
 

 



 

 

 

GovCloud: 
Best Practices and Vendor Solutions 
 

 

Executive Summary 
Government cloud hosting refers to specialized cloud computing services tailored for 
public sector agencies, enabling secure storage, processing, and management of 
sensitive data.  

These platforms, such as AWS GovCloud, Azure Government, Google Cloud for 
Government, and Oracle Government Cloud, operate in isolated regions to meet 
stringent U.S. compliance requirements like FedRAMP (Federal Risk and Authorization 
Management Program), FISMA, DoD Impact Levels, and data residency rules. 

By leveraging dedicated or community clouds, agencies achieve enhanced security, 
scalability, cost efficiency, and rapid deployment without managing physical 
infrastructure.  

This approach accelerates digital transformation, supports mission-critical workloads in 
defense, healthcare, and citizen services, while mitigating cybersecurity risks through 
standardized authorizations and continuous monitoring. 
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Introduction: The Architecture of 
Sovereignty 
The digitalization of the public sector represents one of the most significant architectural 
shifts in modern IT history. Moving from static, capital-intensive data centers to agile, 
operational expenditure-based cloud models is not merely a change in hosting—it is a 
fundamental restructuring of how government agencies consume, secure, and govern 
technology.  

This transition, however, is constrained by a rigorous and often fragmented web of 
regulatory frameworks designed to protect national security, citizen privacy, and critical 
infrastructure. The concept of "GovCloud" has evolved from a simple isolated rack in a 
commercial data center to a complex ecosystem of physically separated regions, 
software-defined sovereignty controls, and air-gapped distributed edge nodes. 

For enterprise architects and Chief Information Officers (CIOs) in the public sector, the 
challenge is no longer just about selecting a provider; it is about navigating the 
"sovereignty spectrum."  

This spectrum ranges from commercial cloud regions with added logical controls 
(suitable for FedRAMP Moderate) to "sovereign" clouds that are physically isolated, 
managed solely by cleared citizens, and capable of hosting classified information 
(FedRAMP High, DoD Impact Level 5/6). The selection of a substrate—Amazon Web 
Services (AWS), Microsoft Azure, or Google Cloud Platform (GCP)—dictates not only 
the compliance posture but also the velocity of engineering, the complexity of identity 
federation, and the viability of cross-domain collaboration. 

This report provides an exhaustive technical analysis of how the major hyperscalers 
tailor their infrastructure for government customers and the associated best practices for 
adopting these environments. It further examines the ecosystem of 
Software-as-a-Service (SaaS) providers—such as Salesforce, Datadog, and 
GitLab—who have re-architected their platforms to run atop these secure substrates, 
detailing the specific engineering steps required to inherit underlying controls and 
secure applications for the public sector. 

The Regulatory Drivers of Architecture 
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To understand the engineering decisions behind GovCloud architectures, one must first 
deconstruct the regulatory pressure exerted on Cloud Service Providers (CSPs). These 
frameworks do not merely suggest security features; they mandate specific physical and 
logical architectures. 

FedRAMP: The Baseline for Civilian Agencies 
The Federal Risk and Authorization Management Program (FedRAMP) standardizes 
the security assessment and authorization for cloud products used by U.S. federal 
agencies. Based on NIST SP 800-53, it categorizes systems into impact levels: 

●​ FedRAMP Moderate: Comprising 325 controls, this baseline is suitable for 
Controlled Unclassified Information (CUI) where a breach would have serious 
adverse effects. Historically, this could be met in commercial cloud regions with 
specific logical configurations. 

●​ FedRAMP High: This baseline, requiring 421 controls, addresses data where 
loss would be catastrophic—including law enforcement and emergency services 
data. The shift to FedRAMP High has been the primary driver for physical 
isolation, as it imposes stricter requirements on the physical location of data 
centers and the citizenship of support personnel. 

DoD SRG: The Impact Level Hierarchy 
The Department of Defense (DoD) Cloud Computing Security Requirements Guide 
(SRG) introduces Impact Levels (IL) that drive significant architectural bifurcations: 

●​ IL2: Non-CUI data, often hosted in commercial regions with FedRAMP Moderate 
reciprocity. 

