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Remarkable Turnaround

European allies like it. Israel likes it. Canada likes it. And its recovery is a sign that the Pentagon can fix something that seems irretrievably broken or mired in bureaucratic inertia.

It is the Foreign Military Sales program, which manages government-to-government sales of U.S. defense goods and services, and accounts for the bulk of annual U.S. arms sales abroad.

Four years ago, this paper sharply and deservedly criticized the FMS system in a series of articles detailing arms-buying nations' shift to purchasing directly from U.S. companies.

For years, buyer nations complained about red tape and the 3 percent surcharge Washington tacked on to each sale.

The frustrations began to outweigh the benefits, such as U.S. government training, financial planning, and other support.

John Hamre, then the deputy defense secretary, announced reforms in May

1998, saying the Pentagon needed to "start thinking again from scratch."

Countries that bought billions in weapons through FMS argued, with some merit, that they were subsidizing smaller purchasers because 3 percent of $1 billion is a great deal more than 3 percent of $100 million.

In November 1999, Mr. Hamre lowered the fee to 2.5 percent.

Then David Oliver, the Pentagon's bulldog on export matters, pushed the Army, Navy and Air Force to change. A program created by the Navy's

International Program Office, Teamwork International, treated customers as partners and brought them into the process. It earned high praise from customers and was adopted by DSCA and the three services.

In a show of hands at an April 15 conference on FMS, industry and foreign customers signaled their general happiness with the system. Unscientific or not, it was a show of support for a system that not long ago would have been hard pressed to find any supporters at all.
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