Blaise Durante Tells 2001 PEO/SYSCOM Conference How to Increase Affordability

By Blake Jones

Fort Belvoir, VA -- In a speech entitled, “Six Reasons Why Everything Takes So Long and Costs So Damned Much (And What We Can Do About It),” Mr. Blaise Durante, Deputy Assistant Secretary of the Air Force for Management Policy and Program Integration, shared his candid and humorous views on the challenges and strategies in reducing DoD costs and increasing affordability. The speech was presented on Oct. 25, 2001, to over 300 senior DoD acquisition, technology and logistics policymakers and defense industry managers as they convened at Ft. Belvoir, VA, for the 2001 Program Executive Officer/Systems Command (PEO/SYSCOM) Commanders’ Conference. In line with the conference theme, “Affordability—The Road Ahead,” Mr. Durante outlined DoD’s six problem areas.
1. “If this is planning, we’re all in trouble…”

Mr. Durante said DoD does a poor job in planning, programming and budgeting processes, and reform is critical to promote program stability. To emphasize this point, he facetiously stated, “Faced with a twenty-year threat, the government responds with a fifteen-year plan; programmed in a six-year POM (Program Objective Memorandum); managed by three-year personnel; who develop a two-year budget; funded by a one-year appropriation; formulated over a three-day weekend; and approved in a one-hour decision brief.” Mr. Durante said that “our systems do not capture true costs,” and an example of this when aging aircraft costs are hidden in operations and maintenance. Mr. Durante said that R-TOC (Reduction in Total Ownership Cost) offers a chance to get visibility into true costs.
2. “Risk aversion is eating our lunch”

Mr. Durante said one of the biggest obstacles to affordability is the culture of risk aversion within DoD. He said, “risk aversion has created a cumbersome, manpower-intensive, time-consuming and unresponsive process.” DoD’s risk aversion leads to missed opportunities, longer cycle times and increased costs, ultimately leading to undelivered capability and potential lives lost in battle. 

Unfortunately, Mr. Durante said, it is extremely difficult to reward risk takers. He said the “risk/reward calculation for program managers looks too much like this:

· Risk: public humiliation, cancellation of your program and the end of a promising career.

· Reward: a certificate of appreciation in a handsome plastic frame, and an even more impossible assignment next time.”

The issue, according to Mr. Durante, is changing culture and near-term risk aversion on the part of program managers. Leadership within both industry and government recognize the advantages that commercial industry best practices and procedures provide; however, DoD management aversion to change and concern for risk avoidance slows DoD efforts on affordability. Mr. Durante quotes Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld when he said, “We must free you to take the same thoughtful, reasoned risks that the men and women in uniform do in battle.”
3. “The ‘blame it on Congress’ syndrome”

Mr. Durante said that DoD must stop blaming others, and challenge its own processes. Among DoD 5000.2 selected major acquisition activities, less than half of major requirements are in the law. He said, “you say ‘it’s the law,’ but I say, “prove it.’ ” Cutting costs and speeding delivery one program at a time will not get us where we want to go, Mr. Durante said. “It’s time to challenge everything we do and put in place systems that respond to the warfighters needs. If it’s not in the law, we should challenge it. If it is in the law, we should challenge the implementation.”

4. “All or nothing, too often means lots of nothing”

Mr. Durante said that a common DoD problem is insisting on a 100 percent solution all at once, and thus depriving the warfighter of capability. He said success should come in increments through spiral development. “For spiral development to work, the entire process [encompassing requirements, funding, testing, development and support] has to be synchronized,” Mr. Durante said. “Acquisition cannot do it alone.”

5. “Our testing regimes haven’t kept pace with reality”

Mr. Durante said that with regards to testing, one size does not fit all, and must be tailored to system maturity and risk. Risk assessment, he said, determines type and amount of testing.

6. “We don’t play well with others”

Mr. Durante said DoD must do a better job in its working relationship with industry because robust competition is essential in driving down costs. To become a good, reliable, reasonable business partner, he said, DoD should adopt the following points taken from the “Defense Reform 2001: A Blueprint for Action” report: 

· We should provide incentives to industry to consolidate operations.

· We should end the practice of under-funding research and development (R&D), and create pilot projects to test multi-year R&D contracts.

· We need to adopt common business practice account method tailored to the products being provided.

· We must engage the State and Commerce Department urgently on reforming overseas licensing and permitting.
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