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Daily Recorder 121 for January 2009

121 – Cockroaches And State IT Projects

Whew! 2008 was some disaster wasn’t it? I’m sorry I was too busy to write more columns in late 2008. 

California is drowning in red ink. But ordinary citizens aren’t allowed to help even when they can. Abraham Lincoln and Thomas Jefferson knew the value of participatory democracy. They firmly believed in the concept of government of the people, by the people, and for the people. They would turn over in their graves if they could see California’s government in action.

We hear daily about the huge state budget deficit. And how most of our elected officials appear to be doing nothing about it. And that includes county boards of supervisors and various bureaucrats as well as members of the Legislature.

But the problem goes much deeper than that. While the state is hemorrhaging red ink at $28,000/minute, utterly foolish spending continues on one pork barrel project after another. With the opportunity to step up to the plate and stop this by cutting off funding, our legislators and other leaders sit in the dugout and blame everyone but themselves. Those in the California Legislature, or sitting on county boards of supervisors, or sitting back in cushy chairs in their bureaucratic offices are doing their level best to bankrupt this state as soon as possible.

This state is within days of being unable to pay its bills. There is no more time to ask our officials patiently to stop this catastrophe. Thomas Jefferson, if he were alive now, would gather up a huge band of citizens to “storm the statehouse” and throw our state legislators out onto the streets.

While the state’s waste problem spans far and wide, I will concentrate on an area I know well – IT (Information Technology) pork barrel projects – contributing to the looming fiscal trainwreck. I openly challenge those who have refused to even look at the waste of vast sums (billions) on failed and failing IT projects to do their jobs and stop this waste. 

Wasteful IT projects are also the most egregious in terms of percentage waste. The essential core of an IT project is the writing of software. Some projects have burned through amounts as much as 500 times what good software should have cost. And then the software they produce is a disaster, to boot.

About those cockroaches? It has been said they would survive a nuclear holocaust. Lobbied California IT projects will survive financial Armageddon unless stopped by outraged taxpayers.

If what I am going to write about here in this series of columns riles you up at the outrageous waste of your tax money, then by all means show these columns to as many people as you can. 

For starters, know any welfare agency workers? Have them bombard with phone calls and letters their elected legislators and demand an explanation as to why they haven’t stopped the nonsense on billion dollar projects like CalWIN. Why haven’t they even looked into it? Are they waiting for the State of California to first go over the looming financial cliff that Bill Lockyer has described?

Good prototype software could have been written for welfare data management in a couple of weeks, with good cooperation from line workers in county welfare agencies. Other IT projects could also have been done quickly and inexpensively. The public is entitled to know who and what is behind this outrageous waste of their money. The public deserves to see these people publicly challenged.

Often quoted (see, e.g. Buckley v. Valeo, 424 U.S. 1, 67), Justice Brandeis observed years ago,

"Publicity is justly commended as a remedy for social and industrial diseases. Sunlight is said to be the best of disinfectants; electric light the most efficient policeman."
If any legislators see these columns and think I’m crazy or make any other excuse for stopping this waste, I openly challenge you to back that up in a public debate. And in software demonstrations. And I will challenge any and all so-called “experts” you say you relied on. Just stop blocking cooperation from workers, and let’s get it on!

I’ll warn you in advance that’s a contest you don’t want to get into. Go to www.rcpsoftware.com. The bowling data management software described there has been sold to a fair number of people. It works perfectly. No one has found a single bug in it. Users don’t call right and left for tech help because it is easy to use. It is powerful. It is extremely fast. The most complicated version has over 400,000 lines of code without a single error. It handles vast amounts of data flawlessly.

This is the kind of software government could and should have.

So you think you’re going to make fun of it because it’s bowling software? Again, I caution you, that’s a contest you don’t want to get into. But I hope you do because the public needs to get a full picture of who in their government is facilitating the waste of their money.

What would be necessary to create a quick working prototype of software to manage the welfare data so ineptly being managed by the CalWIN software? Or other similar type governmental data? First, and most important is cooperation from line workers. I haven’t been able to get that kind of access in order to create the software because it has been blocked. Workers told me they were threatened.

Do you work for the Sacramento County Department of Human Assistance and work with the CalWIN software? Or in another of the 18 counties involved? Do you know someone who does? Or did? Know anyone who retired early or quit in disgust because of having to work with the CalWIN software? Show them this column. Ask them to call me. Names will not be released unless specifically authorized.

What would stop me from demonstrating that CalWIN has been an outrageous waste of taxpayer money? No cooperation from line workers. 

Next column? A RAY of hope.
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122 – A RAY Of Hope

As I noted last month, California is drowning in red ink. Poor John Chiang is unable to pay the state’s bills because he can’t write rubber checks. It’s time to acknowledge mistakes, clean up the mess, pursue new policies and approaches, and get on with life in a more austere fashion.

That assumes of course that politicians and bureaucrats can clean up their acts and that is problematical. My guess is that the voters are going to have to give them a huge nudge before they stop the fiscal nonsense, including wasting money on hugely overpriced information technology projects.

My invitation to readers to have welfare workers call me about the disastrous CalWIN project didn’t dredge up anything. That’s a shame. I realize they’re scared but the process of cleaning up government has to start somewhere. So the invitation door is still open.

In upcoming columns, rather than focus on all the sheer idiocy that has gone on in the past with respect to state and county IT projects, let’s look primarily to the future and see what could be done to improve government efficiency and cut IT costs in this marvelous age of computers.

I have seen information recently, both in newspapers and elsewhere, about possibly upcoming state and/or county IT projects and some that are failing miserably but the sponsoring agencies don’t want to admit it because they don’t want to look like fools. What could be done to process their data without draining taxpayer wallets?

Let’s look at some problems and how to go about fixing them. First is the problem of computer software writing knowledge or the lack of it by those in charge. A recent Sacramento Bee article about a state agency having computer problems with unfortunate impact on a huge number of citizens drew a pretty fair number of on-line comments. Someone commented about it being ridiculous that an IT project to manage the data had gone nowhere in 7 years. I agreed and noted that good software could be written very quickly.

One writer, who works for the state in the IT field, was positive I was wrong when I stated I had written, in a short (total code writing) time, a specialized application with over 400,000 lines of code to control data calculations, and the code doesn’t have a single error in it, making it clear that good specialized applications could be developed quickly for the state and counties. He absolutely “knew” the code had to have at least some errors in it.

Remember what I pointed out when writing a series about the CalWIN project disaster? As Will Rogers once said, 

“It’s not the things we don’t know that get us into trouble. It’s the things we know that just ain’t so.”

The commenter figured out who I was from the clues I dropped and I invited him to contact me privately and even take a look at the software (see www.rcpsoftware.com) we had discussed. I invited him to look it over to his heart’s delight and show me all the bugs (i.e. calculation errors caused by coding errors) he was sure had to be there. I’m hoping he’ll take me up on that offer so he can update his knowledge on the subject.

One of the largest impediments to upgrading of county and state computer handling of data is the lack of knowledge by their IT personnel about modern software and how to write it. As I have pointed out previously in my columns, there are numerous types of skills related to information technology. Some folks build computers. Some people manage networks. Others fix problems such as when Wanda Worker accidentally spills coffee on her computer keyboard. It’s necessary to have people who can handle passwords and access, manage data backup and storage, monitor security, and various other tasks. Writing software is a separate skill. 

Just like all doctors can’t perform open heart surgery, all IT people can’t write modern software. Not only can they not write it, they can’t even make intelligent recommendations to non-techie managers about how to go about acquiring specialized software or how to go about specifying (properly) to programmers what they need. But they poke their noses into it anyway, and since the non-techie managers often rely on “our IT people” for everything that has to do with the computer in front of them which they don’t understand at all, this communication of misinformation is the genesis of many, many problems related to obtaining specialized software.

While I don’t mean to overly pick on the commenter to the Sac Bee article, he typifies what is wrong in an important sector of the IT community. He was also absolutely positive that such a large quantity of code could not be written in just a few weeks. Again, he is absolutely wrong but Will Rogers would have understood the phenomenon.

In order to break the cycle of non-techie managers relying on IT personnel who do not have modern software writing skills, it will be necessary either for those IT people to realize what they can and can’t do and openly admit what fields they are not qualified in, and/or it will be necessary for a wide range of managers to look at what can be done and then be careful in the future not to rely on software advice from IT personnel who do not have the pertinent knowledge.

In that regard, I think I see a RAY of hope on the horizon. I will explain more later but I think the political landscape is finally changing.
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123 – Talk To The Line Workers

Last month we looked at the first problem state and county agencies (which include the courts) have in acquiring good specialty software to handle their data – lack of knowledge about how to write modern software and the problem of relying on people who think they know what requirements to specify for new specialty software but don’t. Now let’s look at how managers should acquire specialized software – what to avoid and what to do.

The first thing to realize is that the software is going to be primarily used by line workers. It’s the line workers dealing with the public, or dealing with other agencies, or dealing with government employees in other offices or systems, who are going to be using the software the vast majority of the time. If you want to make a government operation more efficient and more accurate, you need to assist those line workers. Programmers therefore must talk first to the line workers.

When a database is going to be written to or accessed by a wide variety of people, there are some important considerations to keep in mind. Many who design government computerization projects ignore these considerations, or don’t realize the critical importance of them, or at least don’t know how to handle them, resulting in wasted personnel time as well as other problems.

