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GAO-02-996 Export Controls

United States General Accounting Office
Washington, DC 20548

September 20, 2002
The Honorable Christopher Shays
Chairman, Subcommittee on National Security,
Veterans Affairs, and International Relations
Committee on Government Reform
House of Representatives
Dear Mr. Chairman:
The U.S. government controls the export of defense-related items to
minimize the risk such exports may pose to its interests. The U.S. export
control system is primarily divided between two regulatory regimes, one
managed by the Department of State (State) for defense items1 and
another managed by the Department of Commerce (Commerce) for
dual-use items that have both military and commercial applications.
Generally, State’s controls over defense items are more restrictive than
Commerce’s controls over dual-use items. Companies are responsible for
determining which department to use and what requirements apply when
exporting their items, but when in doubt can obtain government assistance
through two different processes. If companies have determined that their
items are Commerce-controlled but are uncertain of export licensing
requirements, they may request a classification from Commerce through
the commodity classification process. Commerce can refer classification
requests to State and the Department of Defense (Defense) to confirm that
the items are Commerce-controlled. However, if companies are unsure of
which department has jurisdiction over their items, they can request a
determination through the commodity jurisdiction process from State,
which consults with Commerce and Defense.
Determining which department has jurisdiction over an item and how that
item is controlled is fundamental to the proper implementation of the
bifurcated U.S. export control system. Yet over the years, the U.S.
government has experienced interagency disagreements over proper
jurisdiction for items, and companies have been uncertain about which
department controls the export of their items. In response to your request,
we assessed how government departments assist companies in

1

For the purposes of this report, “defense items” refers to defense articles and services as
specified in the Arms Export Control Act.
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determining the proper controls for defense-related items, specifically,
(1) how Commerce implements the commodity classification process and
(2) how State implements the commodity jurisdiction process.

Results in Brief

In implementing the commodity classification process, Commerce has
improperly classified some State-controlled items as Commerce-controlled
and has not adhered to regulatory time frames for responding to requests.
Improper classifications have occurred because Commerce rarely obtains
input from State and Defense before making decisions. Only 40 out of over
12,000 classification requests were referred by Commerce to State and
Defense during the 4-year period covered by our review, even though at
least 250 nonreferred requests appear to meet Commerce’s referral
criteria. Commerce officials told us the referral criteria are subjective and
may not have been consistently applied. These officials stated they have
sufficient experience to determine which items can be classified as
Commerce-controlled without referring requests to State and Defense,
which could delay the process. However, in several instances, Commerce
improperly provided companies with classifications for State-controlled
items, increasing the risk of such items being inappropriately exported. In
some other instances, Commerce returned classification requests for
State-controlled items to companies without notifying State, thereby
limiting an opportunity for State to ensure that companies comply with
statutory requirements. Commerce is also required by regulation to
complete classification requests within 14 calendar days; however,
Commerce took a median of 39 days to complete requests during our
review period.
State has not adhered to established time frames when implementing the
commodity jurisdiction process and has been unable to issue
determinations for some items due to interagency disputes occurring
outside the process. State exceeded the maximum 95 days established in
guidance for 62 percent of the jurisdiction determinations made during our
review period. Causes for delays included late input from Defense and
Commerce, disagreements over the appropriate jurisdiction for an item,
need for sufficient information to make determinations, and untimely
initial determinations to Defense and Commerce before finalizing an item’s
jurisdiction. Delays in the process can discourage companies from
requesting determinations, as well as affect their ability to compete in
certain markets. Additionally, over 30 commodity jurisdictions for
space-related items were placed on hold when the National Security
Council intervened to resolve a disagreement between Commerce and
State. Pending resolution of this disagreement, companies that requested
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jurisdiction determinations have exported their space-related items under
different controls.
This report contains recommendations to the Secretaries of Commerce,
State, and Defense to improve the transparency, consistency, and
timeliness of the commodity classification and commodity jurisdiction
processes. In commenting on a draft of this report, Commerce disagreed
with our findings and conclusions, but it agreed to work with State,
Defense, and companies to implement our recommendations. State, in its
comments on our draft report, partially concurred with our
recommendations. Defense concurred with our recommendations.

Background

The U.S. government’s controls on the export of defense-related items are
primarily divided between two departments. Commerce, through its
Bureau of Industry and Security, controls the export of dual-use items
under the authority granted by the Export Administration Act.2
Commerce’s Export Administration Regulations3 establish the Commerce
Control List, which generally contains detailed specifications for dual-use
items. State, through its Office of Defense Trade Controls, regulates
exports of defense items under the authority of the Arms Export Control
Act.4 State’s International Traffic in Arms Regulations5 provide controls
over defense items, which are identified in broad categories on the U.S.
Munitions List. Both departments’ control lists are developed with the
Defense Technology Security Administration, which represents Defense
on export control issues. Defense reviews both State and Commerce
export licenses for national security concerns.
Commerce and State control exports differently in several key areas.
Commerce seeks to balance national security, foreign policy, and
economic interests when considering how to control items and review
export licenses. By contrast, State gives primacy to U.S. national security
and foreign policy interests. In most cases, Commerce’s controls over

2

50 U.S.C. App. secs. 2401 et seq. Authority granted by the act terminated on August 20,
2001. Executive Order 13222 continues the export control regime established under the act
and the Export Administration Regulations.

