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Former CERDEC NVESD Director Fondly Remembered
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One late afternoon in February, I opened an e-mail from the Communications-Electronics Research Development and Engineering Center (CERDEC) Associate Technical Director (A), Henry Muller, that read, It is with great sadness that I must inform you all of the passing of Dr. Buser.  Dr. Buser was an internationally recognized, premier scientist for the U.S. Army and DOD [Department of Defense] for the past 40+ years. 

So began this e-mail regarding the passing of Dr. Rudolf Buser – the former Director of CERDEC’s Night Vision and Electronic Sensors Directorate (NVESD) on 15 February 2007, at Jersey Shore Medical Center, Neptune, NJ.  The mixture of sadness and admiration within the single e-mail piqued my curiosity.  I didn’t 
understand the depth of contributions by this single individual to both the  
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   Research Development and Engineering Command (RDECOM), and to the 
   Department of Defense in general, but in both great and amazing detail, I soon    

   would.

Although he retired in 1996 after over 40 years of dedicated service to the DoD, Dr. Buser continued to support the Warfighter, remaining an active supporter of RDECOM; a Member-at-Large of NATO’s Sensors and Electronics Technology Panel; and providing consulting services as President of RGB Associates.

In researching his amazing career, I soon discovered that Dr. Buser was a visionary whose strategic marketing skills, out-of-the-box thinking, and hard work ethic, helped elevate NVESD into a center of excellence for the research and development of Night Vision and other sensor technologies.  

                   The Birth of a Career

Born in 1929 in Ludwigshafen, Germany, Dr. Buser received his Doctorate in Natural Sciences from the University of Munich, Germany in 1957.  There he later served as an assistant professor in physics.  He soon found his way to Fort Monmouth, where he began his civil service career in 1958, as the Team Leader and Technical Area Chief at Fort Monmouth’s Institute for Exploratory Research.

When the Army’s laboratories were restructured in 1978, Dr. Buser maintained his residence in N.J., but worked out of Fort Belvoir -- where he became Laser Division Director at NVESD.  Under his leadership flourished the developments of:  laser rangefinder/ designator/ trackers; laser radars; laser identification friend or foe (IFF); laser countermeasures; and laser aided surveillance and target acquisition systems.

In 1983, Dr. Buser received for his work in the field of electro-optics, the Meritorious Civilian Service Award, for his contributions to the Intelligence and Security Command.

A year later, Dr. Buser accepted the NVESD position of associate director for science and technology, and in 1988, was elevated to director.
A Brilliant Marketing Strategist in Action

 “When Dr. Buser transferred to Fort. Belvoir, he did a great deal for NVESD,” stated Arthur Ballato, CERDEC’s chief scientist who had worked with Dr. Buser since the 1960s.

Dr. Ballato went onto explain how Dr. Buser was able to transform what was then considered an esoteric technology [night vision technology], and develop and publicize it in a way that it could be understood and valued.

“You didn’t have to be a scientist to understand NVESD’s technologies,” explained Dr. Ballato.  “Dr. Buser did such an all-around, complete job of ‘selling’ it to those prospective Army program “funders,” and of publicizing the triumphs of such technologies, that even the most lay person could understand and appreciate NVESD’s technologies.”  It was his skilled marketing strategy that helped NVESD to consistently realize annual operating funds exceeding $300M.  

“NVESD’s total operating funds at that time [1980s – 1990s], from all sources was over $300M a year – which meant that the technology they were developing was truly relevant and much needed for military and commercial application.  The fact that they could attract funding in that magnitude, at that time, really is a measure of their stature in the research community and the value of their product,” explained CERDEC program analyst, Page Fisher.
His skill at showcasing his state-of-the-art research facilities, engineers, and scientists, and emerging technologies did not stop there.  He also realized the importance of engaging his support personnel from Fort Monmouth-North (contracting personnel, logisticians, program analysts, etc.) to fully understand the mission of NVESD so they could better support it.  To that end, he sponsored annual overnight bus trips that allowed his N.J. support personnel to tour Fort Belvoir; meet his technical staff; and see first hand the important work being done in his facilities.

