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What to Do About Operational 
Readiness Floats
Is the Army’s operational readiness float concept still a necessary peacetime policy and 
readiness enabler?

 By Capt. Andrew Horsfall, Capt. Kimberly Osorio-Torres, Capt. Jon Watson, and Capt. David Wyche

Soldiers from the 39th Transportation Battalion, 16th Sustainment Brigade, prepare to move European equipment set 
vehicles issued to 3rd Infantry Division Soldiers on Oct. 14, 2015, in Germany. Changes in how the Army equips the 
operational force have led to an assessment of the operational readiness float program. (Photo by Staff Sgt. Kasie Pavasko)

Major General James Wright 
fellows at the College of 
William and Mary’s Ma-

son School of Business undertook a 
capstone project for determining the 
validity of the Army’s operational 
readiness float (ORF) program as a 
readiness enabler. The team used tools 
and concepts developed through Lean 
Six Sigma (LSS) training and through 
their 14-month MBA program. 

Under the overarching LSS con-
struct of define, measure, analyze, 
improve, and control, the team in-
corporated diverse methods of study 
and gathered multiple sources of 
quantitative and qualitative data to 
shape their assessment and findings. 
The project team devised courses of 
action (COAs) ranging from main-
taining the status quo to eliminating 
ORFs altogether. 

ORF Background
ORF assets serve to maintain unit 

readiness. But in the wake of down-
sizing and budgetary shortfalls, 
should the Army continue to main-
tain ORFs? 

The ORF program has endured 
from its inception more than four 
decades ago. The program ensures 
that a unit’s equipment readiness 
does not fall below acceptable lev-



                                         Army Sustainment       May–June 2016 15

els, which are often benchmarked by 
the 90- percent threshold outlined in 
Army Regulation (AR) 220-1, Army 
Unit Status Reporting and Force 
Registration–Consolidated Policies. 

 Float equipment is a form of safe-
ty stock that provides a fully mis-
sion capable piece of equipment in 
exchange for a not mission capable 
piece of equipment. The primary reg-
ulations governing the ORF program 
are AR 750-1, Army Materiel Main-
tenance Policy and AR 710-2, Sup-
ply Below the National Level. 

The program’s existence stems 
from a time of limited asset visibility, 
less efficient lines of communication, 
and lengthy supply chains. However, 
changes in the Army’s force structure 
and doctrine from 14 years of contin-
uous conflict indicate that the ORF 
program may no longer be relevant. 

The ORF program experienced 
computation issues early in its exis-
tence. After a period of intense study 
and assessment in the 1970s and 
early 1980s, the program exhibited a 
period of relative stability and effec-
tiveness until the post-9/11 era. A se-
ries of structural changes occurred in 
response to the fast-paced evolution 
of the Army during Operations En-
during Freedom and Iraqi Freedom. 
The ORF program is now undergo-
ing another assessment. 

As the military focused its efforts 
on operations in Afghanistan and 
Iraq, the Army’s operating tempo, 
combined with Army Force Gener-
ation, created a reliance on theater- 

provided equipment. Many units 
were no longer deploying with or-
ganic assets. 

In the meantime, units prepar-
ing to deploy could use left-behind 
equipment, often in a temporary loan 
capacity, to fill training equipment 
needs. This wartime equipping strat-
egy led to a decreased emphasis on 
peacetime readiness and a decreased 
need for ORF equipment. 

ORF institutional knowledge 
and best practices eroded. Standard 
Army management information sys-
tems did not sufficiently capture the 
limited number of transactions tak-
ing place. Documentation was not 
thorough, and there was widespread 
miscoding of assets. The lack of his-
torical ORF demand data has made 
it difficult for leaders to implement 
data-driven decision-making be-
cause analysis is only as good as the 
data available. 

Necessary Actions
Based on the information gathered 

in the define, measure, and analyze 
phases of the research project, the 
team developed four COAs.

If the ORF program persists in 
any form (as it would in all but one 
COA), certain steps are necessary for 
improvement. These actions would 
be required in COAs 1, 3, and 4:

 �  Use Global Combat Support 
System–Army (GCSS–Army) to 
standardize reporting and data 
collection.

 �  Update the Department of the 
Army critical items list for autho-
rized ORF.

 �  Assess other float pools and con-
sider consolidation or elimination. 

 �  Enforce existing policy.

COA 1: Maintain
The first COA is to maintain the 

ORF program in its current state 
so that units will continue to have 
ORF equipment. This will result in 
no change to current budgeting for 
ORF, nor will it change the mission 
set. 

The primary advantage of COA 1 
is retaining flexibility for command-
ers to authorize and make ORF ex-
change decisions locally. The main 
disadvantage is the current $1.05 
billion cost of maintaining the ORF 
program.

Maintaining the status quo will 
support the Army during a period 
of operational and fiscal transition. 
During the change from the Army 
Force Generation model to the Sus-
tainable Readiness Model, having 
forces trained and ready will rely 
more on unit formations for sustain-
ment versus contracted support. 

