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I. INTRODUCTION:  
 

My name is Will Roberts, and I have worked in the Federal procurement space for the last 15 years. I am 
currently the Director of Acquisi�on Solu�ons and Emerging Technology for ASI Government, LLC. 
Previously, I was the Acquisi�on director for the Joint AI Center (JAIC) at the U.S. Department of Defense.   

I am par�cularly passionate about Government procurement, and during my �me at the JAIC I became 
very aware of the procurement-related challenges in delivering AI to government end users.  As I will be 
repea�ng throughout my tes�mony, my �me in this space ins�lled a strong belief that the Acquisi�on 
Professional - par�cularly the Contrac�ng Officer - serves one of the most important roles in naviga�ng 
how the Government will harness AI for the welfare and defense of this na�on.   

But I didn’t always feel this way – my a�tude towards AI and emerging technology used to mirror the 
current sen�ments of many federal acquisi�on professionals. Before joining the JAIC, I was a contract 
professional at the Air Force, my goal was to vector over to Wright-Paterson AFB and work on major 
systems alongside some of the best minds in federal contrac�ng. I wanted to help build new airplanes, 
weapon systems and the like.  I wanted to be part of the “next big thing.” I wanted to take the defense 
contract skills I learned and apply them to real tangible challenges.  Technology was not tangible to me, 
and I looked at emerging technology as providing more costs and headaches than any real gains to a 
program or mission.  As a consumer, I am among the worst adopters of technology.  I s�ll read a 
newspaper. My wife and I just recently bought a Roomba this year – we didn’t really trust it before then.   
So, I sympathe�cally relate to the current aversion to AI adop�on that exists in many agencies and 
offices.  

Months before my family and I were heading to Dayton, OH an innova�on advisor to the Secretary of the 
Air Force, whom I had worked some early AI contracts for, convinced me to apply for the lead acquisi�on 
posi�on at newly created JAIC under the leadership of Lt. General Shanahan.  I took the chance and now 
look back at the decision as a pivotal one in my own career.  During my �me at the JAIC, I read more, I 
had access to more informa�on, and my a�tude toward AI completely changed. One of my primary 
lessons learned was simply the scale and importance of ar�ficial intelligence as a revolu�onary 
technology. AI truly is the “next big thing” – and our federal workforce must be more prepared to realize 
its incredible benefits but also its risks.  But technical knowledge of AI is only one ingredient in the recipe 
for success.   I became aware of some new skills that the modern acquisi�on professional needed to 
develop to successfully buy AI func�ons and deliver them into government missions at the speed of 
relevance. These weren’t weapon systems skills or large airplane-buying skills. There was not a clearly 
writen framework for these skills.  The AI procurement professional had to think different, fast, and 
agile. The federal acquisi�on professional had to truly understand the AI marketplace and recalibrate his 
exis�ng procurement domain knowledge.  Applying government procurement domain knowledge to an 



AI func�onality is not intui�ve, nor can one easily li� and shi� their tradi�onal acquisi�on exper�se.   It 
is a new skill that must be learned. And, as I will try to demonstrate in my tes�mony, the Contrac�ng 
Officer and the Acquisi�on Team as a whole, are among the most important roles in the effort to 
modernize the government missions through AI.  Success in this new chapter of U.S History rests in the 
hands of a very diverse acquisi�on team.  And, I will add, it requires a special level of talent.  

II. THE AI PROCUREMENT TALENT WAR  

In the commercial marketplace, the AI Talent war has intensified, brought about in large part by the 
introduc�on of large language models and genera�ve AI.  A recent Wall Street Journal ar�cle described 
many companies paying as high as seven figure salaries to AI programmers and data scien�sts. These are 
all technical skills and it makes sense that various industries are vying for such aggressive investments. 
Such investments make sense because the private marketplace supplies innova�ons, so they need the 
technical talent. Our American industry fosters our current and future inventors and creators.   