Grace Keslar, CERDEC Headquarters, was among the many who were impressed by the VIP treatment on those trips.  

“Dr. Buser himself welcomed us to Fort Belvoir,” recalled Keslar.  “Then he arranged for tours of the labs and testing facilities, as well as a hands-on demo of the night vision goggles.  We had an amazing educational tour that really bridged the gaps so we could better our understanding of the technologies that we were supporting.  We left Fort Belvoir with a clear knowledge of NVESD’s mission, and a keen appreciation for the importance and value of the organization’s research efforts. 
A Practical Visionary 
As I continued to learn about this amazing leader and visionary, it wasn’t long before I was introduced to a phrase that became synonymous with Dr. Buser – “we want to do what makes sense.”
“Rudy’s vision of what could be technically possible was unlimited, but balanced by his pragmatic understanding of what the Soldier really needed,” explained Don Jenkins, now Associate Director for NVESD’s Personnel Demo, who was then Dr. Buser’s Associate Director for Development, and Engineering and his Acting Deputy.  

“Once technology breakthroughs were achieved, Rudy made the tough decisions as to when to put a stake in the ground and get it to the Soldier at an affordable costs instead of ‘tweaking for that extra 10%’ performance or waiting for something better – opting instead to ‘do what makes sense’,” stated Jenkins.

It was this simple guidance, combined with Dr. Buser’s personal insight and leadership, which led to major changes in methodologies for the insertion of state-of-the-art technology into fielded systems.  One such change was the introduction of Second Generation FLIR (Forward Looking Infrared) Horizontal Technology Integration (HTI).

This concept, postulated by Dr. Buser, offered for the first time, significant improvements in war fighting capabilities across the force structure.  It enabled platforms to see the same battlefield, while helping to maintain the integrity of existing configurations, and commonality – all while incurring low cost logistical and maintenance support.  This novel approach, later pursued by the Army for Aviation Platform Application, resulted in a life cycle cost savings then estimated at $820M.

“His decision to ‘drive the stake in the ground’ on scanning Second Generation FLIR HTI for the Army was perhaps the best example of doing what made sense.  In recent conflicts, that decision has benefited our troops the most from a sensor perspective,” noted Jenkins.
It was his out-of-the-box thinking that led Dr. Buser to employ a then novel way of conducting research and development -- integrated government and industry teams.  Because he understood the value of reaching outside of the DoD to improve technologies for the Warfighter, Dr. Buser subsequently sought out areas of collaboration within world communities through both cooperative agreements of information exchange, and technology transfer.  Given the DoD budget constraints during his time, Dr. Buser established “Integrated Government/ Industry Teams” – which was then considered a novel way of conducting Research & Development with NVESD’s industrial partners. 

The effort was designed to leverage a variety of resources from various communities to achieve the common objectives of developing critical sensor technology, and maximizing the use of limited resources.

A Brilliant Leader with an Extraordinary Work Ethic
To accomplish his visions, it became clear that Dr. Buser expected a lot from himself, and those who worked for him.  His workday routinely started at 0600, and most often didn’t end until 1930.  I soon discovered that it wasn’t unusual for those long working days to contain strategy sessions through which Dr. Buser would assign a multitude of tasks -- affectionately termed by those on the receiving end as “Rudy Duty.”
Jenkins, who often received “Rudy Duty” explained, “While seemingly insurmountable at the time, in retrospect half could be done relatively easily that day but the other half appeared impossible.  If you tried, however, you would surprise yourself that half of “the impossible” could in fact be achieved.  The remaining tasks were, in true Rudy fashion, truly impossible but if you tried that was all Rudy expected of you.  He was not disappointed that you failed but rather he was proud of the ones that you accomplished.”

