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STRATEGIC PLAN FOR THE VON BRAUN CENTER FOR
SCIENCE & INNOVATION (VCSI)

January 2007 Version

�My friends, there was dancing in the streets of Huntsville when our first satellite orbited the
Earth. There was dancing again when the first Americans landed on the Moon. There is only one
Moon. I�m afraid we can�t offer any such spectaculars like that for some years to come. But I�d like
to ask you, don�t hang up your dancing slippers.¢

Werner Von Braun 1970

Introduction

Werner Von Braun recognized that if the Huntsville region was to expand the frontiers of
space and meet the future mission requirements of NASA and DOD, the region
surrounding Huntsville would have to develop its scientific and technical workforce and,
simultaneously, attract technical and scientific professionals from across the country. The
Von Braun Center for Science & Innovation is a logical next step in a continuing process
that has seen a major evolution of the science and technology assets of the region.

The creation of this new not-for-profit research and development organization signals the
community�s commitment to taking Von Braun�s dream a step further. It is also a clear
indicator to NASA and DOD that this community is dedicated to their key mission
requirements.

With the development of the VCSI, Huntsville can address the current mission
requirements of its key federal stakeholders, and provide the flexibility to respond to
future requirements. The center will also serve as a critical hands-on learning laboratory
for training, educating, and preparing a strong workforce for tomorrow.

Vision of VCSI

The VCSI vision is to become a self-sustaining, world-class R&D center that blends local
resources with national assets to provide science and technology innovations and
solutions to meet critical NASA and DOD mission requirements. It will accomplish this
vision in a four-step process that will take a minimum of 10 years to accomplish. The
VCSI will capitalize on our national investment in R&D by integrating the skills,
experience, and research assets of government, university, industry, and R&D
organizations (Figure 1). The VCSI will be a membership organization with member
firms from the North Alabama corridor and strategic partners (universities and R&D
organizations) from across the state, region, and nation. Member firms and strategic
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partners will be aligned with the strategic focus areas of the VCSI, which in turn are
aligned with the critical science and technology objectives of local NASA and DOD
customers. In addition to using the virtual assets of its member firms and strategic
partners, the VCSI will also develop in-house technical assets in a few key areas of
emerging technology that are aligned with future customer requirements. By focusing on
research for development and application at the beginning, the VCSI will validate its
business model and manifest the value of collaborative research for all member
organizations, strategic partners, and customers. However, elements of the long term
VCSI vision include:

 Creating a nationally recognized, not-for-profit R&D organization in
Huntsville

 Further branding the region as an innovative, high-tech R&D center
 Integrating local assets with national assets to provide solutions and

applications
 Creating a hands-on learning environment for the next generation of

scientists, engineers, and innovators
 Enabling the Vision for Space Exploration, Operationally Responsive

Space, Future Combat Systems, Tactical Missiles, Army Aviation, the
Global Earth Observing System of Systems, Missile Defense, etc.

 Creating long-lasting value for Huntsville by capturing additional federal
funds for science and innovation

Figure 1.  Model for VCSI �  Value Network

Initially, the VCSI will focus on collaborative R&D activities, translating low-level
technology into high-level technology applications to be supplied to customers by its
member and partner organizations. However, in the future, the VCSI will also aspire to
develop hardware and software products aligned with critical customer mission
requirements and in collaboration with its respective member organizations and strategic
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partners to optimize use of their technical assets and capabilities. In both the near- and
long-term:

VCSI will capitalize on our national investment in R&D to address the
requirements, challenges, and opportunities of tomorrow for key federal
clients. The VCSI will combine the skills, experience, and assets of leading
members of the R&D community to meet important mission requirements
in a cost-effective and customer-responsive manner.

As noted above, the VCSI is being established as a membership organization. In addition
to building teams and capabilities in response to customer needs, it will also provide key
member benefits that include preferred vendor status, networking, business development,
product development, learning opportunities, and access to intellectual property and
emerging technologies. By combining the capabilities of its member organizations and
strategic partners, the VCSI will address technical challenges beyond the capabilities of
any one organization. In so doing, it will greatly enhance the technical insight and
capabilities of its members and strategic partners, and provide additional business
development opportunities for these firms and universities within or external to the
framework of the VCSI.

