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Suspension and Debarment: FY 2021 By The Numbers 

By David Robbins and Sati Harutyunyan (November 19, 2021, 11:49 AM EST) 

With another government fiscal year behind us, it's time to examine full fiscal year 
suspension and debarment data available in the System for Award Management, or 
SAM. As has been the case annually since the close of fiscal year 2016, this article 
provides a first look at how active the government's suspension and debarment 
program was during government fiscal year 2021. 
 
As always, this review focuses on the agencies that are most actively suspending 
and debarring government contractors. Many other agencies have statutory or 
discretionary suspension and debarment programs, but do not act frequently 
against contractors. 
 
The only other source of data on the governmentwide suspension and debarment 
system is the annual report to Congress published by the Interagency Suspension 
and Debarment Committee, or ISDC. However, the ISDC's latest report, issued in 
January, included data for fiscal year 2019 only and did not cover fiscal year 2020. 
 
As such, reviewing the raw data in SAM is the only way to obtain a real-time 
understanding of activity in the federal suspension and debarment system. 
 
Plus, SAM provides more comprehensive data than what is available in the ISDC 
report. This additional information helps contractors understand their enforcement 
climate better, and casts light on important trends when the data is analyzed year 
over year. 
 
Going into fiscal year 2021, one might have expected another pandemic-affected year with some 
declines in numbers offset by increases in referrals from stimulus-related misconduct. 
 
But what emerged was a staggering drop of 29% in year-over-year numbers from fiscal year 2020, which 
itself reflected a 14% drop over fiscal year 2019.  
 
Indeed, since this series first began in 2016, suspension and debarment activity has dropped an 
unbelievable 61%. 
 
Stated differently, the federal suspension and debarment system is less than 40% as active now as it was 
in fiscal year 2016. 
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SAM Data Versus the ISDC Data 
 
The data reviewed in this article differs substantially from information that the ISDC publishes in its 
report to Congress. The ISDC report lists separately the numbers of suspensions, debarments and 
proposed debarments by an agency. As such, the ISDC report measures the total number of times an 
agency issues any kind of action during a fiscal year. 
 
For example, if an agency suspended, proposed for debarment and debarred a single contractor in a 
year, that counts as three actions in the ISDC report. But that tally does not help us understand the 
number of companies or individuals that were subjected to exclusions. Nor does it tell us anything about 
the types of entities against which the government directed its exclusionary authority. 
 
Therefore, we continue to need to dive deeply into the SAM data in order to understand how the 
suspension and debarment system really functions. While the ISDC report is prepared for Congress, this 
deep dive into the SAM data presents information that helps contractors assess risks and adjust their 
conduct. 
 
As always, there are caveats and assumptions that accompany this data. This information is exported 
directly from SAM. It relies on the accuracy of the information input into SAM by the government, and 
the functionality of the SAM system itself. The analysis continues to require searching the exclusions tab 
on SAM using a date restriction for fiscal year 2021, exporting the data to Excel and analyzing the 
output. 
 
Fiscal Year 2021 at a Glance 
 

 



 

 

 
In fiscal year 2020, we took a year off from evaluating the size of firms excluded because we were 
unsure how much the pandemic might have affected agency willingness to exclude larger contractors 
and the associated workload involved with processing those actions. We return to that analysis this 
year. 
 
As it is every year, analyzing business size is more art than science. We looked up every domestic firm 
excluded during the fiscal year in open-source business intelligence platforms like Buzzfile and others. 
Percentages of small businesses excluded over time are as follows: 
 

 
 
As has been the case every year we have performed this analysis, the probability of being excluded from 
government contracting by suspension, proposed debarment or debarment is inversely proportional to 
business size. 
 
Comparison of Fiscal Year 2016 to Fiscal Year 2021 Numbers 
 



 

 

 
 
Illustrated graphically, the trend lines come into even sharper focus: 
 

 
 
We have now seen six government fiscal years with substantial and accelerating declines in suspension 
and debarment numbers. 
 
A natural reaction might be to conclude that the system itself is in decline. But maybe the reaction 
should be that the government is measuring the wrong things. 
 
Through Section 873 of the Duncan Hunter National Defense Authorization Act, Congress requires the 
ISDC to submit an annual report that contains, among other things, a "summary of each agency's 
activities and accomplishments in the Government-wide debarment system." 
 
Perhaps "activities and accomplishments" encompasses more than just numbers and should include 
other factors that are worth measuring and discussing. 
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