●​ IL4: CUI and Protected Health Information (PHI). This requires strong virtual 
separation and U.S. data residency. While not strictly requiring a separate 
physical network, mostly all providers utilize isolated government regions to meet 
this standard efficiently. 

●​ IL5: Higher sensitivity CUI and National Security Systems (NSS). This level 
triggers requirements for physical separation of the non-classified protected 
network from the public internet, often necessitating routing traffic through a 
Cloud Access Point (CAP). 

●​ IL6: Classified (Secret) information. This mandates a dedicated "Secret" cloud 
region, entirely air-gapped from the public internet, accessible only via secure 
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networks like SIPRNet. 

ITAR and the "US Persons" Requirement 
The International Traffic in Arms Regulations (ITAR) acts as a binary filter for 
architectural decisions. It dictates that technical data related to defense articles must not 
be accessible to non-U.S. persons. In a commercial cloud "follow-the-sun" support 
model, an engineer in Dublin or Bangalore might debug a service, which would 
constitute an export violation under ITAR. Consequently, CSPs must build environments 
where every administrator, support engineer, and operations staff member with potential 
access is a screened U.S. citizen on U.S. soil. 

 

Amazon Web Services (AWS) GovCloud 
(US): The Partition Model 
AWS GovCloud (US) represents the "Partition" architectural model. Launched in 2011, it 
was designed specifically to solve the regulatory paradox where commercial cloud scale 
conflicted with ITAR and FedRAMP High isolation requirements. 

The Architecture of the aws-us-gov Partition 
In the AWS nomenclature, a "partition" is a completely isolated grouping of regions. The 
commercial partition is known as aws, while the GovCloud partition is aws-us-gov. This 
distinction is not merely administrative; it is a hard boundary in the control plane. 

Identity and Resource Isolation 
The most critical engineering implication of the partition model is the isolation of Identity 
and Access Management (IAM). An IAM user or role created in the standard aws 
partition does not exist in the aws-us-gov partition. They are cryptographically distinct 
authorities. 

●​ Amazon Resource Names (ARNs): Every resource in AWS is identified by an 
ARN. In GovCloud, the partition segment of the ARN changes. A commercial S3 
bucket ARN looks like arn:aws:s3:::bucket-name, whereas in GovCloud, it is 
arn:aws-us-gov:s3:::bucket-name. This variation breaks many standard 
Infrastructure as Code (IaC) templates and third-party tools that hardcode the 
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aws partition. 
●​ Implication: Agencies cannot simply "peer" a Virtual Private Cloud (VPC) in 

us-east-1 (Commercial) with us-gov-west-1 (GovCloud) using standard VPC 
peering. The control planes do not recognize each other. Connectivity must be 
established as if they were two different companies connecting over the public 
internet (via VPN) or using private dedicated links like AWS Direct Connect. 

Region Structure and Availability Zones 
AWS GovCloud consists of two physically isolated regions: us-gov-west-1 (Oregon) and 
us-gov-east-1 (Ohio). This dual-region design is critical for government agencies 
requiring disaster recovery (DR) within the compliance boundary. 

●​ Availability Zones (AZs): Each region typically contains three Availability Zones, 
allowing for high-availability architectures that can withstand the loss of a single 
data center. 

●​ Operator Screening: Both regions are operated solely by "U.S. Persons" 
(citizens or green card holders) on U.S. soil, satisfying the strictest interpretation 
of ITAR and DoE export controls. 

Best Practices for AWS GovCloud Adoption 
Adopting AWS GovCloud requires specific deviations from commercial AWS best 
practices, particularly in account management and networking. 

The Landing Zone Accelerator (LZA) for GovCloud 
For agencies, manually configuring a compliant multi-account environment is prone to 
error. AWS provides the Landing Zone Accelerator (LZA), an industry-standard, 
open-source solution specifically architected to support the aws-us-gov partition and 
compliance frameworks like NIST 800-53. 

Architecture of LZA: 

The LZA deploys a mandatory set of core accounts using AWS Organizations. Note that 
while the management account for billing might sit in the Commercial partition (for 
consolidated billing), the GovCloud organization is managed independently within the 
partition. 

