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Summary

The inaugural Warfighting Innovation Summit established a new strategic mandate: 

To transform the American "Arsenal of Democracy" into a digital, modular, and distributed 
network to maintain a competitive edge against peer adversaries. 

The opening remarks emphasized that while advanced technologies like AI and autonomous swarms were critical, 
the ultimate strategic advantage lies in a diverse, incentivized workforce and an industrial base capable of 
operating at "the speed of relevance." The core takeaway was a shift from monolithic, vertically integrated 
platforms to composable systems built through radical collaboration between government, venture-backed 
startups, and regional tech hubs.

Welcome & Opening
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Summary
The panel emphasized a critical shift in the defense acquisition ecosystem, moving away from "gold-plated" 
long-term development toward a model defined by speed, agility, and the delivery of minimum viable products. It 
was highlighted that winning future conflicts depends on the ability to identify technical problems and iterate on 
solutions at the tactical edge, rather than within distant bureaucratic structures. The high-level takeaway was 
clear:

To maintain a competitive advantage, the Department of War must bridge the gap between private 
capital and operational needs, transforming innovation from a performative "theater" into a funded, 
integrated reality that empowers the individual warfighter.
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Key Themes

● Acquisition Reform and Speed: 
Transitioning from a process-based system to 
one that accepts the "80% solution" to get 
technology into the hands of operators faster.

● Tactical Edge Innovation: The necessity of 
integrating developers, acquirers, and 
operators at the point of need to ensure 
technology is relevant to current battlefield 
conditions.

● Private Capital Partnership: Leveraging 
venture capital and private equity models to 
provide non-dilutive funding and scale 
capabilities at a pace the traditional budget 
cycle cannot match.

● The Human-Machine Teaming: Viewing 
autonomous systems and AI not merely as 
tools, but as partners that augment human 
decision-making and tactical execution.

Additional Insights

● The "Innovation Theater" Warning: Multiple 
speakers cautioned that innovation initiatives 
without dedicated, flexible budgets are merely 
performative and fail to deliver actual 
battlefield capability.

● Commercial Data for Autonomy: There is a 
growing trend of using purely commercial data 
to feed AI "brains" for autonomous systems, 
bypassing some of the traditional hurdles of 
classified data sets.

● Regional Autonomy in Conflict: In a 
high-end fight, local units may need to act as 
their own acquisition and development hubs; 
training them to work with industry now is a 
critical "rep" for future survival.
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The Future Battlefield
Emerging Technologies & Defending the Indo-Pacific

Actionable Recommendations

● Empower Portfolio Executives: Grant acquisition 
leaders the flexibility to pivot funding during the year 
of execution to address emerging threats without 
waiting for the multi-year budget cycle.

● Institutionalize "Transformation in Contact": 
Deploy technical integration labs and 
experimentation events directly within active 
divisions to foster continuous feedback loops 
between soldiers and industry.

● Compress Decision Cycles with AI: Implement AI 
tools to automate administrative and budgeting 
processes, such as the Planning, Programming, 
Budgeting, and Execution (PPBE) process, to 
reduce timelines from months to minutes.

● Strengthen Partner Interoperability: Build a 
common intelligence foundation and shared digital 
infrastructure with allies to ensure regional industrial 
bases can function if cut off from the continental 
U.S.

Key Challenges

● The "Valley of Death" in Budgeting: The 
1,200-day cycle of the traditional budgeting 
process remains a massive barrier for startups 
and private investors.

● Abstraction Layers: Significant distances 
between the engineers designing the tech and 
the end-users in the field often lead to 
"solutions" for obsolete problems.

● Technical Literacy at the Edge: A risk that 
advanced technology will not be adopted if the 
workforce is not trained to integrate and 
maintain it under combat conditions.

● Data Fragmentation: The lack of clean, 
integrated data foundations across services 
and allied nations hinders the effective 
deployment of AI and autonomous systems.
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Summary
The discussion centered on the strategic revitalization of the Inland Empire as a critical node in the national 
defense industrial base through the formalization of the California Capabilities Corridor (C3). By transitioning from 
fragmented regional efforts to a coordinated "build, test, launch" ecosystem, the region sought to collapse the 
distance between lab-stage innovation and frontline deployment. The discussion underscored that national 
security now demands an "execution layer" that aligns local manufacturing capacity and logistics with federal 
requirements to deliver warfighting capabilities at the speed of business.
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Key Themes

● Regional Ecosystem Integration: Moving away from 
siloed innovation toward a C3 that connects 
infrastructure, capital, and testing sites across 
Southern California.

● Bias for Execution: Prioritizing "speed of learning" 
and operational alignment over theoretical research, 
emphasizing that products must move rapidly from 
prototype to production.

● Infrastructure as a Strategic Asset: Leveraging the 
Inland Empire’s history as a logistical and 
manufacturing hub to provide startups with the 
physical proving grounds and industrial capacity 
needed to scale.

