Understanding DPAS Rating Codes for Defense
Procurement Compliance

If you work in defense procurement or supply chain management, you have likely encountered
DPAS rating codes without giving them much thought. They appear on purchase orders,
contracts, and shipping documents. They look like a simple letter and number, but they carry
significant weight in how the U.S. government prioritizes its industrial base. Misunderstanding
them can delay deliveries, cause compliance headaches, and even put contracts at risk. | have
spent years working with contractors and subcontractors who struggle with these codes, and |
have seen firsthand how a small mistake in applying or reading them can ripple through an
entire supply chain.

DPAS stands for the Defense Priorities and Allocations System. It is the mechanism the
Department of Defense uses to ensure that critical orders for national security get the
materials, components, and capacity they need ahead of less urgent work. The system has
been around in various forms since the Cold War, but it remains essential today. The heart of
DPAS is its rating codes. These codes tell suppliers how urgently a contract needs to be
fulfilled and what legal authority backs that urgency. Getting them right is not optional. It is a
compliance requirement that can affect your company's ability to bid on future work.

What Are DPAS Rating Codes?

DPAS rating_codes are alphanumeric designations assigned to contracts and purchase orders
that fall under the Defense Priorities and Allocations System. They indicate the level of priority

a particular order holds over other orders. There are two main categories: DX and DO. A DX
rating is the highest priority. It is reserved for contracts that support top national security
objectives, such as urgent military operations or programs that directly protect national
security. A DO rating is still a priority, but it is lower than DX. Most defense contracts carry a DO
rating. Within each category, there are also subcodes that provide additional detail about the
program or agency involved.

The system works by requiring suppliers to accept and give precedence to rated orders over
unrated ones. If a supplier receives a DX-rated order and a DO-rated order at the same time, the
DX order must be worked on first. If both are rated, the supplier must schedule production to
meet the earlier delivery date. This can create real pressure on manufacturers, especially when
they serve multiple defense contracts or also have commercial customers. | have seen small
machine shops forced to rearrange their entire production schedule because a single DX order
came in with a tight deadline. They had no choice. The law requires it.


https://www.adirs-bookmarks.win/dpas-rating-codes

Why They Matter for Compliance

Compliance with DPAS rating codes is not just about following the rules. It is about
maintaining eligibility for government contracts. The Defense Federal Acquisition Regulation
Supplement (DFARS) and the Federal Acquisition Regulation (FAR) both contain provisions that
require contractors to flow down DPAS ratings to their subcontractors and suppliers. If a prime
contractor fails to include the correct rating on a purchase order, the subcontractor may not
treat that order with the priority it deserves. This can lead to delays in the prime contract and
potentially trigger penalties or loss of future business.

One common mistake | have observed is companies using the wrong rating code for a given
contract. Sometimes this happens because the contracting officer did not specify the rating
clearly. Other times, it is because the contractor assumes that all defense orders are DO-rated.
But certain programs, like those related to missile defense or nuclear deterrence, may carry DX
ratings. Using DO when the contract requires DX can put the supplier in a position of
noncompliance. Conversely, using DX when not required can disrupt the supplier's other
commitments and create unnecessary friction. The key is to verify the rating on every contract
and flow it down accurately.

How to Apply DPAS Rating Codes Correctly

Applying dpas rating codes correctly starts with understanding the source of the rating. When
a prime contractor receives a contract from the government, the contract will include a DPAS
rating clause. That clause specifies the rating that must be passed down to all subcontractors
and suppliers who provide items or services that contribute to the contract. The prime
contractor must include that same rating on every purchase order issued under the contract.
There is no discretion to change or omit the rating. If the contract says DO-A1, then every order
related to that contract must say DO-A1.

The second step is training your procurement and supply chain teams. Many organizations
treat DPAS as an afterthought. They focus on price, delivery, and quality, but they forget the
legal requirement to prioritize rated orders. | have worked with companies where buyers did not
know what DPAS stood for. They would occasionally mark an order as "priority" without
understanding the legal implications. This is a risk. A rated order carries the force of law. If a
supplier fails to give it priority, they can be subject to legal action. Training should cover the
basics of the system, the different rating codes, and the consequences of noncompliance.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

One pitfall is treating all rated orders the same. A DO rating is not a suggestion. It is a
requirement. But many suppliers view it as a gentle nudge rather than a mandate. They may



prioritize a large commercial order over a small DO-rated order because the commercial
customer pays more. That is a violation. The DPAS system exists to protect national security,
and commercial interests do not supersede it. Suppliers must be educated about this
hierarchy.

Another pitfall is failing to flow down the rating to lower-tier suppliers. A prime contractor
might correctly assign a DO rating to its direct supplier, but if that supplier then purchases
components from a sub-supplier without including the DPAS rating, the chain breaks. The sub-
supplier may treat the order as unrated and delay it. This can cause a cascade of delays that
ultimately affect the prime contract. The solution is to require every supplier in the chain to
include the rating on all applicable purchase orders. Contracts should include a clause that
mandates this flow-down.

Practical Steps for Your Organization

Here are a few actions that | have seen work well in real-world procurement operations:

e Audit your current contracts and purchase orders to ensure that every one that
requires a DPAS rating actually includes it. You may be surprised how many are
missing.

e Create a simple reference sheet that lists the common DPAS rating codes your
organization uses, along with examples of when each applies. Post it in your
procurement system or near your buyers' desks.

e Include a DPAS compliance clause in your standard terms and conditions for all
subcontracts and purchase orders. This makes the requirement clear from the start.

These steps are not complicated. They just require attention and consistency. The cost of
getting it wrong, however, can be significant. | have seen companies lose contracts because of
repeated DPAS violations. The government does not look kindly on suppliers who ignore
priority rules.

The Role of Technology in Compliance

Managing dpas rating codes manually across dozens or hundreds of contracts is difficult.
Spreadsheets get outdated. Emails get lost. People forget. That is where technology can help.
There are compliance solutions, like SpendLogic, that integrate with your procurement systems
and automatically apply the correct DPAS ratings based on contract data. They can also track
compliance across your supply chain and alert you when a supplier has not flowed down the
rating. This reduces the burden on your staff and reduces the risk of errors.



But technology is not a substitute for understanding. You still need people who know what the
codes mean and why they matter. The best approach is to combine training with tools. Teach
your team the fundamentals, then give them software that makes compliance easier. | have
seen companies reduce their DPAS-related audit findings by over 80 percent by doing exactly
that.

Looking Ahead

The DPAS system is not going away. If anything, it is becoming more important as supply
chains grow more complex and the defense industrial base faces new challenges.
Understanding dpas rating codes is a basic competency for anyone involved in defense
procurement. It is not just about following rules. It is about ensuring that the men and women
who rely on the equipment we supply get what they need, when they need it. That is a
responsibility worth taking seriously.