3

15 C.F.R. secs. 730-774.

4

22 U.S.C. secs. 2751 et seq.

5

22 C.F.R. secs. 120-130.
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dual-use items are less restrictive than State’s controls over defense items.
State requires licenses for exports and re-exports to all destinations with
few exceptions, while many items under Commerce’s jurisdiction do not
require licenses to most destinations. Also, some sanctions and embargoes
only apply to items on the U.S. Munitions List and not to those on the
Commerce Control List. For example, most exports of defense items to
destinations such as China are prohibited under State, while Commerce
can allow the export of many dual-use items to China.
Companies are responsible for determining whether the item they seek to
export is on the Commerce Control List and, therefore, subject to
Commerce’s jurisdiction, or on the U.S. Munitions List and subject to
State’s jurisdiction. Under Commerce regulations, companies may request
a commodity classification when unsure of the requirements for exporting
a Commerce-controlled item.6 After reviewing the characteristics of the
item, Commerce provides an export control classification number from
the Commerce Control List, which indicates the applicable controls and
licensing requirements.7 Under State regulations, companies may request a
commodity jurisdiction determination from State when unsure whether an
item is subject to State or Commerce controls or when requesting that an
item be transferred from State to Commerce jurisdiction.8 State is to
consult with Defense and Commerce to determine the proper jurisdiction
of an item based on several criteria, including its civil applications and
military significance. State is the arbiter in the commodity jurisdiction
process and is the only department that may change the jurisdiction of an
item.
In 1996, the National Security Council issued guidance to improve the
transparency and interagency coordination of the commodity
classification and commodity jurisdiction processes. The Council’s
guidance was prompted by State and Commerce disagreement over
jurisdictional determinations. This guidance also came after Commerce
issued a commodity classification for State-controlled missile technology,
which resulted in harm to U.S. national security when this technology was
improperly transferred to China. The guidance provides referral criteria

6

15 C.F.R. 748.3.

7

Some items may also be designated “EAR99,” which serves as a general designation for
items that are covered by the Export Administration Regulations but are not specified on
the Commerce Control List.
8

22 C.F.R. 120.4.
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for when Commerce should consult with State and Defense on commodity
classification requests before making a decision. In addition, the guidance
establishes time frames for making commodity jurisdiction determinations
as well as an interagency dispute resolution process.

Commerce
Improperly Classified
Items and Has Not
Adhered to
Regulatory Time
Frames

Commerce rarely referred classification requests to State and Defense,
even though some items appear to meet referral criteria. Commerce
officials said they usually do not obtain input from State and Defense since
they have sufficient experience to properly classify items. As a result of
the limited referrals, Commerce has improperly classified some
State-controlled items as Commerce-controlled. Some of these improper
classifications have been identified through the license application review
process. However, since many items exported under Commerce do not
require licenses to most destinations, the commodity classification
process is sometimes the only opportunity for State and Defense to
become aware of what companies are exporting. Therefore, other
improper classifications may not have been identified. In addition,
Commerce has not adhered to regulatory time frames for issuing
commodity classifications.
According to the National Security Council guidance, Commerce is to refer
to State and Defense all commodity classification requests for
“items/technologies specifically designed, developed, configured, adapted
and modified for a military application or derived from items/technologies
specifically designed, developed, configured, adapted or modified for a
military application.” State and Defense can then provide input on whether
the items are State-controlled and therefore cannot be classified on the
Commerce list or need to be reviewed through the commodity jurisdiction
process. The guidance also directs Commerce to promptly forward to
State requests from companies asking if an item is under Commerce or
State jurisdiction.

Commerce Rarely
Referred Classification
Requests That Appear to
Meet Criteria

Commerce has referred a limited number of commodity classification
requests to State and Defense. Of the 12,457 commodity classification
requests completed during fiscal years 1998 through 2001, only 40 requests
were referred by Commerce to State and Defense for review.9 Commerce
cited several reasons for referring these cases, including that the items had

9

Commerce referred another request in fiscal year 2001 that has not been completed.
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military applications or origins, were to be exported to military end-users,
or were under State control. Through the referral process the departments
agreed that 12 of the requests involved items under State jurisdiction,10
9 involved items under Commerce jurisdiction, 18 required additional
review through the commodity jurisdiction process, and 1 was withdrawn
by the company after it was referred. Commerce did not refer the
remaining 12,417 commodity classification requests it completed during
this period. Table 1 shows the number of commodity classifications and
referrals by fiscal year.
Table 1: Commodity Classifications Completed by Commerce and Referred to State
and Defense, Fiscal Years 1998-2001
Fiscal year
1998
1999
2000
2001
Total

Commodity classifications
completed
2,721
3,004
3,411
3,321
12,457

Commodity classifications
referred
6
5
12
17
40

Source: GAO’s analysis of Commerce classification data.

Commerce has based its criteria for referring commodity classification
requests to State and Defense on its interpretation of the National Security
Council guidance. Commerce officials told us that they follow the
guidance to refer classification requests for items specifically designed for
military use. For example, Commerce referred a request involving
software designed to analyze and simulate submarines. However, under
their interpretation of the guidance, Commerce officials do not refer all
requests involving items derived from military technology, only those that
have been recently adapted for civilian use. For example, Commerce
referred a classification request for a military vehicle that was converted
for civilian use in the early 1990s. In addition to the guidance, Commerce
officials stated they refer requests involving items where jurisdiction is
unclear.
In contrast, State and Defense officials said that under their
interpretations of the National Security Council guidance, Commerce
should be referring most, if not all, commodity classification requests to

10

One of the requests involved multiple items, most of which were determined to be
State-controlled.
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them. For example, Defense officials stated that Commerce should refer
classification requests for all items derived from military technology
regardless of how long ago this occurred. They added that most items on
the Commerce Control List were derived from items designed for the
military. The officials also stated that Commerce should refer all
classification requests involving items with unclear jurisdiction.
Commerce has not consistently applied its referral criteria for
implementing the National Security Council guidance. We identified
253 commodity classification requests that appear to meet Commerce’s
stated criteria for referral but were not referred to State and Defense.
•

•

•

•

Commerce returned 123 requests to companies without providing a
classification and informed these companies that State should review the
items through the commodity jurisdiction process. In other instances,
Commerce has referred requests when it needed to confirm which
department has jurisdiction over an item.
Commerce returned 89 requests to companies without providing a
classification and informed these companies that the items were subject to
State control. By definition, an item that is State-controlled meets the
referral criteria of being specifically designed for a military application.
Also, Commerce has referred other requests to State and Defense for items
it considered to be State-controlled.
We identified 37 requests involving items that Commerce classified
without referral to State and Defense but that are included in categories
that appear on both State and Commerce control lists. For example,
Commerce provided companies with classifications for two sensitive
missile technology items that we had previously identified as subject to
unclear jurisdiction since they appear on both Commerce and State’s
control lists.11
We found 4 classifications issued by Commerce where the requests were
not referred to State and Defense, involving items with military
applications, military origins, or unclear jurisdiction—all of which were
reasons Commerce cited when referring other requests. For example, one
request involved night vision technology, which has military origins and
applications and is currently under jurisdictional review by State.

