
New Hampshire Ball Bearings, Inc. (NHBB) appreciates the opportunity to comment on the proposed changes to the DFARS regulation 225.7009 and clause DFARS 252.225.7016.  As President and COO of NHBB, I am very familiar with the effect this regulation has on the US bearing industry in general, and on NHBB in particular.  The proposed changes will negatively impact both.  Therefore, NHBB strongly opposes the planned changes to the language in the DFARS.


 The DOD’s initial objective in implementing this DFARS was to “protect and strengthen ..an industry critical to national security.” Since this initial objective, the bearing industry has continued to contract and consolidate, a situation deemed unacceptable by the DOD in a 1986 study.   This perceived need, as described by the DOD, to guard the bearing industry, has grown more urgent, not less.  While the additional objective of the transformation process to improve efficiency is certainly laudable, its application to this particular regulation has been applied, seemingly without regard for its initial intent.   


The new/consolidated DFARS language that is proposed does much more than simplify the acquisition process.  The new language gives Government Prime Contractors supplying systems more freedom to incorporate ball and roller bearings produced by foreign manufacturers into products for military use, because of the overly broad definition of “commercial,” as defined by the Government.

Ball and roller bearings, as used in aerospace and defense applications, should not be considered a commodity product, nor be treated as a commercial item.  NHBB as well as other US bearing manufacturers have invested enormous resources developing the technical and manufacturing expertise to supply precision bearing products for these markets that are safe and reliable.  While the capability has been developed at a relatively slow rate, it can be lost almost instantly.    Losing that capability within the borders of the United States could be devastating to our country’s national defense.


The Director of the Defense Procurement and Acquisition Policy, Deidre A. Lee, states in her Strategic Plan, that “The Defense acquisition, technology and logistics workforce continually strives to provide the best equipment and services to meet the needs of the warfighter.”  That is a terribly important point, especially considering our current wartime state.  We cannot allow the needs of our troops for spare parts and OEM subsystems to rest with foreign entities.  This would be unforgivable.  

Truly, without bearings, fighters cannot fly, helicopters cannot transport troops, and missiles cannot be launched.  The proposed language implicitly allows for a foreign bearing manufacture to be a sole-source supplier to a sub-system used by the military.  Reliance on foreign sources for these important products could pose potential defense risks.

While we understand that the proposed DFARS allows that consideration should be given to US manufacturers for ball and roller bearings purchased as an end-item, that restriction does not go far enough.  We suggest that the way the proposed language is currently drafted, the DOD may be requesting a considerable number of waivers in order to procure source-controlled, foreign parts for sub-systems that are now defined as ‘commercial’, especially with regard to the purchase of spare parts.   The cost of administering that program, as well as the potential for delay in procuring parts, may become prohibitive to the procurement process.  


By allowing foreign manufacturers to provide even commodity parts to US war efforts, the DOD encourages a capability shift.  Without some security for continued military/defense business from systems suppliers, bearing suppliers may find it necessary to modify their market focus in order to survive.  U.S. Manufacturers may not be able to reserve capacity for this highly-complex yet relatively small segment of business.    The DOD’s ability to procure some products from the US may be completely eliminated.  

Finally, NHBB contends that the language in the draft proposal is unclear and at times, seemingly contradictory.  Specifically, the language in 225.7009-3, Exception, states:  “The restriction in 225.7009-2 does not apply to contracts or subcontracts for the acquisition of commercial items except for commercial ball and roller bearings acquired as end items.  The contract clause, which is then invoked for government contracts, 252.225.7016 (c.) [2] says that “The restriction….does not apply to ball or roller bearings that are acquired as components if -- ….the ball or roller bearings are commercial components”.   The contract clause exception is vague and could be interpreted differently than the actual DFARS.   While this reader has interpreted the clause to mean commercial ball and roller components for military end use, it is fair to state the clause may be interpreted many different ways and will add expense and time to those attempting to comply.  

In conclusion, 
I wish to reiterate my strong opposition to the proposed changes to the DFARS.  The language is vague which may cause interpretation issues, allows for the free use of foreign bearings in systems, increases the difficulty to obtain waivers,  may be costly to control the integrity of highly complex ball and roller bearings and may create a national defense scenario that should not be considered acceptable.  NHBB may suffer, the US bearing industry may suffer, but more importantly, our war fighters overseas may suffer as the proposed changes will not assure that the product so desperately needed in times of war will be available.  