Taking into consideration antici-
pated maintenance and supply dis-
cipline challenges, ORF will provide 
flexibility and mitigate readiness 
shortfalls as the Army goes back to 
basics. This shift should revive insti-
tutional knowledge and restore the 
program back to functionality. 

The problem with COA 1 is its 

Criteria for Failure Modes and Effects Analysis
Description Low Number High Number

Severity Severity ranking encompasses what is important 
to the force.

Low impact. High impact.

Occurrence Rank the probability of a future failure occurring 
during the service.

Not likely to occur. High impact.

Detection Rank the probability of the problem being 
detected and acted upon before it happens.

Very likely to be detected. Inevitable.

Ranking between 1 and 10 (1 = low, 10 = high) for severity, occurrence, and detection level. To calculate a risk priority number, 
formula = severity x occurrence x detection.

Figure 1. The operational readiness float program’s key shortfalls and issues were identified in the study’s failure modes and 
effects analysis. They included a lack of visibility, overlapping equipment pools, and poor management. 
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failure to address the ORF program’s 
key shortfalls and issues identified in 
the study’s failure modes and effects 
analysis (FMEA), including a lack 
of visibility, overlapping equipment 
pools, and poor management. (See 
figure 1 on page 15.)

COA 2: Discontinue
The second COA discontinues 

the ORF program and reallocates 

current on-hand ORF assets to fill 
critical operational shortages in units 
across the Army. 

The estimate includes planned 
procurement as well as current and 
future carrying costs to maintain the 
equipment. (Carrying costs are those 
incurred by maintaining, storing and 
warehousing, or otherwise keeping a 
piece of equipment.) 

Discontinuing the ORF program 
would allow approximately $832 
million to be used for other programs 
or higher priority requirements, par-
ticularly to fill unit shortages. It also 
would require divesting current on-
hand ORF assets. 

Even though COA 2 address-
es failure modes identified in the 
FMEA, it discards a program with 
past performance and future poten-
tial. Removing a degree of flexibility 
from commanders could adversely 
affect training. Simply ending the 
program resolves many current fail-
ure modes, but the future operational 
landscape may present unforeseen 
challenges that the ORF program 
could help meet.

COA 3: Scale Down
The third COA significantly pares 

down the current amount of ORF 

equipment in the Army and looks 
for further opportunities to shrink 
the program’s footprint. The main ef-
fort in this COA is enforcing current 
guidance and aggressively eliminat-
ing unauthorized equipment. 

The team chose to start with cut-
ting equipment that was not au-
thorized as ORF. The maintenance 
master data file (MMDF) currently 
lists 448 ORF-approved items. Of 

this number, 244 are removable be-
cause they are obsolete or explicitly 
eliminated. 

This study’s June 2015 data pull 
of entries with property book iden-
tification code F (PBIC F), which 
is the specific code designated for 
ORF equipment, yielded 325 items, 
but only 6 percent of them matched 
MMDF ORF authorizations. The 
remaining 94 percent of the items 
on the list were improperly coded as 
ORF equipment. 

The data pull of all PBIC F-coded 
items in the Army totals over $198 
million. Factoring in that the 18 per-
cent carrying cost brings the total to 
nearly $234 million, the reconcilia-
tion of PBIC F and MMDF yields 
a reduction of approximately $189 
million. This includes both unit price 
and carrying cost for all items that 
should not be classified as ORF. 

Enforcing existing policy reduces 
the ORF program to $32.9 million 
(and carrying costs that amount to 
$5.9 million). The grand total of all 
reductions equals a cost savings or 
asset redistribution value of nearly 
$195 million. 

A second important aspect of COA 
3 is examining units eligible for ORF. 
Geographic location or mission set 

should be the driving justifications 
for ORF equipment. 

The need to maintain high states 
of readiness for missile and radar sys-
tems in field artillery and air defense 
artillery units provides ample reason 
in U.S. Army Pacific and U.S. Army 
Europe. Units in the continental 
United States should be considered 
with scrutiny, especially if little de-
mand data accumulates. 

Equipment density can serve as an-
other criterion. Low-density, mission- 
essential items are a logical choice for 
float qualification. This COA does 
not differentiate high-density versus 
low-density equipment but offers the 
idea as a means to further slim down 
the program.

COA 3 nests with the 2015 Army 
Posture Statement by forcing self- 
examination and cutting back on 
resource commitments. It strikes a 
balance between maintaining readi-
ness in the face of a complex threat 
spectrum while enforcing resource 
discipline. 

This COA adequately addresses 
the failure modes outlined in FMEA 
if implemented with the aforemen-
tioned four required actions. COA 3 
also requires a reasonable amount of 
effort that will produce meaningful 
results. 