● Institutional and Entrepreneurial Synergy: 
Combining the stability and testing resources of large 
defense primes with the agility and "first principles" 
thinking of startups.

● Mission Intentionality: Developing long-term 
strategic plans to counter the multi-decade planning 
cycles of peer adversaries by fostering a sense of 
urgency across all levels of government and industry.

Additional Insights

● The "Fire Service" Paradigm: A compelling outlier 
perspective suggested that the defense industrial base 
should mirror the fire service—pre-positioning 
partners, training, and equipment so that response is 
instantaneous when a "bell rings," rather than 
scrambling to build a supply chain mid-crisis.

● Dotted Lines over Org Charts: Success in 
high-growth ecosystems like Silicon Valley was 
attributed not to formal structures, but to the "informal 
connectors" and coffee-shop collaborations that 
happen in high-density innovation hubs.

● Free-Range Capitalism: While the American 
entrepreneurial spirit is a primary advantage, speakers 
noted it must be tempered with "intentionality" to 
prevent resources from being scattered across 
disconnected priorities.

● The Logistics-Innovation Link: The Inland Empire's 
shift from a pure logistics hub to an "Innovation 
Empire" represents a fundamental re-imagining of how 
geography dictates defense manufacturing.
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Innovation in the Inland Empire:  
The Southern California Aerospace and Defense Coalition
Actionable Recommendations

● Formalize the C3 Consortium Model: Synchronize 
local, state, and federal incentives to create a unified 
platform for fielding defense capabilities.

● Accelerate Testing Timelines: Establish dedicated 
testing corridors—spanning maritime, space, and 
autonomous systems—to reduce the gap between 
prototype and production from months to days.

● Support Business Pivoting: Create mentorship 
programs specifically designed to help mid-tier suppliers 
scale their operations and navigate the complexities of 
defense contracting beyond the initial startup phase.

● Adopt "Minimum Viable Engagements": Encourage 
large contractors and government agencies to initiate 
smaller, faster data-sharing agreements and pilot 
projects with nontraditional partners to bypass 
bureaucratic red tape.

● Prioritize Dual-Use Applications: Focus on 
technologies that solve immediate problems in both 
defense and local commercial sectors, such as 
agriculture or logistics, to ensure economic 
sustainability.

Key Challenges

● Siloed Innovation: Persistent fragmentation between 
regional hubs prevents the "dotted line" connections 
necessary for rapid scaling.

● The "Valley of Death": Many startups with viable 
intellectual property fail because they lack the industrial 
capacity or the regulatory knowledge to transition to 
large-scale manufacturing.

● Security Compliance Hurdles: Significant barriers to 
entry remain for small businesses, particularly 
regarding Cybersecurity Maturity Model Certification 
(CMMC) and the ability to securely share data with 
larger partners.

● Reactive Posturing: A historical tendency toward 
"reactive" problem-solving rather than "proactive" 
preparation, which leaves the supply base unready for 
sudden shifts in demand.

● Strategic Asymmetry: The challenge of competing 
against adversaries who utilize highly disciplined, 
hundred-year strategic plans while domestic efforts are 
often decentralized and short-term.
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Summary
The panelists highlighted a fundamental shift toward affordable mass, autonomous systems, and "forged in battle" 
rapid iteration. Success on the modern battlefield required moving beyond exquisite, closed platforms toward 
resilient, open-architecture ecosystems that prioritized speed and system-level survivability over individual 
hardware durability. The discussion underscored that the Department of War must pivot from traditional 
procurement to acting as a market catalyst that incentivizes large-scale domestic production and continuous 
technical adaptation at the tactical edge.

The Real Lessons from Ukraine & Israel
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The Real Lessons from Ukraine & Israel
Key Themes

● Transition to Affordable Mass: Shifting military 
strategy from high-cost, exquisite platforms to the 
deployment of millions of lower-cost autonomous 
systems to achieve operational dominance 
through attrition.

● Rapid Edge Iteration: Establishing a continuous 
feedback loop where "tactician technicians" and 
engineers modified technology on a daily or 
weekly basis based on immediate combat 
performance and enemy countermeasures.

● Systemic vs. Platform Survivability: Focusing 
on the resilience of the overall mission web rather 
than the invulnerability of a single drone, ensuring 
that "self-healing" autonomous networks 
maintained persistence despite high losses.

● Commercial-Led Innovation: Leveraging the 
speed of the private sector to solve critical gaps in 
geospatial intelligence, electronic warfare 
resilience, and rapid prototyping that traditional 
defense cycles failed to address.

Additional Insights

● The Rise of the Tactician Technician: Future 
warfighting effectiveness was seen as being tied 
to personnel who merged engineering skills with 
combat expertise to adapt tools in real-time.

