among other drugs.

The Coast Guard is the lead federal agency for maritime drug interdiction
in the transit zone and its operations with JIATF-South are a key element
of the Coast Guard’s counterdrug efforts. However, partly due to its
redirection of resources away from the drug interdiction mission, the
service was unable to meet its asset commitments to JIATF-South. For
example:

e According to JIATF-South data, the Coast Guard provided half of
JIATF-South requested cutter support in fiscal year 2023. In
comparison, in fiscal year 2021, before the maritime migration surge
operation began, the Coast Guard had provided 96 percent of
requested cutter support to the task force.

« According to a Coast Guard performance report, the Atlantic Area
provided 45 percent (315 of 700 hours) of its planned C-130 marine
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Living Marine Resources and
Other Missions

patrol aircraft deployments to JIATF-South in fiscal year 2023, despite
lowering the target by 40 percent from the year before, fiscal year
2022.

According to JIATF-South officials, partner nations, such as the United
Kingdom and the Netherlands, partially filled the gap left by the Coast
Guard reducing its contributions to JIATF-South. For example, JIATF-
South officials told us that partner nations contributed more vessels for
Coast Guard Law Enforcement Detachment Team deployments.
According to JIATF-South data, in fiscal year 2021 partner nations
accounted for 54 percent of drug interdictions. In fiscal year 2023, it was
67 percent.

The Coast Guard living marine resources statutory mission was also
considerably impacted by the redirection of assets to migrant
interdiction. According to the Coast Guard, this mission focuses on the
conservation and management of marine life and their environment.5? In
fiscal year 2023, the Coast Guard redirected all planned major cutter
living marine resources patrols, which include the boarding of commercial
fishing vessels to ensure compliance with relevant laws and regulations,
in its Northeast, East, and Heartland Districts to migrant interdiction.s8

According to the Coast Guard, the service did this to ensure that days lost
to Medium Endurance Cutter maintenance issues did not prevent
required migrant interdiction deployments. As a result of the asset
redirection, during fiscal years 2021 through 2024 the Coast Guard
decreased its asset operational hours for its living marine resources
mission by 34 percent. Furthermore, Coast Guard did not meet three of
its four performance measures for the mission from fiscal year 2022
through 2024.

The Coast Guard’s reduction in operational hours for living marine
resources affected efforts in its other missions. According to a Coast

56See 6 U.S.C. § 468(a)(1)(D).

57According to the Coast Guard, it enforces laws and regulations in the inland, coastal,
and offshore areas to support conservation and management of living marine resources
and their environments; and enforces compliance with international agreements to deter
illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing activity.

58Major cutters are those cutters that can carry multiple small boat types. According to the
Coast Guard, only Medium Endurance Cutter living marine resource patrols were
redirected to support migrant interdiction. District and Sector managed assets, such as
Fast Response Cutters and small boats, continued to perform the living marine resource
mission across all regions.
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Guard fiscal year 2024 performance report, this reduction led to a drop in
proficiency for vessel boarding teams. Furthermore, because the living
marine resources mission provides readiness for other statutory
missions—such as its other law enforcement mission and search and
rescue—those missions were affected as well.5® According to East District
officials, its deployment of Fast Response Cutters for migrant interdiction
forced the district to scale back living marine resources mission
activities—its main mission—due to more limited cutter availability. Those
officials also told us the cutter deployments may have affected the
district’s ability to effectively do search and rescue in its area of
responsibility.

According to Coast Guard officials, the aids to navigation statutory
mission was also affected, but to a lesser extent.60 According to the Coast
Guard, this mission focuses on maintaining safe and navigable
waterways by providing buoys, lights, and other aids to coordinate the
movement of vessels.6! Between August 2022 and September 2024, the
service redirected buoy tenders from four districts, according to Coast
Guard data. Officials told us these cutters served as holding platforms for
large numbers of interdicted migrants.62 As a result, those buoy tenders
were unavailable to service navigation aids in their home districts.
According to a Coast Guard report from fiscal year 2023, balancing
scheduled maintenance, Operation Vigilant Sentry deployments, and the
priority of meeting standards for navigational aid availability and
maintenance was a consistent challenge throughout the year.

59See 6 U.S.C. §§ 468(a)(1)(B), (a)(2)(E).
60See 6 U.S.C. § 468(a)(1)(C).

61According to the Coast Guard, the service provides more than 50,000 buoys, beacons,
lights, and other aids to coordinate the movement of vessels, support domestic
commerce, and facilitate international trade.

62Coast Guard redirected buoy tenders from Northeast, East, Southeast, and Heartland
Districts.
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Personnel

Figure 12: The Coast Guard Interdicts a Migrant Vessel Headed to the U.S.