1.​ Management Account: The root of the GovCloud organization. Used strictly for 
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governance and not for running workloads. 
2.​ Security/Audit Account: Aggregates findings from AWS Security Hub, 

GuardDuty, and Config. It serves as the "read-only" auditor view for the 
environment. 

3.​ Log Archive Account: A centralized repository for CloudTrail logs and VPC 
Flow Logs. The S3 buckets here are configured with Object Lock (WORM 
compliance) to prevent tampering, a key requirement for FedRAMP auditing. 

4.​ Network Account: Centralizes connectivity. It hosts the Transit Gateway (TGW) 
and AWS Network Firewall. This account acts as the ingress/egress point for 
internet traffic, implementing the "North-South" inspection required by TIC 3.0. 

Configuration as Code: 

The LZA allows agencies to define their entire compliance posture in configuration files 
(YAML). For example, enabling "FedRAMP High" guardrails automatically deploys AWS 
Config Rules that check for encrypted EBS volumes, S3 public access blocks, and IAM 
password policies across all accounts. 

Cross-Partition Identity Federation 
One of the most persistent challenges in GovCloud is identity management. Developers 
often need access to both Commercial (for testing/tools) and GovCloud (for production) 
environments. 

●​ Anti-Pattern: Creating long-term Access Keys (AK/SK) for IAM users in 
GovCloud and storing them on developer laptops. This creates a high risk of 
credential leakage and "data spill." 

●​ Best Practice - IAM Roles Anywhere: Agencies should implement a centralized 
Identity Provider (IdP) in the commercial partition or on-premises. Using AWS 
IAM Roles Anywhere, developers can authenticate using x.509 certificates to 
obtain temporary, short-lived credentials for the GovCloud partition. This ensures 
that no long-term secrets exist for the high-security environment. 

●​ Best Practice - Federation: Direct federation via SAML 2.0 with an enterprise 
IdP (like Okta or Azure AD) is mandatory. GovCloud accounts should have no 
IAM users with console passwords, except for "break-glass" emergency 
accounts. 

Networking and FIPS Endpoints 
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Standard commercial AWS endpoints (e.g., s3.amazonaws.com) utilize standard 
cryptographic libraries. However, FedRAMP High and DoD workloads often mandate 
FIPS 140-2 validated cryptography. 

●​ FIPS Endpoints: AWS GovCloud exposes specific FIPS endpoints for its 
services (e.g., s3-fips.us-gov-west-1.amazonaws.com). Best practice dictates 
configuring all AWS SDKs and CLI tools to explicitly use these FIPS endpoints. 
Failing to do so may result in traffic terminating on a non-validated TLS endpoint, 
which constitutes a compliance finding. 

●​ Transit Gateway & VPN: For connecting on-premises data centers to GovCloud, 
the VPN termination points on AWS Transit Gateway must be configured to use 
FIPS 140-2 Level 2 algorithms (e.g., AES-256-GCM). 

 

Microsoft Azure Government: The Hybrid 
Identity Model 
Microsoft’s strategy for the public sector leverages its dominance in enterprise identity 
(Active Directory) and productivity (Office 365). Unlike AWS's strict partition separation, 
Azure attempts to bridge the gap between commercial usability and government 
isolation through sophisticated identity federation and cross-cloud collaboration 
features. 

The Architecture of Azure Government 
Azure Government is a physically isolated instance of the Microsoft cloud, separate 
from the global "Commercial" Azure. 

Sovereign Regions and Network Isolation 
Azure Government operates a set of dedicated regions, including US Gov Virginia, US 
Gov Arizona, and US Gov Texas. Additionally, it maintains specialized "DoD Regions" 
(US DoD East, US DoD Central) which are exclusively reserved for Impact Level 5 (IL5) 
workloads. 

●​ Endpoint Isolation: Similar to AWS, Azure Government uses distinct endpoints 
to ensure traffic separation. For example, the management portal is 
portal.azure.us (instead of portal.azure.com) and storage endpoints use 
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core.usgovcloudapi.net (instead of core.windows.net). 
●​ Network Path: Traffic between Azure Government regions remains entirely 

within Microsoft's sovereign network backbone, never traversing the public 
internet or commercial network segments. 