In the same way, the Government should be involved in a major AI talent effort.  However, the 
Government’s aggressive talent investments should not focus primarily on technical exper�se – simply 
because, when it comes to AI, the Government does not make it.  It buys it.  And buying it is hard 
enough.  Buying and delivering AI – crea�ng that bridge from the technology to the end user – is not 
something companies can really do, certainly not as affec�vely as the Government can.  This is an 
inherently government func�on.  The Government knows its missions, its end users, and its internal 
bureaucracy. The Government creates the bridge between the product and the mission.  Under the 
bridge is the chasm in which products die and never see adop�on.   But buying AI is a func�on that the 
government is not doing very well, and this should be the focus on our hiring, and training efforts.  We 
must be seriously concentrated in cul�va�ng top-notch modern acquisi�on teams. These are the bridge 
builders that enable technology adop�on.  

I want to take a moment to talk about the diversity of a good acquisi�on team.  A typical AI project, from 
idea�on to adop�on, requires a special team that operates in a way that is rare in federal acquisi�on.  
Technical experts alone, and contractors alone, will not achieve success.  Many factors exist – money 
issues, legal problems, ethical concerns, contractual maters – that threaten a project’s momentum and 
poten�ally stop a project dead in its tracks. It takes diverse skills, managed by a very capable product 
manager.  This is a government func�on.  And these skills must be applied in very new ways.   These 
various experts must also be �ghtly knit because the delivery of AI is mul�faceted and not subject to 
tradi�onal phases.  In AI government acquisi�on, the development, procurement, and sustainment all 
happen at the same �me and in cycles.  This means the budgetary people talk to the tes�ng and 
evalua�on people, the contrac�ng people talk to the end users, etc.  It is not played like a “relay race,” 
typical in tradi�onal acquisi�ons, where the baton is handed in linear fashion from budget to 
procurement to tes�ng, etc.   It is a team sport, and the en�re team needs to run the ball together down 
the field, pivo�ng and reac�ng to the dynamic environment.  During my �me in this space, I witnessed 
budget and money experts looking at their fiscal laws and procedures in new ways and forced to make 
innova�ons to bridge the technology over to the end users.  Experts in the field of law and social 
sciences became crucial, but they also were entering uncharted territory in their exper�se and were 
confronted with very new concepts rela�ng to human-machine interac�on, AI’s impacts on the 
workforce, and a myriad of ethical risks.     And, of course, the contrac�ng professional becomes an 



essen�al key to the team. And as with the other team members – contrac�ng officers must apply their 
contractual domain knowledge in new ways.   

At the end of this tes�mony, I will provide two recommenda�ons for how the Government can get on 
the right track in cul�va�ng a modern acquisi�on team – par�cularly with special focus on the 
procurement professional.  

The first would be gran�ng various contract authori�es to all components in the federal government. As I 
will explain later, the modern Contrac�ng professional needs a full and diverse toolbelt.  Every tool, 
whether Other Transac�ons, of FAR-based vehicles, Public Private Partnerships, or Partnership 
Intermediary Agreements – fits a unique need and within the diverse range of AI projects, a skilled 
contrac�ng professional will use each tool.  

But tools are no good if you don’t know how to use them, or when the contrac�ng talent is not 
empowered through trust by their leaders. And so, the second and much more important 
recommenda�on is for a much more robust, substan�ve, and universally mandatory AI Acquisi�on 
training program for all current and incoming acquisi�on professionals.  

III. THE IMPORTANCE OF THE CONTRACT FOR AI SUCCESS 

I want to take a minute to provide a litle bit more of my background, because I think it would provide 
some benefit to this tes�mony, par�cularly as it concerns the importance of our na�on’s contrac�ng 
officers.  When I was in law school, I became fascinated with contract law. And mainly because I saw in 
contract law something special.  I saw two people agreeing upon something, and in the process crea�ng 
their own law -which more or less the courts would protect. This “law” could even be writen on a 
napkin – it was the essence of the deal. It was the “�t-for tat” – the way that both par�es can benefit 
from an arrangement. It is the founda�on of business. And I loved it – because it transcended rules that 
are created by official lawmakers.  Because these laws, these agreements, could be writen by two 
ordinary people on a napkin and retain the full force of law.  

As I delved more into these principles, I started to study Government contrac�ng – and became even 
more fascinated.  In this context, the U.S. Government becomes a business partner – they become one 
of these par�es that create a binding agreement with another – again formalized in a writen agreement 
-- which becomes, in a way, a law writen by the par�es – not lawmakers.  Star�ng in the year 1800, 
Congress began crea�ng rules to curb and control the flexibility of Government contrac�ng officials 
ac�ng in this capacity – to prevent abuse and maintain stability in the contrac�ng process. But even so, 
when the Government contracts with a company – the Government enters the market and engages in 
business.  The Government creates terms which become binding.  

