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Office (GAO) greater access to intelligence programs. The GAO was created 
in 1921 (as the General Accounting Office) with broad authority to support 
Congress by investigating how federal money is spent. This usually involves 
audits or performance reviews of ongoing programs. Although the GAO had 
some access to intelligence programs, such as some defense special access 
programs (called SAPs), the GAO was largely excluded from intelligence for 
many decades, much to its chagrin. Obama threatened to veto the bill over the 
provision granting the GAO more access. The compromise language added to 
the legislation left it to the DNI to prepare a directive concerning GAO access 
to intelligence. DNI Clapper’s directive, issued in 2011, mandated intelligence 
community cooperation with the GAO with certain limitations on information 
that would not be passed: intelligence on sources and methods, information 
related to covert action, and “information that falls within the purview of the 
congressional intelligence oversight committees.” Supporters of GAO access 
found this last phrase problematic because it is so broad, but it was generally 
agreed that the directive improved GAO access overall.

Congress and the Intelligence Budget. A recurring issue for Congress 
has been whether to reveal some aspects of the intelligence budget. Article 
I, Section 9, paragraph 7, of the Constitution requires that accounts of all 
public money be published “from time to time.” This phrase is vague, which 
allowed each successive administration to argue that its refusal to disclose the 
details of intelligence spending was permissible. Critics contended that this 
interpretation vitiated the constitutional requirement to publish some account 
at some point. Most advocates of publication were not asking for a detailed 
publication of the entire budget but wanted to know at least the total spent on 
intelligence annually. (See box, “Intelligence Budget Disclosure: Top or Bottom?”)

Intelligence Budget Disclosure: Top or Bottom?

One of the curiosities of the debate over intelligence budget 
disclosure was the term used for the number most at issue. The 
overall spending total for intelligence was alternatively described as 
the “top line number” or the “bottom line number.” It sometimes 
sounded as if people on the same side—those in favor of or opposed 
to disclosure—were at odds with themselves.

The argument over publishing some part of intelligence spending came to 
a head in 1997, when DCI Tenet revealed that overall intelligence spending 
for fiscal year 1998 was $26.6 billion. He provided the number in response 