Mission

The mission of the VCSI is to provide innovative engineering solutions and science
applications for NASA, DOD, and other government agencies. The VCSI will provide
technical solutions to vital government clients in an efficient, cost-effective, and timely
manner. The establishment of the VCSI will enable the government, industry, and
academic communities in the Huntsville region to better compete for critical NASA and
DOD R&D functions and activities, many of which are currently outsourced to other
regions of the United States.

To meet its mission requirements, the VCSI will:

 Augment the in-house research and applications capabilities of DOD,
NASA, and other federal agencies

 Leverage the resources and R&D investments of government, industry,
and academia

 Develop in-house technical assets in significant technology arenas
 Facilitate collaborative research projects for major business assets in

Alabama and the region
 Enable the integration of university researchers and their students in

critical R&D activities
 Provide troubleshooting capabilities for technical challenges
 Permit access to technical and R&D assets as needed �  a national reach-

back capability
 Create a new, cost-effective model for addressing customer requirements
 Offer professional advisory, research, educational or development

services, or related services to governments or universities concerned
with public management including technology development and
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technology transfer activities that benefit management of government
intellectual property.

The VCSI will integrate industry member firms and other regional and national research
assets, including universities and government research organizations, into high-
performance project teams. These teams constitute the value chain for VCSI that will
convert their combined R&D assets, knowledge, know-how, and experience into
technology demonstrators aligned with government mission requirements.

Figure 2. VCSI Value Chain

To execute its mission, the VCSI will develop a value chain, based on customer
requirements, that enables activities ranging from concept development to product
development to future discovery (Figure 2). During phases I and II of VCSI development,
member organizations will control the higher end of the value chain, but with the
development of in-house technical skills and the augmentation of staff and assets in
phases III and IV, the VCSI plans to provide hardware and software solutions. During
these latter phases, the VCSI will continue to optimize the use of assets of industry
member firms and strategic partners. The fundamental concept of capitalizing on the
strengths and capabilities of participants is key to the near-term and long-term success of
the VCSI.

In executing this mission, the VCSI will focus during Phase I on transitioning
technologies in readiness levels 2-6 to readiness levels 6-9 (Figure 3). To accomplish this
goal, the VCSI will establish a highly diversified Alabama-based member organization,
formulate strategic alliances with significant national R&D organizations, and establish
relationships with important federal customers.



5

Figure 3.  VCSI Technology Transition Plan

In addition to targeting existing technology and science assets and portfolios in other
organizations, the VCSI will develop in-house technical assets and core staff in focused
technology areas. This will enhance its position in the marketplace and its ability to form
strategic alliances with members and strategic partners.

Strategic Functions and Roles

The VCSI has eight key strategic functions and roles:

 Provide the leadership that enables successful integration of vital national
assets

 Thoroughly understand customer requirements and expectations
 Provide superior customer service and value at all times
 Acquire and integrate required technical assets and expertise into project

teams to flawlessly execute tasks
 Formulate the strategic agreements and partnerships that provide access to

critical human and technical resources
 Identify and secure projects and funding to validate and sustain the VCSI

business model
 Establish innovative project management practices and techniques that

facilitate the integration of virtual assets and provide a cost advantage
 Create a hands-on laboratory for the next generation of scientists and

engineers (Figure 4)
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Figure 4.  VCSI Strategic Functions and Roles

As an example of a focus area that could represent a key collaborative activity, NASA
Marshall and the U.S. Army�s Space and Missile Defense Command (SMDC) and
Aviation & Missile Command Research, Development, and Engineering Center
(AMRDEC) all have assets and requirements related to global weather and Earth science.
Firms in the Huntsville region and at the University of Alabama in Huntsville (UAH)
have considerable assets, as do aerospace firms in Colorado, Arizona, and Massachusetts.
If the combined resources of this region were integrated with those national assets, each
agency could address its individual needs, and other pressing requirements could be met.
For example, NASA or aerospace industry sensors could be integrated on AMRDEC
Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs) to provide real-time weather data. SMDC sensors
could be integrated into a NASA microsat to support weather forecasting in the Middle
East. U.S. Army SOUTHCOM data could be declassified and integrated into NASA�s
SERVIR project to enhance the severe storm warning system for Central America, the
Caribbean, and Mexico. University researchers could improve existing NASA and
NOAA algorithms to increase the capacity of the Tennessee Valley Authority to forecast
energy requirements. The platforms that result from these activities could evolve into
new platforms to meet NOAA and SMDC requirements and lower-cost Earth science
platforms that would benefit other federal agencies.