 But the Government is not a company. Instead of shareholders, this business is financed by American 
taxpayers. This means that everyone invests in the business.  And the taxpayers are paid back through a 
different means of return than rising stock value.  The taxpayers seek a return in the form of welfare, 
defense, peace, and security.   And so, this is the ul�mate responsibility of the American contrac�ng 
officer – to bring these returns.  It is for this reason that I believe the American Contrac�ng Officer serves 
one of the most cri�cal roles in our Government.  

It is with this interest that I le� law school a�er passing the bar and took an oath of office as a civil 
servant, to do my part in ensuring taxpayers received such returns from the business of Government. 



And in my 15 years I realized that the course of U.S. History can be summarized in a series of 
transac�ons.  In fact, this is all history is to me… it’s a series of business transac�ons. Star�ng in the 
Revolu�onary War before the U.S. became a na�on, the government has relied on industry.  Some 
transac�ons, we should not be proud of, and we s�ll carry the scars of these business decisions, many of 
which were outlined in the four corners of contractual agreements. But, for the most part, historical 
business transac�ons formed the great na�on we are today.  American industry and ingenuity, not the 
government, was the source. The Government was the means to connect that ingenuity to the mission 
to strengthen the na�on and benefit the taxpayer.   But it was the American inventor that created the 
airplane. It was industry that facilitated the industrial mobiliza�on effort that supplied the planes, ships 
and tanks that helped us win World War II.  It was the ingenuity of industry that took us to the moon in 
the 1960s.  All accomplished through a series of contracts between the government and industry.  

But we are turning a new page in our history as a na�on.  There is indeed a new technology that is 
powerful.   This technology will change the na�on, it will change the way families live their lives, 
businesses operate, and na�ons interact with one another.  It presents numerous advantages and many 
dangers. We have the opportunity now to become ready for this growing revolu�on, but currently we 
are not. And so, the ques�on for the Government is not – “how do we develop it?”  If we are to follow 
the historical path that has made our na�on successful in the past, the ques�on for the Government 
must be – “how do we buy it?”   

This ques�on of “how do we buy it” – this was my life for the past three years as I headed acquisi�on 
ac�vi�es for the DoD Joint AI Center.  It can be complicated.  To every acquisi�on professional working 
today, these are very exci�ng and historical �mes, and in many ways they will feel like they are naviga�ng 
unpaved paths in a fron�er.  Many aspects of the job were very unpaved, such as nego�a�ng terms for 
the responsible use of certain AI func�onali�es, such as those involving warfigh�ng and medical 
procedures.  Naviga�ng the wild fron�ers of this technology is exci�ng but can also be very dangerous.  It 
is a job that must be taken seriously.   

I’m going to men�on three main examples of how AI Procurement is different and unique: (1) 
intellectual property; (2) responsible use of AI; and (3) the incorpora�on of agile performance language. 

When it comes to intellectual property, for example, there are many unique considera�ons for the 
prudent Contrac�ng Officer.  There must be a balance between rewarding the American inventor and 
nontradi�onal company, while at the same �me preven�ng arrangements that are not advantageous to 
future government opera�ons.  It takes unique knowledge of the technical components of AI in order to 
determine the proper IP strategy.  The rights to the data, for example, will probably be different than the 
rights to the AI model.  Even with data, we have input and output data. We have trained and untrained 
models.  We have infrastructure that runs the pipelines and hosts the AI applica�on – each of these 
components require careful thought into the appropriate IP ownership. Insis�ng on rights to the wrong 
things will discourage the right players from providing technology to our end users.  On the other hand, 
giving rights to the wrong things will lock the government into one company, which will balloon costs on 
a program and prevent any new compe��on and innova�on.  It not only takes a knowledge of the 
underlying technology (technical knowledge)  to navigate these waters, it takes knowledge of the market 
(business knowledge) and adequate knowledge of tailorable IP language (domain exper�se).  The AI 
Training Act tackled the technical knowledge for the civilian agencies. The reality is that all three areas of 
knowledge (technology, business, and contract domain) are missing and are not treated as a priority.  



