AFMC fights terrorism with rapid response

By Tech Sgt. Carl Norman

AFMC Public Affairs

WRIGHT-PATTERSON AIR FORCE BASE, Ohio (AFMCNS) - Bringing tomorrow's technologies to today's warfighter is how Air Force Materiel Command officials are helping fight America's war on terrorism.

Focusing on the command's rapid response capabilities, AFMC experts recently began cataloging what weapons and other technologies exist at its various labs and centers, what stages they're in and how soon they could be given to the warfighter. This information will be available so battle staff members across the Air Force can see what can be accelerated through the acquisition process and made available in the near-term to protect our homeland and fight America's war on terrorism.

In a letter to all AFMC employees, Gen. Lester Lyles, AFMC commander, said the administration is setting new priorities and a new strategy for the nation's defense. The recent terrorist attacks on America dramatically and tragically emphasized the need for these changes, he said.

"We in AFMC need to help shape and lead that change by acquiring and sustaining the new capabilities the Air Force will need in the future to maintain its dominant combat edge," Lyles said. "If we're to continue providing world-class materiel support to our customers, we must clearly understand their changing requirements and periodically review how we do business. We must make sure our strategies, plans, policies, processes and organization are in tune with our customers' changing needs."

AFMC’s Rapid Response Initiatives

AFMC leaders have long been looking at various projects, like improving developmental planning and item turnaround times along with shortening the acquisition process to make it more agile and faster. These initiatives, and others like them, allow the command to more rapidly and effectively support the warfighters and emergency agencies, according to Col. Thomas Di Nino, AFMC acquisition support division chief.

"What happened Sept. 11 caused us to take a more laser-like focus on how we do our business and also provided us a very good reason to rededicate ourselves to our mission," he said.

Rapid Response Success Stories: Past and Present
During the Persian Gulf War, AFMC officials took the E-8 Joint STARS command and control aircraft out of its test mode and made it available for battle, which paid great dividends, according to Di Nino. It helped win the war and also focused attention on AFMC's contribution.

"If we don't provide tools that our warfighters can use, we're not playing as part of the team in helping this country," Di Nino said. "Rapid response is one thing our command can do to help besides giving blood or donating a dollar."

AFMC's rapid response system works either of two ways, according to Di Nino. First is a "pull" process where warfighters or emergency crews ask for an item that may help them. Second, AFMC experts may know of a technology that could help in a given situation and "push" that to the people needing it - people who may not even be aware the technology exists before the AFMC "push."

"If they're interested, they could take some time to research it a little, and we could rapidly arrange for acquisition and deployment," Di Nino said. "There has always been a process where the warfighter could issue a Combat Mission Needs Statement.”

Di Nino cited as recent rapid response successes a couple of technologies that were deployed to the World Trade Center to support rescue and recovery efforts. 

The Remote Casualty Location Assessment Device, or RCLAD, is a radar-like device about the size of a flashlight that can detect people through concrete and soil to a thickness of 50 feet or so. A second device Electronic Systems Center experts developed that can detect cell phone signals was also deployed.

"Regardless of these two examples, we think there are other events that could happen where we'd have some capabilities we know exist," Di Nino said. "But unless we make those known to a warfighter or agency that might use them, they'll not be much help in the near-term."

Emergency Times Call for Rapid Measures

Di Nino said although this rapid response is a great benefit during combat operations or responding to other contingencies, accelerating programs is not something that should be rushed into.

He said a plan needs to be built and executed before fielding a new system. Staying with that plan will give the warfighter a completely-tested product that meets all the requirements, but that's going to take a certain amount of time. 

However, all that changes during an emergency situation.

"We'll take a prototype or test item and field it if we feel the capability is there," Di Nino said. "Even if the product falls short of what we asked for initially, there may be capabilities that are directly important to the emergency and that's why we take that risk of impacting the normal process."

He also said when AFMC accelerates items, it uses resources that might not normally be there so money or materiel might be diverted from somewhere else.

"In our current situation, where we have tight resources, we need to be careful how we impact programs," he said. "We can't accelerate everything because if we did we might be putting trust in something that might not deserve that trust and could fail us at a time when we need that capability. And it could be taking away from something else that could benefit us in a short time."

Where pulling the Joint STARS out of testing in the 1990s to help oust Iraqi forces from Kuwait was an "abnormality" at the time, Di Nino said AFMC is now prepared to pull items out of test or field prototypes to help in the nation's war on terrorism.

"We're ready to expedite program schedules because we're aware the additional costs pale in comparison to the threat to the United States," he said. 

"Rapid response immediately benefits the warfighter or agency directly responsible for the emergency or conflict; but the real beneficiaries are everyone in the United States because this gets the warfighter the capabilities they need sooner."