Organizations would share their strengths, experience, research, and technical knowledge
to enable an important national objective at a lower cost compared to accomplishing the
same objective by developing all the necessary resources in a single organization.

As the project manager, requirements definer, asset manager, integrator, and
solutions/applications provider, the VCSI will capitalize on the wealth of science and
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technology organizations in the region, state, and nation. It will leverage prior national
investments and work across agencies and organizations to deliver innovative solutions.

Organizational Norms

The VCSI, its staff, board of directors, member organizations, customers, and strategic
partner collaborators will foster a set of organizational norms that are central to its
successful evolution and value proposition delivery.

Teamwork � The most powerful tool for achieving the goals and objectives of
the VCSI is teamwork �  sharing strengths and combining skills to address the
critical mission requirements of our customers. By optimizing local assets and
having reach-back capability to national assets, VCSI will maintain the flexibility
and expertise its customers need.

Openness/communication � Whether it is a project, study, or visionary concept,
the center requires openness and active communication among its members, staff,
board, and team members if it is to successfully execute its programs and projects.

Commitment � The entire VCSI team is committed to the goals and objectives of
the organization and to a future in which its expertise and capabilities are
recognized national assets.

Excellence � Regardless of the size of the task or the scope of the project, a
standard of excellence is maintained and emphasized. The VCSI will be a model
for managing and delivering technology innovation and applications on time and
within budget to meet customer expectations.

Respect � Each member of the VCSI contributes to the successful execution of
the goals and objectives of the organization. Whatever position, title, or role in the
organization, each person�s  job is critical to the overall success of the
organization and deserves the respect of peers, colleagues, associates, and leaders.

Customer needs � The VCSI exists to address customer needs and mission
requirements. The vision of the VCSI is based on the organization�s need to
identify and adapt to the unique application needs of its customers more
effectively than its competitors.

Integrity/Business Ethics � The VCSI is committed to an environment of trust,
built on honestly, ethical behavior, respect, and candor. Ethical conduct, as
individuals and as an organization, is a critical foundation for the VCSI�s  success.

VCSI Business Model

The implementation strategy of the VCSI is based on establishing critical relationships
with leading government, industry, university, and R&D organizations to integrate their
technical and science assets and provide solutions and applications for government
mission requirements. By leveraging the knowledge, experience, and assets of partner
organizations, the VCSI project management team can focus on high-end technical and
science challenges more effectively. The VCSI can also provide its customers a national
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reach-back capability so they can deal with the full spectrum of technical issues, near-,
mid-, or long-term. The VCSI will have four key constituency groups.

 Government customers provide requirements and critical funding and are
a source of key technical and project management staff through IPAs and
other HR mechanisms. Initial candidates include NASA Marshall Space
Flight Center (MSFC), NASA Ames Research Center (ARC), NASA
Glenn Research Center (GRC), SMDC, AMRDEC, Missile Defense
Agency (MDA), Defense Intelligence Agency�s (DIA) Missile and Space
Intelligence Center (MSIC), Aviation and Missile Command (AMCOM),
Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), Department of Energy (DOE),
National Oceanic & Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), and the
National Weather Service (NWS).

 VCSI industry member firms include regional businesses and firms that
pay dues, entitling them to participate in collaborative R&D projects.
Right of first refusal will be given to member organizations to provide the
application to government customers.

 VCSI strategic partners are regional or national universities and research
groups that participate in strategic collaborative R&D projects by
providing key staff and underlying research expertise. They include state
and regional universities, in particular Alabama Space Science and
Technology Alliance members, and other regionally and nationally
recognized universities.

 State and regional political and business community involvement will
be required in the form of active and sustained support to enable the VCSI
to evolve into a nationally recognized R&D organization that is capable of
responding to the technology and science needs of NASA and DOD.

Key to the VCSI�s success is aligning the organization with customer requirements that
can be addressed only by highly integrated teams that collaborate with government,
industry, and academic organizations. At the outset, the VCSI will focus on NASA
(MSFC), DOD (Redstone), and TVA, but other clients, such as NOAA, DOE, the
National Science Foundation (NSF), and third parties, are being assessed because the
center�s  capabilities and competencies align with these agencies�  needs.

