MILITARY EQUIPMENT

Taking politics out
of procurement

AARON PLAMONDON
For THE CALGARY HERALD

anada has throughout its

history been embarrass-

ingly weak at designing,
producing, purchasing and ac-
quiring the necessary equip-
ment for its military.

But the Commons defence
committee will take a positive
step this week to produce a
draft report in which it makes
sweeping recommendations
aimed at taking politics out of
military procurement.

The report follows the hear-
ings on the 1990s acquisition of
ill-fated HMCS Chicoutimi and
the three other submarines that
were acquired. One man died
after a fire aboard Chicoutimi
in the North Atlantic.

It is largely believed by de-
fence analysts that the $800-
million lease-to-purchase subs
were in a decrepit state due to
Canada’s protracted procure-
meii process. The subs lay idle
in British docks for three years
after the purchase was ap-
proved in 1995 because then-
prime minister Jean Chretien
considered the idea politically
dangerous.

“We're all fed up with how
Jong it takes to buy major
equipment around here,” Pat
O'Brien, chairman of the Com-
mons defence committee, said
after witnesses suggested poli-
tics contributed to the deterio-
ration of the subs.

“It is ridiculously slow to get
military equipment purchased
in this country.” added O’'Brien,
who is also the chairman of the
current cormittee analysis.

Martin Shadwick declared
during the sub investigation
that If Canada had begun look-
ing for a new army jeep in Sep-
tember 1939 at the rate it moves
today, it would not have taken
delivery of the vehicles before
the war ended in May 1945

“Sadly, it seems in many
cases we've concluded that the
quickest way to speed up pro-
curement in this country is not

£n Yuaong cyspthisner 4+ A1

external threats to their soil.

The electorate in this coun-
try rarely thinks strategically
and they are unaware that
some equipraent must be inte-
grated quickly for the safety of
our soldiers and to allow ade-
guate training.

Our politicians subsequently
fear making any monetary
commitments to the Canadian
Forces to make them an effi-
cient organization that can
carry out the government's in-
ternational commitments —
those made through organiza-
tions like NATO and Norad.
This lack of political will by our
leaders has often led to inordi-
nate delays in procuring the
simplest material.

Defence Minister Bill Gra-
ham recently acknowledged
that the average time for the ac-
quisition of major military sys-
tems exceeds 15 years and that
it has taken a “xz-year quest” to
acquire the right military back-
pack.

Graham told a defence indus-
try conference last Wednesday:
“Speeding up and improving

- the overall efficiency of the

procurement process needs to
be a top priority ... Itis a prior-
ity 1 plan to devote alot of my
time to in the coming months.”

As one example for improve~
ments, Graham suggested that
strictly military procurements,
as opposed to those of office
material and supplies, should
be managed exclusively by De-
fence, with larger projects sub-
ject to Treasury Board ap-
proval,

Another problem that will
hopefully be addressed is that
military purchasing is often
tied up in requirements for in-
dustrial benefits, offsets, job
creation and technology
transfers.

While these things should be
considered, the importance on
them in Canada often out-
weighs the relevance of the
strategic capability being pur-
chased,

During the tender process
for the ofns murchase of CF-18
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JHent process. 1ne subs Jay idle
in British docks for three years
after the purchase was ap-
proved in 1995 because then-
prime minister Jean Chretien
considered the idea politically
dangerous.

“We're all fed up with how
long it takes to buy major
equipment around here” Pat
OBrien, chairman of the Com-
mons defence comrmittee, said
after witnesses suggested poli-
tics contributed to the deterio-
tation of the subs,

“It is ridiculously slow to get
military equipment purchased
in this country” added (Brien,
who is also the chairman of the
current committee analysis,

Martin Shadwick declared
during the sub investigation
that If Canada had begun look-
ing for a new army jeep in Sep-
tember 1939 at the rate it moves
today, it would not have taken
delivery of the vehicles before
thie war ended in May 1945:

“Sadly, it seems in many
cases we've concluded that the
quickest way to speed up pro-
curement in this country is not
to buy anything at all

In a more recent example,
the Federal Court of Appeal de-
clared last Wednesday that the
case would go ahead to deter-
mine if there was political in-
terference in the contract to
Sikorsky to replace the dilapi-
dated Sea King helicopters,

While the other bidder, Au-
gustaWestland, certainly has a
strong case, if they are success-
ful, the whole acquisition
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Graham told a defence indus- -§

try conference last Wednesday: -

“Speeding up and improving
the overall efficiency of the
procurement process needs to

beatop priority ... Itisa prior- .

ity Iplan to devote alot of my
time to in the coming months.”

As one exarmnple for improve-
ments, Graham suggested that
strictly military procurements,
as opposed to those of office
material and supplies, should
be managed exclusively by De-
fence, with larger projects sub-
ject to Treasury Board ap-
proval,

Another problem that wil]
hopefully be addressed is that
military purchasing is often
tied up in requirements for in-
dustrial benefits, offsets, job
creation and technology
transfers,

While these things should be
considered, the importance on
them in Canada often out-
weighs the relevance of the
strategic capability being pur-
chased,

During the tender process
for the 1980s purchase of CF-18
fighter jets, only a quarter of
the specifications given to bid-
ders focused on the military’s
technical and operational re-
quirements — the rest were on
regional benefits and employ-
ment issues.

Somewhere along the way,
the reason for buying the jet
was being lost,

The necessity of paring
down and speeding up the pro-

process may have to be curement process in Canada is
restarted, delaying any new air- long overdue, and it remains to
craft once again. be seen if our leaders will fi-
The replacement process for nally walk the walk,
the Sea King helicopter dates
back to the late 1970s. AARON PLAMONDON IS A DOCTORAL
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