Evolved Expendable Launch Vehicle: DOD Needs to Ensure New Acquisition Strategy is Based on Sufficient Information

The Department of Defenseâ€™s Evolved Expendable Launch Vehicle (EELV) program is
the primary provider of launch vehicles for U. S. military and intelligence satellites, as well as
some civil and commercial satellites. The Department of Defense (DOD) and the National
Reconnaissance Office (NRO) plan to spend about $15 billion to acquire launch services from
fiscal year 2013 to fiscal year 2017; however, the life-cycle costs for the program are
unknown. In 2009, the Commander Air Force Space Command and the Director of the
National Reconnaissance Office (NRO) determined that the current approach for acquiring
EELV launch vehicles was likely not the best business model and decided that a new
acquisition strategy needed to be developed. In March 2011, the Secretary of the Air Force
created a new executive position, the Program Executive Officer (PEO) for Space Launch,
responsible for, among other things, spearheading the effort to finalize the new EELV
acquisition strategy. To inform the strategy, DOD conducted or commissioned various studies
to evaluate alternatives to the current program structure, assessing the U. S. governmentâ€™s
access to space, analyzing options to leverage commercial and foreign capabilities, identifying
possible cost reductions in the program, and evaluating the current business model. The new
PEO for Space Launch states he is leading several recent and ongoing efforts to gain
additional knowledge to inform the new acquisition strategy. Given anticipated changes in the
acquisition strategy and potential changes in the broader launch landscape, we were asked to
report on 1) whether DOD has the knowledge it needs to develop a new EELV acquisition
strategy and 2) issues that could benefit future launch acquisitions. To address these
objectives, we reviewed and analyzed information contained in five recent launch studies, and
interviewed study leaders or participants in three of the five studies; we analyzed historical
launch data and expected launch vehicle demand, and reviewed pas launch industry studies of
the U. S. industrial base. We assess a supplier survey conducted by the EELV prime
contractor of its subcontractors. The survey was used by the government to gauge the health
of the U.S. industrial base. We reviewed the survey questionnaire, comparing methods to
GAO sound survey development practices, comparing summary data to the questions asked,
and interviewing and obtaining information and summary data from the surveyors. We also
interviewed or obtained perspectives from launch officials in various military, intelligence,
and civilian government agencies, as well as the EELV prime contractor and two commercial
launch companies. Through our review of DOD launch studies and other relevant government
and industry reports, our interviews with DOD, NASA, and contractor officials, and
information obtained from NRO, we identified issues that may be important to current and
future government launch acquisitions. We conducted this performance audit from September
2010 to September 2011 in accordance with generally accepted government auditing
standards. Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain sufficient,
appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on
our audit objectives. We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives.
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