One possible area of emphasis is global weather, an area of study in which the region has
critical assets and requirements. In addition to enabling NASA and DOD to meet mission
requirements in a more timely and cost-effective manner, the integration assets would
also benefit NOAA and TVA. All four parties are interested in enhancing their ability to
predict near-time weather. In one case, it would help protect our troops and, in another
case, it would help utility customers predict their power usage.

As the VCSI starts to engage in discussions about future projects, several different
models surface (Figure 5). The project could be a government-to-government interface
where the goal is to facilitate the transfer of technologies from one agency to another.
The model could also accommodate the integration of government, business, and
university assets to pursue work in areas heretofore out of bounds for NASA or DOD
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researchers. For example, if the region were to compete in the next Defense Advanced
Research Projects Agency (DARPA) challenge to create an autonomous vehicle, the
VCSI could integrate the assets, oversee the team, and secure the necessary commitments
from private firms and research universities to compete. In another instance, VCSI could
access government technology assets and use this government-furnished equipment to
partner with commercial or other not-for-profit organizations to enable technology
development for government and commercial customers. Finally, the VCSI could host a
national design competition in unmanned vehicle robotics by gaining the support of
federal agencies and foundations. This initiative would be the ultimate hands-on learning
experience for college students and a great job training program for the DOD and NASA
mission requirements of tomorrow.

Figure 5.  VCSI Business Model �  Market Segmentation

Because the VCSI is a not-for-profit entity, it has opportunities that are not available to
for-profit firms. It also has the advantage of being able to reinvest surplus funds in
educational and research activities in the Huntsville region �  a benefit no other
organization�s business model can match.

The VCSI will identify critical customer requirements for its services and then address
those needs by combining the capabilities of its member organizations and other key
national assets. These requirements will call for applications and solutions at the higher
end of the technology readiness scale. They will represent technical and application
challenges that are beyond the capacity of most individual organizations, or opportunities
that other organizations are not able to capitalize on.
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With each subsequent step in its evolution, the VCSI advances its innovative technology
model and expands its base of support in both the industry and the government research
communities.

At the front end, the VCSI will limit its own core staff to a small cadre of technical
project management and business development experts. In addition to project
management and business development, they will focus on requirements definition,
strategic alliances, and member services and relationships. However, as the portfolio of
projects and activities under the VCSI expands, the Center will recruit an expanded staff
with competencies and technical skills in a few critical areas that are directly aligned with
customer requirements. As part of this process, the VCSI will assess the creation of an
endowment. Funds in the endowment will be used to recruit two or three nationally
recognized technology leaders who will join the VCSI and build teams to respond to
emerging customer requirements. This will give the VCSI in-house technical assets as
well as an external network of technical assets and market connections with other
customers.

Adding its own internal technical competencies to those of its members and partners will
enhance the VCSI�s  value to its customers and enable it to support initiatives led by other
national R&D organizations as well as those in its own portfolio of projects.

The VCSI Business Model provides the organization with five key differentiators:

 Adaptable, flexible workforce aligned with market needs
 National R&D reach-back capability to integrate best of class in its

projects
 Technology acceleration as a result of its emphasis on research for

development, applications, and solutions
 Technology deployment as a result of the integration of firms with product

development capabilities
 Not-for-profit status that makes the VCSI a community asset, a way to

reinvest in the region�s educational and research activities (Figure 6)

Figure 6. VCSI Differentiators
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Initial Benchmarking - In assessing
the optimal organization structure
and goals, key market niches, and
business model for the VCSI,
several organizations have been
benchmarked. However, Lincoln
Lab, Georgia Tech Research
Institute, Southwest Research
Institute, Wright Brothers Institute,
Danforth Plant Sciences Institute,
and the Applied Physics Lab stand
out. Each of these organizations has
attributes that lend themselves to a
Huntsville R&D model for dealing
with pressing national R&D issues
and opportunities. While it is
important for the board and
leadership of the VCSI to think
about its future state, the center also
needs to take care of business and
to validate its model in the near
term. Toward that end, it will focus
on customer needs and
requirements.

