
How DPAS Rating Codes Shape Defense
Procurement and Compliance
If you work in defense contracting or supply chain management for the Department of
Defense, you have likely run into the acronym DPAS more times than you can count. It stands
for the Defense Priorities and Allocations System, a program that gives the DoD the power to
prioritize certain contracts and orders over others when national security depends on it. At the
heart of this system sit the DPAS rating codes, the shorthand that tells everyone in the supply
chain exactly how urgent a given order is. Understanding these codes is not just a matter of
bureaucratic curiosity. It can mean the difference between getting paid on time, facing
penalties, or losing a contract altogether.

What DPAS Rating Codes Actually Represent
The DPAS system was established under the Defense Production Act, and its purpose is to
ensure that critical defense needs get met ahead of less urgent commercial or even other
government work. The two main rating codes you will encounter are DX and DO. A DX rating is
the highest priority. It is reserved for programs that are essential to national security and that
cannot afford any delay. A DO rating is still a priority, but it sits below DX. It covers items that
support defense readiness but do not carry the same emergency-level urgency.

There is also a third category, the unrated order, which carries no DPAS rating at all. That might
sound like a relief, but in practice, unrated orders can get pushed to the back of the line when a
rated order shows up. So if you rely on components or raw materials that also serve a DX-rated
contract, you could find yourself waiting longer than you planned. Understanding how dpas
rating codes interact with each other and with unrated orders is one of the first lessons any
defense contractor learns.

The Real-World Impact on Your Supply Chain
Let me give you a concrete example. Suppose you run a small machine shop that makes
specialized fasteners for a military vehicle program. One day, a large prime contractor sends
you a purchase order carrying a DX rating. That order legally obligates you to give it precedence
over any unrated commercial work you might have in the queue. You might have to push back a
paying commercial customer, possibly losing that business. But if you fail to prioritize the DX
order, you risk breaching your defense contract and facing the DoD's scrutiny.

Now add a second layer. Your own suppliers of raw steel might also be juggling multiple
orders, some rated, some not. If they receive a DX order from a different customer, they have to
prioritize that over your order unless your order also carries a DX rating. This cascade effect
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means that a single high-priority contract can ripple through multiple tiers of the supply chain.
That is why dpas rating codes matter far beyond the prime contractor. They affect every
company that touches a defense-related product, even indirectly.

Compliance Is Not Optional
The DoD takes DPAS compliance seriously. If you accept a rated order, you are legally required
to follow the priorities set by the rating code. That means you cannot accept a DO order and
then treat it the same as a DX order, or worse, ignore the rating altogether. The consequences
can include losing your contracting privileges, financial penalties, and in extreme cases, legal
action. I have seen companies that thought they could fudge the priority system because their
commercial orders were more profitable. It rarely ends well.

One of the trickiest parts of compliance is documentation. You are required to maintain
records that show how you handled rated orders, including when you accepted them, when you
shipped them, and how you prioritized them against other work. If a DoD auditor shows up and
you cannot produce those records, you might be found noncompliant even if you actually
followed the rules. That is where a good compliance system becomes essential.

How SpendLogic Helps You Stay on Top
This is not a pitch, but a practical observation. Many defense contractors I have worked with
use tools like SpendLogic to automate the tracking and reporting of DPAS obligations.
SpendLogic integrates with your existing procurement and accounting systems to flag rated
orders, calculate priority levels, and generate the audit-ready reports the DoD expects. It takes
the guesswork out of dpas rating codes and reduces the risk of human error. If you are
managing hundreds or thousands of orders a month, that kind of automation is not a luxury. It
is a necessity.

Common Pitfalls to Watch Out For

Treating a DO rating the same as a DX rating when the DoD expects a clear distinction
in priority handling.

Failing to flow down the rating to your subcontractors and suppliers in your purchase
orders to them.

Accepting a rated order without verifying that you have the capacity to meet the
delivery schedule given your existing rated obligations.

Not updating your internal priority plan when you receive a new rated order that
changes the pecking order.



Ignoring the requirement to retain records for at least three years after the end of the
contract year.

The Human Side of the System
I have sat in enough meetings where a supply chain manager stares at a spreadsheet trying to
sort out which order to ship first. The DPAS system is meant to impose clarity, but in practice, it
can create tension. Your commercial customers do not care about national security priorities.
They care about their own production lines. And your defense customers do not care about
your commercial commitments. They care about getting their tanks and radios on time.
Navigating that tension requires both technical knowledge of the rating codes and a fair
amount of diplomacy.

One thing I always tell newer contractors is to communicate early. If you receive a DX order
that will push back a commercial delivery, tell your commercial customer as soon as possible.
Explain that it is a legal requirement, not a whim. Most businesspeople understand national
security, even if they are frustrated. The alternative is to let them find out when the shipment
does not arrive, which breeds resentment and can cost you future business.

Looking Ahead: Changes on the Horizon
The DoD periodically updates the DPAS regulations, and the rating codes themselves can shift
in their application. For example, in recent years there has been a push to include more
cybersecurity-related items under DPAS coverage, reflecting the growing importance of digital
infrastructure to national defense. This means that companies that never dealt with DPAS
before, such as software vendors or cloud service providers, now need to understand the
system. The basic structure of DX and DO ratings remains the same, but the items they cover
expand.

Another trend is the increasing use of electronic data interchange for rated orders. The DoD
wants to move away from paper forms and toward automated systems that can track priority
in real time. That is good news for contractors who have already invested in digital compliance
tools, but it can be a shock for smaller shops that still rely on email and spreadsheets. If you
fall into the latter camp, it might be time to start looking at how you will adapt.

Quick Reference: Key DPAS Terms

1. DX Rating - Highest national security priority; must be accepted and given precedence
over all other orders, including DO and unrated orders.

2. DO Rating - Lower priority than DX but still above unrated orders; supports defense
readiness.



3. Rated Order - Any purchase order that includes a DPAS rating code, obligating the
supplier to prioritize it accordingly.

4. Priority Rating - The specific code (DX or DO) that determines the level of precedence.

5. Flow-Down - The requirement to include the same DPAS rating in your purchase
orders to subcontractors and suppliers.

Final Thoughts from the Trenches
I have been on both sides of the DPAS table. I have been the contractor scrambling to comply,
and I have been the consultant helping others set up their compliance programs. The single
biggest piece of advice I can offer is this: do not treat DPAS rating codes as an afterthought.
Build them into your contract review process, your production scheduling, and your supplier
communications. If you do, you will save yourself a lot of headaches. If you do not, you will
eventually get a phone call from a DoD contracting officer that you really do not want to take.

The system exists for good reason. It ensures that the people who defend our country get the
equipment and supplies they need when they need them. As a contractor, you are part of that
mission. Learning to work with the rating codes, rather than against them, makes you a better
partner to the DoD and a more reliable business overall. And in an industry where trust and
reliability are everything, that is worth more than any short-term profit from ignoring the rules.