Identity: Azure AD Government (Entra ID) 
Azure Government uses a separate instance of Azure Active Directory (now Microsoft 
Entra ID). A tenant in Azure Government is distinct from a commercial tenant. 

●​ GCC High Integration: A critical differentiator is the relationship between Azure 
Government and Microsoft 365 GCC High. The Azure Government Entra ID 
tenant serves as the identity backbone for GCC High. This allows a seamless 
flow of CUI data between productivity applications (Teams, SharePoint, 
Exchange) and PaaS resources (Azure SQL, Virtual Machines), a synergy that 
drives adoption among agencies heavily invested in the Microsoft stack. 

Adoption Best Practices: Identity and Connectivity 
B2B Collaboration Across Clouds 
A major challenge for defense contractors is collaborating with government clients. A 
contractor might operate in Azure Commercial, while their DoD client is in Azure 
Government. 

●​ The Solution: Microsoft supports B2B Collaboration between these disparate 
cloud environments. Administrators can configure "Cross-Tenant Access 
Settings" to explicitly trust specific external tenants. 

●​ Configuration: This involves setting up inbound and outbound access settings. 
For example, a Gov tenant can allow a Commercial tenant's users to be invited 
as "Guests." Importantly, the Gov tenant can configure trust settings to accept the 
MFA claims from the Commercial tenant. This prevents the friction of "double 
MFA" where a user has to authenticate twice. This capability is unique to the 
Azure ecosystem and solves a significant interoperability pain point. 

Azure Mission Landing Zone (MLZ) 
To address the complexity of Secure Cloud Computing Architecture (SCCA) 
requirements, Microsoft provides the Azure Mission Landing Zone (MLZ). 
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●​ SCCA Compliance: MLZ is an Infrastructure-as-Code (Bicep/Terraform) 
template designed to deploy the specific components required by DISA for 
IL4/IL5 workloads. 

○​ VDSS (Virtual Data Center Security Stack): MLZ deploys a hub network 
containing the security stack. This typically includes Azure Firewall 
Premium (or third-party NVAs like Palo Alto) to perform deep packet 
inspection on ingress/egress traffic. 

○​ VDMS (Virtual Data Center Managed Services): It provisions shared 
services such as a centralized Log Analytics workspace (Sentinel), patch 
management, and a "Jumpbox" or Bastion host for secure administration. 

○​ TCCM (Trusted Cloud Credential Manager): While primarily a policy 
role, MLZ supports this via Azure Key Vault and strict RBAC assignments 
to separate duties between platform operators and workload owners. 

●​ Hub-and-Spoke Topology: MLZ enforces a strict hub-and-spoke model. 
Workload subscriptions (Spokes) are peered to the Hub (VDSS). User Defined 
Routes (UDRs) are applied to all Spoke subnets to force all traffic (0.0.0.0/0) 
through the Hub firewall. This ensures that no workload can bypass the 
inspection stack to reach the internet, a critical SCCA control. 

 

Google Cloud Public Sector: 
Software-Defined Sovereignty 
Google Cloud Platform (GCP) entered the government market with a different 
philosophy. Rather than building a vast network of physically separated "GovCloud" 
data centers that lag in features, Google emphasizes a "Software-Defined Community 
Cloud" approach. 

Assured Workloads: Compliance without Separation 
Assured Workloads allows government customers to create a secure enclave within 
the standard commercial Google Cloud regions. 

●​ Mechanism: When a user creates an Assured Workloads "Folder," they select a 
compliance regime (e.g., "FedRAMP High" or "IL4"). Google's policy engine then 
enforces a set of Organization Policies on that folder. 
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○​ Resource Restriction: It restricts the creation of resources to specific 
U.S. regions that meet the physical security requirements of the selected 
regime. 

○​ Product Restriction: It prevents the use of any GCP services that are not 
yet authorized for that compliance level. 

