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Today’s Agenda
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• Overview of the DATA Act

• Status of DATA Act Implementation

• GAO’s Oversight Approach, Recent 
Reports and Testimonies 

• GAO’s Ongoing Engagements and 
Activities

• Q & A – Open Discussion



Federal Data Transparency:               
The Continuing Story
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September 2006: 
Federal Financial 
Accountability 
and Transparency 
Act (FFATA) 
passes, requiring 
monthly reporting 
of federal awards 
and contracts

February 2009: 
American 
Recovery & 
Reinvestment 
Act (ARRA) 
passes, 
requiring 
monthly 
reporting from 
recipients of 
federal funds

May 2014: Digital 
Accountability and 
Transparency Act 
(DATA) amends 
FFATA and requires 
the establishment of 
data standards and 
additional reporting 
on all federal 
spending
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USASpending.gov



5



Expected Benefits of the DATA Act
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Effective implementation holds great promise for:

• Oversight and Accountability

• Transparency

• Management

• Streamlined Reporting

• Data Analytics



DATA Act – Purposes 

• Expands reporting requirements to enable 
taxpayers and policy makers to track Federal 
spending more effectively

• Directs OMB and Treasury to work with 
agencies to create government-wide financial 
data standards

• Calls for simplified reporting and reduced 
costs for recipients of federal funds

• Improve data quality by holding agencies 
accountable for the completeness and 
accuracy of reported data

• Apply government-wide approaches for data 
analytics
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DATA Act Expands Reporting on 
Financial and Non-Financial Information

Covers additional federal budget and financial information:
 Purchases of goods and services
 Personnel compensation
 Costs related to public-private partnerships

Requires more data on the federal spending lifecycle:
 Appropriations
 Outlays

Includes non-financial information:
 Place of performance
 Congressional district
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Establishing Government-wide         
DATA Standards

To improve the usability, transparency and accountability of 
federal spending data, government-wide financial data 
standards shall:

 be established for all federal funds 

 be used by both federal agencies and recipients for reporting 
spending

 include common data elements for financial and payment 
information

 be reported monthly (when practicable) but not less than 
quarterly 
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Requirements for Government-wide 
Data Standards

• Be consistent with accounting principles

• Be capable of being continually upgraded

• Produce consistent and comparable data
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• Incorporate widely accepted, common data elements, in a 
nonproprietary, searchable, computer-readable format

• Include unique identifiers for federal awards and recipient 
entities

• Establish a standard method for conveying the reporting 
period, reporting entity, unit of measurement, and other 
attributes



The DATA Act requires the establishment of a pilot program 
that will generate recommendations to standardize reporting 
elements, eliminate duplication and unnecessary reports, 
and reduce recipient compliance costs.

• Pilots lead by OMB and HHS (grants) and GSA (procurement) 

• Activities:

• Governance/recipient outreach

• Analysis of standardized grants data elements

• Technology partners becoming engaged
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Simplifying Federal Award Reporting 
(Section 5 Pilot)
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Section 5 Pilot Activities, 
Requirements, and Time Frames



Increasing Accountability for Data 
Quality

Requirements for Federal Inspectors General (IG):

• Review a statistically valid sample of agency 
spending data to assess data quality

• Consult with GAO on the development of audit 
plans and sampling methodology

Requirements for IGs and GAO:

• Report to Congress on data completeness, 
timeliness, quality, and accuracy of the data 
submitted and the implementation and use of 
data standards by Federal agencies
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Key Dates for DATA Act Implementation
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(GAO-15-241T)



Applying a Government-wide Approach 
for Data Analytics

• Treasury may establish a data analysis center 
or expand an existing service to provide data, 
analytic tools, and data management 
techniques to support:

• the prevention and reduction of improper 
payments by Federal agencies, and

• improving efficiency and transparency in 
Federal spending.
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Status of DATA Act Implementation
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• OMB issued implementation guidance (M-15-12) in May 
2015 and released 57 standardized data element 
definitions in August 2015 

• In June 2015, Treasury issued an implementation 
“Playbook” and is developing a technical schema that 
describes the standard format for reporting data elements

• Federal agencies submitted implementation plans to 
OMB in September 2015 and began inventorying their 
data to assess required changes to their policies, 
business processes, or technology



GAO’s Oversight Approach

13

Ongoing reporting as 
implementation progresses

Constructive engagement with 
OMB and Treasury to ensure 
challenges are addressed early