11

See General Accounting Office, Export Controls: Clarification of Jurisdiction for
Missile Technology Items Needed, GAO-02-120 (Washington, D.C.: Oct. 9, 2001).

Page 7

GAO-02-996 Export Controls

Commerce officials stated that the referral criteria are subjective and have
not always been applied consistently by Commerce officials that review
classification requests. These officials acknowledged that their
implementation of the referral criteria may pose some risk of improperly
classifying a State-controlled item, but the risk is minimal because
Commerce reviewers have sufficient experience with classifying and
licensing items. They also stated that increased referrals would limit their
ability to meet the regulatory requirement to process commodity
classification requests in a timely manner. State and Defense officials told
us that they have the necessary expertise to review classification requests
to ensure proper jurisdiction. Furthermore, only State, with Defense’s
concurrence, has been delegated the statutory authority to determine
which items are under its jurisdiction.
Commerce does not always receive sufficient information from companies
to identify all classification requests that meet referral criteria. Commerce
regulations require companies to provide precise technical specifications
on an item when submitting a commodity classification request. However,
Commerce regulations do not require companies to submit information
that relates to referral criteria such as whether an item’s applications are
predominantly military or civil or whether an item was originally
developed for military use. Commerce officials stated that they do not
need this information to make classification decisions but would need
additional information in some cases to determine whether to refer
requests to State and Defense.

Commerce Has Improperly
Classified State-Controlled
Items and Limited State’s
Exporter Oversight

Classification of items without input from State and Defense has resulted
in Commerce improperly classifying some State-controlled items. We
identified several instances in which companies have received
classifications from Commerce for State-controlled items without input
from State and Defense. For example, one company received
classifications for items that can be used to analyze missile flight test data
and subsequently submitted several license applications to Commerce to
export these items. During its review of the license applications, Defense
questioned Commerce’s jurisdiction over the items and the company
agreed to seek licenses from State to export these items in the future. Two
other companies received classifications from Commerce for items
containing night vision technology. However, when these companies
submitted export license applications to Commerce, Defense objected to
Commerce jurisdiction and recommended that the items be licensed
through State. Commerce returned one license application to the company
because the item may be State-controlled and advised the company to
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seek a commodity jurisdiction determination from State. The item in the
other license application is currently under jurisdictional review by State.
While Defense officials can identify some improper classifications through
the license review process, most Commerce-controlled items do not
require export licenses. Therefore, the referral of commodity classification
requests could provide State and Defense their only opportunity to
become aware of what companies are exporting through Commerce. Of
the total classifications provided to companies during fiscal years 1998
through 2001, about two-thirds involved classifications for items that
generally would not require export licenses to most destinations. A
State-controlled item that is classified as a Commerce item that generally
does not require a license can then be improperly exported without the
appropriate government review. We identified one company that received
a commodity classification for explosive detection devices that would
allow the company to export them to most destinations without
Commerce licenses. Another company that exports the same devices
through State’s licensing process notified State of its competitor’s
activities. This prompted State to issue a commodity jurisdiction
determination that the devices are State-controlled. Until this jurisdiction
determination was issued, the company obtaining licenses from State
experienced a competitive disadvantage because the other company could
meet customer demands more quickly by not obtaining licenses.
By not referring classification requests, Commerce also does not provide
State with an opportunity to ensure that companies comply with State’s
governing export control statute and regulations. Pursuant to the Arms
Export Control Act,12 State’s regulations require all manufacturers of
defense items to register with State, even if they are not planning to export
their items.13 The U.S. government then uses registration information to
ensure compliance with export control laws. Based on our review of
classification data, we identified several companies that did not register
with State, as required by law, after Commerce advised them that their
items were State-controlled. State officials said that they will determine
what actions are needed to have these companies comply with the
regulations and whether any violations occurred. In addition, a senior
State official told us that Commerce’s limited referrals and improper
classifications may limit State’s ability to have enforcement actions taken

12

22 U.S.C. sec. 2778(b).

13

22 C.F.R. 122.1.
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against companies for possible export control violations since the
companies have already obtained government direction to export through
the Commerce system.

Commerce Has Not Met
Required Commodity
Classification Time Frames

Commerce has not adhered to regulatory time frames for responding to
commodity classification requests from companies. The Export
Administration Regulations require Commerce to provide companies with
a classification within 14-calendar days.14 However, during fiscal years
1998 through 2001, Commerce completed only 13 percent of the
commodity classifications within 14 days. Commerce took a median of
39 days to respond to classification requests during this 4-year period.
Figure 1 shows the median number of days Commerce took to respond
to classification requests by fiscal year.

14

15 C.F.R. 750.2.
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Figure 1: Median Processing Times for Commodity Classifications, Fiscal Years
1998-2001

Source: GAO’s analysis of Commerce classification data.

Commerce officials stated that delays in responding to classification
requests are due to other priorities, limited staff resources, and companies
not providing required information. Commerce officials, who review
commodity classification requests, assign highest priority to processing
licenses because companies rely on the timely issuance of licenses to meet
customers’ orders. These officials have other duties that delay their review
of classification requests, which include providing information for
enforcement cases. Commerce officials noted that they recently received
additional hiring authority for personnel to review commodity
classification requests and perform other duties, but they have not yet
completed the hiring process. Commerce officials also attributed delays to
companies not providing required technical specifications with their
commodity classification requests, estimating that about 80 percent of
requests require officials to perform additional research. If companies
provided the required information, then Commerce could spend less time
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processing each commodity classification request. Commerce officials told
us that they have implemented a new procedure to place requests on hold
while they obtain additional information from companies, thereby
reflecting Commerce’s actual processing time.