As depicted in Figure 7, VCSI Transition Plan, the VCSI has a four-step development
process. Phase I focuses on collaborative research activities
and advancing the technology readiness levels of essential
technologies by integrating virtual and limited in-house assets.
Phase II expands the in-house staff and creates an endowment
that enables the VCSI to recruit two or three leading technology
experts who would create teams for expanding the center�s
business development reach and enabling partnerships with
other organizations. Upon successful completion of phases I
and II, the VCSI will expand its capabilities for in-house
hardware and software development activities in Phase III. The
ultimate goal state, Phase IV, will be a nationally recognized
R&D organization (e.g., the Lincoln Lab, Southwest Research
Institute, or Applied Physics Lab of Huntsville) that will be
responsible for the development of mission hardware and
software.
To accomplish the end goal state, during phases III and IV of
the Transition Plan, VCSI will actively subcontract with its
members firms and strategic partners. It also plans to optimize
their labs, research, production and manufacturing capabilities
to achieve planned results. VCSI will build capabilities and
make strategic investments in those areas that enable market
expansion and enhance the Center�s ability to meet customer
and member requirements.

Figure 7.  VCSI Transition Plan
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Key Customers

The VCSI will be responsive to requirements and problem-solving activities for DOD,
NASA, NOAA, DOE, and TVA. These are important customers that will provide the
foundation of the VCSI business plan and the focus of VCSI business development
activities. Principal regional organizations will be MSFC, SMDC, AMRDEC, MSIC,
MDA, AMCOM, TVA, and NOAA. At the same time, VCSI will work with these
customers to assist with the provision of services related to enhancing public
management.  VCSI will also provide these services to universities.  Such services could
be educational, research or development focused would include support for technology
transfer and technology commercialization activities that maximize the public benefits of
government intellectual property.

The VCSI views potential technology partners and dues-paying members as both
customers and enabling assets. The VCSI will be required to ' sell“ its model and value
proposition to the leading R&D organizations in the region and the nation if it is to
succeed. To achieve this goal, the VCSI must differentiate itself from its competition by
providing greater insight into requirements, a unique value proposition, and core
capabilities in business development and technical and management performance. The
VCSI will seek to co-locate members of its partner organizations in Huntsville to
improve the overall coordination of projects and foster a closer working relationship.

In addition, the VCSI is assessing some relationships with third-party organizations, both
not-for-profit and commercial customers. The focus ranges from major science and
technology conferences, to consortia, to projects for enabling technologies.

Finally, because the ultimate goal of the VCSI is to become a nationally recognized R&D
laboratory in Huntsville, it must meet the needs and requirements of the business and
political leaders in the region and state. The center�s objective is  to be recognized as a
highly leveraged investment in the future of Alabama and a place where the next
generation of scientists and engineers will work, creating a critical asset in the future
mission requirements of DOD, NASA, and the community.

Dues-Paying Member Firms

To ensure access to essential technical resources and to capitalize on the assets of North
Alabama, the VCSI will encourage appropriate organizations to become committed
members of the center. Based on the approach of other successful organizations, the
center will establish three categories of dues-paying member firms based on the size of
the firm, the number of employees, and annual revenues.

Principal members �  firms with more than 500 employees and annual sales
greater than $50 million

Associate members �  firms with fewer than 500 but more than 100 employees
and annual sales between $50 million and $10 million

Affiliate members �  firms with fewer than 100 employees and annual sales of
less than $10 million
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Membership will be limited initially to key firms in the North Alabama region so that the
center has time to identify and secure projects before its membership grows. However,
even in the early stages, firms will be granted member status if they apply and meet the
qualifications set by the board.

To be eligible for membership in the VCSI, a business must pay dues and be able to
contribute to the overarching goals and objectives of the center. Each firm must:

 Be aligned with the goals and objectives of the Articles of Incorporation
and the Strategic Plan

 Be aligned with the R&D focus areas and procurement targets
 Be aligned with the technical goals and objectives of the project plan
 Have a track record of successfully delivering products on time and

within costs while meeting customer technical expectations
 Share the commitment to creating a national R&D organization

The approximately 15 initial members will generate enough revenue to enable the center
to pay its operating and business expenses, and hire a high-technology economic
development consultant. However, the initial revenue from dues will not cover hiring key
permanent staff. The board is responsible for establishing the terms and conditions for
membership and the annual dues structure. It will review both of these dimensions on a
regular basis.

Strategic Partners, universities and not-for-profit R&D organizations will not be required
to pay dues, nor will any federal entity affiliated with the VCSI.

