Aberdeen Proving Ground Opens New Office to Partner

with Private Firms & Assist in Transfer of Technologies

By Mike Cast
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Army organizations at Aberdeen Proving Ground that conduct research, development, testing and evaluation of military systems and equipment have again joined forces to develop closer ties with the business community in Maryland and surrounding states.   On Oct. 13, the commander of the sprawling proving ground in Maryland’s Harford County, leaders of Army organizations on post, business representatives and Maryland and Harford County government officials met to cut the ribbon on the new Team APG Business Development Office.

[image: image1.jpg]



The creation of this office, which began operations in May, is part of an evolution in the business practices of Army organizations on post, and their efforts to form closer ties with local communities.   The new office is an outgrowth of Aberdeen Proving Ground’s Science and Technology Board, formed in 1997 by the proving ground’s tenant activities, Harford County, the Northeast Maryland Technology Council, and Harford and Cecil community colleges.  This board is a forum that enables these organizations to share information about their diverse facilities and capabilities and works closely with some of Maryland’s government officials, industries and educational institutions to promote high-tech educational opportunities in the area, as well as inform the private sector of the types of facilities located at Aberdeen Proving Ground and the work done in them.

As the federal government has reduced the funding and resources it makes available to numerous Army organizations in recent years, Army tenant activities at the proving ground are finding it increasingly necessary to reach out to the business community and attract business that can help support their continued operations.  Additionally, Congress has passed and revised a series of laws in the past two decades designed to promote the transfer of new technologies from federal laboratories to the private sector and strengthen America’s high-tech industries.

The Team APG Business Development Office was established as a “one-stop gateway” onto the proving ground for private industry, not only to promote business opportunities, but also to support programs that result in technology development and transfer between federal labs on post and the private sector.

During the ribbon cutting for the new office, Maj. Gen. John Doesburg, commander of the proving ground and the Soldier, Biological and Chemical Command (SBCCOM), one of the major federal laboratory organizations on post, called it a “great venture” and a “landmark” in APG’s ongoing efforts to form partnerships with local communities and businesses in Maryland and throughout the region.  It is another demonstration of the Army’s desire to figuratively remove the installation gate as a barrier to knowledge about the proving ground and enhance public understanding of the kinds of work APG is doing, he said.

“Team APG is already more than just a bumper sticker” for business and community partnerships and technology transfer, said Brian Simmons, the civilian deputy of the Army Developmental Test Command (DTC) and chair of APG’s Science and Technology Board.  The Business Development Office will work toward making the proving ground’s collective capital investments in labs and facilities for research, development, testing and evaluation more easily accessible to the private sector, he said.

The ribbon cutting ceremony was used as an opportunity to demonstrate initial working agreements between proving ground tenants and Maryland’s Technology Development Corporation (TEDCO), a corporate group under the state’s Department of Business and Economic Development that focuses on promoting high-tech industries in Maryland.  TEDCO’s director, Dr. Phillip Singerman, signed a memorandum of agreement with SBCCOM’s Edgewood Chemical Biological Center and a separate agreement with the Aberdeen Test Center (ATC) during the ceremony.

“These are the first two of what promises to be many memoranda of agreement that TEDCO will sign with federal labs throughout the state,” said Richard “Mike” Lewin, secretary of Maryland’s Department of Business and Economic Development.  “We’re hoping to create opportunities for growth and innovation that were unheard of just a decade ago.  Assisted by the Maryland Technology Development Corporation, this Business Development Office will link the vast resources . . . of Aberdeen Proving Ground’s many labs with private companies seeking research facilities.”

That vision of the future is shared by Harford County Executive James Harkins, a member of APG’s Science and Technology Board.

“With the amazing scientific and technical resources, people and facilities at Aberdeen Proving Ground . . . we have an effective public gateway . . . to opportunities to grow new ideas and new products from the work that is being done here, but also, and equally important, to grow new businesses,” Harkins said.

The Business Development Office will provide “opportunities to strengthen the future for Aberdeen Proving Ground” and help ensure that it remains a “growing, vital” presence in Harford County, he said. 

The Business Development Office established by the Aircraft Division of the Naval Air Warfare Center at Patuxent River Naval Air Station, Md., was a model for the new office at APG, and Harkins said the Army and Harford County have benefited by sharing lessons learned from the Navy and St. Mary’s County, where the Navy office is located. 

The Business Development Office at Patuxent, which evolved into a formal office in 1996 and came under the Naval Air Warfare Center’s Aircraft Division in 1997, helped the Aircraft Division garner some $5.3 million in test business during fiscal year 2000, according to Nancy Neal, who assists the office with technology transfer. The Aircraft Division received about $3 million in test business the previous fiscal year, she added.

As examples of business with private industry, she cited commercial service agreements with Omega Air, Inc., an aerospace industry.  An initial agreement with Omega Air involved the use of Aircraft Division facilities at Patuxent to conduct initial ground testing of an aircraft Omega was developing for military aerial refueling.  The second agreement was for both ground and flight tests involving fuel transfer from a modified Boeing 707 that Omega had developed, she said.  A third such agreement will involve tests on a second aircraft, Neal added.

The commercial service agreements, known by other Defense Department organizations as work-for-others agreements, enable the Aircraft Division facilities to conduct “tests with a small t“ on equipment developed by private firms, Neal said, if such tests involve military-specific items that don’t put them in competition with private industry for that business.  Federal law prevents military labs and test centers from using federally funded facilities to compete with private industry, she explained, but it allows this type of work on items with military-specific applications.