One problem that pops up repeatedly when a project “goes live” is the confused/slowed-down worker problem. There are at least three common sources for the problem: (1) The software is not user-friendly; (2) The software is way too slow; (3) The software is laden with bugs. People in charge who should have used their common sense and avoided the problem now have a million excuses. “The workers just need more training.” Here’s another common one: “It’s normal to expect some bugs and problems and we’ll get them fixed. All software has some bugs.” Or, “It’ll just take some time for people to get up to speed.”

The poor worker is caught in the middle. Wanda Worker is blamed for not being bright enough to use the software. Wanda Worker is given more training but it makes almost no difference at all. Wanda Worker may quit, in tears, and away goes a worker who is experienced with the business process and has to be replaced by a new person. And then that person can’t make anything work right either because the worker isn’t the problem.

Sound familiar? It ought to sound familiar to Sacramento County but that county lacks good leadership so it’s a fair bet the problem will continue there for the foreseeable future.

Let’s look at a snapshot moment in the confused worker’s daily life. Something isn’t working right. Can the problem be isolated and fixed? Well, with poor software that is bug-laden, you can’t isolate the worker as being the problem because there is the strong possibility that it’s all or mostly in the software. As with any logic problem containing two or more dependent variables, the difficulty in isolating the error (or errors plural) goes up exponentially as the number of coding errors increases. 

The fundamental answer to this is to be able to isolate the problem to one variable. And the answer to that in this situation is to have specialty software with no bugs in it.

I can just see all the “experts” that counties and the state typically rely on rising to their feet in a chorus and saying, “Mr. Power, you just don’t understand. All software has bugs in it. Our studies show that there are ‘x’ number of errors per thousand lines of code ….. Da de da.” Baloney! Specialty software can be written with absolutely no coding errors.

Don’t think that’s possible if there are hundreds of thousands of lines of code that direct calculations and/or other operations? Care to make a bet on that? I’ve got some software like that right here on the computer on which I’m writing this column. I wrote that specialty software. No bugs.

County supervisors and state officials, both political and bureaucratic, need to test propositions and arguments put to them concerning IT. They need to stop assuming that their in-house IT people know how to write modern software and can therefore give them intelligent advice on the subject.

What is a “bug” anyway? Well it’s a code execution error of some type. The error might cause a miscalculation. Or perhaps something is supposed to happen like production of a search result, or a sorting of data, or just copying of something. But it doesn’t. The calculation isn’t made. Or the result is wrong. Or you click on something and nothing happens. Or your computer freezes up. You know the drill. And it isn’t pleasant.

In a government situation, with lots of data being processed, the miscalculation problem can wind up being the huge sleeper problem. Out go millions of dollars, and then, “Oh $#@!, the amounts are wrong!” LOL when it comes to getting that money back.

Assuming you start from a platform base that works okay, it’s then up to the specialty software to take it from there and do the data management that is peculiarly applicable to your daily work. If the software has no bugs, then problems can be localized to the operator. And, when software has no bugs, it’s amazing how the number of “problems” shrinks to almost nothing.

Something that should get the attention of those who care about costs is: Software with no bugs + software that is easy to use = few calls for help. Few calls for help means a huge cost savings in help desk personnel. Calls for help also slow down workers in accomplishing the task in front of them. Sometimes incredibly, as in stopped dead in their tracks. 

And when it comes to both slowdowns from problems and slowdowns from the software just being slow, here’s something to keep in mind until the next column: 

If the worker’s brain can work way faster than the software can react and produce the desired result, you have a huge inefficiency problem.
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124 – I Can Hear The Chickens Clucking

In previous columns I have pointed out the disgusting waste of taxpayer dollars on incredibly overpriced, highly lobbied information technology projects that go to and remain with those who can best grease the palms of lobbyists and our political leaders. 

I have been very busy with my law practice recently so I haven’t been writing much about technology developments. But I did take a little time out recently to write some software updates to some complex software I initially created several years ago. It didn’t take years, months, or even weeks. I didn’t have that much time available. The software works perfectly.

And take careful note that my RCP Software customers are all satisfied. Legislators, are you listening? Taxpayers? One customer called recently to tell me how ecstatic his league members were with the special software I wrote to handle special pairings of high and low average bowlers. They had just bowled their sweeper and the computations were instantaneous as well as accurate in scoring a unique type of event.

If you are a disgusted taxpayer, look at www.rcpsoftware.com and do not under any circumstances believe for even one second the nonsense you hear spouted to our political leaders that excellent, powerful, easy-to-use software has to have bugs, has to cost a lot, and has to take a long time to write. Absolute nonsense! Some of the software there has more complexity than would be required for software to handle the data for many state agencies. Hundreds of thousands of lines of code. And it has no bugs. Not one. Zero. Zip. Nada.
I was busily finishing reading an appellate record and then I saw the Sacramento Bee articles quoting people such as former legislator Sheila Kuehl trying to explain to us poor fools (as she sits on a totally useless board drawing a six figure salary for doing virtually nothing) how all the waste has been cut in state government years ago. That was enough to make the hair on the back of my neck bristle. I stopped reading that appellate record and wrote this column.

Sheila Kuehl, you are the face of what is oh so very, very wrong with our state government. You remind me of the trigger for the French Revolution. “Let them eat cake!” Maybe it’s time for a little revolution here where we use an initiative to terminate the current Legislature and replace it with a unicameral legislative body with seating determined on a proportional basis so the taxpayers can have a voice and kick the useless, bickering Republicans and Democrats out into the hallway where they belong. Recent polls strongly indicate that non-partisan, disgusted citizens focused on fiscal sanity would instantly become the largest or second largest group in such a legislative reorganization.

Ms. Kuehl, this state has thrown away money and continues to do so in such prodigious amounts that it’s hard to even add it all up. I’m just going to focus on the multi-billion dollar waste on IT projects but the best mental picture I can draw of the prevalence of waste in our state budget is that looking through it is like walking through a sewer. The waste flows all around you as you tiptoe through the crud.

In recent years (according to a fairly recent Senate Budget Committee statement) this state spends a little less than $2 Billion per year on IT projects. Can’t find any waste Ms. Kuehl? It’s staring you smack in the face. You could drown in it. My suspicion is that even if someone shoved your face in it you would refuse to open your eyes and look. If you don’t look and thus don’t see it, it’s not there, right? Most of these huge IT projects fail. Many produce horrible, useless software. Some cost as much as 100 to 500 times what they should cost. I know of one that has devoured almost a billion taxpayer dollars and still doesn’t work worth spit.

This has gone on for years and has resisted all logical efforts to stop it. God knows I have tried. Senator Cox and Assemblyman Gaines (my representatives in the Legislature) refused to even look at the problem. When the Sacramento County Board of Supervisors was getting a torrent of complaints about a software project they were financing with tens of millions of taxpayer dollars, they refused to look at any explanation of what was wrong or what to do. They are still wasting money on it.
This state has spent money on these IT projects (as well as myriad other pork barrel projects) like drunken sailors. Now the economy is in trouble. The seemingly endless supply of money sucked out of taxpayers has dried up. Legislators can’t continue to finance what is a high priority to them – the pork barrel project rewards for big contributors – as well as all that low priority stuff like ordinary state services, and the chickens are now coming home to roost. I can hear them clucking now.

I have heard a lot of blame for budget problems being heaped on line level government workers, often union members, but they are not to blame. As a matter of fact I am aware that some would similarly like to stop waste on pork barrel projects like huge, lobbied, nonsensical IT projects, but are afraid to speak out due to threatened job loss if they do. While it may be necessary to make small cuts across the board, the biggest budget problem is sheer waste.

If you are mad as hell about all the waste and all the corruption, pass this column around. Make copies. Tell other disgusted voters to bombard their legislators with demands to stop this waste. Melt the phone lines. And ultimately I think depending on Democrats or Republicans is hopeless. If you’re politically inclined, organize! The French threw out their abusers. 
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125 – De$perate Time$

As the budget battles continue in Sacramento, and with no end in sight, I note that little mention has been made by politicians about eliminating pork barrel projects such as overpriced IT projects. A recent survey showed there are state IT projects underway costing of total of $34.5 Billion! That means billions of dollars each budget year. This is absurd beyond all belief as the state controller has to issue IOUs and California has become the laughing stock of the world as the state throws away money as fast as it can while the bank account is dwindling down to pennies. 

I’m writing this column the day after the anniversary of Bastille Day, July 14, 1789. Maybe it’s time for the citizens of California to finally organize and throw out the Republican and Democrat children running this state, along with all of their special interests. I haven’t seen a third party – focused on fiscal common sense – organize yet but there’s always hope.

But some people here and there, both inside and outside the political arena, are starting to ask some questions about spending. People holding the purse strings are finally starting to ask a certain type of question. Is there a cheaper way to do such and such? Well, when it comes to government IT projects, the answer is almost always yes. Usually it’s HELL YES!!!

Although I always hold out hope, it’s a shame that my two representatives in the Legislature – Senator Dave Cox and Assemblyman Ted Gaines – have declined so far to take a look at what could be done to save taxpayers staggering amounts of money. Perhaps their thinking was just pre-oriented in a particular fashion and with further explanations they would come to understand that there are incredibly cheaper solutions to data management problems. Perhaps in these desperate times, each of these two gentlemen will reconsider their positions and decide to work on behalf of the taxpayers. 