Source: U.S. Coast Guard courtesy photo. | GAO-26-107440

The maritime migration surge operation impacted the well-being of Coast
Guard crews, amplified staffing shortages, and affected training
schedules, according to Coast Guard officials. Specifically, according to
the Coast Guard, by the end of fiscal year 2024, the service had deployed
more than 2,800 personnel to support Operation Vigilant Sentry. Of those,
about 1,900 were active duty and the rest were reserve staff. Aimost 800
were medical personnel.

According to Coast Guard officials, cutter crews worked harder for longer
hours under increased stress due to the life-saving nature of the migrant
interdiction mission. According to Southwest District officials, when
personnel deployed for Operation Vigilant Sentry returned to the district,
they required time off to rest before they could resume their normal work.
In response to the strain on cutter crews, Coast Guard officials told us the
service created Resiliency Support Teams and increased chaplain

Page 34 GAO-26-107440 Coast Guard



services on cutters doing migrant interdiction to help address or prevent
crew member mental distress.s3

Coast Guard documentation noted that its East District personnel
deployments to Operation Vigilant Sentry amplified base staffing and
qualification shortfalls, and that there was a drop in underway hours
dedicated to boat crew training. In addition, according to East District
officials, the Coast Guard had to give crews on reallocated cutters time
for non-compliant vessel tactic training, which reduced the cutter’s
underway hours. Furthermore, according to Coast Guard officials, while
cutters held migrants onboard, the crews were unable to do some of their
normal responsibilities, including completing required training.

Figure 13: Interdicted Migrants on a Coast Guard Cutter

Source: U.S. Coast Guard courtesy photo. | GAO-26-107440

Cutter crews were not the only personnel affected. Officials at a
Southeast District air station told us that the air station was conducting

63The Resiliency Support Team is made up of chaplains, doctors, and Health Specialists.
The team provides in-person and virtual personal resiliency support by assessing,
evaluating, and supporting personal readiness and resilience for all personnel deploying
or supporting Operation Vigilant Sentry before, during, and following deployment or
operations.
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DHS Task Force
Facilitates Maritime
Migration
Coordination but
Lacks a Process to
Address Lessons
Learned and Share
Information

daily patrol flights, which were significantly longer than those it conducted
before the surge operation. Officials also told us that meeting the migrant
interdiction mission and maintaining readiness to conduct other statutory
missions, such as search and rescue, strained the air station work force,
including those maintaining the aircraft for frequent migrant interdiction
patrol flights. In addition, according to air station officials, flight crews
reduced training and proficiency flights to conduct migration interdiction
patrol flights.

The DHS Operation Vigilant Sentry task force provides a key coordination
mechanism for Coast Guard and its federal partners involved in
conducting maritime migrant interdiction. In prior work, we identified eight
leading practices that have been shown to enhance and sustain federal
agency coordination.84 Through this task force, Coast Guard and its
federal partners generally followed seven of the eight leading
collaboration practices and partially followed the remaining practice.
Table 1 shows our assessment of the Coast Guard and Operation Vigilant
Sentry task force coordination of migrant interdiction efforts compared
against the eight practices.

64GA0-23-105520. These leading practices are: (1) define common outcomes, (2) ensure
accountability, (3) bridge organizational culture, (4) identify and sustain leadership, (5)
clarify roles and responsibilities, (6) include relevant participants, (7) develop and update
written guidance and agreements, and (8) leverage resources and information. These
practices include key considerations for implementation.
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|
Table 1: Coast Guard and Operation Vigilant Sentry Task Force Migrant Interdiction Coordination Efforts Compared Against
Leading Practices for Interagency Collaboration

Leading Collaboration Practices & Examples of Collaboration Efforts The Extent Efforts Followed
Examples of Key Considerations Leading Practices
Define Common Outcomes Coast Guard and the Operation Vigilant Sentry task force

. Have the short- and long-term operated with clearly defined short- and long-term goals
outcomes been clearly defined? and outcomes for migrant interdictions.?

For example, the Operation Vigilant Sentry Base Plan—the
task force’s standing migrant interdiction operation—states
that the efficient processing and removal of interdicted
migrants from cutters and ships is essential to operational
success.? As such, the task force assessed key variables—
migrant flow, capacity aboard cutters, and repatriation
status—on a weekly basis to ensure its ability to sustain
surge operations in the short term.

In addition, DHS developed an agency-wide annual
performance measure to assess migrant interdiction
effectiveness for all DHS agencies involved in migrant
interdiction.© This joint measure, separate from Coast
Guard’s measure of its own efforts, demonstrates that
Coast Guard and its federal partners have clearly defined
long-term collective outcomes.