Commodity
Jurisdiction Process
Exceeded Time
Frames and Is
Affected by External
Disagreements

The commodity jurisdiction process has exceeded established time frames
and is affected by external disagreements. State has often not adhered to
the 95-day time frame established by the National Security Council for
providing companies with commodity jurisdiction determinations. Factors
that delay determinations have included late input from Defense and
Commerce, disagreements among the departments over the appropriate
jurisdiction for an item, need for sufficient information to make
determinations, and initial determinations to Defense and Commerce not
issued in accordance with guidance. Delays in resolving jurisdiction
requests can discourage a company from using the process and affect its
ability to compete in certain markets. In addition, an interagency
disagreement being resolved outside the commodity jurisdiction process
has affected the resolution of some requests.
According to the National Security Council guidance, all commodity
jurisdiction requests are to be resolved through a State-led process within
a maximum 95-calendar day time frame. During that period, State refers
requests to Commerce and Defense, providing them up to 45 days to
recommend the appropriate jurisdiction for an item.15 State is also to
resolve any disagreements over jurisdiction between the departments and
issue a determination to the company. If the departments disagree on the
appropriate jurisdiction for an item, they can escalate initial jurisdiction
determinations to higher levels within State and ultimately to the
President. Figure 2 shows each step in the commodity jurisdiction process
and the associated time frames for issuing determinations.

15

The National Security Council guidance indicates that Commerce and Defense should
provide their recommendations within 35 calendar days, but they may request 10 additional
days to submit recommendations for extraordinary cases.
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Figure 2: Commodity Jurisdiction Process and Time Frames

Source: Based on National Security Council guidance.
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Commodity Jurisdiction
Determinations Have Not
Been Timely

State has not adhered to the time frames established in guidance for
responding to commodity jurisdiction requests. Of the 802 commodity
jurisdiction determinations made by State between October 1, 1997, and
May 31, 2001, 62 percent took over the maximum 95 days to resolve.16 State
took a median of 118 days to issue a jurisdiction determination, with
25 percent taking twice as long as the established maximum time frame.
Figure 3 shows the total number of determinations and those that took
over 95 days to resolve by fiscal year.
Figure 3: Commodity Jurisdiction Determinations and Timeliness, Fiscal Years
1998-2001

Note: Fiscal year 2001 includes only those cases resolved by May 31, 2001.
Source: GAO’s analysis of State commodity jurisdiction data.

16

We requested data on jurisdiction determinations made during fiscal years 1998 through
2001. However, State only provided data on determinations made from fiscal year 1998
through May 31, 2001.
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While State consistently referred jurisdiction requests to Defense and
Commerce in a timely manner, State has not adhered to established time
frames for issuing commodity jurisdiction determinations generally due to
four contributing factors. First, for the majority of determinations made
between October 1, 1997, and May 31, 2001, Commerce and Defense did
not provide their recommendations on the appropriate jurisdiction within
45 calendar days. Specifically, Commerce took a median of 81 days while
Defense took 69 days to provide State with their respective
recommendations. State officials explained that they are reluctant to make
jurisdictional determinations without input from the other departments,
particularly since Defense has a statutory role in developing the U.S.
Munitions List. Defense and Commerce officials told us they are
sometimes late because commodity jurisdictions are low priority.
According to these officials, their limited staff resources are primarily
devoted to reviewing export license applications. For example, during our
review period, Defense had one official responsible for administering the
commodity jurisdiction process and coordinating input from technical
experts, but it has recently hired an additional staff person. Additional
time may be needed for the departments to provide their
recommendations in certain cases. For 3 of the 34 commodity jurisdiction
files we reviewed, Defense officials requested additional time to provide
their recommendations, citing either internal disagreements about the
appropriate jurisdiction or the precedent setting nature of the case.
Second, State’s ability to resolve jurisdiction requests has been delayed by
disagreements between the departments over the appropriate jurisdiction
for an item. When Commerce and Defense both provided
recommendations to State, they conflicted 35 percent of the time. In such
cases, State took a median of 51 additional days to issue a determination.
According to State officials, they attempted to reconcile the departments’
positions by discussing the cases with the departments and conducting
further research on the military applications and origins of the item. In one
of the commodity jurisdiction files we reviewed where there was
disagreement between the departments, State indicated that it was
suspending the established time frame because the case was complex.
Third, the issuance of commodity jurisdiction determinations has been
delayed by the need for sufficient information. In some instances, State
officials told us that they have not always found the information and
justifications from Commerce to be sufficient for them to make
determinations. In several of the commodity jurisdiction files we reviewed,
Commerce did not fully address whether the items have predominate civil
applications or performance equivalents to those used in civil applications,
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which are among the criteria State uses when determining jurisdiction.
According to Commerce and State officials, Commerce has recently
improved the quality of input to State. Furthermore, State officials told us
they need to conduct additional research on an item before making a
determination, regardless of the quality of input from Commerce and
Defense.
Fourth, State has not always issued initial determinations in accordance
with the guidance. State is to provide Commerce and Defense with initial
jurisdiction determinations no later than 55 calendar days after receiving a
request, even when those departments have not provided their input. If
Commerce and Defense do not object within 5 days, State’s decision
becomes final. According to Commerce and Defense officials, commodity
jurisdictions become a priority when they receive State’s initial
determinations, so they can provide input before the determinations
become final. A senior State official told us that State would prefer to
receive Commerce and Defense’s input as set out in the guidance before
issuing an initial determination. Our review of commodity jurisdiction files
indicated that most did not contain documentation on initial
determinations. Those files that did contain documentation indicated that
State issued initial determinations more than 75 days after receiving the
request. Additionally, State has not tracked the issuance of initial
determinations in its commodity jurisdiction database.
While the commodity jurisdiction process is used to assist companies,
State’s delays may discourage companies from requesting jurisdiction
determinations. For example, officials from two companies told us that
they are reluctant to request determinations in the future because of
delays they have experienced in the process. Officials with other
companies expressed dissatisfaction with the process because they were
unable to obtain information from State on the status of their pending
requests. Therefore, companies may determine jurisdiction on their own
or seek jurisdiction guidance outside the process.
Delays in the commodity jurisdiction process may also affect a company’s
ability to compete in certain markets. An item is generally subject to
State’s export controls until State determines otherwise. As a result,
pending the resolution of a commodity jurisdiction request, the item is
subject to State’s restrictions and generally requires a license to be
exported. Under current U.S. law, most items subject to State’s jurisdiction
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cannot be licensed for export to China.17 Commerce does not have a
comparable restriction on the export of dual-use items to China. For
example, officials with one company informed us that they were unable to
compete for a significant contract in China while waiting over a year for a
commodity jurisdiction determination. State eventually determined that
the item in question was subject to Commerce’s jurisdiction, which it did
in 36 percent of the cases resolved during our review period. Officials with
other companies also stated that delays in receiving jurisdiction
determinations have affected their ability to compete in certain markets.

