New office gives Center an ACE
EDWARDS AIR FORCE BASE, Calif. – The Air Force Flight Test Center is standing up a new office aimed at speeding the procurement of assets to test forces across the base and the delivery of weapon systems to U.S. operational forces across the world. 

The Acquisition Center of Excellence, known as the ACE, has been open for business in Bldg. 3920 since Feb. 15. The center replaced the Edwards Acquisition Support Team, but will continue to assist source selection teams on Edwards. 

According to Edwards ACE Director Mike Brown, the new office has an expanded mission that includes providing relief from government regulations to offering guidance on procuring equipment, services, and other assets needed to run an efficient flight test program. 

"Our goal is to reduce the cycle time it takes to get customers what they need," Brown said. "Whether it's a major weapon system like the Joint Strike Fighter or a piece of test equipment a squadron needs to conduct a specific test, we are looking to shorten the time it takes to get these assets into the hands of those who need them." 

Another area the ACE will become more involved in is the acquisition and management of contracts that provide services to the base. Such services range from landscape management and food service to the base supply contract and the new J-Tech contract for range operations. These types of contracts account for nearly half of all Air Force acquisition dollars. 

"The potential for savings is great," Brown said. "We need to learn how service contracts are structured across the Air Force and apply 'best practices' here, as well as export our practices to others." 

The creation of the Edwards ACE office stems from a decision by the Air Force Secretariat for Acquisition to establish the Air Force Center of Excellence as a separate organization dedicated to revolutionizing the acquisition system. 

In turn, Gen. Lester Lyles, commander of Air Force Materiel Command, set up an AFMC-level ACE to support the Air Force initiative. The AFMC team stood up in January 2002 as a separate two-letter directorate within AFMC Headquarters at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, Ohio. In addition, Lyles urged all AFMC center commanders to take similar actions to stand down existing acquisition support teams and stand up center-level ACEs by mid-February. 

"I strongly believe we need to make significant changes in the way we procure and support our weapons systems," Lyles said. "The center ACEs should be at the heart of every procurement action." 

Some of the programs the Air Force ACE has identified for initial streamlining include the Global Hawk, the Unmanned Combat Aerial Vehicle, known as the UCAV, and modifications to the AC-130 Gunship. 

For Brown, the first order of business is bringing in the best acquisition experts to staff the 10-person office, which falls under the Flight Test Center. He is looking for those with acquisition experience including engineers, logisticians and program managers, who are interested in a career-broadening assignment. 

"Here, people will have a chance to step out of their everyday roles and work in an organization where their only role is to change the acquisition process for the better," Brown said. 

"These are the people who will have a chance to fix those aspects of the acquisition process that everybody says should be improved." 

Even though the office is not fully staffed, Brown said the phones are already ringing. With more than 20 years experience in acquisition program management at Edwards, Brown said he welcomes the chance to make a difference. 

"We have to do our part to change the acquisition process and make it more responsive in pushing today's technology to the field today versus years from now," said Brown. "If people have ideas on how to get something they need faster, they get those ideas to us and we will take action on them." 

The success of the new office lies largely in peoples' willingness to accept risk, said Brown, who admits there will be risk involved in some of the actions the ACE team recommends. The key will be to understand and manage the risks involved in cutting cycle times but not avoid risk altogether, Brown said. 

"Fielding technologies faster has always been our advantage over our adversaries. But today we are getting bogged down in our own bureaucracy, " Brown said. "We need to streamline our processes any way we can to get tools out to the warfighter and to our own test forces faster." 

