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Solving DoD’s Readiness Challenge – Is IP Really the
Problem?
Many factors – including infrastructure, maintenance, aging equipment,
information technology, and workforce training – may be more important than
intellectual property rights in solving the DoD readiness problem.

By Moshe Schwartz

2.1 Plan Solicitation B.1 Business Management B.4 Project Management

B.5 Risk Management Featured





11/6/25, 2:53 PMContract Management - Solving DoD’s Readiness Challenge – Is IP Really the Problem?

Page 2 of 8https://content.ncmahq.org/contractmanagement/library/item/november_2025/4303400/

The Department of Defense (DoD) has a readiness problem. As a retired master sergeant
recently quipped, "Maintenance has been in a bad way for 20 years."

Consider these findings from the Government Accountability Office (GAO):

From 2011 through 2021, "sustainment challenges worsened" for 10 Navy ship
classes, leading to a decrease in the number of ship availability hours for
operations or training."

In 2023, the Navy’s surface ship maintenance backlog was $1.8 billion.

In 2024, DoD did not meet "its mission capable rate goals for fiscal year 2024
for 42 of the 45 DoD aircraft that support military-related missions."

From 2022 to 2024, Air Force aircraft mission-capable rates declined by 4%.

Of the six "top DoD management and performance challenges" identified by the DoD
Inspector General (IG), the first on the list was "Increasing Military Readiness,"  which
includes limited availability of functional equipment for executing missions.

The path to improved readiness is having the right infrastructure, effective information
technology (IT) systems, sufficient spare parts, and an effective maintenance workforce. Some
have argued that DoD’s limited data rights to the intellectual property needed for sustainment
is the primary barrier to improved readiness.

While inadequate data rights can sometimes be a factor, an analysis of GAO reports, DoD IG
audits, independent analyses, and DoD statements indicate that intellectual property (IP) is not
the driver of the readiness crisis.

According to GAO, Navy executive officials identified the lack of spare parts, lack of trained
maintenance personnel, and increases in deferred maintenance as the primary drivers of the
readiness crisis. These long-running problems prevent maintenance during deployment,
increase the cost of repairs, and reduce ship service life and operational readiness.

As Table 1 indicates, the number of maintenance cannibalizations (removing working parts
from one platform and using them elsewhere due to parts shortages) and days of maintenance
delays (days beyond the scheduled end date for depot maintenance) have each increased,
while steaming hours decreased.
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while steaming hours decreased.

Other maintenance challenges identified as directly impacting Navy readiness included aging
equipment, cancelled maintenance, reliability of ship systems, and inefficient shipyard layout
(an infrastructure issue).

Aging equipment and inadequate maintenance have been identified as DoD-wide
challenges.  The Navy – even if it had unfettered access to data rights – lacks the equipment
and skills necessary to maintain the fleet.
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Infrastructure
One of the more severe challenges to improved readiness is infrastructure. The Navy reported
that without improvements to shipyard infrastructure, it will be unable to support almost a third
of the planned maintenance periods for aircraft carriers and submarines through 2040.

According to GAO, dry docks and maintenance facilities are poor, and equipment is "generally
past its useful life."  The Army also faces infrastructure challenges. The organic industrial
base performs a substantial amount of remanufacturing and maintenance.

The average organic industrial base factory is 80 years old.  Stephanie Hoaglin, Director of
the Army’s Organic Base Modernization Task Force stated that the Army has an $18 billion, 15-
year plan to upgrade infrastructure, improve equipment and processes, and "bring all those
things to the 21st century." The Trump administration promulgated Executive Order 13807 to
expedite the permitting process but this effort will only succeed if DoD dedicates the
resources necessary to seize the moment.

This is not an IP problem; this is an infrastructure problem. Even if all IP concerns were solved
tomorrow, these operational challenges would not be solved.

Effective IT Systems and Data Management
Poor data management – and mismatched computer systems – directly undermine readiness.
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In a recent survey, the Army was reported to rely on the Defense Logistics Agency (DLA) for
90% of its maintenance parts – mostly low-dollar, high-volume expendables.  Yet until
recently, the Army and DLA operated with incompatible systems, resulting in supply chain
disruptions and hindering readiness.

DLA was unable to assess what supplies the Army was consuming and unable to order the
necessary parts before they were needed, a significant challenge when some parts have a two-
year delivery time.

In another example, DoD IG’s analysis of spare parts on Navy ships found that "inventory
accuracy was between 83% and 95%, which is below the minimum inventory accuracy of 98%
needed to ensure the ships’ readiness."

The inventory discrepancies in the Navy’s RSupply software application (intended to provide
real-time, online tools for inventory management) were attributed to personnel not knowing
where the parts were, not updating inventory records after issuing spare parts, and not
removing excess line items from the ships.

As a result, the IG found that "the Navy did not have assurance that the 10 ships we reviewed in
the Indo-Pacific region had all of the required spare parts…to maintain operational readiness."

These are not IP problems, they are IT problems.

DoD has the legal authority and updated policy guidance (including the creation of the IP
cadre) it needs to effectively negotiate for, manage, and use data rights and IP.

What DoD lacks is a systematic method to track IP rights across the services and even between
programs, leading to wasteful and duplicative licensing of the same technology by different
programs. The IP problem that does exist is driven in part by ineffective IT systems and data
management.

Workforce
The Navy has stated that it lacks sufficient trained maintenance personnel to maintain combat
surface ships.  In addition, DoD personnel, including maintainers, are overworked and
understaffed.

This is not an IP problem; it is a workforce problem. But this is also an indication of where
DoD’s actual IP challenge manifests and the path to improving IP access. DoD’s workforce is
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not sufficiently experienced in how to contract for IP and data rights licenses for
sustainment/maintenance.

A Path to Improving Readiness
DoD and Congress could take steps to substantially improve readiness. For example, GAO has
highlighted the need for DoD to further implement predictive maintenance, which would
increase operational availability of weapon systems.  Other opportunities to improve
readiness include:

Modernizing IT systems to ensure data reliability and interoperability.

Investing in modern, efficient maintenance facilities and equipment.

Ensuring a right-sized, properly trained, well-managed workforce.

Not deferring needed maintenance.

DoD is also not effectively using the tools it already has to manage and access the data right
and intellectual property. DoD needs to do a better job including both detailed IP asset
schedules mapped onto deliverables and sustainment use cases in contracts.

Product support managers should be more involved in IP budget formation early in the
procurement process. DoD also needs to do a better job communicating the use cases for
data rights with industry. In response to Congress rewriting the United States Code, DoD has
an IP cadre and published a guidebook in April 2025 about using IP. These are promising
signs, but much more must be done to get every product support manager involved.

Only by more effectively using the authorities it already has, implementing good contracting
practices, and addressing the core issues outlined above will DoD improve operational
readiness. CM
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