Interagency Disagreement
Outside the Process
Affects Resolution of Some
Commodity Jurisdiction
Requests

Commodity jurisdiction requests for space-related items have remained
unresolved for several years due to an interagency jurisdictional debate
occurring outside the established commodity jurisdiction process. In
March 1999, State and Commerce issued regulations pursuant to a change
in law that transferred commercial satellites and related items from
Commerce’s jurisdiction to State’s jurisdiction.18 Commerce and State
disagreed on what constituted “related items” and whether the law
transferred certain space-related items to State. The National Security
Council initiated an interagency review to resolve the disagreement and
determine jurisdiction over these items. At the direction of the National
Security Council, State placed commodity jurisdiction cases for
space-related items on hold until an interagency agreement could be
reached and implemented. As a result, State officials said they placed
33 commodity jurisdiction cases on hold, most of which have been open
since 1999. In 2001, State and Commerce announced the resolution of the
disagreement, and they are currently developing regulations to specify
control over these items.
While their commodity jurisdiction requests remain on hold, companies
have exported their space-related items through both departments.
Officials with four companies told us that they have been exporting their
space-related items through State. Officials with another company told us,
that based on advice from Commerce, they have been exporting their
space-related items through Commerce. State and Commerce officials
confirmed that companies could export such items through Commerce.

17

P.L. 101-246, Feb. 16, 1990. Under the statute, licensing of State-controlled items for
export to China is prohibited unless the President reports to Congress that (1) China has
achieved certain political and human rights reforms or (2) it is in the U.S. national interest.
18

P.L. 105-261, Oct. 17, 1998.
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However, neither department issued written guidance specifying what
companies with pending commodity jurisdiction requests should do.
While the origins of the jurisdictional disagreement over space-related
items were unique, disagreements between departments over the
jurisdiction of other items could limit State’s ability to make
determinations through the commodity jurisdiction process. For example,
State has placed a jurisdiction request involving night vision technology on
hold until jurisdiction for that technology is decided through the ongoing
review of the U.S. Munitions List.19 State officials said they expect this
review of night vision technology to be difficult and time-consuming to
complete. Defense and Commerce officials also told us that there is
considerable interagency debate on how night vision technology should be
controlled.

Conclusions

The bifurcated U.S. export control system seeks to manage risks by
balancing national security and foreign policy with economic interests.
Commerce has altered this balance by not implementing the commodity
classification process in a manner that considers other stakeholder
interests. While State’s implementation of the commodity jurisdiction
process allows for the consideration of multiple interests, it is slow to
reach decisions and, in some cases, has been affected by larger
interagency disputes occurring outside of the process. Existing guidance
was intended to improve transparency and coordination within these
processes, but problems persist. If the U.S. export control system is to
effectively manage risk, these processes have to balance stakeholder
interests, be transparent to stakeholders, and efficiently reach and
communicate decisions. In the absence of this, the U.S. government faces
the possibility of defense-related items being exported without the proper
level of government review and control to protect national interests. Also,
companies may export similar items under different controls, placing
some companies at a competitive disadvantage or at risk of violating U.S.
export control laws.

19

State and Defense are reviewing and revising different portions of the U.S. Munitions List
on an annual basis, as part of the Defense Trade Security Initiative, to ensure that coverage
on the list is appropriate. See General Accounting Office, Defense Trade: Analysis of
Support for Recent Initiatives, GAO/NSIAD-00-191 (Washington, D.C.: Aug. 31, 2000).
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Recommendations for
Executive Action

To increase transparency to stakeholders and minimize the risk of
Commerce making jurisdictional determinations through the commodity
classification process, we recommend that the Secretary of Commerce
direct the Bureau of Industry and Security to promptly review existing
guidance and develop, with the concurrence of the appropriate entities
within State and Defense, criteria for referring commodity classification
requests to those departments. In developing the criteria, the departments
should agree on a common definition of terms to be contained in the
criteria. Until the departments develop and implement referral criteria, the
risk of Commerce improperly classifying State-controlled items will
continue to exist.
To increase transparency and assist State in enforcing its statutory
requirements, we recommend that the Secretary of Commerce direct the
Bureau of Industry and Security to develop, with the concurrence of
State’s Office of Defense Trade Controls, procedures for referring requests
that are returned to companies because the items are State-controlled or
require a commodity jurisdiction review.
To ensure that Commerce has sufficient information to make timely and
appropriate commodity classifications, we recommend that the Secretary
of Commerce direct the Bureau of Industry and Security to revise
guidance for companies on the information to be provided with
commodity classification requests and consider including a requirement
for information on an item’s origins and applications.
To comply with existing time frames for responding to classification
requests, we recommend that the Secretary of Commerce direct the
Bureau of Industry and Security to assess the amount of resources needed,
then reallocate resources as appropriate.
To improve the timeliness of the commodity jurisdiction process, we
recommend that the Secretaries of State, Commerce, and Defense direct
the respective entities within their departments to assess the amount of
resources needed to make jurisdiction recommendations and
determinations within established time frames, then either reallocate
resources as appropriate or seek changes to the established time frames
that are consistent with available resources. We also recommend that the
Secretary of State direct the Office of Defense Trade Controls to issue
initial determinations in accordance with the guidance.
To improve transparency and consistency of the commodity classification
and jurisdiction processes, we recommend that the Secretaries of State,
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Commerce, and Defense revise interagency guidance to incorporate any
changes to the referral process and time frames for making decisions.