Responsible AI becomes another unique dilemma. When considering the topic of “AI Trustworthiness” , 
there are two forms of trust that must be atained: (1) trust in the functionality of the AI model (i.e. will 
it work?); (2) trust in the responsible use of the product (i.e. is it safe/ethical?).  Losing trust in 
func�onality will prevent early adop�on and create skep�cism – something we have historically seen in 
our slower adop�on of airplanes, submarines, and the radio (to name only a few examples).  Losing trust 
in responsible use is more serious, as it pertains to safety, privacy, and equal treatment.   For now, the 
four corners of the contract define the mutual agreement on how to handle the parameters of what is 
“responsible use.”  This has been an interes�ng challenge.  In procurement, the contractor’s quality 
control of responsible use can be evaluated in very powerful ways – 2 especially:  (1) as a discriminator 
for contract award selec�on; and (2)  as a metric for tes�ng and evalua�on.  Emphasizing the responsible 
use of AI (RAI) in either of these two phases of the acquisi�on sends a clear message to the contractor, 
but also requires contract professionals to set very clear and objec�ve defini�ons of what is and what is 
not responsible.  On one end, the par�es can mutually agree to keep the terms ambiguous – thereby 
making any responsibility for RAI meaningless. On the other end, the government may push for terms so 
restric�ve that most companies will grow wary to contribu�ng their talent to the mission.  The later is 
perhaps even more problema�c.  As with IP, I will resort to the same three areas of knowledge for the 
prudent and competent AI procurement professional:  (1) Technical; (2) Business; and (3) Contract 
Domain knowledge.  Technical knowledge to know the various types of data biases, risks, and mi�ga�on 
tac�cs involved in responsible use of AI.  Business knowledge to gauge the a�tudes and awareness in 
this cri�cal topic, including how to speak about the Government’s posi�on to cau�ous companies, and 
understanding nontradi�onal companies’ resourcing capabili�es to comply with any poten�ally 
restric�ve RAI requirements. Contract domain knowledge to understand when and where such 
agreements should be ar�culated in contractually binding language, and which agreements should be 
worked instead through the ongoing business rela�onship.  In other words, RAI is loaded and intricate.  
AI is so diverse that RAI risks vary according to the circumstances.  Some AI func�onali�es are extremely 
low risk, while others impact human life or privacy. It’s new and important. But mastering the three 
areas I men�oned would resolve most of the issues.  But most importantly: fear of risks should not 
prevent us from u�lizing this technology – as the technology will o�en prevent many more risks 
associated with human error  (in everything from business processing, medical diagnosis, and even 
defense ac�vi�es).  If AI Acquisi�on professionals are unable to skillfully navigate these risks and 
alleviate anxie�es and fears, the true benefits of AI on government missions may never be fully realized.  

Finally, the AI procurement professional must understand the concept of “agility.”  This is a very strange 
concept in our current procurement environment – but every competent procurement professional that 
acquires AI must rise above their culture and engage in agile and flexible contrac�ng. In some 
environments, the word “agile” has become an annoying buzzword. However, agility is essen�al for 
successful AI delivery.  Agile contrac�ng can be summarized in three sentences:  Contract fast. Iterate 
O�en. Fail Early.  Contrac�ng fast to keep pace with the speed of relevance in emerging technology. 
Iterate o�en implies that all contracts would be results-based instead of requirements-based.  In other 
words, the en�re acquisi�on team was focused on results based in phases, or sprints.  As results are 
recorded and value is measured, the team builds the new itera�on to improve what is working and stop 
what is not. Finally – the “fail early” philosophy was a direct response to the fallacy of sunk costs.  Se�ng 
up contract agility means you can pull the plug before things get bad. In other words, you prevent 
was�ng taxpayer dollars on bad AI projects.   The current procurement and acquisi�on process is 
anything but agile. It is more akin to crea�ng a huge barge that is approaching a port.  If, within a few 



hours of reaching port, it is discovered that the requirement must change – or the underlying technology 
has changed – it is too late.  No �me to turn. No �me to adjust. There’s no stopping that big barge from 
coming in.  Agile contrac�ng creates swi� boats that can swerve and pivot among the vola�le waves of 
technological change.  This is a paradigm shi� in thinking.  It is currently prac�ced in Government, but 
only by a small percentage.  Agile must become mainstream. This requires an ap�tude that, again, is not 
emphasized or required across the board in federal procurement.  It is currently not a core competency, 
and it should be. The longer we keep this tucked away as a niche, the longer we remain completely 
unprepared for the modern challenges that await us as a na�on.  

