
Success in Increments: AF Leadership Endorses Spiral Development

Warfighters, testers, and acquisition and sustainment professionals will work together as never before to speed new capability to the battlefield, the Air Force’s top acquisition officials told senior leaders. 

Collaborative Spiral Development: “Linchpin” to 75 Percent Cycle Time Cut

Dr. Marvin Sambur, assistant secretary of the Air Force (Acquisition), and Gen. Lester Lyles, commander of Air Force Materiel Command, won endorsement of the Secretary of the Air Force and Chief of Staff for making “collaborative spiral development” the preferred way to acquire and modernize weapons system.  The goal is an aggressive one: Cut the cycle time for acquisition programs by 75 percent.

The plan was presented Feb. 13 at CORONA South, a meeting of all senior Air Force leaders at Patrick Air Force Base, Fla. 

“The United States Air Force has unparalleled combat capability.  However, we now face a battlefield characterized by unpredictable, asymmetric threats that demands fundamental changes in the way we conceive, acquire and sustain our capability.  Agility, urgency, discipline and collaboration are paramount,” according to the briefing.  “We can no longer treat requirements, acquisition, and sustainment as isolated, independent processes. We must build strong, enduring partnerships among our warfighting, acquisition and sustainment professionals, so that our warfighters have the tools they need to fight and win wars.”

Institutionalizing collaborative spiral development was one of six “Lightning Bolt” initiatives unveiled late last year that, together, form the core of the Air Force’s “Agile Acquisition” strategy.  Air Force Secretary James Roche and Gen. John Jumper, chief of staff, endorsed the “Agile Acquisition” effort in a Feb. 4 letter to Sambur. 

“Implementing such a far-reaching overhaul will not be easy,” Roche and Jumper wrote. “We challenge you to get started now and move forward boldly.”

Sambur and Lyles called collaborative spiral development a lynchpin to Agile Acquisition.  It allows systems development to be done in manageable, predictable increments, with a period for the warfighter to “use and learn” as each spiral is fielded. It also requires that everyone involved in the acquisition process -- from scientists and engineers to warfighters, acquirers and sustainers -- work together throughout the development.

“Spiral development is going to be the way we approach everything--the preferred approach,” Lyles said. “There are smart things we can do in a spiral sense that can allow us to get capabilities in that first spiral. We’re hoping that we can accelerate some of the capability we can provide, for example, with UCAV.   Instead of waiting until 2008/2009, which is what the current program shows, we want to get some capability into the hands of the warfighter within a couple of years.”

Too often, today, Sambur and Lyles said, the process of moving from concept to fielding of a new system involves each Air Force community working largely in isolation and trying to come up with 100 percent solutions. 

First, warfighters work for months, even years, to development a 100 percent requirement that would give them everything they need.  Then, that requirement is “thrown over the transom” to the acquisition community, which must develop a strategy to acquire the system within existing budget constraints.  This “big bang” approach, in which nothing is delivered until the 100 percent solution is available, is fraught with problems.   Development cycles are so long that schedules and cost estimates are not reliable.  And, during these long cycles, both technology and world events change, resulting in frequent requirements changes. 

Collaborative spiral development -- in which the overall development of new or modernized systems is broken into manageable pieces -- provides the best hope of addressing the problems, Sambur said. Most importantly, it allows delivery of new warfighting capability -- even if it is not the complete solution envisioned by the warfighter -- much earlier.  

Sambur and Lyles told the Air Force leaders that several “pathfinder” programs will be name to lead the way to spiral development.   Among the expected pathfinders are the Unmanned Combat Air Vehicle, Small Diameter Bomb and Space-Based Radar.

After making the case for spiral development to Air Force leadership, Sambur took the same message to Capitol Hill, where he highlighted the process in his written testimony prepared for a Feb. 27 hearing of the Senate Armed Services Committee’s readiness subcommittee.  

“This new approach will require all of us -- in DoD, in the Congress and in industry -- to change the way we think about systems development.   For this to work we must be willing to accept and fund programs that are not fully defined 10 years down the road,” he said.  
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