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Senior Army Materiel Command officers met with service acquisition officials last month to begin an analysis and potential overhaul of the service's materiel release process, according to sources and documents.

 

The three-day meeting was the first step in a complete “lean” thinking analysis spearheaded by AMC to examine key Army manufacturing processes in an attempt to make both decision-making and the fielding of service programs more efficient.

 

For materiel release, a pre-fielding process designed to ensure the safety, suitability and sustainability of Army systems, key barriers to efficiency include sharp differences in the way AMC's major supporting commands -- such as the Tank-Automotive and Armaments Command and the Aviation and Missile Command -- handle the process, sources noted. Furthermore, the definition of materiel release varies from command to command, with MSCs differing on when the process actually begins.

 

“Consistent with lean philosophy, [the] goal was to map out the existing process, which has differences between commands and communities, . . . and determine what steps are value added and which ones are perhaps not,” said Maj. Gen. Ross Thompson, TACOM commander, in an e-mail to Inside the Army. The “goal obviously is to streamline the process, which has many steps, and see if it will help get equipment into the field faster.”

 

The steps in the process are “important to ensure we put safe, reliable, effective, suitable, supportable, etc., equipment in the hands of soldiers, but perhaps there is some concurrency in the steps that we haven't taken advantage of,” Thompson added. The differences in each of the command's handling of materiel release could even be beneficial -- serving as a “benchmark against best practices out there.”

 

However, some officials are skeptical that the process can be standardized across the commands because of the differences in the systems handled by the various MSCs.

 

“How can you standardize it within all MSCs if all MSCs aren't exactly alike?” one source asked. “You need five or six unique documents for ammunition and missiles, but for tanks you don't need that.”

 

During the meeting, officials determined that AMC could create three primary documents -- one each for safety, suitability and sustainability, the source noted. Each of the commands could then determine individually which supporting documents fit into those three areas.

 

Also essential to the reorganization process is the establishment of a materiel release authority -- a role currently handled by each of the MSCs. Options for the authority, as outlined at the meeting, include the deputy assistant secretary of the Army for integrated logistics support (DASA (ILS)), the milestone decision authority or program executive officers.

 

Officials who participated in the meeting have until the end of this month to send a recommendation on the MR authority to AMC Commander Gen. Paul Kern and Army Acquisition Executive Claude Bolton, according to a memorandum issued after last month's meeting. The recommendation will be based on the pros and cons for each alternative and is expected to “drive all other actions.”

 

A briefing given last July by Lt. Gen. Roy Beauchamp, then the deputy commander of AMC, urges the Army to create separate MR authorities for three emerging dimensions of materiel release: systems release, system-of-systems release and unit set release. That briefing, given just weeks before Beauchamp retired, is credited by some officials as serving as the impetus for materiel release reform.

 

“The materiel release process must change because the organization and management structures, which underpin these actions, have changed,” Beauchamp wrote. “The management of this critical and extraordinarily complex process must also change if we are to realize the fullest potential of capabilities we are introducing into the Army structure.”

 

Beauchamp added that current developments within the Army -- including the centralization of all materiel development in the PEO structure and the assignment of key acquisition functions to the Army staff -- makes the assignment of materiel release authority to MSCs “both illogical and wrong.” The supporting commands, he said, have neither the institutional authority nor the programmatic leverage to effectively mange the process.

 

“The materiel release process is the culmination of a long series of events, which requires the active involvement of a large number of supporting agencies,” Beauchamp noted. “This process has historically been degraded by the lack of tight linkage between the materiel developers, sustainment managers, program managers and receiving units. The pace of transformation and the criticality of the transformation process to the future warfighting capability of the Army dictates a compelling need to manage the process more effectively than before.”

 

In his briefing, Beauchamp suggested that the DASA (ILS) serve as the authority for all systems release items, which deal with the release of a “single item of equipment and coincidental establishment of the processes that support it.” Under the proposal, the MSC supporting the system would, as it does today, manage the development and administration of the system materiel release.

 

But that documentation would then be forwarded to the DASA (ILS), who would coordinate the concurrence of AMC and Army headquarters agencies “necessary to ensure the fielding of a safe, effective and supportable system.” Unanimous concurrence would be required before either full or conditional materiel release could be made.

 

In the case of a system-of-systems release -- which entails any combination of systems that must be fielded together -- the PEO would serve as the release authority, Beauchamp advocated in his briefing.

 

PEOs “in their role as managers of multiple systems play a central role in the development, integration and fielding of system of systems,” he wrote. “These systems of systems are in most cases the centerpieces of the new capabilities being fielded.”

 

When a system of systems release crosses more than one PEO, a lead materiel release authority would be selected by the Army acquisition executive. In all cases, the release would be coordinated with AMC, Army G-3, G-4 and G-8 offices and the AAE.

 

For unit set materiel releases -- defined as the release of a package of equipment and all materiel and skills required to give a formation a new or enhanced warfighting capability -- the Army G-8 office, which is responsible for unit set fielding, would service as the MR authority, Beauchamp wrote. Collaborating agencies, between which there must be unanimous agreement, include the Army G-3 and G-4 offices, the AAE, AMC and the major command receiving the unit set.

 

In addition to the assignment of an MR authority, officials who attended the meeting will conduct value stream analyses on each of the key processes that lead to MR certification: safety, suitability, supportability and type classification, according to the post-meeting memorandum. Officials also plan to continue to work to standardize the MR process across MSCs, “with slight variations for commodities.” -- Megan Scully