Agile AI contrac�ng also involves a keen understanding and prudent u�liza�on of all the contract 
authori�es available to the procurement professionals. The prudent, trusted business advisor must have 
a variety of tools in her toolbelt.  FAR-based tools, Other Transac�ons, Technology Transfer agreements, 
and the like. There is no ‘one-size-fits-all solu�on – and the wrong kind of contract will o�en nega�vely 
impact successful adop�on.  In many situa�ons, the intellectual property strategy will determine the 
most op�mal contract mechanism.  In other situa�ons, the unique aspects of the marketplace would 
determine the most appropriate course – such as op�ng for a public private partnership if the 
Government is merely a contributor to a larger commercial effort.  This may lead a prudent CO to use a 
specialized technology transfer vehicle such as a Public Private Partnership or a Partnership Intermediary 
Agreement.  These types of determina�ons require AI business acumen which, again, must be learned.  
Through a combina�on of heighten business acumen and domain knowledge of all the contractual 
authori�es available, the competent CO will then wield her tools in a way that benefits the market, 
contracts at the speed of relevance, and focuses on results over process.  

Within the four corners of the contract, the par�es agree upon IP terms that can completely destroy the 
Government mission or lead a major spark of new AI func�onali�es in our na�on’s commercial 
marketplace. Within the four corners of the contract, the par�es agree on the parameters of responsible 
use for AI. Such agreements could lead to poten�ally disastrous results that ex�nguish the momentum 
or lead to effec�ve uses of powerful technology which paves the way for future progress done safely. 
Within the four corners of the contract, the par�es set up agile performance that can lead to actual 
measurable value. In essence, within the four corners of the contract rests the fate of successful ar�ficial 
intelligence adop�on. The role of the dealmakers, then, becomes paramount.  

 
IV. AI PROCUREMENT TRAINING CHALLENGE  

 

So what, then, is the level of priority and importance within the execu�ve agencies?  As of today, AI 
acquisi�on training is sparse. Even the training that exists among certain agencies is not universally 
mandated to all professionals, but rather seen as a niche – or elec�ve training.   New interns entering the 
workforce are currently not required to learn about the technology, the marketplace, or contractual 
challenges of AI – or for any new technology for that mater.  

This is not good, especially if we are to acknowledge and agree that AI will con�nue grow into a 
transforma�ve and revolu�onary technology that will impact every mission, agency, and field office in 
the Government.  The end users are incredibly diverse – further testament to the universal impact of AI.  
They include soldiers protec�ng us from foreign threats as well as immigrants wan�ng a more efficient 
ci�zenship process.  From IRS processing to forestry service ac�vi�es. From health and human services 



to border protec�on.  AI can enhance it all – increasing mission impact, severely cu�ng costs, and even 
saving lives.   

But with the current lack of priority to build these needed AI procurement skills across the board, we are 
essen�ally se�ng our future workforce up for failure.  We are looking over at a commercial gold mine, 
ready to be mined.  And we have no miners.  

I was encouraged to see Congress release the AI Literacy requirements for the Department of Defense, 
as well as the AI Acquisi�on Training ACT for civilian agencies.  But I do not believe they go far enough.  

I worry that the execu�on of these statues will not extend to all acquisi�on professionals.  I also worry 
about the content of the AI Acquisi�on curriculum.  The various elements of the AI Training Act, for 
example, are within the competency of technical knowledge.  As I stated earlier, this is cri�cal 
informa�on for any AI Acquisi�on program, but it is only one piece.  Technical knowledge of AI alone will 
not bridge the gap between product and user adop�on.   Acquisi�on professionals must be trained in 
how to buy AI, how to deliver AI, and how to sustain modern technology in a way that brings true results 
and widespread adop�on.  In other words, all acquisi�on professionals need to be trained on technical, 
business, and contract domain knowledge.   Technical knowledge alone will not bridge the valley of 
death and imbed new inven�ons into Government missions.  

