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Why GAO Did This Study

The U.S. Coast Guard, a component
within the Department of Homeland
Security (DHS), invests millions of
dollars in IT systems to help execute
its various missions. DHS oversees
the Coast Guard’s major IT acquisition
programs—assets with total costs of
$300 million or more—while the Coast
Guard generally manages non-major
IT acquisition programs—assets with
total costs of less than $300 million.
Since 2017, GAO has identified gaps
in the Coast Guard’s oversight of its
non-major acquisition programs,
including IT systems. GAO was asked
to review the Coast Guard’s
management of its non-major IT
acquisitions.

This report addresses the extent to
which the Coast Guard (1) developed
and implemented a process to identify
non-major IT acquisition programs and
(2) effectively oversees its non-major
IT acquisition programs. GAO
reviewed relevant DHS and Coast
Guard policies, guidance, and
documentation. GAO also interviewed
DHS and Coast Guard officials.

What GAO Recommends

GAO is making three
recommendations to improve Coast
Guard non-major IT acquisition
oversight processes, including
defining risk levels to evaluate
potential acquisition programs, and
clearly communicating how programs
should establish, revise, and
communicate baseline information
consistently. DHS concurred with all
three recommendations.

View GAO-22-104707. For more information,
contact Marie A. Mak at (202) 512-4841 or
makm@gao.gov.
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Actions Needed to Improve Processes for Overseeing
Non-Major Acquisition Programs

What GAO Found

In 2017, the Coast Guard developed and implemented a multistep process to
identify and designate if an IT system should be managed as a non-major
acquisition program (assets with total costs of less than $300 million). However,
the Coast Guard’s process does not clearly indicate to officials how they should
evaluate risks to determine if an IT system should be managed as a non-major
acquisition. The Coast Guard identifies eight factors, such as technical risks and
legal concerns, to evaluate as low, medium, or high risk in its guidance.
However, it does not provide definitions for what constitutes these levels of risks
for acquisition officials to use (see figure). Consequently, the Coast Guard cannot
ensure that its acquisition professionals are making risk-based decisions when
designating IT systems as non-major acquisition programs.
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Source: GAO rendering of graphic in Coast Guard’s Non-Major Acquisition Program Manual. | GAO-22-104707

Further, GAO found that the Coast Guard’s oversight of its non-major IT
acquisition programs is hindered because programs are establishing, revising,
and communicating cost and schedule goals (known as baselines) inconsistently.
Three of the four non-major IT acquisition programs with approved baselines
inconsistently established and revised their cost goals, hindering leadership’s
insight into cost changes. For example, one program used a different dollar
measurement to calculate baseline costs when it revised its goals in 2021. This
measurement did not accurately capture the almost $300 million increase from its
initial cost baseline.

Without clearly communicating how to establish, revise, and communicate
baseline information, programs may calculate costs inconsistently or not include
key schedule events in their baselines. This approach could make it difficult for
the Coast Guard to track how programs are performing against their cost and
schedule goals.
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