Jenkins further added, “Rudy’s advice was to start thinking about what you needed to do that day when you got into the shower each morning; but at the end of the day think about what you had accomplished, and not what you didn’t get done.”  

Not necessarily at the end of his day, but at the end of his term as NVESD Director, Dr. Buser could look back and see that under his leadership much was accomplished.  Not only were major Army Advanced Technology Demonstrations (ATDs) [large-scale tests of systems or subsystems prior to a commitment decision to fielding] completed in the areas of:  sensor fusion; passive Infrared Search and Track (IRST) air defense; close-in man portable mine detection; and radar deception and jamming, but by taking lead in the areas of:  Soldier Systems; Rapid Force Projection Initiative; and Image Compression/ Transport, Dr. Buser was able to direct NVESD towards ensuring a close interaction between the Sensor community, and the Information Transport community.  This resulted in major contributions towards the Digitization of the Battlefield. Additionally, Dr. Buser turned his same focus towards laser technology.  His pioneering efforts in laser technology have been well documented, and helped both the military and commercial sector realize the significance of such technology.  
  Among the technologies that helped enable the Army/ DoD maintain a world leadership position in the area of sensor fields were:  

· Second generation FLIR thermal sensor – which during his time, provided a target acquisition and pilotage capability that offered over 40% improvement over existing sensor capabilities

· Miniaturized Eyesafe Laser Infrared Observation Set (MELOIS) – which helped to establish range [distance] to a target using human eye-safe, laser technology

· Thermal Weapon Sight (TWS) – which allowed individual soldiers the ability to engage hostile forces during all-weather, battlefield conditions

· Driver’s Vision Enhancer – which significantly increased the vehicle mobility of US forces through the use of thermal imaging sensors, for all weather maneuverability
Throughout his term as Director of NVESD, Dr. Buser continued to garner high recognition, earning the Superior Accomplishment Incentive Award in 1994.  The following year, he was awarded the IRIS Lifetime Achievement Award for Meritorious Service to the Military Laser Community.

“I’m not fading away into the black hole of retirement!”

Towards the end of his career as NVESD Director, Dr. Buser was appointed to the position of Technical Director of the Army Countermine Task Force.  There, he worked to help accelerate the development, acquisition, and fielding of countermine technologies to Bosnia.  He also helped to evaluate new ideas for future use in the detection and clearing of mine fields.

 “I’m not fading away into the black hole of retirement,” he laughingly warned after announcing his retirement -- noting that his focus would be on what he considered “key areas which provided the underpinnings for the next decade.”

True to his word, following retirement he remained an active supporter of RDECOM (Research, Development and Engineering Command); remained active as a Member-at-Large of NATO's Sensors and Electronics Technology Panel; and provided consulting services as President of RGB Associates.

While remaining strongly active within the DoD community, Dr. Buser also found free time to devote to his favorite hobbies which included travel, his love for the outdoors, and outdoor sports (i.e. mountain climbing; canoeing; skiing; sailing; and biking).  
Dr. Buser also found the time to participate in: a 180-mile bike ride from Sandy Hook to Cape May, NJ; a five-borough bike tour through New York City; and a seven-day bike trip across Iowa.  He applied his proactive philosophy to the world of bike riding, and was instrumental in the local-area planning and building of the “Capitol to the Coast Trail” – a trail designed to connect NJ state and county parks from the beach to the capitol.

He is survived by his wife of 50 years, Dr. Waltraut Heinrich Buser; his four children, Claudia, Christopher, Carolyn, and Cornelia; and his 10 grandchildren.

A private burial was given to Dr. Buser in Munich, Germany.  



An avid outdoor sportsman, Dr. Buser could often be found engaging in canoe races, bike races, or skiing events.  Here Dr. Buser is participating in a ‘Snowbird’-sponsored skiing competition.














Dr. Buser, whose workdays often went from 0600 – 1930, was known for oftentimes assigning “Rudy Duty” during those working hours.
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