VCSI Member Benefits

Benefits associated with membership in VCSI include:

Preferred vendor status/subcontracting opportunities � VCSI member firms
will be key players in the execution of VCSI programs and projects for
government clients. The VCSI will have a variety of contracting mechanisms,
including some not available to for-profit organizations. This should enable the
VCSI to support a broad range of customer needs and expand member business
opportunities.

Intellectual property rights and opportunities �  VCSI members will be able to
augment their existing IP, gain exposure to emerging technology and IP through
teaming and partnering activities, and gain rights to new IP as the result of their
membership in this not-for-profit organization. As a result, they will be able to
position themselves to address future customer requirements (government or
commercial), augment their in-house technical capabilities, and enter into
emerging markets.

Networking opportunities with other members and strategic partners � VCSI
members will gain insight into the competencies and capabilities of other member
firms and partners, enabling them to identify, pursue, and capture other business
development activities within, as well as outside, the purview of the VCSI.
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Product development opportunities � VCSI member firms will engage in
formulating demonstrations of innovative solutions/technical applications for key
government clients. Consequently, they will develop greater insight and
understanding of procurements related to the final development of these products
and technologies. These activities will also enable member firms to enter into
commercial product development.

R&D consortia opportunities �  As VCSI evolves, it will establish R&D
consortia that will act as technology accelerators for key government
requirements as well as emerging market needs. These consortia will integrate
industry and academic researchers, leverage R&D investments in the name of new
business opportunities and enhanced in-house capabilities, and act as a unique
cost and risk sharing mechanism for VCSI members and customers.

Learning opportunities � By participating in the VCSI, member firms will gain
access to emerging technologies and innovative end applications. This will serve
the firms and their employees well and help position them for the markets of
tomorrow as well as improve their current market position. This transfer of
knowledge will occur through member involvement with the projects and the
associated technology forums to be held by the VCSI.

Leadership opportunities � Members of the VCSI will have the opportunity to
serve on the board and key committees, and to assume leadership roles in the
execution of VCSI programs and projects, technical events, and technical forums.

Participation in an organization that could represent the R&D model of
tomorrow � By being a member of the VCSI, the firms and universities will be
part of an evolving organization that could represent an emerging model for
providing R&D solutions and applications for key government clients. The VCSI
enables firms and universities to share their strengths with existing government
labs and researchers and to focus on the critical R&D requirements of the
government. It allows the government to capture the benefits of prior R&D
investments, enables firms and universities to deal with real-world technical
issues, and provides a unique hands-on learning environment for the engineers
and scientists of tomorrow.

The VCSI has established these member benefits to attract key firms and strategic
partners to the organization and to enable it to meet customer requirements. This suite of
benefits also provides members with an investment rationale and should help them
expand their base of business and overall level of technical competence to meet the
demands of future markets. The VCSI has established these benefits with the expectation
that they are responsive to IRS business expense requirements and DCAA criteria for an
allowable cost.

Each member will be asked to sign a membership agreement that explains the rights and
privileges of membership and contains the policy of the VCSI for treatment of
intellectual property rights.
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Strategic Partners

In addition to having active dues-paying members, the VCSI will have strategic alliances
with R&D universities and groups across the region and nation. These research
universities and organizations will be selected based on their alignment with areas of
interest to the VCSI and its customers. They will be teamed with local firms and other
regional universities to work on projects. The VCSI will refer to these external
participants as VCSI strategic partners.

Because the member universities of Alabama�s  Space Science and Technology Alliance
(SSTA) are first-order strategic partners, the SSTA was given a seat on the VCSI board
of directors. The SSTA includes Auburn University, the University of Alabama, the
University of Alabama at Birmingham, the University of Alabama in Huntsville, the
University of South Alabama, Tuskegee University, and Alabama A&M University.

Other nationally recognized research universities, such as MIT, Stanford, Carnegie
Mellon, Case, Michigan, Vanderbilt, New Hampshire, and Georgia Tech, might be
strategic partnering candidates, along with nationally recognized R&D organizations such
as Southwest Research Institute, Lincoln Labs, Applied Physics Lab, or Georgia Tech
Research Institute. Organizations to be solicited will be determined by the level of
technical expertise they can contribute to meeting customer requirements. By integrating
recognized technical leads into project teams, the VCSI will optimize prior investments
and capture the knowledge and experience already possessed by these universities and
research organizations. In effect, rather than 'make“ investments to create capabilities,
whenever possible, the VCSI will 'buy“ the capabilities of the best in class in each
technical discipline.

