
Understanding DPAS Rated Orders: A Practical
Guide for Defense Contractors
Working with the Defense Production Act (DPA) and its associated DPAS rated orders can feel
like navigating a maze of acronyms and paperwork. I've spent years helping contractors sort
through the confusion, and the most common question I hear is: "What do I need to know to
stay compliant without grinding my operations to a halt?" The answer often starts with
understanding what a DPAS rated order really means for your business, day in and day out.

The Defense Priorities and Allocation System (DPAS) is the mechanism the U.S. government
uses to make sure that critical defense contracts get the resources they need, when they need
them. When you receive a DPAS rated order, you are being directed to prioritize that work over
almost everything else in your production schedule. It's a legal obligation, not a suggestion.
Ignoring it can lead to penalties, lost contracts, and serious damage to your reputation.

What Exactly Is a DPAS Rated Order?
A DPAS rated order is a contract or purchase order that carries a priority rating under the DPAS
regulations. These orders come with a rating like "DX" or "DO" that tells you how urgent the
requirement is. DX ratings are the highest priority and take precedence over DO ratings. Both
types of rated orders must be accepted and given scheduling preference over unrated orders,
even if that means delaying work for other customers.

The system is designed to ensure that military and national security needs are met first. But it
also imposes real burdens on contractors. You have to manually flag these orders in your
production planning, adjust your workflows, and sometimes push back on long-standing
commercial clients. I've seen companies lose commercial business because they couldn't keep
up with the surge demands from a single DPAS rated order. The trade-off is real.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them
One of the biggest mistakes I see is treating all rated orders the same. A DO rating from a
prime contractor might feel like a simple request, but it still legally requires you to prioritize it
over unrated work. Another frequent issue is failing to flow down the rating to your own
suppliers. If you accept a DPAS rated order, you must ensure that your subcontractors and
material suppliers also prioritize that work. That means issuing them a rated order of their own,
complete with the correct rating and required documentation.

I once worked with a mid-sized manufacturer that lost a major defense contract because they
didn't flow down the DX rating to their fastener supplier. The supplier kept shipping fasteners



for commercial orders, the manufacturer fell behind on the rated order, and the prime
contractor terminated the contract for default. The manufacturer had no legal defense because
they had failed to pass along the priority rating as required by the DPAS regulations.

To avoid that kind of disaster, you need a clear internal process. Whenever a contract comes in,
someone on your team should check if it carries a DPAS rating. If it does, that order gets
flagged in your ERP system, your production scheduler is notified, and the rating is written into
every downstream purchase order you issue. This isn't just good practice; it's the law.

Practical Steps for Managing DPAS Rated Orders
Here are a few concrete steps that have helped the contractors I work with stay on top of their
obligations:

Designate a DPAS coordinator in your organization. This person owns the process and
ensures everyone knows their role.

Automate the flagging of rated orders in your order management system. Manual
processes are too error-prone for high-stakes compliance.

Train your procurement team to flow down ratings correctly. They need to understand
that a rated order from you requires a rated order from their suppliers.

Audit your compliance periodically. Set up a quarterly review of how rated orders were
handled and look for gaps.

These steps won't eliminate the burden of DPAS rated orders, but they will reduce the risk of
non-compliance. And in this business, reducing risk is often more valuable than increasing
profit.

Balancing Rated Orders with Commercial Work
One of the hardest challenges is keeping your commercial customers happy while meeting
your DPAS obligations. The regulations do not give you a choice: you must prioritize rated
orders over unrated orders, even if that means delaying commercial shipments. But you can
manage the impact by communicating early and often with your commercial clients. Let them
know that you are subject to federal priority rules and that certain orders may take precedence.
Most businesspeople understand the reality of government contracting, but they need advance
warning so they can adjust their own schedules.

I've seen companies that maintained strong commercial relationships even while fulfilling large
DPAS rated orders. The key was transparency. They sent quarterly updates to commercial
clients explaining expected delivery delays and offering alternatives where possible. That kind
of honesty builds trust, and it kept those clients loyal even when deliveries slipped.
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Documentation and Recordkeeping
Another area where contractors often slip is recordkeeping. The DPAS regulations require you
to maintain records of how you handled rated orders, including acceptance, scheduling, and
any delays. You need to be able to prove, if audited, that you gave rated orders the priority they
required. I recommend keeping a log of every DPAS rated order you receive, along with the date
you accepted it, the rating, the prime contract number, and any actions you took to prioritize it.
Store these records for at least three years after the contract is completed, just to be safe.

A client of mine once faced a Defense Contract Audit Agency (DCAA) audit that focused solely
on DPAS compliance. Because they had meticulous records, the audit passed without a single
finding. The auditor told them that most companies fail because they have no documentation
at all. That's a risk you cannot afford to take.

When to Seek Help
If your company is new to defense contracting or if you are suddenly receiving a high volume of
DPAS rated orders, it may be wise to bring in outside expertise. The rules are complex and the
penalties for non-compliance can be severe. A consultant or a legal advisor who specializes in
DPAS can help you set up your processes, train your staff, and respond to audits. It's an
investment that pays for itself the first time you avoid a penalty or a lost contract.

I've also seen companies benefit from using software tools that automate parts of the
compliance workflow. There are systems designed to track rated orders, flow down ratings,
and generate the required documentation. These tools are not a substitute for understanding
the rules, but they can reduce the administrative burden significantly.

Final Thoughts
DPAS rated orders are a fact of life for any business that wants to work with the Department of
Defense or its prime contractors. They come with real obligations and real risks, but they also
signal that your company is part of the national defense industrial base. That can be a source
of pride and a competitive advantage. The key is to approach them with the same rigor you
apply to any other critical business process. Build the systems, train the people, and keep the
records. Do that, and you can handle rated orders without losing your mind or your commercial
business.