I have sat in both of their offices. I offered to help. I could help. They know who I am. It’s up to them to decide whether to let me help or to instead pay attention to special interests who are misinforming them as taxpayers seethe.

I noted the mention by another Daily Recorder/Daily Journal columnist about rumors that some judges of the Sacramento County Superior Court are questioning the silly CCMS (Court Case Management System) project. And they should. Again, I hold out hope that they will take an active role in both helping taxpayers and helping the court system. People would listen to them if they suggested taking a look at alternatives.

The technological outcome of that CCMS silliness was 100% predictable. It has not worked worth spit anywhere it has been tried. It is a technological joke from the ground up.

In spite of that, good court case management software could be created easily and quickly. And did I mention cheaply? I mean really cheaply. I’m hoping that some of the judges and others involved will contact me and ask for a demonstration of how software to manage cases could be constructed quickly and inexpensively. 

Court personnel are being laid off in order to preserve funds for CCMS and to maintain the junk already created and that is just plain wrong. The Alameda County criminal justice system (where I grew up and used to work) is being trashed while wheelbarrows full of money are being dumped into the laps of lobbying vendors.

What could be done? I mean just what is possible right now? Well, for starters we could link the following justice system agencies statewide with a system employing a common data format identifying persons, cases, etc.: Appellate Courts, Attorney General, CDCR, CHP, Court Clerks, District Attorneys, Police Departments, Private Defense Counsel, Probation, Public Defenders, Sheriffs, State Public Defender, and probably a few more I may have overlooked at the moment. 

The players could easily enter and exchange data, using common data engines that are openly available. The system would look entirely different from the clumsy systems now being foisted on government, the taxpayers, and the citizens by lobbying vendors. A sheriff’s deputy or his dispatcher in Riverside County could access data created by the California Department of Corrections & Rehabilitation in real time while a deputy is facing down a suspect on a street. A police officer in Redding could see data entered by the court system in Alameda County to learn of the criminal history of a person of interest in an investigation.

The front-end software would be simple enough to use that most people in the involved agencies could learn the basics in a few minutes. The software could run on Windows PCs purchased over the telephone from Dell or HP or bought at Sam’s, Costco, or Fry’s, or Wal-Mart, or Office Depot, or ….

Think I’m kidding? Challenge me! For God’s sake, challenge me unless you like throwing your tax money away!

The present system for throwing away public money on foolish IT projects has to be challenged and stopped. It continues on because of lobbying, ignorance, and just plain inertia. The lifeblood of a world of never-ending IT projects is the proprietary system. Proprietary formats. Now there’s the key to insuring that the gravy train will never end! Make sure that no one else can easily use the data your system creates and then try to insist on an additional project just to mate the disparate, incompatible systems. 

Does that sound ridiculously foolish? Well, that’s exactly what has been proposed and now partially implemented in the world of never-ending projects to manage welfare data. The total wasted is already into the billions. Wasted on awkward and bug-laden software to access and manipulate data when easy to use, bug-free software probably could have been designed for less than a million. And that type of situation exists all through California government agencies.

Next month we will look at the technical problems related to using incompatible proprietary systems.
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126 – Educating Our Leaders About IT – Part 1

Last month I pointed out the general problem of many pork barrel IT projects draining taxpayers’ wallets and causing huge budget problems. Poor IT projects can also cause severe operational problems in government, including possibly fouling up case management in our court system. The latter is a potentially extremely serious problem and one that is breathing down our necks right now. Our court system is on the verge of taking over the lead for having the most expensive, totally fouled up IT project in California history. 

We cannot afford to have a boondoggle IT project that fouls up the administration of justice at the superior court level. Society cannot afford it, in addition to the totally unjustifiable dollar cost (over a BILLION dollars) that has been quoted. The problem is totally avoidable.

In order to cut down on incredible waste and to improve the operation of various governmental operations, I think a key factor is to get our leaders, and to some extent their subordinates, in various parts of California government gradually educated about information technology in general, and about projects to create and use IT to help with the government’s business. If leaders have at least some accurate knowledge as to what things should reasonably cost, how long it should take to create IT tools to help their business processes, how to use prototypes, how and how not to pay vendors, what to reasonably expect of software when it is “right out of the box,” and what to avoid at all costs, then they will be well on the way to avoiding the vast majority of the problems that have plagued one IT project after another in California government.

I invite leaders to test every single proposition I set forth in this series of articles. To those leaders I will say now, “Don’t believe what I’m saying? Don’t just roll your eyes. Demand a demonstration.” My e-mail address and phone number are at the end of each column. Look at what is possible. Then believe your own eyes.

Software is at the heart of all these IT projects. Creating the software isn’t everything, but it’s way over 90% of the total task in importance. And yet, ironically, creation of the software should cost only a small fraction of the total cost to get most IT projects up and running simply because many government computers need to be updated to some extent and hardware can cost a fair amount. The relative cost percentage distribution in a properly run IT project depends hugely on the current status of the hardware since creation of specialty application software should be very reasonably priced.

The typical government IT project involves way over 90% of the money going into vendors’ pockets while it should be the other way around, with the total cost of the software and overall design being a tiny fraction of the total cost and most of the money going into hardware. The total cost could often be reduced to a small percentage of prices typically quoted by vendors.

It is often entirely possible for the software creation portion to cost less then 5% of the total cost. Sometimes less then 1%! I’m not kidding. I’m as serious as a heart attack.

I know this flies in the face of all the conventional “wisdom” out there but the beginning of the end to government IT boondoggles will come when one or more brave politicians decides to test what I am saying, calls me up in regard to some IT project they have going or one would like to do, and says, “Show me!”

It is possible to write software for many government business processes in a matter of weeks and it certainly is possible to write in a short time a working prototype to demonstrate what the fleshed-out software will be like. Government leaders have been trained by the IT industry and their lobbyists to think years when they should be thinking days or weeks. Writing a prototype over a weekend is entirely possible in many cases.

It was hard for many people, including physicists, to accept that something heavier than air could fly. Then they saw it was true. Then most believed, although there were still some people “proving” on paper, with their fancy equations, that it wasn’t possible.

Seeing is believing and the first step is for our leaders to look at examples of what could be done, even if only on a small scale for starters. 

While we have had no brave leaders look yet, in the meantime, while I’m waiting as fast as I can, I will attempt to educate them via this column, which I hope will be handed around to anyone in government who has a need for some computerization to facilitate their day-to-day work. It’s time to at least get them thinking in a new vein.

As I indicated last month, I am going to provide some education about the problems associated with purchasing software written in proprietary formats which often paints government operations into a corner, fueling an endless series of boondoggle IT projects, causing operational problems, and guaranteeing that the money drain will never end. We will also look at some examples that I will put up on my Web site (www.rcpsoftware.com) for you to try out. And we will examine how outsourcing of government IT projects has been mishandled and has caused not only unjustifiable cost, but also totally unnecessary misery for government IT workers. We will also look at possibilities based on interchangeable data. But first, as they say on the Channel 13 news, let’s look next month at how our leaders typically select vendors for IT projects and why their methods lead to such incredible, but totally avoidable, disasters, time after time after time.
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127 – Educating Our Leaders About IT – Part 2

It’s Time To Play Pick A Vendor

This is the second part of a series on how government typically spends (your) money on IT projects, what’s wrong with the current approach, and what needs to be changed.

As you read these columns, if you check with your local “IT person” about what I’m saying, you’re probably going to hear comments to the effect that I have it all wrong, particularly if you work in government. And that things I’m suggesting won’t work. You’ll likely hear, “They can’t work.” The “experts” all disagree with me. Fine.

Then put on your common sense hat for a moment. It doesn’t matter that you don’t have extensive knowledge about computers. You do have a dose of common sense, right? Use it.

Forget about all the conventional wisdom and what all those “experts” tell you must be done and must not be done when writing software for government. Ask yourself, if all those “experts” who are spending billions of your taxpayer dollars on “huge” IT projects are so right, then why do they continually come up with software that is impossible for the average government worker to use effectively, is often missing necessary or at least important functions, is often so slow you could take a nap while it computes, makes mistakes by the thousands, and still costs tens or hundreds of millions of your taxpayer dollars? 

Software by RCP Software is easy for the average person to use, works fast, handles the task at hand, makes no mistakes, and has prices like $39.95, $79.95, or $129.95. But the “experts” are regularly telling your government leaders to ignore all that. And I’m not the only one who has written easy to use specialty software that just plain works.

Don’t get bogged down in collateral discussions about matching new software to some RFP (request for proposal) or some government list of technical requirements. Have you considered the possibility that many of those RFPs and the “requirements” in them are themselves a huge part of the problem with government IT projects?

Listen politely as people throwing your money away tell you they have talked to their IT people who say everything I’m saying is wrong. Listen politely as the IT people tell you all about the technical requirements and use a bunch of technical terms to baffle you like transactions per second, data conversions, interfacing, SQL queries, etc. 

Smile calmly, then let your common sense kick in. It’s telling you there must be something wrong, even if you can’t describe it in technical terms. Failure, after failure, after failure can’t be right. 

If the ship sinks every time you put it into water, there must be something wrong. If a nearby ship floats every time, examine the differences.

Even if you don’t know why it’s true (and I will put off the technical explanations until later because there’s no point in devolving into arguments about all that now and getting sidetracked while billions are being wasted), these failures are based on the use of outdated concepts and knowledge combined with widespread, profound inability of the people involved to write software code that is both accurate and useful. There are several concepts central to almost all of these failed projects that are profoundly off-base. But commonly worshipped.

