Agile Acquisition: Let’s get on with it!
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For the past several months, much work has been done here at the headquarters, at Air Force Materiel Command, in our product and logistics centers and in our program offices to lay the groundwork for Agile Acquisition.

The time for talk and planning is finished.  It is time produce real, measurable results.  

I continue to believe that we have the right sight picture to make real progress. We have leadership both in the Air Force and the Defense Department that has made acquisition reform -- or acquisition excellence -- a top priority. Everyone is focused on a single, overriding goals: Transforming the way we do business so we can deliver capabilities to the warfighter faster, on schedule and on budget.  As I have said before, I believe we have a unique opportunity now to make meaningful, lasting change. 

Since the New Year, we have made progress. 

Our new Acquisition Center of Excellence is up and running. It is working to streamline our acquisition instructions and is providing help to any acquisition program upon request.

We have tapped 10 programs to be “pathfinders” in developing new processes for collaborative spiral development, streamlined testing and greater coordination between our technology efforts and warfighter requirements.  The programs range from Small Diameter Bomb and Global Hawk to Unmanned Combat Aerial Vehicle and Space Based Radar.  Program managers have been working hard the past two months on detailed plans, which we are due to see in the next few weeks.

And the new Program Executive Office (PEO) for Services stood up and is bringing centralized oversight to this growing aspect of our acquisition activity. 

I believe we have the right people in these new jobs, committed to making a difference.  I am optimistic. 

But the fact that I am optimistic does not mean that I do not worry.

I worry that too much of our workforce still does not understand or “buy into” the imperative for change.  We in the leadership must do a better job of communicating and making the case for change.  We must explain why this transformation is so crucial and what your role in it is.  We need to explain that this really can be a matter of life and death.  Agile Acquisition done right means fewer of our people die in battle because we deliver warfighting capability to them as quickly as possible.  To let failed or flawed processes cost lives is simply unconscionable.  That is why we also must make it clear that we will not take no for an answer.   Participation is not optional!

I worry that we are not moving fast enough.  I know the kind of transformation that we are attempting will not happen overnight.  It will take sustained, determined effort.  We cannot be crippled by what I call the “what about?” syndrome that demands that the whole course be charted before we take the first step.  We don’t have the answer to every “what if.”  We must be willing to take a little risk and learn as we go. 

I worry that we are not being bold enough.   We have to challenge everything we do.  We’re not going to fix what’s wrong by tinkering around the edges.  That’s why I am pushing so hard to completely redo our Air Force Acquisition instructions.  They do not need a tweak; they need a complete overhaul.  

Frankly, I had hoped that by now this would be done.  However, we’re learning as we go that, first, this is very hard work and, second, the resistance to change is powerful and deeply imbedded.  We must get away from believing that we in the headquarters must issue detailed instructions that can be used by program managers on autopilot.  Instead, our instructions should set out broad expectations and free our program managers to innovate and produce results.  It sounds good, but it scares a lot of people -- people who have grown up in a system where following rules and procedures is rewarded and innovation is not. 

And finally, I worry about maintaining our focus and determination.  Past efforts at reform -- and we all know there have been many -- have started out with much energy and optimism, but withered as leadership’s attention is diverted elsewhere, often to the crisis of the day.   Those who fear or oppose change figure out that they only have to wait us out and we’ll go away.  Or, they insist that we study the issue to death.   This Agile Acquisition effort is too important, and the opportunity for progress is too unique, to allow that to happen. 

So, you can see that I am not a Pollyanna when it comes to the task ahead of us all.  I do worry.  I know success is not guaranteed.  But, I’m not Don Quixote, either.  I don’t tilt at windmills.  I remain convinced that, hard as this might be, there are enough people in our organizations who want change that, together, we can make it happen.  Assuming I’m right, the payoff will be enormous. 

In future issues of the “Agile Acquisition” newsletter, other senior leaders and I will share with you our concerns, accomplishments and frustrations as we keep pushing ourselves to do things better.  I also hope you’ll share your ideas with us.  You can e-mail them to:

ACE@pentagon.af.mil  

But now, my message is: The clock is ticking and, in the end, we will be judged not by our intentions, plans, flow charts, studies and philosophies. We’ll be judged by what we delivery to the warfighter. We must get to it!  
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