Ensure Accountability Coast Guard and the Operation Vigilant Sentry task force

. What are the ways to monitor established ways to monitor, assess, and communicate
assess, and communicate ' progress toward short- and long-term outcomes.
progress toward the short- and For example, the task force developed Maritime Migration
long-term outcomes? Leadership Briefs to assess Operation Vigilant Sentry’s

interdiction outcomes, which tracked several key variables,

including migrant flow, capacity aboard cutters, and

repatriation status.? It then used these briefs to

communicate with DHS and Joint Task Force-Maritime’s o
leadership on a weekly basis about its progress toward the

short-term outcome of efficiently repatriating interdicted

migrants to ensure its continued ability to sustain the surge

operation.

Coast Guard also monitored and communicated progress
toward long-term outcomes, such as its contribution to the
joint DHS performance measure on migrant interdiction
effectiveness in its Annual Performance Reports.©
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Bridge Organizational Culture

« Have participating agencies
established compatible policies,
procedures, and other means to
operate across agency

Key DHS guidance documents, such as the Maritime
Migration Contingency Plan and the Maritime Operations
Coordination Plan, establish compatible means for how
Coast Guard and its partner agencies are to operate
together.&f

boundaries? For example, these documents set forth methods for how
U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) and Coast L
Guard communicate and coordinate to identify and
apprehend migrants during joint operations. CBP officials
we interviewed explained that CBP typically identified and
interdicted migrant vessels, then transferred interdicted
migrants to a Coast Guard cutter for processing and
repatriation.
Identify and Sustain Leadership Coast Guard is the executive agent, or lead responsible
«  Has alead agency or individual ~ component, of the Operation Vigilant Sentry task force,
been identified? Joint Task Force-Maritime, and multiple Regional
. . . Coordinating Mechanisms. The Commander of the °
> Howwil Ieadershl;’)? be sustained g theast Coast Guard District also serves as the Director
over the long term* of the Operation Vigilant Sentry task force, which provides
long-term leadership continuity.
Clarify Roles and Responsibilities Key guidance documents, such as the Operation Vigilant
. Have the roles and Sentry Base Plan and the DHS Maritime Migration
responsibilities of the participants Contingency Plan, have clearly defined roles and
been clarified? responsibilities for all agencies that conduct migrant
interdiction operations.b® o
For example, the DHS Maritime Migration Contingency
Plan describes CBP’s role to conduct air and maritime
surveillance and coordinate interdiction operations with the
Coast Guard.® CBP officials we met with also told us that it
had primary responsibility for conducting air surveillance.
Include Relevant Participants The Operation Vigilant Sentry task force consists of federal,
«  Have all relevant participants state, and local agencies that have the appropriate
been included? knowledge, skills, and abilities to conduct maritime migrant
. interdiction operations. These include Coast Guard, CBP, °
+ Dothe par‘umpants have th_e U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), U.S.
appropr[gte knowled.ge, S,';'"S’ Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS), Federal
and abilities to contribute’ Emergency Management Agency, U.S. Secret Service, and
Transportation Security Administration, among others.
Develop and Update Written Coast Guard and the Operation Vigilant Sentry task force
Guidance and Agreements have developed written guidance for conducting joint
«  If appropriate, have agreements  interdiction operations, such as the DHS Operation Vigilant
regarding the collaboration been Sentry Base Plan and the Maritime Operations
documented? Coordination Plan.f Coast Guard has also established
multiple charter agreements by region with relevant federal o

partners under the Regional Coordinating Mechanisms.

These documents describe how partner agencies, including
CBP, ICE, and USCIS are to collaborate during interdiction
operations. For example, they describe how CBP and
Coast Guard are to collaborate with USCIS for screening
and processing of interdicted migrants.
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Leverage Resources and Information Coast Guard and the Operation Vigilant Sentry task force
. How will the collaboration be efforts partially followed this practice. The agencies that
resourced through staffing? comprise the Regional Coordinating Mechanisms each
provided staff, equipment, vehicles, aircraft, or vessels and
any associated funding to support joint operations.
However, the task force did not fully leverage methods, ©
tools, and technologies to share relevant information
among the partner agencies. For example, the task force
« Are methods, tools, or relied on Coast Guard'’s process for developing after action
technologies to share relevant reports, and the Coast Guard does not have a formal
data and information being used? process to share its after action reports with relevant
partners, which include lessons learned.

o How will the collaboration be
resourced through funding? If
interagency funding is needed, is
it permitted?

® = Generally followed © = Partially followed O = Not followed
Source: GAO analysis of Coast Guard information. | GAO-26-107440

Note: “Generally followed” means evidence showed that Coast Guard or the Operation Vigilant Sentry
task force took steps that generally aligned with the applicable considerations within a practice;
“Partially followed” means evidence showed that Coast Guard or the task force took steps that
aligned with some of the applicable considerations within a practice, but not all; and “Not followed”
means evidence showed that Coast Guard or the task force did not take any steps that aligned with
the applicable considerations within a practice.

