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about federal

By Scon AMEY

T he recent news that Halliburton
could not account for $1.8 billion
on a military support contract has

left the public scratching its head.
Where did the money go? What goods or
services did the public receive? Unfor-
tunately, answering those and many
more questions has become increasing-
ly difficult

In recent years, contractors hav:~
launched a multipronged assa~t on the
public's right to know aboUt-govern.-
ment check-writing to 18rgecOl:P.ora:-
tions. This assault has been ~l~d~-
campaign contributions, a spawning ~
dustry of lobbyists plying theii" pOlitiCal'
influence and growing cozin- ,witb-
federal officials.

Given the increased govern:ment:.btiy-
ing fueled by the war on te~ in
AfghAnistan and the war in Iraq, there is:.
a need for transparency. EarlY tmofficiar:
estima~ have federal contractors ~
home a total approaching $400 billion m
2004, up from $250 billion in 2002.: Las1
~ear alone! Hal- ,t"'Ji .",.,..,~
liburton saw Its ~- ~~is;~"
tagon co~ nse ~I.i~,
from $468 million to ~~ ""
$3 92 1.011.- elevat - ,w ~OtT~~.:- . ,UIWUD, Gi)vem~.~ ..
109 it to seventh- "'.. ' :'.

largest defense con- ~..-;!1
tractor from 37th.

But increasingly, the public is being
kept in the dark aOOut the govemment!.s:
spending. A»r example, after a series ef
critical news articles, the governmem re-
leased its 2003l'e1XJrt on government buy..
ing; the report was just eight pages long,;
compared to a 19l-page report in 2002.
An introdtK:tiOD to the; new report l)ut an
Orwellian spin on die 183-page differ-
ence, saying that because of "enhanced
reporting capability," the ~rt "does oot
include all of die various versions of data
views publislJed in prior years."

Among the types of information inex-
plicably left out was data showing how
many contracts were awarded without
full and open competition, a point <W'""
contention in the Iraq ~tjQa
awards.

With less transparency, contracto~
have less incentive to keep costs as.loWt
as they would in a truly competitive and.,

.'
open marketplace. To solve this orob.-t.
lem, contracts - as well as t~andde..
livery orden (smaller contracts ~
when pieced together, make Super-sii8.r
contracts) - should be posted on pliblif...
Web sites if they exceed $25,000. CUf~
rently, information about billions of ~
lars in government spendinl;ij kept'
from the public and indust1y, i...~s.
ture fr'om long-standing and:so~ pro-
curementprinciplea.

Additional resources also- ,JPust DOT
provided for government overslgh"
which savesltbetupayer far more ~,
ey than it costs and helps po~~
identify problelDl' in the contractiUI
arena that would otherwise go unDO-..
ticed. "Reforma," however, have c1U.
ovenight stat! by up. to 3S percent ant
budgets by up to 4l percent in some 0f..-

fices.
FiDally, the federal government co~

tinueato coDdnct business with c0mpa.;-
nies that repeatedly break laWSan,d,reg':
ulations -like Halliburton - despit8't
rules specifying that contractors should?
have a ~~ry record of"'m~
and businea etbD." The g()vernmeQt
does so, in part, because it does ~
keep track of contractor miscond pct o~
report it to ~ public.

L'ike many problems in WaahiDiton,
the status quo will prevail until the Pub--
lic voices its coDcems. secrecy is justi"
fied in cases of legitimate national secu-
rity, but shrouding contracts in a veil of
secrecy neither protects taxpayer in~r-
eats nor the public's confidence in gov-
ermnent
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