I will state here the problems and what I believe are the correct principles/concepts, then move on. Stay out of any arguments about them. Reserve your judgment. Just listen and note who is saying what because, when it comes time later to downsize government even more, it may be useful to know which people still cling to outdated concepts. Continuing to pay these employees with taxpayer dollars is not wise. Here are what I believe are the correct concepts/principles when it comes to creating specialized software applications for government:

1. Centralized computing (from 1960’s/1970’s) is not necessary and often unwise today. Distributed computing is often the correct solution, and has many variations that can be effective.

2. Interfacing with legacy systems is not necessary and always unwise. You may need legacy access initially, but only on a temporary work-around basis.

3. Using multiple code writers as primary coders on any continuous or overlapping code streams or sequences is often extremely unwise.

4. Business process/function descriptions should come from intended daily users of the software, not IT people. They should be in plain English and often oral. Code writers should always talk to the workers when designing software. Alpha and beta testers must be workers, not geeks.

5. Local IT people should have minimal if any participation in software design. They should be instructed how to maintain modern software after it is provided.

6. Front-ends are far more important than back-ends.

7. Work should start at the front-end, not the back-end.

8. It is critical to use the appropriate functionality type (of software) when employing software to assist a business process.

9. RFPs are often unwise for IT projects, rarely necessary, and should never contain technical requirements unless the RFP writer has personal, demonstrated (by prototype) knowledge of how to write software that will actually work.

10. Government should never, ever pay one nickel for any software development until at least a prototype has passed usability testing by intended end-users, and should never make any progress payments until each build has passed functionality testing with zero or very near zero errors.

Okay, so you’re a government leader. You need some computerization to manage a mound of data collecting on thousands of tons of paper sitting around on desks and filling filing cabinets in far-flung offices. What you need isn’t available off-the-shelf. It’s time to see what can be done with computers. It’s time to play “Pick A Vendor.” So let’s get the game started.

First, which is more important when asking an IT vendor what they can do for you? Their prior participation in large government projects or their prior writing of successful code? Think about that and we’ll explore it next month.
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128 – Educating Our Leaders About IT – Part 3


Enough is enough. It’s time to stop being polite with political leaders who throw away your money on foolish, hugely expensive IT projects when better software could be written quickly for a pittance. Various people have suggested I try to work nicely with political leaders and help them with IT. I should educate them. Then they will shift gears and stop wasting money.

So I tried. I got nowhere. Others have tried to smooth the pathways to the inner political circles. That got nowhere also.


Our state and county governments are no longer the servants of the people. That lofty dream died a long time ago. Only those who lobby with gifts and money are allowed to provide input to government. 

Lobbying, corruption, and ignorance concerning IT, combined with outright refusals to even look at alternative approaches, have led to one computer project disaster after another. These foolish projects have drained BILLIONS of taxpayer dollars from the public trough. And the same foolish politicians who throw this money away then have the audacity to publicly complain that they don’t have enough money to pay government employees to do important tasks.

Many of these IT disasters have multiple features in common. All of these common problems are easily avoided with well-written software. I have yet to see a collection of government data that couldn’t be handled well by computers you could buy on the phone from Dell or HP. And they could do it with specialty software that could be created lickety-split for a pittance.

Hello, this is 2009, not 1969! The world of centralized computing, COBOL, FORTRAN, etc. is ancient history. A modern laptop PC has more computing power than a 1970’s computer occupying a whole square block. Modern file formats aren’t anything like those of yesteryear. They bear no relationship to each other and cannot be cross-connected although some fools try. It doesn’t take an army of programmers working for months or years to create specialty software to handle specialized data. Modern software, created quickly with modern tools, can run rings around stuff from the dawn of the computer age.

I recently learned of two more IT disasters that I guess just put me over the top. The first is CalPADS, some state-mandated system cooked up by the Department of Education. A recent newspaper article pointed out that CalPADS failed within a couple of days of going live. School districts are supposed to input data on their students so that they can keep track of their achievements, etc. and if students move to another school district, the data can be available to the new school district. 

I asked a couple of people who had contact with CalPADS but no one had any idea how much this boondoggle had cost. They didn’t know the file format, who had written the software, or much of anything about it. Some people I talked to made it clear they have different systems in their districts already so transferring data from their system to the state’s is going to take a long, long time. And some indicated they are still going to maintain their local systems. So this is going to result in people being reassigned from other jobs to full-time CalPADS-related work. 

Jeez!!! Didn’t anyone think about that in advance? And I’d be willing to bet CalPADS cost tens or maybe even hundreds of millions of your taxpayer dollars. 

The second item was described in an October 16th Sacramento Bee article reporting that although a federal judge in Oakland (Claudia Wilken) issued a TRO blocking state officials from sending out mandatory 10-day advance notices that recipients of IHSS funds are going to see outright cuts or reductions due to budget cuts, it won’t do any good. The cuts and reductions will still be reflected in November checks because the state can’t reprogram computers in time. They earlier spent weeks reprogramming the computers to reduce amounts and/or cut people out, reflecting budget cuts. Mind you, someone pointed out that the caregivers won’t be submitting time cards until November 15th. 

This is first of all a classic example of the powerlessness of judges to order that the impossible be done. Judge Wilken might just as well order that disabled people requiring in-home support services get up out of wheelchairs and start dancing. The idiots in state government painted themselves into a corner. Now the judge quite reasonably wants them to get out of that corner without upsetting the paint job, and by the way, they’re supposed to restore the former color and texture. And complete the job right now. Might as well order them to sprout wings and fly out of the corner. 
Compare http://www.cclponline.org/pubfiles/CBMSFinalStipandSettlementOrder.pdf and http://cbs4denver.com/local/Colorado.Food.Stamps.2.1026603.html.
Second, the design of the software involved in these situations is commonly so incredibly foolish that formulas can’t be changed quickly to accommodate changes in budgets or laws. Conditions, budget requirements, laws, rules and regulations, and policies change. Software has to be flexible and amenable to being changed quickly or it’s going to be an impediment instead of a help. 

And well-written software can be modified quickly. But not this junk. And this is not the first wildly stupid IT disaster fostered by the Department of Social Services. Look carefully at what the state is saying. It will take weeks to reprogram. Good software that is flexible could be written in less time than that. 

Each time something like this comes up, remind yourself that programming time is not free. Each modification will cost more than well-written software would have cost. Money will be diverted each time from the social program involved to the lobbying IT vendors who created the disaster in the first place. Formulas can be modified in well-written software extremely quickly. Depending on the situation, the required time might range from minutes to hours to a few days.

Now mind you, it’s not the judge that’s wrong here. She’s understandably trying to correct a huge problem by applying a legal remedy. It just isn’t the answer.

Daily Recorder 129 for early November 2009

129 – Educating Our Leaders About IT – Part 4

The material for discussion of foolish state government IT projects that are draining taxpayers’ wallets just keeps coming so thick and fast I can’t keep up with it. Now the big one in the news is the Court Case Management System (CCMS), which is the pet project of the Administrative Office of the Courts. On Wednesday, October 28th, the Assembly Committee on Accountability & Administrative Review held a hearing on the AOC’s budget, and a lot of that focused on CCMS. 

The hearing was moved to a larger room than originally scheduled. It still overflowed into the hallway. It totally overran the allotted time, running right through lunch and well into the afternoon, non-stop. I’m sure glad I got there early to get a seat inside. A wide array of interests were represented in the audience and rightly so. Public commenters were legion and thus limited to two minutes apiece.

What led to all this is that the AOC, without any oversight by the Legislature (because the AOC hides everything inside a single huge line item in their budget), rearranged its budget internally to shift tons of money to their pet CCMS project, taking funds away from other judicial branch functions. They decided it was more important to throw money into CCMS than to keep valuable employees or keep the courts open all the time. Not surprisingly, a huge array of people disagree with that.

The remarks by Judge Gilliard from Sacramento County Superior Court about the greater importance of keeping the courts open brought applause from the audience. Right on, Judge Gilliard!

Various scheduled presenters took one side or the other, talking about policies, the need for replacing aging computer systems, the need for uniformity in data management, etc. All of these ideas are fine as policy matters, and I agree with Justice Chin that something needs to be done and we need to have uniformity. However – and here comes the big kicker – CCMS is not the way to go. It is sounding more and more like a contender for the most foolish expenditure of public funds on an IT project in the history of the State of California, and there have already been a whole pile of serious contenders for that title.

What stunned me about the overall remarks by the various scheduled presenters – and there were a pile of ‘em – is that none of them intelligently discussed the technology considerations. I mean none of them. Most of the presenters glossed right over the technology. At least to me, the import of that was just mind-boggling. Here was an IT project which, if the AOC folks have their way, will inhale public money at a rate that would make Bernie Madoff envious and with no end in sight. And yet no one was intelligently discussing the technology considerations.

Several of the Assemblypersons on the panel kept asking about the total cost and getting vague, conflicting, and “I don’t know” answers which apparently alarmed them, and rightly so. The amounts ranged around in the billion+ range and varied around by hundreds of millions of dollars. When Assemblypersons asked about some items, it became apparent no one had even considered the cost of those items. I mean, they’re just little, insignificant parts, right? Absolutely dead wrong.