@The Operation Vigilant Sentry task force was formerly known as the Homeland Security Task Force-
Southeast. In May 2025, DHS changed this task force name to eliminate potential confusion with the
establishment of new Homeland Security Task Forces in all 50 states, pursuant to Executive Order
14159, “Protecting the American People Against Invasion,” See Exec. Order No. 14,159, § 6, 90 Fed.
Reg. 8,443 (Jan. 20, 2025). The Operation Vigilant Sentry task force reports to Joint Task Force-
Maritime, which provides oversight, coordination and support. Joint Task Force-Maritime was formerly
known as Joint Task Force-East. DHS officials told us they changed this task force name to clarify the
task force mission and scope, which covers all U.S. maritime borders and will support the Homeland
Security Task Forces operating in all 50 states, not solely those in the East.

®PHomeland Security Task Force-Southeast, DHS Operations Plan Vigilant Sentry, (Miami, FL: Jun. 7,
2019).

°U.S. Department of Homeland Security, Annual Performance Report Fiscal Year 2023-2025,
(Springfield, VA: Mar. 11, 2024).

dJoint Task Force — East, JTF-E OVS Risk Assessment Model, (Portsmouth, VA: Mar. 1, 2024).

°U.S. Department of Homeland Security, DHS Southern Border and Approaches Maritime Migration
Contingency Plan, (Aug. 16, 2016).

fU.S. Department of Homeland Security, Maritime Operations Coordination Plan, (Oct. 20, 2022).

While Coast Guard and its federal partners generally followed seven of
the eight leading collaboration practices, they partially followed the eighth
practice—leveraging resources and information. The Operation Vigilant
Sentry task force leveraged resources across partner agencies to
facilitate coordination of migrant interdictions. Specifically, the task force
agencies each provided staff, equipment, vehicles, aircraft, or vessels,
and any associated funding to support joint migrant interdiction
operations. However, the task force did not fully leverage methods, tools,
and technologies to share relevant information among the partner
agencies. Rather, it relied on Coast Guard’s established process for
identifying lessons learned and Coast Guard does not have a formal
process to share this information with its federal partners.
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Specifically, the Coast Guard has after action and corrective action
programs in place to identify and address lessons learned from real-world
events and exercises to help improve future operations.é5 As the
executive agent, or lead responsible component of the task force, the
Coast Guard used these programs to develop an after action report that
identified key lessons learned following the first full year of the Operation
Vigilant Sentry maritime migration surge operation. Coast Guard identified
lessons learned applicable to itself and partner agencies in the task force
and made some accompanying recommendations.

However, Coast Guard officials told us that because it does not have the
authority to direct other agencies to complete recommended corrective
actions, it documented some recommendations as information-only and
was not tracking their implementation. Moreover, the Coast Guard does
not have a formal process to share its after action reports with federal
partners, but it allows the reporting unit discretion to determine whether to
share the report with certain partners as it deems relevant. For example,
Coast Guard officials told us they had shared its after action report with
partner agencies. However, officials could not provide documentation that
they did so, and a key DHS partner agency told us it had not received a

copy.

In addition, because the Coast Guard leads this effort, other partner
agencies have limited involvement in developing recommendations and
tracking their completion, according to Coast Guard officials. For
example, partner agencies do not have access to the Coast Guard
system used to track the implementation of corrective actions. Coast
Guard officials told us the existing process benefits the Coast Guard but
has limited utility for its partner agencies.

The Operation Vigilant Sentry task force would be better positioned than
the Coast Guard to share relevant information and follow up on lessons
learned across multiple DHS components. However, the task force has
not developed a corrective action system or process to identify and
address lessons learned from Operation Vigilant Sentry for all task force
federal agencies. DHS task force officials said that because the task force

65U.S. Coast Guard, Coast Guard After Action Program and Corrective Action Program,
Commandant Instruction 3010.19E, (Washington, D.C.: Mar. 13, 2023). Through these
programs, Coast Guard develops after action reports from observations of an exercise or
from planned real world events, such as migrant interdiction operations. In these reports,
Coast Guard also makes recommendations for improvement and tracks the
implementation of corrective actions.
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is minimally staffed, it does not have a permanent position to dedicate to
planning activities or collecting lessons learned.

Task force officials told us that in July 2025, in response to our inquiry,
they placed the report on the Homeland Security Information Network—a
shared DHS information system available to all DHS partner agencies.
However, the task force does not have a formal process to consistently
share after action reports with relevant federal partners. As a result, other
federal agencies may operate with different or limited information, which
can lead to a fragmented federal approach to migrant interdiction
operations.

