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Revitalizing America’s Aerospace Industrial Base

By Henry F. Cooper
President George W. Bush’s space initiative is coming none to soon for those of us who are concerned about America’s deteriorating aerospace industrial base. 
Stan Crock, Business Week’s chief diplomatic correspondent, perhaps overstated last August when he wrote in The Washington Post, “While hardly anyone was watching, the infamous American military-industrial complex died,” and “Without a seismic change, the industry is headed into a death spiral.” But his numbers clearly sounded an alarm: During the 1990s, the aerospace-defense workforce shriveled from 1.3 million in 1989 to 689,000 at the end of 2002; Between 2002 and 2008, nearly half the industry’s workforce – what remains of the Apollo generation – will be eligible for retirement, a loss of unparalleled skill and experience, and potentially America’s technological edge; Between 1999 and 2000, aeronautical engineering degrees dropped from 4269 to 2042; and The defense budget is about 3-percent of gross domestic product – about half the low-point of the Cold War.

Beyond the erosion of our ability to build new military systems, there is a serious problem in sustaining science and technology (S&T) excellence in the Defense community.  In his excellent critique of a seriously deteriorating situation at the Naval Research Laboratory in particular and in general at the Defense Laboratories, Don J. DeYoung concluded in a January 2003 National Defense University paper entitled The Silence of the Labs that: “Should present trends continue, the Defense Laboratory will lose its competence as a performer of long-term, high-risk work. When that happens, the risks to future military operations will grow because its abilities to provide for America’s defense and respond quickly to crises will have passed quietly into history. Lost competence will also still the Pentagon’s strongest voice for independent, authoritative technical advice. The yardstick will be broken. The Nation’s interests will have been traded for corporate interests, with public sector service sold for private gain. “From that moment on, to use Hamlet’s final words . . . the rest is silence. Our country’s future takes a darker path, one marked by the silence of the labs.”

DeYoung’s concerns are not overstated. More and more key Defense activities are being “out-sourced,” allegedly to save money or because needed competence no longer exists within the government.  In many cases, outsourcing is justified – in others it is of dubious value and may have costly consequences, especially if the government’s competence to manage key programs depending on advancing technology is lost. Increasingly, the Pentagon leadership seems to be losing its ability to tell the difference between sound and unsound decisions on innovative technology and is outsourcing key decision-making as well. 

Evidence of this deteriorating government capability is suggested by the changing skill mix of officers managing the acquisition of Air Force systems since the heyday of Air Force Systems Command during the mid-1960s when the average time from program start to Initial Operating Capability was under 5 years. That pace of development continued into the 1970s with over half of those managing the acquisition of Air Force systems holding engineering degrees as a primary specialty, many with advanced engineering degrees. By 2001, that percentage dropped to only 14-percent – and the time to Initial Operating Capability more than doubled. 

The main prerequisite for managing the development of Air Force systems has become attendance of classes on acquisition management, leading to program managers with a “process orientation” rather than hands-on scientific and engineering experience.

Thus, there should be little surprise that, among other things, the Pentagon’s space programs are falling behind schedule and overrunning budgets. Last May, the Defense Science Board (DSB) report on the Acquisition of National Security Space Programs attributed these difficulties to the erosion during the 1990s of the Pentagon’s ability to manage its acquisition of space systems. Among other things, the DSB recommended a “mission” focus rather than a “cost” focus in managing Defense Department (DoD) programs – and dramatic improvements in the DoD’s competence to perform the critical system engineering function in managing defense space programs. 

The Defense Science Board recommendation for a mission focus is perhaps related to an observation of the Columbia Accident Investigation Board chaired by Retired Admiral Harold W. Gehman – namely that the lack of an overarching vision for NASA’s manned space program was a big problem.  

This Board also observed, “We believe that the White House, Congress, and NASA should honor the memory of Columbia’s crew by reflecting on the nation’s future in space and the role of new space transportation capabilities in enhancing whatever space goals the nation chooses to pursue.”

President Bush is doing his part by providing a focused vision for the civil space program in his proposal to return to the Moon, this time to stay.  If Congress and the American people support the President’s goal – as they did President John F. Kennedy’s call in 1961 to send our first astronauts to the Moon by the end of that decade, we may again stir the creative juices in our universities, in industry and in government to revitalize the aerospace industry.

A new generation of scientists and engineers that develops the technological excellence needed to replace the Apollo generation and establish a permanent Moon base will also benefit Defense efforts – just as Defense technology has often benefited the civil and private sectors.  

For example, the award winning 1994 Clementine mission returned to the Moon for the first time in 25 years and mapped its entire surface using 1980s technology developed by the Pentagon’s SDI program. Finding the possibility of water in the Moon’s polar regions is an important building block for exploiting lunar resources to realize President Bush’s vision.

As a rising tide lifts all boats, so will revitalizing America’s aerospace industrial base advance our national security interests.
�Reprinted with permission from the Jan. 19 edition of Space News.
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