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Priorities

November 6, 2025 | By Cristin Dorgelo, Kathleen Romig, Nia Law,? and Devin O’Connor

Trump Administration’s Undercutting of Oversight
Hurts Taxpayers and Beneficiaries

Since the start of President Trump’s second term in January, the Trump Administration has consistently sought to
evade accountability. It has engaged in a series of unprecedented, irresponsible, and often illegal steps —
reversing long-standing bipartisan commitments to integrity and transparency through actions that will increase
the risk of fraud and make it more difficult to impartially determine when the Administration is taking illegal or
imprudent action. This hostility to oversight has been on display as the President has removed Inspectors General
(1G) and the Administration has defunded operations supporting IGs’ work, undercutting independent agency
oversight.

Last month, the President removed a Senate-confirmed Inspector

General, in flagrant violation of legal removal procedures, for the 17th Inspectors general are

time this year.3 Since firing many of these IGs in January, President nonpartisan officials selected
“solely on the basis of integrity

and demonstrated ability” who

Trump has kept most of these positions vacant for over eight months.
(See Figure 1.) The President has continued active interference in IG
offices, reportedly removing the U.S. Federal Housing Finance Agency's
acting Inspector General early this week in retaliation for seeking to serve the public by leading
provide information to Congress and federal prosecutors consistent independent oversight of an
with the statutory responsibilities and duties of the office.* agency’s programs and

operations across
And at the start of October, the Administration defunded the Council

of the Inspectors General on Integrity and Efficiency (CIGIE), which

administrations.

supports the operations of more than 70 IGs across the federal government. This defunding brought down CIGIE’s
website, which is a repository for tens of thousands of reports with |G findings on waste and fraud, as well as more
than two dozen other IG websites run by CIGIE that provided whistleblower resources.?

Evidence indicates that President Trump did not fire the 1Gs for cause, but instead in retaliation or to prevent
unwanted investigations. Indeed, despite media reports and allegations of misconduct across many executive
branch agencies, few 1Gs have published investigations into allegations of illegal actions, self-dealing, and
mismanagement by the second Trump Administration during its first nine months.



Key Trump Administration Actions Undermining Oversight and Evading Accountability
e Fired 17 Senate-confirmed Inspectors General (1G) in flagrant violation of lawful removal procedures
® Has left 28 1G offices without Senate-confirmed leadership

o |llegally defunded the council of IGs, closing whistleblower reporting portals, removing oversight resources, and reducing
training of |G staff

e Degrading IG capacity through staffing reductions and proposed reductions in future |G operating budgets

e Removed independent leadership at the Office of Special Counsel and Office of Government Ethics, deterring
whistleblowing and checks on Administration misconduct

e Directed agencies not to cooperate with the Government Accountability Office, Congress's watchdog

e Hid legally required budget data used for oversight of the Administration's compliance with funding laws, including
instances of impoundment

Fears of Trump Administration retribution and congressional inaction may be contributing to IG silence and a less-
informed public. For example, a whistleblower at the Social Security Administration (SSA) earlier this year alleged
that the acting IG instituted an informal policy not to contradict or criticize the so-called Department of
Government Efficiency (DOGE).® Among the issues the SSA OIG has yet to report on: DOGE’s access to sensitive SSA
data, in violation of laws and protocols; a report that SSA had moved the sensitive data of hundreds of millions of
people to an insecure cloud environment, without effective monitoring; and the impacts and risks from the largest
staffing reduction in SSA history.”

Moreover, the Administration has not limited its attacks on oversight to IGs. President Trump also removed the
director of the Office of Government Ethics and the head of the U.S. Office of Special Counsel.

These actions are enabling the Administration to act with limited accountability or independent oversight,
reducing transparency and deterring whistleblowers who might report wrongdoing.

Inspectors General Serve Key Oversight Roles

More than 70 federal IGs are established by statute, including 36 who the President must appoint and the Senate
must confirm.® By law, these IGs are nonpartisan officials selected “solely on the basis of integrity and
demonstrated ability” who serve the public (and the executive branch and Congress) by leading independent
oversight of an agency’s programs and operations across administrations.®

IGs conduct audits and investigations on the programs and operations of their agencies, including in response to
whistleblower reports of wrongdoing. They make recommendations to promote economy, efficiency, and
effectiveness, as well as to prevent and detect problems. Unless removed or transferred by a President with a
substantive rationale provided to Congress, most IGs may serve indefinitely, and as a result, they typically serve
across multiple administrations.

While 1Gs are not tasked with questioning the merits of policy goals or the organizational aims of an agency’s
leadership, it is their responsibility to investigate and report on:10



Waste, fraud, and abuse — including abuse of authority

Violations of the law, rules, or regulations, and other forms of misconduct

Mismanagement of agency operations

Allegations of whistleblower retaliation

In fiscal year 2024, the federal IG community issued 2,042 audit, inspection, and evaluation reports and conducted
investigations that resulted in 3,675 criminal prosecutions and 1,015 civil actions.!?