According to our prior work on addressing fragmentation, overlap, and
duplication, fragmentation occurs when more than one agency (or more
than one organization within an agency) is involved in the same broad
area of national interest and opportunities exist to improve customer
service. Agencies may be able to achieve greater efficiency and
effectiveness by reducing or better managing such fragmentation.66
Leading collaboration practices we identified state that when collaborating
entities work to leverage resources and information, such as by sharing
relevant data and information, they can successfully address crosscutting
challenges or opportunities. While resources can sometimes be limited,
collaborating agencies should look for opportunities to address needs by
assessing the resources and capacities that each agency can contribute
to the collaborative effort.6”

By implementing a process to identify and address lessons learned from
real-world events and exercises, the Operation Vigilant Sentry task force
would have better assurance that identified areas for improvement are
addressed by all relevant federal partner agencies. Moreover, by sharing
after action reports on its real-world events and exercises with its federal
partners, the task force would better leverage methods to share relevant
information with its federal partner agencies and could better manage
fragmentation. This would ensure that all federal partner agencies have
input into the process and operate with similar information to support a
whole of government approach to migrant interdiction.

66GAOQ, Fragmentation, Overlap, and Duplication: An Evaluation and Management Guide,
GAO-15-49SP (Washington, D.C.: April 14, 2015).

67GA0-23-105520.
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Conclusions

Recommendations for
Executive Action

Although Coast Guard generally intends surge operations to be short in
duration, it has sustained the ongoing maritime migration surge operation
for over 3 years. To meet this demand, the Coast Guard made resource
tradeoffs and redirected vessels, aircraft, and personnel. The maritime
migration surge operation exacerbated Coast Guard’s longstanding asset
and personnel challenges.

The Coast Guard does not have migrant interdiction performance
measures that effectively assess its migrant interdiction efforts. As of July
2025, the service was in the initial stages of developing new measures.
However, Coast Guard had not yet approved the new measures or sent
them to DHS for approval. By implementing performance measures that
effectively measure its efforts, the Coast Guard would have better
assurance that it is providing both Coast Guard and DHS decision makers
with relevant information to assess its performance and make future
resource decisions.

The Coast Guard and DHS’s Operation Vigilant Sentry task force have
generally coordinated their maritime migration interdiction activities,
consistent with leading collaboration practices. However, the task force
relied on Coast Guard’s established process for identifying lessons
learned and sharing information with its federal partners. According to the
Coast Guard, it does not have the authority to direct other agencies to
complete recommended corrective actions; nor does it have a formal
mechanism to share its after action reports with federal partners. Thus,
those partners may operate with different or limited information, which
can lead to a fragmented federal approach to migrant interdiction.

The Operation Vigilant Sentry task force would be better positioned than
Coast Guard to share relevant information and follow up on lessons
learned across multiple DHS components. By implementing a process to
identify and address lessons learned following real-world events and
exercises, and sharing those reports with its federal partners, the task
force could ensure that all DHS components improve information sharing
and better manage fragmentation among its federal partners.

We are making the following two recommendations to DHS:

The Secretary of Homeland Security should ensure the Commandant of
the Coast Guard implements performance measures for the migrant
interdiction mission that effectively measure the service’s efforts.
(Recommendation 1)
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The Secretary of Homeland Security should ensure the Operation Vigilant
Sentry task force implements a process to identify and address lessons
learned following real-world events and exercises with all relevant federal
partner agencies, and shares relevant information with those partners.
(Recommendation 2)

We provided a draft of this report to DHS and the Coast Guard for review
and comment. In its comments, reproduced in appendix IV, DHS
concurred with both recommendations and described the Coast Guard’s
planned actions to address them. DHS also provided technical
comments, which we incorporated as appropriate.

Specifically, in response to recommendation 1, DHS stated that when
proposed changes are approved, the Coast Guard will implement
performance measures that effectively measure and report on its efforts.

In response to recommendation 2, DHS stated that the Coast Guard will
work with the Operation Vigilant Sentry task force to consider how best to
establish a process that identifies and addresses lessons learned
following real-world events and exercises with relevant federal partner
agencies, and to share information with those partners, as appropriate.

The actions described, if fully implemented, would address our
recommendations.

We are sending copies of this report to the appropriate congressional
Committees, the Secretary of Homeland Security, and other interested
parties. In addition, the report is also available at no charge on the GAO
website at https://www.gao.gov.
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If you or your staff have any questions about this report, please contact
me at 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 are
listed in appendix V.

//SIGNED//

Heather MacLeod
Director, Homeland Security and Justice
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Appendix |: Coast Guard Statutory Missions

Coast Guard has organized its 11 statutory missions under six different
mission programs, including Maritime Law Enforcement, as shown in
table 2.1 According to the Coast Guard, missions under its Maritime Law
Enforcement program protect the U.S.’s maritime borders from
encroachment; defend the Nation’s maritime sovereignty from illicit
activity; facilitate legitimate use of the waterways; and suppress violations
of federal law on, under, and over the high seas and waters subject to
U.S. jurisdiction.

