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Why GAO Did This Study

America’s port infrastructure is
vital to U.S. foreign trade and a
bulwark for national security. One
way the federal government funds
port-related programs is to levy
user fees. GAO was asked to
examine (1) what is known about
the way selected fees assessed on
air and sea port users are set,
collected, used, and reviewed and
(2) the effects of these attributes
on program operations. GAO
examined the Harbor Maintenance
Fee (HMF), the Merchandise
Processing Fee (MPF), and the
Customs, Immigration, and
Agricultural Quarantine Inspection
(AQI) user fees assessed on air and
cruise passengers and commercial
vessels using criteria that have
often been used to assess user fees
and taxes—equity, efficiency,
revenue adequacy, and
administrative burden.

What GAO Recommends

GAO suggests Congress review the
link between the HMF fee and
expenditures, and establish an
HMEF stakeholder advisory body.
GAO is making eight
recommendations to the
Secretaries of Homeland Security,
Agriculture, and the Army to better
align the fees with the activities
they support, and to improve
collections, oversight, and
reporting. All three agencies
generally agreed with our findings
and recommendations.

To view the full product, including the scope
and methodology, click on GAO-08-321.

For more information, contact Susan J. Irving
at (202) 512-9142 or irvings @gao.gov.
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FEDERAL USER FEES

Substantive Reviews Needed to Align Port-Related
Fees with the Programs They Support

What GAO Found

The port-related fees GAO examined vary in how they are set, collected, used,
and reviewed, creating misalignments between the fees and corresponding
services, as well as administrative and oversight challenges.

e Although the customs, immigration, and AQI inspections have largely
been consolidated under U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP), the
corresponding fees remain separate and distinct and differ in how the
rates are set and adjusted, the portion of costs they recover, and on whom
the fees are levied (see table below). For example, overtime charges are
handled differently for each type of inspection, creating confusion about
the circumstances under which overtime must be paid, at what rate, and
for which services.

e Certain collection methods increase administrative costs and reduce
compliance. For example, quarterly remittance delays availability of funds
and failure to charge interest and penalties on certain late payments is
costly and discourages compliance. Further, lack of coordination between
CBP and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers inhibits oversight of certain
HMF payments.

e All of the fees GAO reviewed suffer from some misalignment—for
example, with their respective costs or activities—which affects how the
fees are used. For example, since 2003, HMF collections have far
exceeded funds appropriated for harbor maintenance, resulting in a large
and growing surplus in the trust fund. Also, not all MPF and customs
inspection activities are reimbursable and not all reimbursable activities
are inspection related.

¢ Finally, agency user fee reviews are not always comprehensive. For
example, CBP’s review of the MPF does not detail program costs, project
collections, or provide enough information to determine if the amount,
structure, or authorized uses of the fee should be updated. Further,
limited opportunities for substantive communication with HMF
stakeholders hamper their understanding of the fee.

Select Fees Levied on V | Owner/Operators and Passengers
Inspection fees

Payer Customs Agricultural quarantine Immigration
Vessel owners/operators v v By statute, no fee,
(for inspection of vessel and although the crew is
vessel crew) inspected.
Sea passengers v Costs of inspecting sea v

passengers are charged

to vessel

owners/operators as part
of the vessel fee.
Air passengers v v v

Source: GAO analysis of information from the Departments of Homeland Security and Agriculture.

United States Government Accountability Office


http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-08-321
http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-08-321


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