Cooperative research and development agreements, or CRADAs, can be established to enable private industry and federal labs to work together in the mutual research, development, testing and evaluation of technologies with military applications.  CRADAs, authorized under the Federal Technology Transfer Act of 1986, are legally binding instruments that allow one or more federal laboratories and one or more non-federal parties to enter into agreements to conduct specified technology transfer activities related to research and development.  They allow federal laboratories to commit resources such as personnel, facilities or equipment, but not funds, to non-federal parties for work related to the labs’ mission.

CRADAs give private firms or other non-federal parties access to federal laboratories and expertise, as well as the right to commercialize the results of government research and development work.

These agreements allow the federal labs to get a percentage of the royalties generated as a result of commercialization and enable federal laboratory scientists or engineers who invent new technologies to receive a percentage of the royalties generated as a result of their work.

Steve Clark, DTC’s acting director for the Team APG Business Development Office and a driving force behind creation of the office, said the new office is staffed with people who can not only reach out to businesses, but also help APG organizations and private firms with development of CRADAs and other cooperative agreements.  

In addition to assisting with the memoranda of agreement highlighted at the Oct. 13 ribbon cutting, the initial efforts of the office staff have included development of a CRADA that enabled ATC to do some work on 50-caliber munitions development.

“We provided funding for the BDO to stand up, and I demanded that we have a way to track our return on investment,” said Col. Andrew Ellis, commander of the ATC.  “Before the ribbon-cutting ceremony, the BDO was able to bring in a test for ATC that fully recovered our return on investment.  By their actions, the BDO has made a believer out of me, and I’m looking forward to an already great relationship just getting better.” 

  In September, BDO staff participated in an SBCCOM-sponsored event for local contractors that helped them understand the business opportunities that exist on APG and how to do business with the government.  They have also visited diverse proving ground facilities to learn their mission and capabilities and sent a flyer to hundreds of businesses in the region, following up with phone calls and scheduling visits to interested firms.  As of Oct. 13, the Business Development Office was planning to work with TEDCO to sponsor a “technology showcase” on biotechnology in late November.  

Taking part in conferences, symposia and trade shows, such as a NASA-sponsored trade show this fall in Seattle, is another way for the Business Development Office to meet with business representatives, find out what kinds of support they need and link that to the capabilities at APG.  The emphasis is on understanding business needs in the R&D realm and determining if APG facilities can meet those needs, rather than “selling” capabilities to firms that may not have a need for them, Clark said.

Initially, the office has been focusing on technologies for which APG labs have a proven track record, Clark said, including research and development efforts in the automotive, robotics, optical and environmental fields, as well modeling and simulation.  Plans include partnerships with local schools such as Harford and Cecil community colleges to use the educational capabilities on the proving ground for area students, Clark said.  There have been discussions with the Army Ordnance Center and School, for example, about allowing local students to use its welding facilities for instruction, he added.  

The office is looking at business development opportunities in three main areas, Clark explained: biotechnology, physics of failure and nanomaterials, which comprise very tiny particles that have been altered at the sub-molecular level to create larger molecular structures that exhibit novel and significantly improved physical, chemical and biological processes. The Army Research Laboratory, to cite but one example, has facilities on the proving ground that do work in nanomatierals, and APG could become recognized as a “center of expertise” in that area, Clark said.  Maryland is a national leader in biotechnologies, with more than 200 firms that do work in that field, he added, so promoting the biotechnology lab capabilities at APG has been a “flagship” effort.

Plans are in the works to upgrade SBCCOM’s Process Engineering Facility, to bring it up to the standards necessary to receive current Good Manufacturing Practice certification from the Food and Drug Administration.  This would make the Edgewood Area facility more attractive to businesses producing products that require FDA approval.  The Business Development Office conducted a tour of the facility in July to demonstrate how its use can benefit not only the proving ground but also businesses in the state of Maryland.

Future plans for the office include expanding its efforts to promote business partnerships related to a wide range of technical fields and technologies, Clark said.  Contacts with businesses are focused on those in Maryland and other mid-Atlantic states, he added, but this does not exclude contacts with firms in other regions of the country or even overseas.  

 He said he would like to “build synergy” by providing work space in the Business Development Office and encouraging people at the proving ground who do technology transfer work for their organizations to spend some of their work time there.  

“If you’re in a room with people, you’re going to start talking to them, and you can compare notes, compare capabilities and compare leads,” he said.  “If people involved with technology transfer are in the office and overhear a conversation on the telephone related to programs they know something about, they can say, ‘Hey, we do that over in our area,’ or ‘I know someone who can do that for you.’  They can really help by sharing information.”

An information-sharing event is planned for the spring of 2001, when Aberdeen Proving Ground, its Science and Technology Board, the Business Development Office and tenant organizations will host a business and industry day.

Clark said employees at APG should not think that business development efforts will result in a loss of jobs for them.  The intent is to bring in additional business rather than replace government work that goes on at the proving ground, he said.

The Team APG Business Development Office, located in Building 3240 on Bel Air Street at APG’s Aberdeen Area, is currently open Monday through Thursday from 8:30 to 5 p.m.  The phone number is (410) 273-5062, and the fax is (410) 273-8984.  The office also maintains a web page on the APG Science and Technology Board web site at http://stb.apg.army.mil.  Clark said future plans include adding a 1-800 number and being open five days a week, when resources permit.     