Interim progress reports to 
Congress to ensure effective 
implementation



GAO Reports and Testimonies Related 
to the DATA Act
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Reports:

• Sept. 2015 - Preserving capabilities of the Recovery 
Operations Center (GAO-15-814)

• Jan. 2016 - Establishment of data standards (GAO-
16-261) 

• Apr. 2016 - Design and implementation of Section 5 
pilot project to reduce recipient burden (GAO-16-438)

Testimonies:

• December 2014 - Initial Report (GAO-15-241T)

• July 2015 - Implementation Update (GAO-15-752T)

• April 2016 - Implementation Update (GAO-16-556T)

GAO has reported on DATA Act implementation in various reports and 
testimonies:



In our September 2015 report, we identified a number of issues:

• Treasury does not plan to transfer the ROC assets

• Some large OIGs plan to develop their own analytical 
capabilities

• Some small and medium-sized OIGs don’t have the 
resources to develop their own data analytics

We recommended that:

• Congress direct CIGIE to develop a proposal to 
reconstitute the essential capabilities of the ROC

• Treasury reconsider whether certain assets could be 
worth transferring to the Do Not Pay Center
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GAO’s Review of  the Recovery 
Operations Center (ROC) (GAO-15-814)



In our January 2016 report, we identified a number of issues:

• Lack of clarity in data definitions, requiring additional 
context 

• Data definitions open to different interpretations

• Release of technical guidance not timed with agency 
implementation timeframes

We recommended that OMB and Treasury:

• Provide agencies with clarifying guidance to address 
potential quality issues with data definitions

• Align the release of final technical guidance to agency 
implementation timeframes
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GAO’s Review of  Data Standards 
Implementation (GAO-16-261)



In our April 2016 report, we identified a number of issues:

• The procurement pilot is at risk of not meeting DATA Act 
requirements

• The design of the procurement pilot is not consistent with 
leading practices for pilot projects

We recommended that OMB:

• Revise the design of the procurement pilot, including its 
project plan and associated time frames, to clearly 
document how it is contributing to the design 
requirements under the DATA Act 

• Ensure that the design of the procurement pilot applies 
leading practices
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GAO’s Recent Review of the Section 5 
Pilot (GAO-16-438)



GAO’s Ongoing Review of Agency-
Reported Implementation Challenges
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Mitigating Strategies Most Commonly 
Reported by Agencies

• Communication and information sharing
• Collaboration with other agencies
• Best practices

• Monitoring and development of guidance
• Wait for new guidance from OMB/Treasury
• Develop guidance for internal use

• Leveraging existing resources
• Multitasking
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GAO’s Ongoing Engagements and 
Activities
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GAO is monitoring DATA Act implementation through 
several ongoing engagements and activities:

• Reviewing Federal agency implementation plans 
and assessing OMB/Treasury oversight processes

• Exploring efforts for establishing a Federal program 
inventory

• Commenting on proposed data standards and 
technical schema

• Coordinating with the Federal IG community

• Conducting a data analytics forum



Treasury IG Report Recommendations 
Related to the DATA Act

• Treasury Is Making Progress in Implementing the DATA Act But Needs Stronger Project 
Management; OIG-15-034, May 19, 2015

• Strengthen project management by defining the project management methodology 
being used and ensuring that project management artifacts appropriate to those 
methodologies are adopted and maintained.

• Ensure the individual charged with program management has the requisite 
qualifications, resources, and understanding of project management methodologies 
used.

• DATA Act: USASpending.gov Refreshed, But Data Quality Issues Remain; OIG-16-023, 
December 22, 2015

• Develop a strategy to manage user expectations regarding the completeness and 
accuracy of existing data presented on the site to include posting a statement on the 
site about existing data quality concerns and plans for data quality improvement.

• Continue to evaluate and address user concerns regarding the functionality of 
USASpending.gov.

• Include requirements to develop and document internal and external user acceptance 
criteria and document user acceptance testing for all future DTO website 
development projects.
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Q&A – Open Discussion

For additional questions or comments, please contact: 

Michael LaForge
Assistant Director

laforgem@gao.gov
214-777-5673
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On the Web
Web site: www.gao.gov/

Contact
Chuck Young, Managing Director, Public Affairs
YoungC1@gao.gov (202) 512-4800 
U.S. Government Accountability Office
441 G Street NW, Room 7149
Washington, D.C. 20548
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