The amount that could be spent attempting to do some of the things that were discussed is limitless, primarily because some of the technology matters glossed over are impossible. Others are outrageously impractical. If taxpayers were to pour funds into this bottomless pit, listening to the endless promises they will hear about “We’re working on those problems” and “Yes, there are problems, but we have them under control” etc., and just funding all the endless future requests that will surely be forthcoming, this could cost BILLIONS before the reality sinks in.

I resisted the urge several times to stand up and shout, “No! That’s impossible!” One lady from the AOC, who stepped forward from the audience to explain something that a panel member had asked about, glossed right over matters like interfacing between computers and systems created 25, or 30, or maybe even 35 years apart. She was just going to let all those nice local folks take care of this minor problem. My immediate thoughts were along the lines of “Oh, my God!” 

Attempts to interface this software with local systems could devour an amount of money that would make the cost of the so-called basic project look like chump change. There is a technological answer to this problem but what I heard being so casually mentioned is definitely not it.

The reason CCMS has devoured so much money and still doesn’t work worth spit is the underlying technology. What I witnessed was a sea of ignorance about the technology considerations. I kept suppressing the desire to stand up and loudly demand that people focus on the technology problems, addressing publicly each and every one of the technology issues that would be involved. 

While it was seemingly lost on everyone in that hearing room but me, the only representative test county (and then only to the extent of the core court project portion) for the full contemplated project was Sacramento County, and the court personnel from that county certainly don’t have any love for CCMS. That is apparently the only county utilizing a remote server architecture. The significance of that and several other technology matters that were not discussed openly is important.

There are a pile of technological problems with the CCMS plan and the vendor has a bad history, apparently not well known to many in that hearing room. If this is not stopped, it will easily take the lead for the costliest, dumbest IT project in state history. 
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130 – Educating Our Leaders About IT – Part 5

Did you watch Channel 13 News at 10:00 p.m. on Nov. 12 about CalWIN? Curious about the dollar figures and how they could get so big? Go to the Sacramento County Board of Supervisors Web site. Listen to the video of their public meeting on September 29. 

Note the crying about how they’re short of money, need to cut employees and services, and can’t even afford to fully staff the crime lab. And note how Bruce Wagstaff (head of the Department of Human Assistance) and the supervisors talk about things like cutting emergency housing for the homeless during the upcoming winter, one of Wagstaff’s own DHA programs. 

But then note item #10 on the board’s Consent (i.e. not to be discussed) Calendar. DHA is throwing away $15+ Million more of county money to maintain CalWIN software. Actually, the total added amount they and others elsewhere are committing the taxpayers to is $142,117,626. After all reimbursements (supplied of course by you in your federal and state taxpayer roles), the county’s net drain from the county’s General Fund is $707,243. 

Note: vendor maintenance cost should be virtually nothing.

Now read the supporting materials. Click on item #10. Then, in the little window to the right, click on the second item down. That takes you to a description of the contract extension. Obviously the supervisors are aware there are some mistakes in the code because the part under “Measures/Evaluation” contains the language: “EDS will continue to meet industry standards that allow no more than two defects per one thousand lines of code.” 

Industry standard? Maybe that’s the standard for lobbying vendors who take advantage of gullible, technologically ignorant politicians who bury their heads in the sand and refuse to get educated but it’s sure as heck not my standard. I have written specialty software with no mistakes in over 400,000 lines of code so I guess our standards are just a tad different.

Let’s apply that “standard” to the real world. It would mean the Sacramento County Board of Supervisors, if they had contracted for the creation of software like SweeperScore Pro 3.7, would have been happy if it had no more than about 800 mistakes. Are you kidding me? It contains zero mistakes in the coding and I would be embarrassed if it was found to contain even a handful of mistakes. How well do you think it would work if it had 800 coding errors?

And an EDS spokesman (you can hear him in a video of an earlier BOS meeting) bragged to the board about how CalWIN contains 30,000,000 lines of code. Let’s see now. That would be 30,000 units of 1,000 lines of code each. So at 2 bloopers per unit, it’s okay with the Sacramento supervisors if the code has no more than 60,000 mistakes. You have got to be kidding. 

But now, if you go back and look at the videos of welfare workers complaining to the Sacramento County Board of Supervisors on July 26, 2005, and later about how the CalWIN software is a nightmare to work with, you begin to understand why.

Would you buy software if the packaging said, 

“This software may have up to 60,000 errors in the coding. But don’t worry about that. Our friends in the industry – basically all those other companies who have supplied fouled up software to gullible government officials – say that’s okay. And besides, it’s the best we can do. Get used to it.” 

Maybe you wouldn’t but the Sacramento County Board of Supervisors would. To me, this decision to accept software that likely contains a vast number of coding errors seems irrational. In a later column we will explore a possible explanation (dysrationalia) as to why otherwise intelligent people might make such irrational choices.

And pressing on …..

We all have our areas of expertise. Lawyers even have specialties. Some are real experts on certain areas of law, from criminal appeals to civil rights cases involving welfare. Sometimes they forget that they know law but should rely on others when they start to venture into areas where they are essentially clueless. Like computer software.

In a prior month, as an example of waste of public money on IT projects, I mentioned the federal lawsuit heading toward a technology problem clash. The lawsuit was brought to stop the state from making changes in eligibility and compensation rates for In-Home Supportive Services cases. But the state ordered the changes made anyway in the data management software (CMIPS). This Northern District federal case is docket #CV 09-04668 CW. 

The IHSS providers are helpers for folks partially disabled in some manner and who need someone to help them with various tasks from shopping to managing money. I have a very warm spot in my heart for this kind of help, for very personal reasons. So I offered to help the plaintiffs in their quest for the result they desire.

But lawyers can be difficult to help. Ever tried to give advice to a lawyer about something totally outside their legal field?

The state, through the Department Of Social Services, just hauled off and ordered changes made to an ancient EDS computer system known as CMIPS. The changes cut off certain recipients and reduced pay for others’ providers. The folks at DSS and EDS spent about six weeks (and mucho tax $$$) doing it, finishing around Oct. 9, after the lawsuit was already pending. The Oct. 14 TRO came after the horse had left the barn. The state said it would take five weeks to undo the computer software changes. Then came the squabbling and a temporary injunction on the 19th.

Note: Good modern software to handle this data smoothly could probably be written in a week or two.

We’ll come back to this saga later after it gels a little.
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131 – 2010 – A Defining Year?
Well, it’s the end of a year that has certainly seen some big problems in the economy. And mercifully for many, 2009, the last year of the 2000’s will be the end of an era of problems that have plagued American business, including the computer industry which was once thought to be immune. The end of the bottom of the business cycle will play out soon and we will be off once again heading toward prosperity, at least of sorts, albeit probably in a slightly different direction than before.

As we get ready for the resurgence, we need to look at the mistakes of the past decade and vow not to repeat them. And these mistakes have not been limited to the auto industry or the mortgage/real estate industry.

The computer industry will revive and I think with a vengeance. The advent of Windows 7 will likely turn out to be the best tonic in ages. I held off buying a new computer loaded with Windows 7, mainly because of the timing of the release. Buying a new computer in the Christmas season is not the best thing to do. After the holiday craziness has subsided is better. Although I usually go for the latest and greatest, Vista got reviews as just being the latest, and it drew a pass from me and millions of others who wanted to avoid problems. But the initial reviews of Windows 7 have given it two thumbs up. I just picked up a new Dell workstation and will discuss my latest toys next month.

The world of personal computers has literally overtaken the supercomputer world. If used intelligently, a properly equipped mobile computer sitting on a judge’s, clerk’s, or lawyer’s desk, or in a welfare office, or in any government office for that matter can horse around huge amounts of data at blinding speed. We can manage data for court systems easily, instantly accessing data that was created in far-flung locations. Government benefits checks can go out on time. School systems can scrap paper records in favor of electronic ones. But the key here is to use computers correctly. This past decade has seen some of the biggest computer project blunders to ever come down the pike, particularly in the form of state government IT projects. And these blunders have not been limited to California.

California welfare agencies, unemployment agencies, schools, courts, law enforcement and others have before them the opportunity to enter the digital age in a really meaningful way, perhaps partnering with other state and local agencies in a coordinated effort to vastly improve the administration of government. It is time for conserving tax dollars. We need to stop spending money on mere promises and need to test drive software before we purchase it.

Huge spending on IT projects is not necessary due to the tremendously increased possibilities of doing things far better for far less money. Those possibilities have existed for a number of years. After creating good software it would just be a matter of educating the end-users and getting any necessary basic equipment and basic software upgrades into place.

What could we see in the new “teens” decade of the 2010’s? For starters, we could see an integrated justice system with local criminal justice agencies such as sheriffs, police, and prosecutors sharing data with trial courts, appellate courts, public defenders, the California Department of Corrections & Rehabilitation, the Highway Patrol, probation officers, private defense counsel, the Department of Justice and others. And we could include handling data for a wide range of civil matters, from probate to child custody.

Based on the computing power now available, systems for the future would not look anything at all like what government agencies were used to seeing just a few years ago. Many users could operate wirelessly and be mobile. And modern software, correctly designed, is easy to use. 

In the legal area we have seen the demise of most paper law books. I have used Lexis.com, which ushered in the age of on-line electronic research. Westlaw, a late-comer to the game, has essentially caught up. Gone are the California Reporters which filled my bookshelves in the early 1990’s and before.