○​ Key Management: It mandates the use of Customer-Managed Encryption 
Keys (CMEK) and integrates with Cloud External Key Manager (EKM), 
allowing agencies to store keys outside of Google infrastructure for 
ultimate sovereignty. 

●​ Assured Support: Perhaps the most innovative feature is "Assured Support." 
While the workloads run on commercial hardware, the support tickets are routed 
to a specialized queue staffed only by U.S. Persons in U.S. locations. This allows 
Google to meet ITAR and CJIS requirements without the massive overhead of a 
physically separate support organization for every service. 

Google Distributed Cloud (GDC) Hosted: The Air-Gap 
Solution 
For workloads requiring absolute isolation (DoD IL5/IL6, Secret/Top Secret), Google 
offers Google Distributed Cloud (GDC) Hosted. 

●​ Architecture: GDC Hosted is a hardware-software stack that is physically 
delivered to a customer's data center or a secure facility. It is air-gapped, 
meaning it has no connection to the public Google Cloud or the internet. 

●​ Capabilities: Unlike traditional on-prem hardware, GDC Hosted provides 
cloud-native APIs. Users interact with a local control plane that mimics 
GCP—using Kubernetes (GKE), object storage, and pre-trained AI models (like 
Vertex AI) that are loaded onto the appliance. This brings modern cloud 
capabilities to the "tactical edge" or secure SCIF environments where 
connectivity is prohibited. 

●​ Operations & Patching: Since it is disconnected, patching is non-trivial. 
Updates are delivered via secure physical media or one-way transfer diodes. The 
"Operator" (managed by Google or a cleared partner) applies these updates 
using a local management console, ensuring the system remains compliant with 
FedRAMP High vulnerabilities timelines without ever touching the internet. 
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Strategic Comparison of CSP Approaches 

Feature AWS GovCloud 
(US) 

Azure 
Government 

Google Assured 
Workloads 

Isolation 
Model 

Physical 
Partition 
(aws-us-gov) 

Physical Cloud 
Instance 

Logical Software 
Boundary 

Identity 
Authority 

Separate IAM 
(Federation 
required) 

Separate Entra 
ID Tenant 

Shared 
Commercial 
Identity (Policy 
guarded) 

Connectivity No direct peering 
to Commercial 

Cross-Cloud 
B2B supported 

Native Commercial 
connectivity 

Feature Parity Lag (Services 
must be 
back-ported) 

Lag (Services 
must be 
back-ported) 

Near-instant Parity 
(Same codebase) 

Primary Use 
Case 

Heavy IaaS, 
Defense 
Contractors, 
ITAR 

Hybrid 
Enterprise, 
O365, DoD IL5 

Data Analytics, 
AI/ML, 
Modernization 

Highest FedRAMP High, FedRAMP High, FedRAMP High, 
DoD IL4 (IL5 via 
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Compliance DoD IL5 DoD IL5/IL6 GDC) 

 

SaaS Providers: Building on the Secure 
Foundation 
While IaaS/PaaS provides the foundation, government agencies increasingly rely on 
Software as a Service (SaaS) to deliver mission value. However, SaaS providers must 
undergo rigorous authorization to operate (ATO) in this space. They do not build their 
own data centers; they inherit the physical controls of the GovCloud substrates. 

Salesforce Government Cloud Plus 
Salesforce has established a dedicated partition known as Government Cloud Plus, 
which maintains a FedRAMP High JAB P-ATO and DoD IL4 authorization. 

●​ Architecture (Hyperforce): Salesforce is migrating its government infrastructure 
to "Hyperforce," which is effectively Salesforce running on AWS GovCloud. This 
allows them to leverage the scalability of AWS while maintaining the compliance 
boundary. 

●​ Tailoring: The Government Cloud instance enforces stricter security policies by 
default. Session timeouts are shorter, TLS 1.2 is mandated with specific cipher 
suites, and IP restrictions are tighter. It also supports "DoD IL4 reciprocity," 
allowing defense agencies to use the platform for mission-critical logistics and 
personnel management. 

Datadog for Government 
Observability is critical for the "Continuous Monitoring" (ConMon) phase of FedRAMP. 
Datadog offers a distinct instance for government customers that is physically isolated 
from their commercial fleet. 

