NATO's call sparks need for supplier engagement in aerospace and defence
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As NATO urges a ramp-up in industrial production, Chief Procurement Officers (CPOs) in the aerospace and defence (A&D) sectors face increased pressure to enhance output. The task entails intricate planning and a keen focus on supplier relations, with an emphasis on not just maintaining partnerships with larger suppliers but also fostering connections with small businesses that can drive innovation and competitiveness.
Small enterprises are often characterised by their ability to adapt, champion new ideas and approach challenges with creativity. However, achieving a foothold in the A&D industry can be daunting for these suppliers due to stringent governance and compliance requirements. The hurdles they face include complex application processes, intricate assessments, and significant costs associated with compliance, which may deter them from bidding or entering negotiations at all.
Strategically, CPOs are encouraged to reconsider their approach to facilitate small suppliers' engagement. This process begins by recognising the challenges these businesses encounter when entering the A&D market. “Procurement teams who just assume small suppliers have the means to enter the A&D market are missing a trick," noted a report from Barkers Commercial Consultancy. This oversight can result in small suppliers abandoning opportunities before they even initiate the bidding process.
To improve the situation, procurement teams can simplify access through several initiatives that focus on strengthening relationships with small suppliers. Firstly, creating a supportive environment during the bidding process is crucial. CPOs are advised to allocate time for due diligence, allowing suppliers to prepare accurate quotes based on a clear understanding of expectations and requirements. Implementing a period of at least four weeks dedicated to this purpose can significantly enhance supplier engagement.
Additionally, supplying quality data is fundamental. Establishing a centralised virtual data room, where essential documents can be accessed by suppliers, is one effective method. It is imperative for procurement teams to ensure the accuracy of this data, as suppliers will rely heavily upon it for cost estimation. Early consultation with suppliers to identify the type of information they require also serves to streamline the process and foster a cooperative atmosphere.
Respecting the time of small suppliers is another pivotal consideration. The report highlights that securing meetings with subject matter experts can prolong the bidding process, creating further delays. Thus, procurement should take the initiative to arrange these discussions ahead of time, ensuring that suppliers receive the information they need without undue hardship.
As small suppliers progress to contract negotiations, the tone set by the procurement team becomes vital. By presenting themselves as a united front, CPOs can offer suppliers a sense of certainty and stability in what can otherwise be a taxing experience. Engaging smaller suppliers in negotiations should be a collaborative effort, where opportunity is afforded to absorb the complexities of contract drafting, thereby reducing the workload on suppliers and expediting the process.
Beyond these immediate concerns, building a strong collaborative relationship with small suppliers should extend throughout the entire supplier lifecycle, from initial bidding through to onboarding and ongoing cooperation. This holistic approach allows organisations to harness the innovative capabilities of small businesses, ultimately enhancing productivity and efficiency in alignment with NATO's production expectations.
CPOs who embed this cooperative mindset within their teams are likely to find success in not only meeting NATO's industrial requirements but also in leveraging the unique strengths of smaller suppliers to foster groundbreaking innovations in the A&D sector. The path forward demands both a strategic re-evaluation of procurement processes and a commitment to engaging with the next generation of suppliers who are poised to contribute meaningfully to industry advancements.
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