● Redefining Ground Control: Panelists noted that 
as drones took over resupply and frontline ISR, 
the traditional notion that only infantry can "hold" 
ground was being challenged by pervasive 
autonomous presence.

● Cognitive Load Prioritization: A primary 
measure of success for new technology was its 
ability to reduce the mental and physical burden 
on the warfighter, rather than just its raw technical 
specifications.

● The Power of Transparency: Lessons from 
active conflict zones showed that open data 
sharing between government and industry 
significantly accelerated the pace of effective 
technical adaptation.
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The Real Lessons from Ukraine & Israel
Actionable Recommendations

● Mandate Open Architecture Standards: Require all 
future autonomous systems to utilize open APIs and 
modular hardware, enabling immediate field 
modifications and the integration of third-party 
software.

● Shift to Outcome-Based Contracting: Move away 
from rigid, multi-year technical requirements in favor of 
buying mission outcomes, providing industry the 
flexibility to iterate on the underlying technology during 
the contract period.

● Embed Engineers with Operators: Create formal 
structures to place technical teams directly alongside 
warfighters during exercises and operations to 
facilitate ultra-rapid prototyping and real-time 
troubleshooting.

● Aggressively Scale Domestic Supply Chains: Use 
the power of the purse to create a robust domestic 
marketplace for mass-produced components, moving 
beyond small-scale pilot programs to ensure industrial 
readiness for high-attrition conflict.

Key Challenges

● Bureaucratic Latency: Traditional acquisition and 
accreditation processes remained fundamentally 
misaligned with the 24-hour iteration cycles observed 
in modern theaters of war.

● Electronic Warfare Vulnerability: Persistent GPS 
jamming and signal degradation rendered many 
"advanced" Western systems ineffective, 
necessitating a rapid shift toward visual navigation 
and edge-AI autonomy.

● Inflexible Contracting Models: A lack of contractual 
provisions for continuous software updates and 
mission-specific hardware pivots often left advanced 
capabilities sitting in warehouses rather than being 
deployed.

● Supply Chain Fragility: Global dependencies and a 
lack of high-volume domestic manufacturing capacity 
limited the ability to field the millions of units required 
for a peer-level fight.
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Summary
The panel addressed the persistent "adoption gap" that prevents validated startup technologies from transitioning 
into large-scale defense programs. Discussion centered on the urgent need to shift from traditional acquisition 
paradigms to a model focused on measurable impact, rapid delivery, and strategic integration of private capital. 
Ultimately, bridging this gap requires a fundamental cultural change across the federal government, prioritizing 
speed and the "why not now" mentality to counter adversarial technological advancements.

The Adoption Gap
A New Approach to Startup Integration
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Key Themes

● Reform of Early-Stage Funding: Modernizing 
the Small Business Innovation Research (SBIR) 
process to reduce administrative burdens and 
accelerate the transition from Phase I to Phase II.

● Strategic Use of Dual-Use Technology: 
Leveraging commercial markets—such as energy, 
firefighting, and logistics—as proxies to validate 
and scale technologies before they reach military 
maturity.

● Structural and Organizational Agility: The 
ongoing transition from Program Executive Offices 
(PEOs) to more flexible acquisition constructs 
designed for speed rather than long-term 
sustainment.

● Ecosystem Integration: The necessity for 
startups to move beyond "going it alone" by 
strategically partnering with large prime 
contractors or utilizing national lab resources for 
technical validation.

Additional Insights

● Cultural Expiration Dates: One organization 
utilized "expiration dates" on employee badges to 
instill a sense of urgency, reminding staff that their 
time to innovate is finite.

● Dual-Use Pitfalls: Speakers noted that while 
dual-use is vital, founders must be wary of splitting 
focus too early, citing instances where side 
projects led to significant commercial failures.

● The Power of Persistence: Successful 
transitions were often linked to founders who 
maintained constant, proactive communication 
with stakeholders long after initial pilots were 
completed.

● Venture Capital Windows: Panelists warned that 
the government has a limited window of perhaps 
two years to demonstrate success to the venture 
community before private capital moves on to 
more accessible sectors.
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Actionable Recommendations

● Streamline Acquisition Requirements: Reduce 
the length of initial proposal documents from 
hundreds of pages to concise, high-impact decks to 
attract more innovative non-traditional vendors.

● Leverage Lab Validation as a Market Signal: 
Utilize the "stamp of approval" from national 
laboratories to de-risk technologies for private 
lenders and venture capitalists.

● Incorporate Embedded Entrepreneurship: 
Integrate commercial experts directly into research 
and development teams to guide go-to-market 
strategies from inception.

● Adopt "Stop-Doing" Logic: Mandate clear 
decision frameworks for divesting from legacy 
systems to create the budgetary room required to 
scale new capabilities.