Agency Comments
and Our Evaluation

We received written comments on a draft of this report from Commerce,
State, and Defense, which are reprinted in appendixes I, II, and III,
respectively, along with our detailed evaluation of their comments.
Commerce disagreed with our findings and conclusions, which it believes
are based on erroneous facts and, therefore, are fundamentally flawed.
Specifically, Commerce did not agree with our finding that
253 classification requests, which were not referred, appear to meet
Commerce’s referral criteria and, therefore, should have been referred.
Commerce asserts that it did not improperly classify State-controlled
items. Additionally, Commerce indicated that State and Defense’s position
that most commodity classifications should be referred does not reflect
the National Security Council guidance. However, Commerce agreed to
work with other departments and companies to implement our
recommendations and noted it has allocated resources to ensure the
timely issuance of its classifications and State’s jurisdiction
determinations. In responding to our draft, State partially concurred with
our findings and recommendations. State noted that it has made progress
in reducing the amount of time needed to issue jurisdiction
determinations. Citing improved timeliness and deference to Defense’s
national security views, State did not agree that it needs to implement our
recommendation to issue initial determinations in a timely manner, but it
did agree to enlist greater cooperation from other departments in meeting
established time frames. In its comments, Defense concurred with our
recommendations.
We disagree with Commerce’s characterization of our findings and
conclusions and are confident that our report accurately assesses
Commerce’s implementation of the commodity classification process. As
stated in our report, we identified at least 253 classification requests that
appear to meet the referral criteria. By Commerce’s own admission,
requests involving State-controlled items or those in need of a
jurisdictional review were returned to the companies without referral to
State and Defense, which is not consistent with the referral criteria. In
addition, Commerce inconsistently applied the criteria because in some
instances it referred requests that met the criteria. Our report highlights
the risk of Commerce improperly classifying State-controlled items
through the commodity classification process. We identified several
instances in which Commerce classified State-controlled items, including
explosive detection devices that were determined to be State-controlled
through the commodity jurisdiction process. Commerce’s position
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regarding the interpretation of the National Security Council guidance by
State and Defense demonstrates that the criteria are subjective and that
the departments have not reached a consensus on which requests should
be referred. While we cannot verify whether State has decreased the
amount of time needed to process jurisdiction requests, we agree that
State should enlist the cooperation of other departments to improve
timeliness. We continue to recommend that State issue initial
determinations in accordance with established guidance because this is a
mechanism to improve timeliness, while still providing Defense and
Commerce with an opportunity to provide input before a final
determination is made.

Scope and
Methodology

To assess how Commerce implements the commodity classification
process, we reviewed relevant laws, regulations, and the National Security
Council guidance to identify the criteria for the process and examined how
Commerce implemented the criteria. We discussed the process and the
referral criteria with officials from Commerce’s Bureau of Industry and
Security, State’s Office of Defense Trade Controls, and Defense’s Defense
Technology Security Administration. We reviewed 41 commodity
classification requests Commerce referred to State and Defense during
fiscal years 1998 through 2001 and identified the reasons for referral. We
analyzed commodity classification data for fiscal years 1998 through 2001
and selected 34 cases to review that were not referred to State and
Defense. We compared the characteristics of the items in the 34 cases with
Commerce’s stated referral criteria, as well as items identified as
State-controlled in Defense’s review of Commerce licenses. We reviewed
the data and identified nonreferred requests returned to companies
without classifications because the items either were State-controlled or
needed a commodity jurisdiction review. We then confirmed whether the
companies involved in these cases appeared in State’s registration
database. In addition, we reviewed the classification data to identify the
export control classification numbers provided to companies. We then
compared those classification numbers with classification numbers that
cover items appearing on both the Commerce and State control lists. To
determine Commerce’s timeliness in providing classifications, we analyzed
the time elapsed between the receipt of the classification request and the
issuance of the classification. To assess the reliability of Commerce’s
classification data, we compared information in selected files to the data.
During our analysis, we found some minor inaccuracies with Commerce’s
data, which did not adversely affect its overall reliability.

Page 21

GAO-02-996 Export Controls

To assess how State implements the commodity jurisdiction process, we
identified the steps in the commodity jurisdiction process as established in
relevant regulations and the National Security Council guidance and
discussed the implementation of the process with officials from the
relevant offices at State, Defense, and Commerce. We requested State’s
data for commodity jurisdiction determinations and open cases during
fiscal years 1998 through 2001. However, State did not provide complete
data for fiscal year 2001. We analyzed the data to determine the time taken
to complete key steps in the process. We reviewed 34 selected commodity
jurisdiction files. We discussed reasons for delays as well as the
interagency disagreement over space-related items with State, Commerce,
and Defense officials. We also reviewed documents related to the history
of the space-related interagency disagreement. To assess the reliability of
State’s commodity jurisdiction data, we compared the information in the
files reviewed to the data and found inconsistencies. However, we
determined that these are the best available data and are sufficiently
reliable for assessing timeliness.
We discussed the commodity classification and jurisdiction processes with
companies. To select companies, we analyzed Commerce and State data to
identify companies that had experience with one or both processes. We
also obtained recommendations from industry associations and others to
develop a list of additional companies that had used these processes. We
then conducted structured interviews with officials from 31 companies,
which included small, medium, and large companies with varying degrees
of experience in using the export control processes.
We conducted our work from May 2001 through September 2002 in
accordance with generally accepted government auditing standards. The
time taken by State, Commerce, and Defense to respond to our requests
for information and data adversely affected the timeliness of our reporting.