 
V. THE ASKS  

And so I close with two major recommenda�ons for considera�on of the commitee.  The second 
recommenda�on is more important than the first.  

My first recommenda�on is for more contractual authori�es to be provided to more contrac�ng offices 
across the Government.  FAR Based contracts, Other Transac�ons, Partnership Intermediary Agreements, 
Commercial Solu�ons Openings, Public Private Partnerships… these are examples of tools that should be 
in every modern acquisi�on professional’s arsenal. Each one responds to unique objec�ves or  
marketplace condi�ons.  Using a less op�mal contract authority could result in less op�mal compe��on, 
and ul�mately a completely different product. In prepara�on for this tes�mony I spoke with some 
Contrac�ng and Agreements officers who were among the few that have access to all the tools.  One told 
me that each authority has served a different purpose in AI Acquisi�on, and that it would have been very 
difficult and not quite as effec�ve for her to have used the Federal Acquisi�on Regula�on on every 
procurement ac�on.  Many offices are limited to the FAR, and this therefore limits the tools that 
contrac�ng officers can use as an effec�ve business advisor and civil servant in modern procurement.  

However, even if every single contract office had access to all statutory contract authori�es, my fear is 
that – without any accompanying workforce development – very few offices would take advantage of 
these addi�onal authori�es. Or worse – due to substandard hiring and workforce development, contract 
offices managers would not trust their contrac�ng officers to make sound business and contract 
decisions, as some tools require more exper�se than others.  

And so, the more important recommenda�on I have is one that I have echoed throughout this tes�mony.  
If we are to believe that AI is a revolu�onary technology that will impact every single government 
mission – we must make AI Acquisi�on training mandatory across the en�re federal acquisi�on 
workforce.   The trainings must be robust and focused on the three core competency skills: (1) technical 



knowledge of ar�ficial intelligence, its architecture and risks; (2) business knowledge of the marketplace, 
and more effec�ve market research strategies; and (3) contract knowledge as applied to AI, to include IP, 
responsible use of AI, and agile contrac�ng techniques.  Again, this training must be robust and 
substan�ve, cap�va�ng and inspira�onal.  Not dull and basic.   The emergence of technology makes this 
style of training that important.  

Our bridge builders need to get smart about this. They need to be trained to be trusted. Anything less 
would strip them of the flexibility to successfully nego�ate a successful public private mee�ng of the 
minds.  

 
VI. CLOSING 

There is an urgency to this, but we are not too late if we start now.  There are already exis�ng 
commercial AI capabili�es that could improve public welfare and defense with greater efficiency and less 
taxpayer expense.   Some of these exis�ng narrow AI solu�ons are not just low hanging fruit. The fruit 
has fallen from the tree and sits in the grass, perfectly ripe and ready to eat.  And because no one picks it 
up, it rots into obsolescence.  So many technologies that could have provided high value impact. So who 
are those forces who can walk over and pick this fruit up? Again, it is my belief that this can be done by a 
talented and diverse acquisi�on team, to include the AI procurement expert.   People with the right 
knowledge, skills, and abili�es are scarce and in high demand. We need to expand the pool of people 
with the knowledge of what to buy, how to buy it, and then how to deliver it. 

Thank you for giving me this opportunity to speak about the importance of AI Procurement. I have 
dedicated years of hard work as a civil servant trying to make this beter. My eyes have been opened to 
the importance of AI and the cri�cal need to transform our current procurement processes and culture 
to fully take advantage of it.  But, unfortunately – my eyes were opened because I fit a very niche role in 
the Government as the Acquisi�on chief of DoD AI center.  My understanding and dedica�on, along with 
the small percentage of hard-working civil servants in this space should not be niche.  Every acquisi�on 
professional in the Government should come to understand what I have come to understand.    

Only then will AI stop serving as a specialized field for a small percentage of Government procurement 
professionals, but rather a core competency – mandatory for all incoming interns.  Only then will we get 
serious about buying, adop�ng, and using this already exis�ng and powerful technology.  And only then, 
will we finally start to realize the major surges in efficiency and savings in cost that this technological 
revolu�on will absolutely provide for the welfare and defense of our na�on. Thank you. 