●​ Data Residency: By deploying entirely within a FedRAMP-authorized cloud 
region, Datadog ensures that log data (which may contain CUI) never leaves the 
compliance boundary. 

●​ FedRAMP Moderate: It provides agencies with the ability to monitor their 
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infrastructure without the risk of shipping sensitive telemetry to a non-compliant 
commercial SaaS platform. 

GitLab Dedicated for Government 
DevSecOps is a priority for software factories like DoD's Platform One. GitLab 
addresses this with a "single-tenant SaaS" model. 

●​ Deployment: GitLab Dedicated is deployed within an AWS GovCloud region. 
Unlike a multi-tenant SaaS where data is commingled, this is an isolated instance 
managed by GitLab but dedicated to a single customer. 

●​ Benefit: This architecture allows GitLab to meet the strict data residency and 
isolation requirements of FedRAMP and ITAR while still providing a managed 
service experience, relieving the agency of the burden of patching and 
maintaining a self-hosted GitLab instance. 

 

Engineering Best Practices for GovCloud 
Adoption 
For vendors building SaaS solutions or agencies migrating applications, the standard 
commercial playbooks are insufficient. The following engineering patterns address the 
unique friction points of GovCloud. 

The "Cross-Domain" CI/CD Pipeline 
A major technical hurdle is deploying code from a commercial development 
environment (Low side) to a GovCloud production environment (High side). Commercial 
CI/CD tools (like GitHub Actions or GitLab.com) cannot push code directly into 
GovCloud because inbound ports are blocked by default, and opening them violates 
strict boundary protections. 

The Self-Hosted Runner Pattern 
The industry-standard solution is the Self-Hosted Runner pattern. 

1.​ Architecture: An agency deploys a "Runner" (a Virtual Machine or Container) 
inside the secure GovCloud VPC. 
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2.​ Outbound Connection: This Runner is configured to poll the commercial Git 
repository (e.g., GitHub.com or a commercial GitLab instance) for jobs. This 
connection is outbound (usually via HTTPS port 443) through a NAT Gateway 
and restricted via Egress Filtering. 

3.​ Execution: When a developer commits code, the commercial CI system queues 
a job. The GovCloud Runner picks up the job, pulls the code into the secure 
boundary, builds the artifact, and deploys it to the local GovCloud resources 
(e.g., S3, EC2, EKS). 

4.​ Security: No inbound ports are opened on the GovCloud firewall. The code 
moves from low-to-high via a controlled pull mechanism. Artifacts never leave the 
secure boundary once built. 

Infrastructure as Code (IaC) Parity 
Developers typically maintain a single codebase for both commercial and government 
deployments. However, hardcoded values in Terraform or CloudFormation will fail in 
GovCloud. 

●​ Dynamic Partitioning: Code must be partition-agnostic. Instead of hardcoding 
arn:aws:..., use pseudo-parameters. 

○​ CloudFormation: Use ${AWS::Partition} to dynamically insert aws or 
aws-us-gov. 

○​ Terraform: Use the data "aws_partition" "current" {} data source to retrieve 
the partition at runtime. 

●​ Service Conditionals: Not all services exist in GovCloud. Best practice involves 
using "Condition" logic in templates to disable features (e.g., certain CloudFront 
distributions or specific machine learning APIs) when the deployment target is 
detected as us-gov-west-1. 

Implementation of FIPS 140-2 Cryptography 
Merely using encryption is insufficient; it must be FIPS-validated. This requirement 
permeates the entire stack, from the OS kernel to the application layer. 

●​ OS Level: Agencies must enable "FIPS Mode" on the operating system (e.g., 
fips=1 in the kernel boot line for Red Hat or Amazon Linux 2). This forces the 
OpenSSL library to use only validated cryptographic modules/ciphers and 
disables non-compliant ones (like MD5). 

●​ Application Level: Applications written in Go, Java, or Python must be compiled 
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or configured to link against these FIPS-validated system libraries rather than 
their default internal crypto libraries. 