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________|
Table 2: Coast Guard Information on its Mission Programs and Statutory Missions

Mission program Statutory mission Select mission activities

Maritime security Ports, Waterways, and  Protect people and property in the marine transportation system by preventing,

operations Coastal Security disrupting, and responding to terrorist attacks, sabotage, espionage, or subversive
(response activities) acts

Maritime law Migrant Interdiction Enforce U.S. immigration laws and international conventions against human

enforcement smuggling through at-sea interdiction and rapid repatriation of maritime migrants
Drug Interdiction Disrupt the maritime flow of illegal drugs through at-sea interdiction and seizure of

smuggling vessels carrying contraband

Living Marine Enforce laws and regulations in the inland, coastal, and offshore areas to support
Resources conservation and management of living marine resources and their environments;

and enforce compliance with international agreements to deter illegal, unreported,
and unregulated fishing activity

Other Law Enforcement Protect U.S. natural resources in the maritime domain, such as fish stocks, against
illegal incursions by foreign fishing vessels

Maritime prevention  Ports, Waterways, and  Protect people and property in the marine transportation system by preventing,
Coastal Security disrupting, and responding to terrorist attacks, sabotage, espionage, or subversive
(prevention activities) acts

Marine Safety Promote safety at sea and the prevention of maritime accidents through regulations,
inspections, and investigations

Marine Environmental  Reduce the risk of harm to the maritime environment by developing and enforcing

Protection (prevention  regulations to prevent oil and hazardous substance spills in the marine environment,

activities) prevent the introduction of invasive species into the maritime environment, and
prevent unauthorized ocean dumping

Maritime response Search and Rescue Search for, and provide aid to, those who are in distress to minimize the loss of life,
injury, and property damage or loss at sea

Marine Environmental  Reduce the harm to the maritime environment by responding to oil and hazardous
Protection (response substance spills
activities)

Defense operations  Defense Readiness Ensure Coast Guard assets are capable and equipped to deploy and conduct joint
operations in support of the policies and objectives of the U.S. government

1The Coast Guard’s 11 statutory missions are: marine safety; search and rescue; aids to
navigation; living marine resources; marine environmental protection; ice operations;
ports, waterways, and coastal security; drug interdiction; migrant interdiction; defense
readiness; and other law enforcement. 6 U.S.C. § 468(a).
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Marine transportation Aids to Navigation Maintain a safe and efficient navigable waterways system by providing more than
system management 50,000 buoys, beacons, lights, and other aids to coordinate the safe movement of
vessels, support domestic commerce, and facilitate international trade

Ice Operations Facilitate commercial navigation and commerce in the inland and coastal areas of
the U.S., prevent flooding caused by ice, enable search and rescue in icebound
areas, and provide access to ice-covered and ice-diminished waters in the polar
regions

Source: GAO presentation of U.S. Coast Guard information. | GAO-26-107440
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Appendix lI: Trends in the Coast Guard’s
Operational Hours and Estimated Expenses
by Statutory Mission

Vessel and aircraft operational hours and estimated operating expenses
for each of Coast Guard’s 11 statutory missions varied from fiscal year
2015 through fiscal year 2024." The total number of operational hours has

generally decreased since fiscal year 2017, as shown in figure 14.

Figure 14: Coast Guard Vessel and Aircraft Operational Hours, by Statutory Mission, Fiscal Years 2015-2024
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- Defense Readiness - Living Marine Resources :I Migrant Interdiction :I Search and Rescue
- Drug Interdiction E Marine Environmental Protection \:’ Other Law Enforcement

Source: GAO analysis of U.S. Coast Guard data. | GAO-26-107440

Note: The Coast Guard has 11 statutory missions. 6 U.S.C. § 468(a). Coast Guard operational hours
include the use of aircraft, cutters, and boats for its 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 or for training.

1The Coast Guard’s 11 statutory missions are: marine safety; search and rescue; aids to
navigation; living marine resources; marine environmental protection; ice operations;
ports, waterways, and coastal security; drug interdiction; migrant interdiction; defense
readiness; and other law enforcement. 6 U.S.C. § 468(a).
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Appendix II: Trends in the Coast Guard’s
Operational Hours and Estimated Expenses by
Statutory Mission

The nominal, or then-year, value of Coast Guard’s estimated operating
expenses for its 11 statutory missions increased from fiscal year 2015
through fiscal year 2024, as shown in figure 15.

. ___________________________________________________________________________________________|
Figure 15: Estimated Operating Expenses for the Coast Guard’s 11 Statutory Missions, Nominal, Fiscal Years 2015-2024
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Source: GAO analysis of U.S. Coast Guard data. | GAO-26-107440

Note: The Coast Guard has 11 statutory missions. 6 U.S.C. § 468(a). According to the Coast Guard,
the service estimates its operating expenses for each 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.