Key Challenges

● The "Stop-Doing" Dilemma: The inherent 
difficulty of stopping existing programs to fund new 
innovations due to established contracts, 
maintenance trails, and institutional risk aversion.

● Adversarial Capital and IP Theft: The constant 
threat of foreign entities targeting American 
startups for IP theft or bankruptcy to stall strategic 
technological leads.

● Capital Access Gaps: The struggle for deep-tech 
companies to secure traditional loans or venture 
funding even when they possess validated 
government contracts.

● Disjointed Front Doors: The confusion caused by 
differing acquisition structures across services, 
making it difficult for startups to identify the correct 
entry point for their technology.
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Summary
The session explored the evolving financial ecosystem for dual-use technology, emphasizing a strategic shift 
toward more flexible capital pathways and rapid government acquisition models. Panelists highlighted that 
bridging the "valley of death" required startups to align technical milestones with business validation and diverse 
funding sources, such as credit-based financing and simplified contracting authorities. Ultimately, the discussion 
underscored that long-term success in the defense market depended on maintaining founder equity, securing 
multiple government champions, and viewing the Department of War as a discerning customer rather than just a 
source of funding.

Capital Pathways for Dual-Use Innovation
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Capital Pathways for Dual-Use Innovation
Key Themes

● Diversification of Capital Pathways: The 
conversation centered on the shift from traditional 
venture equity toward credit-based financing and 
non-dilutive government contracts.

● Streamlined Acquisition Mechanisms: There 
was an emphasis on the use of Other Transaction 
Authorities (OTAs) and Commercial Service 
Openings (CSOs) as faster alternatives to 
traditional, rule-heavy procurement processes.

● Business vs. Technical Validation: Panelists 
advocated for a shift in focus from Technical 
Readiness Levels (TRLs) to business milestones, 
such as team track records and customer demand 
signals.

● Strategic Ecosystem Teaming: The discussion 
highlighted the necessity of partnering with 
established prime contractors or other vendors to 
navigate security requirements and operational 
hurdles.

Additional Insights

● The "Junior High Lunchroom" Dynamic: The 
defense market was compared to a social 
environment where reputation and interpersonal 
relationships were as vital as technical 
performance.

● Government as an Indirect Customer: It was 
suggested that many startups found more success 
selling directly to other defense vendors (B2B) 
rather than pursuing individual government 
contracts.

● Valuation Traps: It was observed that taking 
excessive venture capital at inflated valuations 
often distracted founders from their core mission 
and made future funding rounds difficult to justify.

● SBIR Messaging Confusion: Speakers clarified 
that Small Business Innovation Research (SBIR) 
awards should be viewed as business contracts 
requiring product delivery, rather than "free 
money" or grants.
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Capital Pathways for Dual-Use Innovation
Actionable Recommendations

● Leverage credit-based financing to pull contract 
cash flows forward, allowing startups to reinvest and 
grow without suffering the excessive dilution 
associated with venture equity.

● Target simplified acquisition tools like OTAs and 
CSOs to bypass the regulatory burdens of the 
Federal Acquisition Regulation (FAR) and move 
from solicitation to contract in a matter of weeks.

● Cultivate multiple champions across various 
acquisition commands to ensure company survival 
despite shifting government priorities or personnel 
changes.

● Align operational burn rates with the realistic, 
multi-year timelines of defense procurement to 
prevent capital exhaustion before reaching a 
program of record.

Key Challenges

● Severe Founder Dilution: A rising trend was 
identified where founders lost significant ownership 
early in the company life cycle due to the high 
costs of defense-tech capital.

● Procurement Timeline Mismatch: A persistent 
disconnect was noted between the fast-paced burn 
rates of venture-backed startups and the protracted 
timelines of government contracting.

● Security and Compliance Overhead: The high 
cost and complexity of obtaining Facility Security 
Clearances (FCL) and Authority to Operate (ATO) 
remain significant barriers for early-stage 
innovators.

● "Grant-Chasing" Risks: Speakers warned against 
an over-reliance on small grants that do not align 
with a scalable, repeatable product roadmap.
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Closing Remarks
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Summary
The inaugural session of the Warfighting Innovation Summit concluded with a powerful synthesis of regional strength, 
national security imperatives, and the evolving nature of defense innovation. It was emphasized that while global 
challenges in the Indo-Pacific, Ukraine, and Israel provide the backdrop for modern warfare, the true hurdle remains the 
speed and scale of technology adoption. A primary theme of the closing remarks was the critical role of the Inland Empire 
and Southern California as "engines" of American defense manufacturing, where world-class collaboration between the 
military, private industry, and startups is reinforced by a robust educational pipeline.

The day concluded with a collective commitment to bridging the gap between desert-born innovation and 
battlefield reality, ensuring that the ingenuity of the startup community is rapidly translated into the speed 
and scale required for national security.