Our trial courts have languished in the dark ages unfortunately. Trial court records should be all electronic, in modern Microsoft Word and Excel formats. Records going to the appellate courts should be completely electronic and searchable, with many indexing features.

Resistance to the use of modern Microsoft technology has been widespread in the legal profession. I use it because I have found it to be the best products available. I have never been paid by Microsoft to advertise their products. Perhaps that era of resistance will end, of necessity.

I think that before us a defining year dawns. I certainly hope so. Now is the time to get things done right. 
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132 – Why Do State IT Projects Fail?

I’m going to put off discussing my new computer and address a subject of current media interest. Without focusing on any specific IT project, I have seen quite a few state budget-busting IT matters mentioned recently in the Sacramento Bee, and some very prominently. Most of these computer projects could have been done inexpensively in weeks with spectacular results. 

I recently talked to someone on a legislator’s staff after reading a SacBee article on a legislative inquiry into the disastrous results of more government computer foolishness. It was probably the most promising conversation I have had yet with anyone in government concerning computer projects. Time will tell. The person I spoke with sounded very intelligent, even if he started off having common misconceptions about IT projects.

This state is dead flat broke for a number of reasons. One reason is foolish expenditures on “large” computer projects blowing billions of taxpayer dollars. How could this happen time after time after time? In a state that is home to Intel and Silicon Valley? With answers right under legislators’ noses? Easily, if you understand the process that has repeatedly occurred in government.

Politicians don’t understand technology. But they control the money. An IT project is needed. So they turn to people who are described to them as “IT experts” but who in fact have expertise in areas of IT not specifically related to the problem at hand. They ignore those with expertise in the important area or areas, such as writing modern software. The people they rely on for advice give them horrible advice because the advisors don’t understand how to write modern software and often don’t understand how to create modern system architectures that take advantage of recent advances in computer technology. The project is doomed before it ever gets started.

So they wind up with projects that cost millions or billions and don’t work after years of effort. Then come the excuses, shifting of blame, etc. They can’t figure it out. “We got help from IT experts,” they wail. I have looked at several of these projects, including some currently in progress and I can state flatly, without reservation that the folks in charge of the money did NOT get help from appropriate IT experts. 

And these “experts” should have known (and maybe even did know) that they didn’t know how to write modern software or set up a modern system architecture. 

So how could this happen over and over, when software that is more complex than anything required to run any of the state projects that I have looked at works smoothly every time? Why is certain more complex software easy to use, 100% accurate, often extremely powerful, inexpensive, quickly created, and capable of being run on ordinary Windows PCs? Why can’t government do the same thing, when it’s actually pretty easy to do? It all comes back to the failure of the government officials to understand much of the logic involved in creation of a software solution to a data management problem at hand.

I am going to set out some maxims that are demonstrably true but often ignored. Ignoring any of them when creating a software solution for a government agency is extremely dangerous. Ignoring all of them – as routinely occurs – leads to spectacular IT project disasters. Not only are they true, as demonstrated over and over in software I and others have written, but quite a number of people calling themselves “IT experts” will argue against them being true, even though they should know better, and even after the demonstration of their truth is placed squarely in front of them. Here is one set of maxims for starters.

The complexity of software required to handle a task or series of tasks is not necessarily correlated to any of the following:

1. The number of records to be processed

2. The number of users of a system

3. The subject matter of the data

4. The fact that it’s government data

5. The number of dollars to be handled in the government or business process.

For example, very simple software might be required to process a million records or very complex software might be required to process a hundred records. But, even when you have explained this to those in government, and they seem like they are accepting this logic, they immediately fall back onto phrases like “information from all those users” when describing system needs. You can point out the erroneous logic they have just engaged in and some will get it (like I think the fellow I just talked to did) but many will not. The problem is ingrained so deeply that people just subconsciously accept the incorrect premises as correct and automatically reason deductively from them to erroneous conclusions.

And thus we get one state IT project disaster after another. It is costing California taxpayers billions every year. To put the matter bluntly, we, as taxpayers, just can’t afford any more of this. 

So what are the key factors in software complexity, if they’re none of the items listed above? Well, it starts with the concept of functionality. Functions can be simple or complex. Functions are implementations of logic. Computers operate on pure logic. Ultimately, they process zeroes and ones. Computers are nothing more than paperweights without instructions. Firmware and software provide instructions to hardware. 

Want to increase software complexity exponentially? Pile complex functions on top of each other and/or create parallel functional complexity.

Having a lot of simple functionality in a system only increases software complexity mildly. One small set of complex functions can require vastly greater complexity of code than a moderately large series of simple functions.

In closing, processing data for most government agencies is relatively simple. The functions required are rarely complex. The mathematics and logic involved is often really simple, the kind that children in grade school could do on paper if given the formulas involved.
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133 – If It’s New It Should Work But …
I have been remiss recently in not writing columns on computer technology but I was incredibly busy with numerous projects, including writing some advanced data management software. So back to writing about new developments and information that may help you.

A few months back I got a new Windows 7 computer from Dell, having bypassed the Windows Vista operating system because it had so many problems initially, particularly driver problems, which can be critical and crippling to office operations. And then Microsoft kept saying it would have Windows 7 out soon. Vista fixed up, so to speak. So I waited and waited as my Dell Latitude got long in the tooth. 

The delay turned out to be quite a while but I finally dived in a little while after Windows 7 was released. Is Windows 7 ready for prime time? Basically. It depends on your own situation. A lot of my initial experiences with my new computer were a nightmare but I will explain in this column and probably the next column or two about some of the things I learned so that hopefully you can benefit from my experience.

To get this out right up front, almost everything is working okay now and I have a few workarounds in place while waiting for various companies to update their products. So I’m in high gear, and really enjoying my new equipment, including a beautiful 24” widescreen monitor.

One thing I want to mention right up front is that during the process of sorting out what was wrong with the computer/software, or what might be a problem, I ran into someone who has friends that do tech work for the state’s Department of Justice. He told me those techies finally just told DOJ bluntly they weren’t going to support WordPerfect anymore. 

Of course that kind of announcement was probably many years overdue but I know that some lawyers have clung to WordPerfect in spite of the myriad problems it creates and the increasingly wide gap between the WordPerfect technology and current technology. Heck, I used WP in the 1980’s and up until about 1993, when I saw the writing on the walls and switched to Microsoft Word. I did that because Word had the fundamentals right even if it didn’t yet have certain bells and whistles useful in a law practice. Those bells and whistles came out quickly and had the fundamentals right. The contest was all over by 1994.

Every lawyer and judge should know how to run a modern Windows 7 computer. Every lawyer and judge should become reasonably proficient in Microsoft Word, Microsoft Excel, and a few other general productivity applications, at least to the extent of being able to use specialized templates created by geeks like me. Every lawyer should be writing his/her own briefs and pleadings, generating tables of contents and authorities, doing his/her own legal research on-line, and doing other routine tasks by computer.

So …. I got a new computer recently. Got a powerful Dell Precision M6400 portable/laptop workstation. The experience has been interesting. At least that’s one way to describe it. I already knew better than to just immediately transfer all my current documents to the new computer and start working. Boy, was that a good precaution to take!

The problems were of a fairly wide variety. Up front, I found out as soon as I put the disk in the DVD/CD drive to install the software for the optical wireless Microsoft mouse I received from Dell that it wasn’t compatible with the new computer. I got a big warning about that on screen. Turns out, it doesn’t work with Windows 7. So I was relegated temporarily to using the touchpad on the laptop. Turns out the salesperson at Dell probably wasn’t very experienced with Windows 7 computers or high end systems. The Kensington mouse I got from Dell when I called about the problem works just fine.

And then there was the reason I got an expensive M-series computer. I wanted to run three monitors (laptop screen plus two external monitors) with one being quite large. And I wanted a large laptop screen, like 17” or so. The only series of laptop computers that could do all that was the Precision M-series computers. Others don’t have the power required and/or the right type of video card.

So I ordered a 24” widescreen monitor. When I got the computer and large external monitor I looked at the ports on the computer. Hmmm. Only one VGA port. So how was I going to hook up two external monitors? On the phone again. (I had the Dell gold support number memorized pretty quickly.) Turns out the salesman didn’t know about hooking up multiple external monitors either. Tech support told me I needed a port replicator. Those are also known as docking stations. Okay, so I told them to send one out.

To be continued

Daily Recorder 134 for August 2010

134 - If It’s New It Should Work But … (Part 2)
Last month I described some of my initial experiences with my new Dell Precision M6400 portable workstation computer. Things have settled down now but there were a lot of problems initially. Hopefully some of my experiences will point you in the right direction and save you some grief.

After the first round of problems with the incompatible mouse and the lack of a correct interface to multiple monitors were fixed, I started trying things out to make sure everything would work before plunging in and transferring all my work files to the new computer. Then the problems started anew. The Wi-Fi went out. Microsoft Internet Explorer stopped working. The computer didn’t start up correctly. Etc., etc. 

After a lot of calls to Dell gold tech support and attempts to figure out what all was wrong, I was the one who finally pegged the Norton 2009 Internet Security program as being at the center of a lot of the problems. Dell finally agreed with me. So I would caution anyone who gets a new Windows 7 computer with that Norton software preinstalled on it that it may detect a bunch of normal programs as invaders and neutralize them. A later search of Internet chat rooms disclosed that piles of people had similar experiences. Maybe a later version will get it back on track but the specific version I noted above produced a horror story of problems. Avoid it like the plague, particularly if you have a complicated setup like mine.