Initial Staffing Plan

Consistent with the transition plan depicted in Figure 7, during the first phase of its
existence, the VCSI will limit its core staff to two to five pivotal people who will provide
functions that will be maintained in-house, such as project management and execution,
business development, membership services and recruitment, requirements identification,
and collaborative project formation. These positions may not be full-time at the outset but
will evolve as new projects are awarded and business is generated. Ideally, the initial core
staff will be assigned to the center by NASA, DOD, or by a university affiliate through
the Intergovernmental Personnel Act.

The executive director for the VCSI in the beginning will be the executive director of the
NSSTC. This will enable the cross fertilization of the two organizations and enable them
to collaborate, not compete. Based on the rate of growth of the VCSI, this decision will
be reassessed by the VCSI board of directors periodically. At the same time, this
approach enables the VCSI to avoid a significant initial cost because a compensation plan
is already in effect for the executive director of the NSSTC.

The initial core staff and executive director will be challenged to identify unique business
opportunities and key customer requirements. Their standing in the technical community
will be a critical element of the VCSI�s success, along with their knowledge and
understanding of customer requirements. They will need to contribute some significant
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business acumen because this core team will also be required to formulate and secure
procurement mechanisms to enable the VCSI to achieve its goals and objectives.

As the portfolio of projects grows, additional full-time project managers and staff will be
added to give the organization the critical mass needed to generate new business and to
expand its customer base. As stated previously, in parallel with this activity, the VCSI
will work to create an endowment to enable the center to attract nationally recognized
talent with expertise in technology and research fields that are of critical value to the
customer base of the organization. However, even with the addition of core staff and
endowed researchers, the VCSI will be a virtual organization committed to attracting the
key technical talent and technologies in the region and nation to meet customer
requirements. Even with a greater in-house portfolio of assets, the basic premise of the
VCSI will remain:

The VCSI will capitalize on our national investment in R&D to address the
requirements, challenges, and opportunities of tomorrow for key federal
clients. The VCSI will combine the skills, experience, and assets of leading
members of the R&D community to meet important mission requirements
in a cost-effective and customer-responsive manner.

Initial Operating Principles

For the initial phase of VCSI activities, the center will adhere to the following operating
principles:

 Align technical focus with emerging project and program requirements of
DOD, NASA, DOE, NOAA, and other federal agencies

 Integrate key assets that already exist in the region rather than staffing up
a large organization

 Capitalize on prior investments and research across the federal
government, but especially in Alabama

 Combine technical innovation with management innovation
 Secure strong congressional and state support
 Maintain a value proposition that will sustain strong support and interest

from the business, university, and federal government research
communities

 Establish reasonable near- and long-term expectations
 Recruit a first-rate and highly competent core staff
 Provide high-quality products to its customers and stakeholders
 Optimize the assets of the region to provide core business services and

focus the staff of the VCSI on its core business �  project management,
business development, and collaborative activities

Consistent with these operating principles, the VCSI business plan proposes a steady and
constant rate of growth at the front end with an emphasis on establishing expertise in core
technology areas aligned with the future needs and requirements of both NASA and
DOD.
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Initial Focus Areas

VCSI organizers recognized from the start that collaborative R&D activities represent the
best business niche for the center and the best return on investment for NASA and DOD.
Few government agencies or firms can cover the cost of developing all of their required
technologies. The VCSI�s goal is to capitalize on the investments being made by other
national laboratories and federal agencies, as well as the underlying research being
conducted in our universities and private sector R&D firms. By integrating these
distributed research activities, the VCSI can accelerate the development of critical
technology applications and solve key technical challenges.

Based on a prior review of DOD and NASA mission requirements by an NSSTC
informal advisory board that has been confirmed by the VCSI board of directors, the
leading candidates for engineering innovations or science applications are (1) global
weather, including space weather, (2) automation and robotics, (3) sensor web
technology, (4) power and propulsion to include applications in missiles and aviation, and
(5) enabling technology.

Figure 8.  VCSI Technology Focus Areas

Optics, vehicle health management, in situ resource utilization, dust mitigation, radiation
exposure, advanced materials for launch vehicles or next generation missiles, and non-
destructive evaluation activities were closely grouped with these five areas. The fields of
study in the former set primarily address mission requirements, and the latter address
technology requirements.


