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Rumsfeld Orders Sweeping Changes To DOD Supply Chain Management
Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld last month handed new powers to U.S. Transportation Command and the under secretary of defense for acquisition, technology and logistics in an attempt to improve management of the U.S. military's logistics system.

Specifically, the under secretary will serve as the Pentagon's "defense logistics executive," Rumsfeld wrote in a Sept. 16 memorandum to the TRANSCOM chief and the acquisition executive. In that capacity, the under secretary will be able to "make changes necessary to integrate the global supply chain."

In addition, the memo orders the establishment of a Defense Logistics Board to advise the defense logistics executive -- just as the Defense Acquisition Board supports this person when working as the Pentagon acquisition executive.

"Recently completed studies and analyses indicate significant logistics and global supply chain management improvement will be achieved if action is taken in departmental organizations, plans, policies, programs, processes and systems," the memo states. Inside the Pentagon obtained the document last week.

Rumsfeld also spells out other duties assigned to the defense logistics executive. "In coordination with the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the logistics executive shall prepare any directives, instructions, decision memos and suggest legislative changes," the memo states.

Plus, the logistics executive will serve as head of the Joint Logistics Board, the memo states, adding the group will be reorganized to meet objectives established by this top official.

The defense secretary designates the TRANSCOM commander as the military's sole distribution process owner (DPO), an authority that charges this person with directing the military's execution of the "Strategic Distribution system."

The distribution process now employed by the military resembles a "spider's web," with distribution authorities spread out over the military services and a number of Defense Department agencies, Rear Adm. Christopher Ames, TRANSCOM's director of strategy, plans, policy and programs, told ITP in an Oct. 16 interview.

Many in the military's logistics realm have eyed the move to a single DPO for some time because the current system does not "resemble how a major corporation is run," Ames said. There should be someone below the chief executive officer level -- that is, the defense secretary -- responsible for materiel "from factory to field," he added.

Consolidating authority and accountability for the distribution process under a single command should simplify things at the combatant commander level, Ames said. For example, a commander attempting to locate a shipment should no longer be forced to make multiple phone calls. Such inquiries will now go directly to TRANSCOM, he noted.

As part of the change, the TRANSCOM chief will be tasked with improving "the overall efficiency and interoperability of distribution-related activities -- deployment, sustainment and redeployment support during peace and war," the memo states.

In anticipation of the secretary's order, TRANSCOM officials have been collecting recommendations from combatant commanders and other key players in the logistical realm on the shape of a new distribution system for several months, Ames said.

The design of the new system is still in its infancy, and TRANSCOM planners have set no target date for its implementation, Ames noted. While it remains to be seen what specific changes TRANSCOM will make to the distribution process, it is clear what it will not be: The collection of service- and agency-specific stovepipes the current framework has become, he said. In designing the new system, the command will take an "end-to-end look" at how the military distributes materiel, Ames added.
Tearing down that compilation of stovepipes is expected to allow officials to generate savings by eliminating duplicative services now carried out by multiple agencies, Ames said.

TRANSCOM officials are focusing first on bridging seams in the distribution system, including a gap that sometimes leaves combatant commanders in theater unsure of the status of scheduled deliveries, Ames said. The command is able to accurately track materiel as it is en route to a destination, but the ability to pinpoint an item's specific location once it arrives in theater falls off significantly, he said.

Technologies employed in the commercial sector allow manufacturers to electronically track the status of items produced in their shops and adjust production output to match those supply levels. Designers of the DOD military process must examine those technologies and attempt to apply them to the military arena, Ames said.

TRANSCOM officials plan to work in a "collaborative fashion" with other key agencies involved in the logistics process, including the Defense Logistics Agency, as they design a new plan, he added.

The shift of authority to TRANSCOM is not expected to alter DLA's business practices, an agency spokesman said Oct. 17.

DLA would like to see a system put in place that enhances the military's ability to track materiel from its point of delivery to the warfighter, the spokesman said, pointing to radio frequency tracking as a possible remedy.

An Oct. 2 memo issued by acting DOD acquisition executive Michael Wynne directs the use of radio frequency identification tags to track military shipments, sister publication Inside the Army reported Oct. 13. The policy, which could be refined over the next few months, mandates most pallets be shipped with RFID tags by January 2005.

Further, Rumsfeld's September memo also charges TRANSCOM with submitting a draft distribution process directive to the defense secretary within a 30-day period. This document should describe the DPO's "authority, accountability, resources and responsibility."

The draft directive has been written and submitted to the Office of the Secretary of Defense, but Ames declined to comment on its contents.
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