The Dell tech guy I was talking to this time (by this time I was already up to about a dozen or more help calls) and I wanted to remove the Norton junk that was causing all the problems. But I couldn’t connect wirelessly to my Wi-Fi gateway/router. So I pulled the Ethernet cable out of my printer, shoved it into the network card port, and worked through Dell’s directconnect program with a tech guy. We neutralized Norton. Voila! Things started working right and left. At least I was now connected to the Internet and Microsoft Internet Explorer would now run.

So everything was fixed, right? Not quite. 

I was now on the Internet but I ran into slow browsing, which was particularly apparent when I went into secure sites like Lexis.com. My old computer did just fine but not the new one. This problem not only got past me, it got past all the techies at Dell. I performed a number of experiments and ruled out everything as a cause but the new computer itself or something on it or associated with it. 

So how did I learn the cause and get it fixed? When James Gregory came out from Unisys (under contract with Dell) to replace the motherboard, because it appeared that was not operating correctly. Dell thought there might be some networking problems on the motherboard. But, as we learned, the motherboard probably was okay. 

James pointed out something no one had thought of but which he had seen previously. Never, ever discount experience as a learning tool! I was hooking up to the Internet through a wireless 2Wire gateway which then connects to a DSL line. But Wi-Fi has evolved. It went from the 802.11b protocol through (g) and on to (n). And newer devices are supposed to be able to work with older devices. Ah, yes. “Supposed to.” Magic words so often heard in the computer world.

Well, they do. Sort of. Sometimes. In some situations, yes, but not always exactly the way they’re supposed to work. So if you buy a new Windows 7 computer and see a similar problem, note carefully the following explanation. James asked me how old the 2Wire gateway was. It’s several years old. 802.11b type. The Wi-Fi card in the Precision computer is the latest type. It should work by stepping down and talking to a (b) device (like the 2Wire gateway device) at the older level. And there you have those nice words so commonly found in the lingo of computer folks. “It should work.” 

But James has seen situations where new cards in computers didn’t work right with old gateways. On the other hand he has never seen a new gateway and an old computer fail to work okay. And my old Latitude worked fine with the gateway because they were both (b) types. The solution? We just connected an Ethernet cable from the port replicator to the gateway. Instant speed boost.

Of course the more complete fix is to replace the old gateway. But that’s only important if I want to access the Internet wirelessly from across the room. Since the new computer and the gateway are sitting right next to each other, and I don’t move this computer around a lot in my house, it’s no big deal to leave it hard-wired, at least for the moment.

To be continued.
Daily Recorder 135 for September 2010

135 – If It’s New It Should Work But … (Part 3)
The last couple of columns have covered the various interesting problems I ran into with my new Dell Precision M6400 portable workstation computer. This column and possibly the next one will finish up the explanations and hints on the subject of getting a new computer and fixing initial problems. I hope my experiences have provided some insight into possible problems you may encounter with a new Windows 7 computer. If I have helped one person figure out an exasperating problem or better yet, even avoid one, then I was successful.

So the actions taken that I described in the last two columns fixed all my setup problems, right? Well, the words “not quite” come to mind again. The computer didn’t come out of hibernation correctly a couple times, one time winding up with the operating system trashing a bunch of settings. So I set it to never hibernate. Again, hibernation “should work” but gee, there are those magic words again. Unless you have some compelling need to use the “hibernate” feature, I would recommend you just leave it alone.

And then there were startup (aka bootup) problems. I have a fairly complicated setup and there are lots of applications that were originally set (by the manufacturer, Dell) to start automatically at bootup. If you have startup problems, it may be necessary to strip a lot of such items out of the initial boot process and just stick to the basics. You would think that a computer manufacturer would test this stuff to see how well it all works together during the bootup process and thus avoid inflicting such problems on consumers but I wasn’t that lucky. Stripping out a bunch of applications from the boot sequence solved a bunch more problems. 

If you have such problems, you should use tech support from the manufacturer of the computer because you want to be sure you only remove items from the startup sequence that are non-essential to the basic operation of your computer.

On top of the interesting problems described so far, then there was the little matter of my Hewlett-Packard printer suddenly seeming to have a different printing interface when I went to print a brief. I have a DTN type printer, the “D” standing for duplexing. What happened to the duplexing choice? 

Well, it seems that when the Windows 7 operating system went searching on the network and found my HP Laserjet 4100 DTN printer, it just recognized it as a 4100 series printer and installed the general printer driver for that series – a 4100 PCL6 driver. Not good enough. I need the special driver that has more options. The final fix was to go to the HP Web site and download the latest Universal Printer Driver type of driver for this series of printers. The driver and the printer dialog box in that software cover all the options, including duplexing (printing on both sides of a sheet of paper). Whew!!

As an aside here, lots of printer manufacturers update their drivers from time to time, not only to fix bugs but to add features or otherwise increase usability. To check on your printer setup, go to the Start button in Windows 7 and then go to Devices and Printers. Generally speaking, you can change default settings on printers and even specify which of multiple printers is the default first choice.

When I use my primary 4100 DTN printer, I want the default choice to be to take the feed from tray 2 or 3. Tray 1 is the manual/envelope feed tray and it usually has a small stack of envelopes on it so I don’t want that to be specified as the default feed source.

I also have a Hewlett-Packard color printer that I use to print things like my business cards. It’s also on the network and can be accessed by anyone on the network.

Just a hint or two here on such printers. They get obsolete a lot slower than computers. You can have them for up to 10 years and still have them be economically viable, depending on your situation. So get the best available. Get a workhorse type for your primary printer that prints pleadings, briefs, etc. Get one that duplexes for sure. The amount of money you will save over the life of the printer by having the duplexing capability will greatly exceed the entire cost of the printer. 

And if you have a home office like I do, you can put off printing until the evening when the print job is going to be lengthy. Get extra feed trays so you can specify how many copies are to be printed, hit the Print command, specify the print Properties, click on OK, then walk away to watch the evening news or your favorite show. I have two regular feed trays of 500 sheet capacity each underneath the printer housing. An original plus 11 copies of a “brief” (who said they’re going to be all that brief when the client was convicted of 35 counts of child molest??) can eat up a lot of paper, even when the brief is duplexed.

And when it comes to setting up the availability of multiple printers, do it on a network setup. There are various ways to do that and the process is still evolving. I have a common gateway point that also connects to the outside world via a DSL line and connects to two printers via Ethernet cables, and my computer can connect to a gateway in wireless fashion, but totally wireless methods are starting to come into play now.

To be continued.
Daily Recorder 136 for October 2010

136 – If It’s New It Should Work But … (Part 4)
The last three columns have discussed problems I encountered with my new Dell computer along with recommendations about problems to avoid. You are to some extent at the mercy of original equipment manufacturers (OEMs) as to how they set up your computer. And, as I found out this time, some salespeople may not be knowledgeable enough to know which products do exactly what. And if the OEM pre-installs something like Norton Internet Security 2009, along with a fairly complex set of applications like those pre-installed on my computer, you may have some interaction problems. 

If you know in advance about such problems, you can specify that known problem applications not be installed at the factory and possibly save yourself a lot of grief. I hope my experience has helped at least some of you who might be planning on purchasing a new compduter soon.

If you get a business-oriented computer, some OEMs like Dell will at least not annoy you with what are known as “craplets.” Those are often installed on home computers as introductory advertisements for various devices and/or applications.

Continuing the saga of setting up my new Dell Precision M6400 mobile workstation, so what I previously described were all the things I had to get “fixed” right? Well, again those words “not quite” came up. Bill Gates’ crew got cutesy with something called a ribbon, thinking it would be fun to put nice little graphical icons across the top of Microsoft Office applications, instead of menus using ordinary English words. Sort of like those graphics on highway signs that you take a second or two or three to figure out the first time, while drifting into another lane or driving into a ditch.

Recognizing that lots of folks just want menus with plain English commands, some enterprising folks (www.addintools.com) created “add-in” software that restores classic menus to Microsoft Office 2007 applications. I bought that software and regained my sanity in that area. Sort of like getting back to Classic Coke. Actually I now use a combination of ways to get at the commands. But the majority of my access is through the classic menus. If you have been using Word for a while with the classic menus, my recommendation would be to get the classic menus restored and then gradually explore the ribbon. That will get you working productively again as quickly as possible.

So what else could possibly be a problem with a brand new setup? Well …. There’s the little problem of drivers. Devices of any kind that need to talk to the operating system do so through files known as drivers. No driver? No dice. And my old Visioneer scanner doesn’t have a Windows 7 driver. So it’s down to the store to get a new scanner.

In that regard, you might want to get one that is TWAIN compliant and probably want to be sure it can be run from certain applications like Adobe Acrobat. That isn’t absolutely essential but it might be a lot more convenient.

Then there is the matter of certain of your old applications possibly not working correctly with Windows 7. I ran into a couple of those situations. By this time, it’s a pretty fair bet that the providers of those applications have heard about the problems and either have some new version out or can tell you about changes you need to make to certain settings. Call the providers, tell them you have a new Windows 7 computer. Ask them what you need to do.