●​ Endpoint Configuration: When connecting to AWS or Azure services, 
applications must use FIPS-specific API endpoints. For example, an application 
uploading to S3 in AWS GovCloud should target 
s3-fips.us-gov-west-1.amazonaws.com. Using the standard endpoint 
s3.us-gov-west-1.amazonaws.com might route traffic to a termination point that, 
while encrypted, has not been strictly validated against FIPS 140-2 standards, 
potentially resulting in an audit finding. 

 

The Compliance Journey: From Matrix to 
ATO 
Achieving an Authority to Operate (ATO) is the ultimate goal. This process is 
documented-heavy and relies on the explicit definition of responsibilities. 

The Customer Responsibility Matrix (CRM) 
The CRM is the Rosetta Stone of compliance. It maps every single NIST 800-53 control 
to a responsible party: the CSP (AWS/Azure), the SaaS Provider, or the Customer 
(Agency). 

●​ Inheritance: Controls related to physical security (PE-2, PE-3) are "Inherited" 
from the CSP. The SaaS provider does not need to document how the fence is 
guarded; they simply reference the AWS/Azure FedRAMP package. 

●​ Shared Responsibility: Controls like System and Communications Protection 
(SC-7) are shared. The CSP provides the capability (Security Groups, Firewalls), 
but the SaaS provider is responsible for configuring the rules (e.g., denying all 
inbound traffic except port 443). 

●​ Customer Responsibility: Controls like Access Enforcement (AC-3) often fall to 
the customer. The SaaS provider offers the Role-Based Access Control (RBAC) 
system, but the Agency is responsible for assigning the correct roles to their 
users. 

●​ Importance: A clear CRM is essential for the agency's Authorizing Official (AO). 
They need to know exactly what they must do to secure the system. A vague 
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CRM leads to "ATO paralysis" where responsibilities are unclear. 

Continuous Monitoring (ConMon) 
Authorization is a state, not an event. FedRAMP mandates Continuous Monitoring. 

●​ Vulnerability Scanning: Vendors must perform monthly authenticated 
vulnerability scans (OS, DB, Web App) and upload the results to the agency or 
FedRAMP repository. 

●​ Plan of Action and Milestones (POA&M): Any finding from the scans (e.g., a 
critical CVE) must be logged in the POA&M with a remediation plan. Critical 
vulnerabilities typically have a 30-day SLA for remediation. Failure to meet these 
timelines can result in the revocation of the ATO. 

●​ Automation: Leading vendors automate this process by integrating scanners 
(Tenable, Qualys) into their pipelines and automatically generating POA&M 
reports using tools like OpenSCAL, reducing the manual burden of monthly 
reporting. 

Conclusion 
The Government Cloud landscape has matured from a niche compliance exercise into a 
sophisticated ecosystem of sovereign capabilities. The major providers have staked out 
distinct territories: 

●​ AWS GovCloud remains the gold standard for heavy infrastructure, defense 
contractors, and workloads requiring the strictest physical partition from the 
commercial internet. 

●​ Microsoft Azure Government has successfully cornered the productivity and 
hybrid enterprise market, leveraging the synergy between Azure and M365 GCC 
High to dominate civilian and defense enterprise IT. 

●​ Google Cloud is disrupting the market with Assured Workloads, challenging 
the necessity of physical isolation with a software-defined model that offers faster 
access to innovation and AI capabilities. 

For government agencies, the "Best Practice" is no longer to simply "lift and shift" to a 
GovCloud region. It is to adopt a multi-substrate strategy: leveraging the deep 
isolation of partitions for sensitive mission data (IL5/High), while utilizing the agility of 
software-defined commercial enclaves for public-facing and modernization workloads 
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(IL4/Moderate). 

For SaaS vendors, success in this market requires a fundamental re-architecture of 
deployment pipelines. The "Runner" pattern for cross-domain CI/CD, the 
implementation of FIPS-validated cryptography, and the rigorous maintenance of the 
Shared Responsibility Matrix are the non-negotiable costs of entry. As 2025 progresses, 
the ability to automate these compliance artifacts—treating "Compliance as Code"—will 
be the deciding factor between vendors who struggle with ATOs and those who scale 
rapidly across the federal marketplace. 
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