COA 4: Reorganize 
The last COA entails a significant 

restructuring of the ORF program 
through reassignment to the Army 
Materiel Command (AMC). Units 
would no longer maintain possession 
or perform maintenance on ORF 
equipment. AMC owns logistics 
readiness centers (LRCs), formerly 
known as directorates of logistics, 
which report to the Army field sup-
port brigades (AFSBs). There are 73 
LRCs worldwide that support virtu-
ally every installation. 

The LRC will maintain property 
accountability in place of the sup-
ply support activity. The fact that 
the LRC falls under the installation 
property book office would ensure 
that the ORF could reside on in-
stallation property books that are 

Given the anticipated struggles with the Army’s 
future budget, the ORF program warrants greater 
scrutiny, active oversight, and selective retention 
of mission-essential equipment for key units. 
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managed by an accountable officer. 
The LRCs would also perform main-
tenance to ensure equipment is fully 
mission capable. 

The capabilities of LRCs are ro-
bust and configurable to support 
requirements beyond the ability of 
resident units. The drawdown of 
predeployment training equipment 
will leave the LRCs with a potential 
mission gap. 

The migration of LRCs from the 
Standard Army Maintenance System– 
Enhanced to GCSS–Army will be 
complete by August 2017, enabling 
these units to send Army Materiel 
Status System reports. The consolida-
tion of accountability and maintenance 
functions resolves this dysfunctional 
aspect of the current ORF program. 

LRCs work closely with the in-
stallation senior commander. Many 
organizations currently use a senior 
logistician such as the deputy com-
manding general for support as the 
ORF authority to execute transactions. 

Decision authority to conduct an 
ORF transaction would reside with 
the installation senior commander, 
who could delegate responsibility to 
the ranking sustainment authority. 
This relationship would consolidate 
mission responsibility under more 
natural roles and further enhance the 
direct support relationship between 
AMC and tactical units. 

One of the biggest benefits of 
this construct is having an “honest 
broker.” Tactical units are prone to 
making internal decisions to misuse 
float equipment, such as not com-
pleting lateral transfers, engaging in 
controlled substitution and canni-
balization, or using ORFs as train-
ing equipment. Having an impartial 
organization assessing the eligibility 
for float transactions mitigates this 
misuse. 

This COA recognizes that LRCs 
range in scale and capability. There 
are some intricacies that may or may 
not affect putting this COA in place. 
Span of control could be an issue. For 
example, the 406th AFSB has many 
smaller LRCs when compared to the 
large-scale LRCs belonging to the 

407th AFSB. For these LRCs, the 
AFSBs could nest their obligation to 
support ORF equipment under larg-
er LRCs. 

Cost is a significant concern for 
COA 4. Contractors are expensive 
and are reducing in number. Work 
done by AMC usually costs a premi-
um because of the quality and exper-
tise its force has to offer; this means 
that carrying costs will increase sig-
nificantly in the continental United 
States. But COA 4 is logical when 
one considers the limited volume of 
equipment managed. 

As mentioned in COAs 1 and 
3, the number of incorrectly coded 
ORF items must be reduced. Only 
the most critical equipment for spe-
cial missions should qualify. COA 4 
uses the equipment value of $32.9 
million identified in COA 3. Apply-
ing a significantly higher carrying 
cost for AMC amounts to an addi-
tional yearly cost of $19.8 million, 
which is still an improvement over 
COA 1. Even if COA 4 leads to an 
overall lower program cost, the high-
er individual sustainment costs will 
not be popular.

Because of unforeseeable issues of 
the Army’s transition from counter-
insurgency to forcible-entry opera-
tions, the lack of hard demand data, 
and the potential for a reduced level 
of ORF, the team recommends COA 
3; the program should be reduced. 

It is premature to end the Army’s 
ORF program. There is strong ev-
idence that ORF is not a readiness 
enabler, making it an appealing tar-
get during budget reductions. The 
program undeniably is in a state of 
mismanagement. 

However, to completely eliminate 
it as the Army transitions would be 
irresponsible and shortsighted. Giv-
en the anticipated struggles with the 
Army’s future budget, the ORF pro-
gram warrants greater scrutiny, active 
oversight, and selective retention of 
mission-essential equipment for key 
units. 

The ORF program requires certain 
measures to introduce standardiza-

tion and reliable reporting. The Army 
should create a function in GCSS–
Army that truly tracks demand data. 
It needs to include frequency, dura-
tion, remarks for justification, and an 
indication if ORF positively affects 
readiness. 

Determining the demand for ORF 
is essential to determining what 
the appropriate level of safety stock 
should be. Statistical analysis deduced 
from historical data is the most ap-
propriate way to identify true needs. 
This level of analysis must precede 
any decision for wholesale program 
elimination. In the meantime, efforts 
should concentrate on seeking effi-
ciencies and purposeful applications 
that preserve the ability for fluctua-
tion in the face of future challenges. 
______________________________
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