We will send copies of this report to the Chairmen and Ranking Minority
Members of the House Committees on Government Reform, on
International Relations, and on Armed Services and Senate Committees on
Governmental Affairs, on Foreign Relations, on Armed Services, and on
Banking, Housing, and Urban Affairs. We will also send copies to the
Secretaries of State, Commerce, and Defense; the Director, Office of
Management and Budget; and the Assistant to the President for National
Security Affairs. In addition, this report will be made available at no
charge on the GAO Web site at http://www.gao.gov.
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If you or your staff have questions concerning this report, please contact
me at (202) 512-4841. Others making key contributions to this report are
listed in appendix IV.
Sincerely yours,

Katherine V. Schinasi
Director, Acquisition and Sourcing Management
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of Commerce
Note: GAO comments
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the report text appear at
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See comment 1.
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See comment 1.

See comment 2.
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See comment 3.

See comment 4.

See comment 5.
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See comment 6.

See comment 7.

See comment 8.

See comment 9.
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See comment 10.

See comment 11.

See comment 12.
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See comment 13.

See comment 14.

See comment 15.
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See comment 16.

See comment 17.

See comment 18.
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See comment 19.
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Appendix I: Comments from the Department
of Commerce

The following are GAO’s comments on the Department of Commerce’s
letter dated September 9, 2002.

GAO Comments

1. Commerce misrepresented our findings and conclusions because it
incorrectly combined two different findings related to the commodity
classification process by suggesting that we concluded that all
253 requests resulted in improper classifications. The 253 requests
identified in our report represent cases that appear to meet the
National Security Council or Commerce’s stated referral criteria but
were not referred to State and Defense for interagency review.
Separately, our report discusses several instances in which Commerce
improperly classified State-controlled items. We concluded that not
referring commodity classification requests that appear to meet the
referral criteria increases the risk of improper classification.
As already noted in our report, 212 commodity classification requests
were returned to companies without classifications because
Commerce determined that the items involved were either
State-controlled or possibly State-controlled. Commerce’s footnote
acknowledges that these requests clearly meet the National Security
Council referral criteria as they involve items “specifically designed,
developed, configured, adapted, or modified for a military application,”
yet Commerce stated that it is not necessary to refer such requests.
However, as stated in our report, we identified instances in which
Commerce referred similar requests to State and Defense. We also
found that by not consistently referring such requests, Commerce does
not provide State with an opportunity to ensure that companies
comply with the Arms Export Control Act. For example, we identified
several companies that did not register with State after Commerce
returned their classification requests and advised them that their items
were State-controlled.
The identification of the remaining 41 classification requests that were
not referred, despite appearing to meet the referral criteria, was based
on our analysis of Commerce’s data. We did not find any duplicates
and were not able to independently verify Commerce’s statement. We,
therefore, have no basis for revising the numbers contained in our
report.
2. Commerce maintains that an item appearing on both control lists does
not necessarily mean that it is unclear which department has
jurisdiction over the item, because Commerce’s control list contains
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technical control parameters that differentiate jurisdiction. We do not
agree because Commerce’s control list does not always provide such
technical control parameters. For example, the requests we identified
as having unclear jurisdiction were classified in Commerce Control
List categories that either contain technical control parameters
identical to those on the U.S. Munitions List or do not contain specific
parameters to clearly differentiate those items that are
Commerce-controlled.
3. As discussed in comment 1, these cases were identified as appearing to
meet the referral criteria but were not referred to State and Defense.
4. We disagree that Commerce refers requests as required by the National
Security Council guidance. As noted in our report, Commerce officials
admitted that they inconsistently apply the guidance. Defense and
State officials informed us that under their interpretations of the
guidance, Commerce should be referring most, if not all, commodity
classifications. The guidance does not provide a common definition of
terms to be used when applying the criteria. Commerce officials
informed us that they have never met with Defense or State officials to
define key terms or to agree on a common interpretation of the
guidance. Further, we disagree with Commerce’s assertion that the
253 commodity classification requests that we identified represent all the
requests that should have been referred. After reviewing a subset of
Commerce data, we found at least 253 requests that appear to meet the
referral criteria, but we did not conclude that this represents all the
requests that should have been referred.
5. As discussed in our report, the departments have different
interpretations of the National Security Council guidance, particularly
as it relates to items derived from military applications. There is no
“traditional” interpretation of the guidance. The example Commerce
provides in its comments does not reflect the complexity or sensitivity
of the types of items, such as night vision devices, which may meet the
referral criteria.
6. The objectives of our report were to assess how Commerce and State,
respectively, implement the commodity classification and commodity
jurisdiction processes, not to assess the implementation of the
National Security Council guidance as it relates to other processes
such as licensing.
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7. We assessed the implementation of the commodity jurisdiction
process and did not evaluate the resulting determinations. In its
implementation of the commodity jurisdiction process, State provides
Commerce and Defense the opportunity to provide input on
jurisdiction determinations and to escalate requests when there is a
disagreement over the appropriate jurisdiction for an item.
8. Our report clearly reflects the nature of commodity classifications and
the fact that they are not licensing determinations. We would note,
however, that of the classifications provided by Commerce during our
review period, about two-thirds involved classifications for items that
generally would not require export licenses to most destinations. As a
result, the classification process may be the only opportunity for State
and Defense to become aware of what companies are exporting. While
Commerce officials may be knowledgeable about the Commerce
Control List, State and Defense officials have the authority and
expertise to determine whether an item is covered by the
U.S. Munitions List. The National Security Council guidance was issued
to improve interagency coordination and transparency by providing
State and Defense a role in the commodity classification process.
9. Our analysis of Commerce’s median processing time for commodity
jurisdiction cases is based on data provided by State. The median
processing time, as contained in the report, reflects the amount of time
that lapsed between when State referred the case to Commerce and
when Commerce provided its initial input. Therefore, our calculation
does not need to be revised.
10. See comments 1 and 15.
11. While Commerce notes that State and Defense have roles in reviewing
Commerce’s regulations and license applications, we are not
incorporating this comment because it is not relevant to understanding
the roles of these departments in the commodity classification
process.
12. The technical data that Commerce refers to in its comment involved
State-controlled missile technology that was exported to China based
on an improper Commerce classification. A congressional inquiry
determined that U.S. national security was harmed as a result. This
incident highlights the risk of Commerce making commodity
classification decisions without input from State and Defense. We note
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that Commerce admits that jurisdiction is not always clearly delineated
between Commerce and State regulations.
13. Our report identifies several instances in which Commerce improperly
classified State-controlled items. The one case referred to in
Commerce’s comments involved explosive detection devices that were
classified by Commerce but were later determined to be
State-controlled through the commodity jurisdiction process. When
these devices were reviewed through the commodity jurisdiction
process, Commerce provided its recommendation on the appropriate
jurisdiction and chose not to escalate State’s determination that the
items were State-controlled. As we explained to Commerce officials,
we were unable to provide Commerce with documents or other
evidence related to this case due to our policy to protect proprietary
information.
14. As noted in comment 8, the National Security Council guidance
provides a role for State and Defense in the commodity classification
process. Furthermore, Commerce’s comment reflects a disagreement
with State and Defense as to which commodity classification requests
should be referred in accordance with the guidance.
15. In our report, we identified three instances in which jurisdictional
questions were raised during the license application review process.
These license applications involved items for which Commerce had
previously issued commodity classifications, but were identified by
Defense in the license review process as being State-controlled. While
Commerce may not agree with Defense’s position, Commerce does not
have the authority to determine which items are not subject to State’s
jurisdiction. By law, Commerce can only control, and therefore
classify, items that are not controlled by another department. In its
comments, Commerce refers to an interagency memorandum of
understanding regarding which department has jurisdiction over
certain night vision devices. However, there is currently an interagency
disagreement on how the memorandum should be interpreted and, as
mentioned in our report, an interagency debate on how night vision
devices are to be controlled. Commerce also refers to the case
involving the explosive detection devices and suggests that it did not
improperly classify the devices. However, the devices were ultimately
determined to be State-controlled through the commodity jurisdiction
process, as discussed in comment 13. Also, we did not provide
Commerce with the requested information because it was proprietary
information obtained from other sources. While we did not discuss
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these specific cases with Commerce officials to protect the identity of
the companies involved, we did review government documents related
to the cases and discussed the cases with company and other
government officials.
16. Commerce states that when it returns a classification request to a
company indicating that the item is subject to State’s jurisdiction, it
puts the company on notice. However, Commerce’s practice does not
provide State with an opportunity to obtain information on companies
that need to register with State.
17. Our conclusion considers the effects our findings have on the entire
export control system, which consists of separate regulatory regimes
for defense and dual-use items. As noted in comments above, we did
not attempt to identify all commodity classification requests that
appear to meet referral criteria or those that resulted in improper
classifications. The examples contained in the report are illustrative of
weaknesses in Commerce’s implementation of the commodity
classification process. Furthermore, one improper classification can
have serious implications for U.S. national security, as demonstrated
by the release of missile technology to China discussed in the report.
In discussing the impact on industry, Commerce’s comments do not
acknowledge that improper classifications can place companies at a
competitive disadvantage. Specifically, a company may be exporting
through State while its competitor may be exporting the same item
through Commerce, based on an improper classification from
Commerce.
18. The findings contained in our draft report were discussed in detail with
Commerce officials before the draft was provided to Commerce for
official comment. After considering Commerce’s written comments,
we are confident that the report accurately reflects information
provided by Commerce, Defense, State, and company officials during
our review.
19. We have revised our recommendation because Commerce believes
that it cannot change the time frame for responding to commodity
classification requests.
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See comment 1.