The real value, adjusted for inflation in 2024 dollars, of the Coast Guard’s
estimated operating expenses remained relatively the same from fiscal
year 2015 through fiscal year 2017 and then increased each subsequent
year from fiscal year 2018 through fiscal year 2024, as shown in figure
16.
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Appendix II: Trends in the Coast Guard’s
Operational Hours and Estimated Expenses by
Statutory Mission

Figure 16: Estimated Operating Expenses for the Coast Guard’s 11 Statutory Missions, Adjusted for Inflation, Fiscal Years
2015-2024
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Source: GAO analysis of U.S. Coast Guard data. | GAO-26-107440

Note: The Coast Guard has 11 statutory missions. 6 U.S.C. § 468(a). According to the Coast Guard,
the service estimates its operating expenses for each 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. Real values
are values adjusted for inflation and presented in 2024 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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Appendix Ill: Coast Guard Drug and Migrant
Interdiction Mission Performance Measures

For each of its 11 statutory missions the Coast Guard uses performance
measures to assess and communicate agency performance.! According
to Coast Guard documentation, to measure mission performance the
service uses three types of measures:

o Strategic: Goals used to communicate achievement of missions and
are publicly reported in the Department of Homeland Security (DHS)
Annual Performance Report.

« Management: Goals used to gauge program results and tie to
resource requests that are reported to Congress and publicly
available through the DHS Congressional Budget Justification, along
with the strategic goals.

o Operational: Additional DHS component measures not reported by
DHS but used internally by components to inform management of
operations and activities.

Drug Interdiction Mission

As of July 2025, the Coast Guard had six performance measures for its
drug interdiction mission. The removal rate for cocaine from
noncommercial vessels in the maritime transit zone measure is its
management-level measure, while the rest are operational: (1) metric
tons of cocaine removed from noncommercial vessels in the maritime
transit zone, (2) interdiction success rate, (3) effective presence rating, (4)
cumulative weekly interdiction rate, and (5) weekly interdiction rate-high
potential interdiction day.2

The Coast Guard did not meet its target for metric tons of cocaine
removed from noncommercial vessels in the maritime transit zone during
fiscal years 2019 through 2024, as shown in figure 17. The Coast Guard

1The Coast Guard’s 11 statutory missions are: marine safety; search and rescue; aids to
navigation; living marine resources; marine environmental protection; ice operations;
ports, waterways, and coastal security; drug interdiction; migrant interdiction; defense
readiness; and other law enforcement. 6 U.S.C. § 468(a).

2For the purpose of this report, we considered the Coast Guard’s management-level
measure to be its primary measure because Coast Guard used it to gauge program
results and for resource requests it reported to Congress. We included data for this
primary measure in the body of this report. We included data for another measure—Coast
Guard’s metric tons of cocaine removed from noncommercial vessels in the maritime
transit zone—in this appendix. Coast Guard used these two measures for all 10 years
from fiscal year 2015 through fiscal year 2024. The Coast Guard began using the
interdiction success rate measure in fiscal year 2021 and the effective presence rating,
cumulative weekly interdiction rate, and weekly interdiction rate-high potential interdiction
day measures in fiscal year 2022.
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increased its target three times from fiscal year 2015 to fiscal year 2019,
before decreasing it in fiscal year 2023.

|
Figure 17: Metric Tons of Cocaine Removed by the Coast Guard from
Noncommercial Vessels in the Maritime Transit Zone, Fiscal Years 2015-2024
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Source: GAO analysis of U.S. Coast Guard data. | GAO-26-107440

Note: The metric tons of cocaine removed from noncommercial vessels in the maritime transit zone
performance measure captures the amount of cocaine directly seized or observed being jettisoned,
scuttled, or destroyed as a result of Coast Guard actions.

Migrant Interdiction
Mission

As of July 2025, the Coast Guard had three performance measures for its
migrant interdiction mission: one a strategic measure and the other two
operational. The strategic measure looks at more than just Coast Guard
performance. This measure—migrant interdiction effectiveness in the
maritime environment—compares the number of migrants interdicted at
sea by Coast Guard, other law enforcement agencies, and foreign
partners, as well as deceased migrants recovered at sea, against the total
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known flow of maritime migrants.3 As shown in figure 18, the Coast Guard
did not meet this target in 6 of 10 years from fiscal year 2015 through
fiscal year 2024.

