New SAF/AQ Challenges Workforce to Innovate
Arlington, VA – Agility and credibility must become the hallmarks of Air Force Acquisition, according to the services new assistant secretary for acquisition.

Just two days after being sworn in, Dr. Marvin Sambur challenged the acquisition workforce to reinvent the way it gets things done, never forgetting that the sole mission is to get reliable systems to the warfighter quickly and affordably. 

As part of that effort, Sambur said he is launching a wholesale review of all acquisition processes under AQ control and, in six months, wants them retooled with an eye to responsiveness to the warfighter. 

 “The FAR [Federal Acquisition Regulation] tells us we can innovate as long as [what we do is] not against the law,” Dr. Marvin Sambur (SAF/AQ) said in his introduction to SAF/AQ headquarters, “If it [an acquisition process] is not against the law, then it’s up for change.”

Sambur’s Mission: Change AQ’s Culture
AQ’s job is to respond to and anticipate the warfighter’s needs. Sambur said that the average acquisition cycle is 12 years and growing; technological cycle times are much shorter. “How many of you have a 2-year-old computer that is obsolete?” he asked the crowd, “If we can’t field today’s technology today, the warfighter loses.” Cutting cycle times and anticipating today’s less predictable threats will require a radical mindset change throughout AQ. According to Sambur, real culture change is possible because of the projected 50 percent personnel turnover in the acquisition workforce over the next five years.

AQ’s culture must be able to:

· Accept reasonable risk, fight fear of failure, and reward experimentation.

· Identify, train and sustain the next generation of innovators.

· Mine the private sector for ideas.

Key to this cultural change is rebuilding credibility in defense acquisition. “We [the Air Force] recently had to tell Congress that some of our programs would be delayed and have cost overruns,” said Sambur, “When you say you can deliver, you must be believed. If you are not believed, you get [the] layers of management [seen today].”

Processes must allow acquisition experts to use their judgment. “Let managers manage and force responsibility and authority lower down the chain,” said Sambur, “ Then we must tailor process to its product, not the other way around. That flexibility is key to agile acquisition.”

 An Acquisition Excellence team headed by Mrs. Darleen Druyun, principal deputy assistant secretary of the Air Force for acquisition and management will initiate a “clean-sheet-of-paper” approach that will include the Air Force’s writing its own commercial-like FAR.

Sambur’s Call to AQ: Be Open to Change

Sambur told AQ that success depends on their courage. “Have the courage to be open to change, propose change and mine the private sector for ideas,” he said. Invoking the story of “The Emperor’s New Clothes,” Sambur told the audience, “Tell me if I have my clothes on! If something’s wrong, we [AQ leadership] need to know. Don’t go home and tell your spouse or significant other – tell us.”
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