See comment 2.
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See comment 3.

See comment 4.
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The following are GAO’s comments on the Department of State’s letter
dated September 10, 2002.

GAO Comments

1. While State consistently referred commodity jurisdiction requests to
Commerce and Defense, we found indications in State’s data that a
limited number of requests were not referred to both departments.
However, we could not confirm with State whether these cases were
not referred because State officials did not provide responses to
questions regarding specific jurisdiction requests.
2. During our review, State officials showed us the information contained
in State’s table 1. However, they did not provide us with the supporting
data that would be needed to verify State’s progress in reducing the
amount of time to process jurisdiction requests. Furthermore, as noted
in the report, State officials did not provide us with complete data for
fiscal year 2001, despite our requests.
3. While we recognize State’s efforts to reduce the amount of time to
process jurisdiction requests, we note that the National Security
Council guidance establishes 95 days as the maximum amount of time
in which escalated cases are to be resolved. According to the guidance,
final jurisdiction determinations should be issued in less than
65 days after a request is received, unless the case is escalated.
4. The issuance of an initial determination prior to receiving input from
Defense or Commerce still provides Defense and Commerce an
opportunity to express their views on the appropriate jurisdiction for
an item, as those departments can escalate the initial determination if
they disagree. Also, as discussed in the report, the issuance of an initial
determination serves to increase the priority level Defense and
Commerce assign to commodity jurisdiction reviews and is, therefore,
a mechanism for facilitating the timely resolution of jurisdiction
requests. We agree that State should emphasize to the other
departments the importance of receiving timely input.
5. We revised the text to reflect the amount of time taken by State to
refer jurisdiction requests to Defense and Commerce once it received
the requests. Our analysis of State’s data indicates that State took a
median of 5 days to refer a request to Defense and 6 days to refer a
request to Commerce for our review period.
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See comment 1.
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The following is GAO’s comment on the Department of Defense’s letter
dated September 3, 2002.

GAO Comment

1. Because Commerce, State, and Defense officials expressed different
interpretations of the National Security Council guidance during our
review, we do not agree that the existing guidance is generally
straightforward.
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