______________________________________________________________________________________|]
Figure 18: Migrant Interdiction Effectiveness in the Maritime Environment, Fiscal
Years 2015-2024
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Source: GAO analysis of U.S. Coast Guard data. | GAO-26-107440

Note: The migrant interdiction effectiveness in the maritime environment performance measure
compares the number of migrants interdicted at sea by the Coast Guard, other law enforcement
agencies, and foreign partners, as well as deceased migrants recovered at sea, against the total
known flow of migrants. According to the Department of Homeland Security, known maritime migrant
flow is the number of migrants the U.S. government was able to physically identify or estimate based
on visible evidence. It includes migrants that were interdicted at sea or apprehended on land,
migrants that were seen but got away, and migrants that were deterred from attempting to transit to
the U.S., among other things.

3According to DHS, known maritime migrant flow is the number of migrants the U.S.
government was able to physically identify or estimate based on visible evidence. It
includes migrants who were interdicted at sea or apprehended on land, migrants who
were deterred or disrupted from reaching the U.S., migrants who were seen but got away,
and migrants who were either presumed or confirmed to have lost their lives.
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The operational performance measures are the percent of migrants
attempting to enter the U.S. by maritime routes interdicted by the Coast
Guard, and the number of migrants who attempt to enter the U.S. via
maritime routes interdicted by the Coast Guard and partners.4

4For the purpose of this report, we considered the percent of migrants attempting to enter
the U.S. by maritime routes interdicted by the Coast Guard performance measure to be
the Coast Guard’s primary measure for migrant interdiction. We did so because it is the
only current measure the Coast Guard uses that focuses solely on the service’s efforts.
We included data for this measure in the body of this report. We included data for the
strategic level measure in this appendix because it is publicly reported in the DHS Annual
Performance Report. The third measure—the number of migrants who attempt to enter
the U.S. via maritime routes interdicted by the Coast Guard and partners—measure did
not consistently have an established target in fiscal years 2015 through 2024.
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Appendix IV: Comments from the
Department of Homeland Security

U.S. Department of ITomeland Security
Washington, DC 20528

SRARTIr,

@ Homeland
L

" Security

oB_Uy

BY ELECTRONIC SUBMISSION
December 10, 2025

Heather MacLeod

Director, Homeland Security and Justice
U.S. Government Accountability Office
441 G Street, NW

Washington, DC 20548-0001

Re:  Management Response to GAO-26-107440, “COAST GUARD: Actions Needed
to Improve Maritime Migrant Interdiction”

Dear Ms. MacLeod,

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on this draft report. The U.S. Department of
Homeland Security (DHS, or the Department) appreciates the U.S. Government
Accountability Office’s (hereafter referred to as “the auditors”) work in planning and
conducting its review and issuing this report.

DHS leadership is pleased to note the auditors’ recognition that the U.S. Coast Guard and
its federal partners generally followed seven of eight leading collaboration practices
shown to enhance and sustain coordination between federal agencies. This highlights the
successful ongoing collaboration between DHS and federal partner agencies supporting
the Operation Vigilant Sentry task force and associated maritime migrant interdiction
efforts. DHS remains committed to strengthening this vital partnership to meet drug and
migrant interdiction objectives, thereby safeguarding the maritime security and safety of
the United States.

The draft report contained two recommendations with which the Department concurs.
Enclosed find our detailed response to each recommendation. DHS previously submitted
technical comments addressing accuracy, contextual, and other issues under a separate
cover for the auditors’ consideration, as appropriate.
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Again, thank you for the opportunity to review and comment on this draft report. Please
feel free to contact me if you have any questions. We look forward to working with you
again in the future.

Sincerely,

Digtally signed by
JEFFREY M &Rty somicH

Date: 2025.12.10
BOBICH 17:4136 0500

JEFFREY M. BOBICH
Director of Financial Management

Enclosure
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Enclosure: Management Response to Recommendations
Contained in GAO-26-107440

GAOQ recommended the Secretary of Homeland Security ensure the Commandant of the
Coast Guard:

Recommendation 1: Implements performance measures for the migrant interdiction
mission that effectively measure the service's efforts.

Response: Concur. The Coast Guard Office of Maritime Law Enforcement Policy will
propose changes to interdiction performance measures that effectively measure and report
on the Service’s efforts. When approved, the Coast Guard will implement these
performance measures for the migrant interdiction mission. Estimated Completion Date:
September 30, 2026.

GAO recommended the Secretary of Homeland Security ensure the Operation Vigilant
Sentry Task Force:

Recommendation 2: Implements a process to identify and address lessons learned
following real-world events and exercises with all relevant federal partner agencies and to
share relevant information with those partners.

Response: Concur. As the lead federal maritime law enforcement agency, the Coast
Guard will work with the Operation Vigilant Sentry Task Force to consider how best to
establish a process that identifies and addresses lessons learned following real-world
events and exercises with relevant federal partner agencies, and to share information with
those partners, as appropriate. Estimated Completion Date: December 31, 2026.
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