President Trump’s Mass Firing of Inspectors General Is Unjustified and
lllegal

The Administration has intentionally sought to silence, defang, or end cooperation with independent, nonpartisan
government oversight bodies. In the first week of the Trump Administration, the President illegally removed,
without cause, 15 of the 25 presidentially appointed and Senate-confirmed IGs who were serving at the beginning
of his Administration.

These firings violated the bipartisan-enacted requirements of the Inspector General Act that the Administration
provide 30 days of advance notification and detailed and case-specific reasons for the terminations.'2 The
President’s January mass firing of 1Gs was — according to a District Court judge — an “obvious” violation of the
Inspector General Act and the first time in over four decades that a President removed any IGs at the start of a
Presidential term.3 Presidents have traditionally allowed IGs to serve across administrations, even when there is a
change in the party affiliation of the President or a turnover in agency leadership, to avoid even the appearance of
seeking to install loyalists and undercutting the independence and credibility of 1Gs.%*

There is compelling evidence that President Trump did not fire the IGs for cause, but instead in retaliation or to
prevent unwanted investigations. For instance, the Inspector General of the Department of Homeland Security
could have been fired for cause after being recommended for potential removal by a panel of fellow IGs in 2024
after the panel found he had abused his authority, engaged in substantial misconduct, and acted in ways that
undermined the independence and integrity of his office.’® But he was one of the few presidentially appointed IGs
who President Trump did not fire.

In contrast, two weeks after the mass removal of IGs to at the start of Trump’s term, USAID’s Inspector General
was fired after his office released a report warning that the Administration’s actions had “significantly impacted
USAID’s capacity to disburse and safeguard its humanitarian assistance programming” and left oversight of
humanitarian aid “largely non-operational.”1®

The 2025 IG firings reflect a pattern that was evident in the first Trump Administration. In early 2020, during
President Trump’s first term, five IGs and acting IGs were removed in what appeared to be retaliation over critical
reports or to stifle unwanted investigations. At the time, then-Senator Mitt Romney described the firings as a
“threat to accountable democracy and a fissure in the constitutional balance of power.”1’



After Mass Firings, Inspectors General Have Been Quiet on Trump
Administration Misconduct
Following the wave of January 2025 IG firings, President Trump has kept most of these positions vacant for over

eight months without even nominating replacements, leaving career officials serving indefinitely as acting 1Gs.!#
(See Figure 1.)

FIGURE 1

Trump Administration Actions Have Left More
Than 3 in 4 Inspector General Positions Open

Mass firings and vacancies of presidentially appointed, Senate-confirmed
inspectors general under Trump Administration

January 19, 2025: 25 roles filled, 11 vacancies

October 21, 2025: 8 roles filled, 28 vacancies

Inspectors general provide oversight, investigating and reporting on:

« Waste, fraud, and abuse — including « Violations of the law, rules or
abuse of authority regulations, & other forms of misconduct
« Allegations of whistleblower retaliation « Mismanagement of agency operations

Source: Authors’ calculations based on information available from Oversight.gov, agency
Inspector General websites, and Senate.gov.

These firings and vacancies raise significant concerns about the ability of I1G offices (OlGs) to act independently and
assertively. Having seen their predecessors fired without cause, or in apparent retaliation for investigations that
displeased the Administration, acting IGs and their staff may be reluctant to pursue new investigations into
Administration misconduct or law breaking, for fear of removal or retaliation, or due to decreased morale.?®
Indeed, few 1Gs have published investigations into allegations of illegal actions, self-dealing, and mismanagement
by the Trump Administration during its first nine months, despite extensive media reports and allegations of such
misconduct across many executive branch agencies.?? While |G staff can take a long time to complete thorough
and fair investigations, they may also opt for fast-track reviews using agile oversight practices when agencies face
critical vulnerabilities or challenges — as the USAID IG did within less than three weeks of the Trump



Administration’s staffing reductions and pause on foreign assistance affecting the agency’s operational capacity.?!
The widespread silence of IG offices since then suggests that some acting IGs may be avoiding or delaying
investigations into subjects that may trigger backlash by the Administration.

One such example is at the Social Security Administration (SSA), where a whistleblower reported that the acting IG
instituted an informal policy not to contradict or criticize the so-called Department of Government Efficiency
(DOGE).%2 The SSA OIG has yet to weigh in on, for example:

e DOGE’s access to sensitive SSA data, in violation of laws and protocols, which led to the ouster of SSA’s
acting commissioner in February and an ongoing legal fight in federal court.?

e SSA’s decision to temporarily suspend electronic birth and death reporting in Maine, despite leaked
correspondence indicating that agency leadership knew it would increase improper payments, fraud, and
identity theft, and that the action was taken in retaliation for Governor Mills’s comments to President
Trump.?*

e The decision to intentionally and illegally mark living people as dead in the Death Master File to —
according to the DOGE-selected acting Commissioner — “terminate the financial lives” of immigrants
whose status the Trump Administration revoked, in an effort to force them out of the country.?

e An August whistleblower report that SSA had moved the sensitive data of hundreds of millions of people to
an insecure cloud environment, without effective monitoring, which an assessment by career staff deemed
to have a high risk of “catastrophic impact.”2¢

e The operational impacts and risks stemming from the largest-ever staffing reduction in SSA history.?’

