April 30, 2020

The Honorable Ellen Lord
Under Secretary of Defense for Acquisition and Sustainment
U.S. Department of Defense
1000 Defense Pentagon
Washington, D.C. 20301-1000

Dear Under Secretary Lord:
I write to request clarification from the Department of Defense (DoD or the Department)
on a recent change to its defense pricing and contracting policy in response to the coronavirus
disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic. As the Department adjusts its business practices to address
the COVID-19 pandemic, I seek to ensure that this policy change will result in responsible use of
taxpayer funds and that contractors are not profiteering during the crisis.
As a method of contract financing, the Defense Department issues progress payments to
contractors for work that is in progress but not yet completed and for costs associated with that
work in progress.1 Typically, the Department sets these progress payments at 80 percent of the
work conducted by large contractors and 90 percent of the work conducted by small contractors.2
On March 25, 2020, DoD Acquisition and Sustainment officials announced a deviation to these
progress payments, which “raises the progress payment rates for large businesses from 80
percent to 90 percent, and for small businesses from 90 percent to 95 percent.” According to Kim
Herrington, Acting Principal Director of Defense Pricing and Contracting, this change aims to
“provide additional and immediate cash flow to industry once incorporated into the contract” and
“[a]s far as monitoring, the same processes that are already in place to verify and validate the
invoices are continuing to be done.”3
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I recognize that the pandemic has created difficult financial challenges for contractors
that the Department relies on for work that contributes to the national defense, and that it is in the
national interest to ensure that contractors that perform key national security roles do not go out
of business or become vulnerable to capital infusions by foreign adversaries.4 However, the
current playing field of DoD contract financing is already heavily tilted in favor of large
contractors,5 which can invoice, and receive progress payments from, the Department for
subcontracted services and products in progress or completed before having to pay their
subcontractors. Therefore, the new progress payments policy will allow a large contractor to
receive an even greater share – 90 percent – of all its costs reimbursed by the Department before
paying subcontractors for the services and products in progress. While prime contractors are
encouraged to allocate progress payments received from the Department to subcontractors within
30 days, there is no explicit legal requirement that progress payments be expeditiously passed on
to subcontractors.6
I am concerned that the change to the progress payments policy may be a cash subsidy
that largely benefits big defense companies that can better withstand the economic shock caused
by coronavirus – and that already received a bailout of $17 billion in loans and loan guarantees
in the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act passed by Congress in March 20207 while leaving smaller, less financially resilient companies in the supply chain behind.
Furthermore, I am skeptical as to whether large defense contractors will share these extra funds
with their smaller supply chain partners in a timely fashion, and whether the Department will
hold these industry giants accountable if they fail to do so. Notably, this increase in progress
payments could invite waste, fraud, or abuse by expediting the payments of billions of dollars of
taxpayer funds to giant contractors that use the funds for stock buybacks or other methods of
enriching upper management, or to large contractors whose work may not even be completed
due to stop work orders and other mandatory public safety measures issued by state and local
governments to stop the spread of coronavirus.8
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Between 2010-2018, the six largest defense contractors headquartered in the United
States – Lockheed Martin, Raytheon, Northrop Grumman, Boeing, L3 Technologies, and
General Dynamics – generated $158.5 billion of free cash flow and spent $163.9 billion in stock
repurchases and dividend payments.9 Not a single dollar was used to “invest” in the defense
industrial workforce.10 All of this was accomplished when the progress payment rate was 80%
for those large businesses. A ten percent increase in the progress payment rate would appear to
mean that these companies receive several billion dollars in expedited payments each year.
Accordingly, I request answers to the following questions by May 15, 2020:
1. What analyses did the Department conduct to determine if the additional progress
payments are necessary for national security purposes?
2. How much in total payments will be expedited to contractors as a result of this policy,
and which five contractors will receive the most funds?
3. What measures are in place to ensure that large defense contractors do not divert the
increased progress payments from the Department to share buybacks, dividends, or
executive salaries?
4. What measures are in place to ensure that large defense contractors use the more
generous progress payments from the Department to financially sustain smaller
contractors?
5. Given the Department’s recent guidance11 designating the defense industrial base as
“critical infrastructure” and directing contractors to continue work is apparently not
legally binding, what is the Department’s plan to reconcile efforts to continue
contract work with mandatory orders by state and local governments to cease work in
order to stop the coronavirus?
6. What specific reporting and metrics are the Department putting in place to measure
and evaluate how much funding provided to prime contractors is flowing down to
subcontractors?
7. How long will this policy last, and what are the criteria for deciding when to end it?
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Thank you for your attention to this matter. I look forward to your response.
Sincerely,

___________________________
Elizabeth Warren
United States Senator

