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CALL TO ACTION

IN CASE YOU MISSED IT, A 6000 WORD 
editorial titled “Call to Action” published 
in the past 7 issues of the MEPTEC 
REPORT described the peril facing the 
aerospace and defense industries, which 
can be summarized as thus: Ninety-percent 
of the Free World’s component makers 
of defense grade and radiation hardened 
(RADHARD) FPGA devices rely on a 
single source subcontractor to perform the 
final assembly step involving solder col-
umn attachment.

Lack of an Ordinary Fastener Can 
Disrupt the Supply Chain
 Concerns over a diminishing supplier 
base are ongoing. Think of a scenario 
involving a disruption in the supply of 
solder columns for FPGA devices in the 
same way that a production line can be 
shut down due to a lack of a specific type 
of fastener such as a screw, nut or washer. 
Today, a single source vendor (Six Sigma) 
provides solder column attachment services 
to nine out of ten FPGA device makers. As 
a consequence, this production choke point 
could disrupt delivery of FPGA devices to 
downstream customers. 

Liquidity Post-retirement
 Let’s take a deeper look into an impor-
tant factor that could cause industry disrup-
tion of FPGA deliveries. Generally, owners 
of privately-held, single source companies 
seek ways to achieve liquidity prior to 
retirement. Business continuity is a com-
mon problem that most small company 
owners face. Often, the owner’s net worth 
is tied to an asset in the form of common 
stock in the company that they founded.  
Owners of privately-held companies have 
limited avenues to cash-out before their 
retirement.  After working decades to build 
a successful business, typically founders 
will sell their company to the highest bid-
der.  Often, we think of business disruptions 
being caused by unplanned natural disasters 
such as fire, flood, earthquakes, and the like. 
However, interruptions caused by planned 
(man-made) events such as the selling of a 
business can be disruptive as well.

Stakeholders
 It is unclear what influence the FPGA 
industry and all associated stakeholders, 
including the DoD, have over the eventual 
sale of America’s sole subcontractor to 
attach solder columns. The Committee on 
Foreign Investment in the United States 
(CFIUS) has authority to unwind a trans-
action under certain circumstances. It is 
uncertain what role industry stakeholders 
could affect in case the controlling owner 
of a single source supplier dies or becomes 
incapacitated without heirs willing to con-
tinue the business. 
 If all goes well, this subcontractor’s 
founders will earn a handsome profit that 
will provide them with a comfortable 
retirement for years to come. Post acquisi-
tion, new ownership must find a way to 
retain the process know-how in order to 
continue providing quality column attach-
ment. Potentially, operations could be 
relocated to new facilities, which might 
cause column production to be delayed 
during the transition. As a consequence, 
the new owners may need to raise prices 
for column attachment services to offset 
the cost of buying the company.  As a 
single source, Six Sigma runs unchal-
lenged because there is no free-market 
competition discouraging price increases. 
A doubling in the price of column attach-
ment services might raise the price of an 
individual defense-grade FPGA device by 
several thousand dollars.
 While the transfer of ownership of Six 
Sigma to an unfriendly foreign controlled 
entity is unlikely, it could suddenly put into 
motion a series of events that negatively 
affects the entire defense and aerospace 
supply chain. Single source suppliers have 
a degree of freedom to affect the industry 
that precludes a level playing field. For 
a number of reasons, the acquirer may 
downscale production, disrupt a level play-
ing field by selectively favoring certain 
customers, move the facility overseas or 
simply be unable to offer column attach-
ment services with the required level of 
quality.
 There may be no easily found remedy 

assuring continuity and resiliency if any of 
the aforementioned scenarios come to pass.

Delays to Qualify Alternative 
Subcontractors
 Starting from scratch, it might take 
years for alternative column attachment 
subcontractors to secure certification by 
the Defense Logistic Agency (DLA). In 
March 2020, after the commencement of 
COVID-19, travel by DLA employees to 
conduct facility audits was shelved. Due 
to a growing backlog, it may take 2 years, 
or even longer, for DLA to conduct QML-
38535 audits and to certify subcontractors 
for column attachment.

Summary
 90% of FPGA device makers seem to 
be accepting of the status quo by casting 
their lot with a single source subcontrac-
tor. The main reason for inaction that is 
cited by FPGA device makers is the lack 
of funding to qualify another supplier. The 
cost could be a few hundred thousand dol-
lars to qualify alternative subcontractors 
to provide column attachment services for 
each FPGA device. Conversely, the cost of 
inaction may exceed hundreds of millions 
of dollars. Solder column attachment is the 
“Achilles Heel” in the assembly process of 
defense grade FPGA devices. 
 Fortunately, alternative subcontractors 
such as VPT Components and Micross 
Components have experience attaching 
TopLine-made solder columns. Golden 
Altos is developing plans to provide col-
umn attachment services. A few FPGA 
makers are taking steps to vertically inte-
grate column attachment under their own 
control. 

Conclusion
 Measures can be taken by government 
and industry to avoid a sudden shortage of 
mission critical FPGA components to keep 
warfighters flying. Affirmative steps to ele-
vate the priority in securing and qualifying 
a second source capability to attach solder 
columns should be taken now rather than 
waiting for disaster to strike.  ◆
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