OIGs also appear to be encountering hurdles in concluding investigations and audits, in part due to the
Administration’s lack of cooperation — such as the reported refusal of the Department of Education to release
information to its OIG regarding the agency’s reductions in force and the Administration’s attempts to shutter the
agency.?8



Chilling Effects on Whistleblowing Amid Reduced OIG Capacity

The removal of IG leadership with next to no pushback or consequences is likely having a chilling effect on
whistleblowing. After all, if Congress will not protect Inspectors General from removal without cause, a
whistleblower is unlikely to feel confident that acting 1Gs will protect them from retaliation.?® In addition,
whistleblower reporting portals at least temporarily shut down when the Trump Administration illegally defunded
the Council of the Inspectors General on Integrity and Efficiency (CIGIE), a cross-government effort that helps to
train inspectors general staff and hosts important oversight resources, at the end of September.30

The Office of Management and Budget (OMB) denying available funds to CIGIE led Republican Senators Chuck
Grassley and Susan Collins to warn that “important functions that help prevent and detect waste, fraud, and abuse
throughout the government” would be terminated.3! An OMB spokesperson accused the IGs of having “become
corrupt, partisan, and in some cases, have lied to the public”— with no evidence or support for the claim.32

Some agencies are going further to chill whistleblowing, with Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth directing changes
to due process for Inspector General processing of whistleblower reports, placing increased scrutiny on those who
make multiple complaints.33

The Administration has also degraded the capacity of |G offices across government through significant reductions
in staffing. When the Administration sought to push out hundreds of thousands of federal employees, 1G offices
were typically not excepted from the threats of mass layoffs or involuntary reassignment that pushed many to take
resignation incentives and buyouts. Many offices were also hit with hiring freezes. For example, the SSA OIG lost
roughly 14 percent of its staff in the first six months of the Administration, the largest decline in that office’s
history, as trained auditors and investigators were pushed out or reassigned to take claims in SSA field offices.3*
Various staff of other OIGs have briefed bipartisan staff of the Senate Committee on Homeland Security and
Governmental Affairs about similar or even larger losses of staff capacity.3®

Rather than seeking to rebuild this lost oversight capacity, and despite the sizeable annual return on investment
that OIGs produce, the Administration instead proposed cutting funding for OIGs by up to 30 percent in the
President’s fiscal year 2026 budget request.3®

Attacks on Oversight Hindering Investigations Into Ethics Compliance
and Prohibited Personnel Practices

The Administration’s attacks on oversight have not been limited to IGs. In February, President Trump removed the
director of the Office of Government Ethics — the agency responsible for overseeing ethics compliance across the
executive branch, including enforcement of the ethics rules for special government employees such as those who
have worked for DOGE.3’ President Trump also removed the head of the U.S. Office of Special Counsel (0SC),
which is meant to safeguard federal employees from illegal personnel actions, including whistleblower retaliation,
and enforces restrictions on partisan political activity by government employees.38

The Administration temporarily replaced the leaders of both offices with the same Cabinet official holding three
jobs on an acting basis for several months. That created immediate conflicts of interest, which “functionally



impaired” OSC as a pathway for relief for federal employees, according to one federal judge, and neutered the
independent functioning of both offices.3? After the Special Counsel was replaced, OSC immediately closed its
investigation into the Administration’s mass firings of probationary employees and admonished those agencies
that did not engage in them, despite a district court finding that agencies followed an “unlawful directive” in
carrying out the terminations. The former Special Counsel has said that OSC is no longer independent and should
not be “considered a safe place for whistle blowers to go.”*°

The Administration has also sought to hinder the nonpartisan Government Accountability Office’s (GAO) ability to
provide oversight of agencies on behalf of Congress, particularly in fulfilling its responsibilities in determining
whether the Administration has illegally withheld funds provided by Congress. After GAO found on several
occasions that the Administration violated spending laws and engaged in illegal impoundments, the OMB director
said that GAO is “something that shouldn’t exist.”4!

OMB also publicly directed agencies not to “feel compelled to cooperate at all with GAO.”42 OMB also sought to
block GAO, Congress, and other auditors’ ability to oversee the Administration’s compliance with spending laws by
illegally hiding required budget data until lawsuits once again forced disclosure of the information.*3

Together, these actions are enabling the Administration to act with limited accountability or independent
oversight, reducing transparency for the public into areas of potential or actual fraud, waste, and abuse, and
having a chilling effect on whistleblowers who might otherwise report wrongdoing. Absent action by Congress or
the courts, integrity, efficiency, effectiveness, and enforcement of the rule of law in federal activities will inevitably
further suffer as a result.
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