Do you remember when I wrote in part 2 of this series about how the guy came out to possibly replace the motherboard because of Internet access/speed problems and pointed out how he had seen some setups where the combination of a new Dell computer and a gateway of the 802.11b era didn’t work together properly? And how he got me going by hard-wiring from the port replicator to the gateway? Well it turns out there’s another layer to that situation. As of right now, I’m on a wireless setup using the old gateway and it’s working fine. So how in the world did that come about?

Well, it seems that Microsoft Internet Explorer was encountering some problems. I finally contacted Dell Gold Tech Support and they concluded I should do an operating system reinstall. With their assistance, I got everything reinstalled. During that process, one guy figured out that the Wi-Fi driver provided to me on the Dell reinstallation disk was not the right one for this computer! And it was the one that had been pre-installed by Dell on the computer! I have a very high end computer and there probably hadn’t been many assembled like mine at the time I ordered it so the assemblers likely weren’t familiar with which driver to use. 

After a little checking, the tech support guy down in Oklahoma found the proper driver in their driver library. He installed it remotely. Then, after things were generally up and running, he suggested I pull the hard-wiring out. I did, and reset the network card switch (most computers will have something like that to route signals through wireless or hard-wiring) and voila! Wireless at high speed. I.e., the bottom line was that the basic source of the problem was that whoever set up the computer at Dell fouled up and installed the wrong Wi-Fi driver. 

So are computers getting a little too complicated? Yeah, probably. If the OEMs can’t get setups done right then I would agree we may have a problem.

We will continue with more hints about setting up a new computer and/or a system, then continue on with some discussions about what the computers of this century can do. Hopefully some of these discussions may get people in the legal industry thinking about how we could use modern computing to improve the delivery of justice, just like DNA has helped to free wrongly convicted persons.

Daily Recorder 137 for November 2010

137 – If It’s New It Should Work But … (Part 5)
Finishing up with the series on my most recent computer setup and about how to get your hardware and software set for the future, here are a few more hints that I hope will be helpful to lawyers, judges, legal secretaries, paralegals, and others.

What about multiple monitors? Today, with a portable computer, you can have 2 big external monitors running off a laptop computer but the trick I wanted to achieve was to have those plus the laptop display, with all three running independently simultaneously. That requires multiple video cards. And laptops don’t have a lot of space available inside their cases. This is easily possible with a desktop computer and has been for several years but back in 2002/2003 I was only able to get one monitor besides my laptop running in such a way as to be able to slide documents from one to the other. So that was how I set things up for my earlier computer.

Now it’s possible to get a total of 3 screens running independently with a portable setup. However, there’s a small catch. You need Dell’s Latitude Z Series. I was told by the Dell salesperson the Precision series would do it. It turned out he was wrong. Aaaaargh! Another dumb mistake by the Dell salesperson. But the Precision line has some other features, including a lot of power and a big, beautiful screen, and I can run two large independent monitors, which could easily display four Word documents simultaneously, so ….

Note that a large monitor placed directly in front of you can allow very comfortable side by side viewing of things like two Microsoft Word documents. And if you shrink the tops a little, you can have the titlebar of a third document peek out. Of course you can use Alt+Tab and run quite a number of such documents at once but there is often quite a bit of value in being able to see all the documents simultaneously. Being able to look at a Lexis.com display on one monitor and two Word documents on another is often quite valuable.

The value price point on extra monitors is currently around the 24” to 27” range but that will gradually increase over time. I often have two Word documents running side-by-side on the 24” screen plus Lexis.com running on the laptop screen and I think when we get up into the 30” plus range, it will make sense to display three Word documents side by side.

New monitors will generally have a DVI plug. And there are two types of DVI plugs. If you need to do a conversion between VGA, DVI-D, DVI-I, video plugs to incorporate an older – but  still usable – monitor into your new setup, go to NewEgg.com and/or a brick & mortar store like Best Buy to get a combination of DVI-D to DVI-I, plus DVI-I to VGA.

What about Adobe Acrobat? It’s an interesting tool but don’t get carried away too far by all the hype. I saw a nice demo by Adobe’s Rick Borstein at the State Bar meeting. And I have Adobe Acrobat 9 Pro. So I know what’s there and actually use it. Sometimes. In some situations.

However, there may be (okay, actually are) better ways to go as to accomplishing certain tasks but a lot of people have gone the Acrobat route so it’s probably best to be prepared to handle this route if for no other reason than to accommodate what is now found fairly commonly in other law offices. We still have a lot of paper floating around in this business so scanning will be with us for some time. And scanning plus optical character recognition (of the scan file) is often touted as a solution to various problems. 

But let me caution you about OCR. It’s like voice recognition. It’s not 100%. Let that sink in carefully. It’s better than VR but it still has its limitations. You may be lulled into thinking it is 100% after seeing some canned presentations showing it in operation, then depend on it, and get yourself into a jam. Treat it as a last resort method. Note that it is also possible to create a Microsoft Word document and freeze the final result so that the master copy will not be alterable. However, anyone with a little bit of knowhow can make a copy of an OCR’ed result or a frozen document, then alter it in a word processor and pass it off to you as an original. So is there some definite advantage to either “freeze” method? Not really.

If that’s what you want to generally achieve – making a document unalterable – try the “word processing freeze” route first if it’s available to you under the circumstances. And keep in mind that if you were up against the likes of me in a “try to figure out if it’s an altered document” contest, you’d have a tough time.

And then there’s the problem that Adobe Acrobat has recently been the most common by far route for malefactors to put viruses, Trojan horses, and other malware into other people’s computers.

So if you find yourself using OCR, how do you keep the errors to a minimum? Well, you’re probably initially at the mercy of whomever created what you’re trying to OCR. The Arial and Times New Roman fonts are considered to be the most pleasing and most comfortable to read. But Arial is the runaway winner when it comes to OCR accuracy. If you try to scan and OCR something done in a font with a lot of fancy serifs, on old crinkled paper, with a few dirt smudges and a dried coffee spill – lots of luck. 

I hope these hints have helped at least one of you. Next time we will start to look at what can be done with all the new toys available.

Daily Recorder 138 for December 2010/published January 2011

138 – Getting Set For The Future
My last few columns lead us logically to discuss what can be done with current computers and what we should be trying to do with computers. Even though I know a fair amount about computers, I had to depend on others to some extent in setting up a new system. Some made mistakes.

Computing is highly specialized and compartmentalized. We often have to depend on others for tools and help. There are hardware, software, management, and even usage specialists. Each area has sub-specialties. Nobody can know all of it. We need to recognize limitations on our knowledge and be willing to accept help when the task at hand is something with which we are not totally familiar. Above all, we need to keep an open mind and be willing to learn by example and observation. Use what works; reject what doesn’t work.

For example, people who know how to manage networks don’t necessarily know how to write specialized software. But many managers regularly overlook that critical distinction.

When managers (e.g. business execs, managing partners, government bureaucrats) turn to “our IT people” they often have a huge blind spot. We have broadly come to recognize specialization in law, medicine, and engineering. We realize jocks come in various types – golfers, baseball players, skiers, etc. Charles Barkley ain’t exactly an expert on golf, is he? 

But IT folks? “Nah, they’re all the same. Just a bunch of geeks.” If you’ve got a question about computers, “just ask someone in IT.” Assuming all IT people have similar knowledge has gotten people into about as much trouble as a person lost in a jungle wandering into a village of cannibals. 

Although I will discuss it in more detail later, note that in a modern system setup for certain types of organizations, a good combination of distributed computing, modern workstations, modern applications, a modern software system (i.e. a group/set of compatible applications that together perform a task or a set of related tasks to achieve some target goal) and a server costing less than $10,000 (or a small, distributed handful of such agile servers) can run rings around centralized setups employing server computers costing $290,000, or even $1.4 Million. 

Applications housed in such a modern setup can run with nearly 100% reliability, have astounding data processing capabilities, be easy to use, interoperate with current applications and hardware in general use, and run at dazzling speeds.

The “speedier and more agile components setup” using less expensive but totally current equipment is reminiscent of the Spanish Armada situation where the old style big clunkers were ripped apart by the smaller, more agile ships. This newer approach has been around in one form or another for over 10 years but unfortunately, many associating with the IT world haven’t quite picked up on it yet. And if they haven’t gotten the picture, it should be no surprise that the “suits” who turn to their “IT people” for advice often get horrible advice and wind up making horrible, expensive mistakes.

And five years from now, all the hardware and software that’s cutting edge now will be pretty much obsolete, unless Moore’s Law suddenly dies. And I don’t think that’s going to happen. 

Because of this phenomenon, when customized systems are put together, they must be designed and deployed, from initiation to completion, within a few months in order for them to provide any substantial useful life at the leading edge of the performance curve. And each generation must be designed and deployed within that short time period, or the whole thing is going to be only marginally useful if it’s useful at all because the rest of the computer world moves at that speed and it is necessary to keep in sync.

And then, in five years or less, it all gets replaced with newer versions that inhale the old data in seconds, reprocess it as necessary, and off we go again with a new system.

Some people (the Spanish Armada types) haven’t caught onto all of this yet and I always get a kick out of people’s reactions when they see cutting edge software that sorts data from thousands of records, performs sometimes complex mathematical or statistical computations, lists the results on screen in an easy to read format, and usually does it in a second or two. Or less. I had another of those “it was all done before they had their street shoes back on” phone calls from a happy customer in October.

And it will all be obsolete in about four to five years.

That’s where we’re at now with specialty data management software that typically has several million lines of code and needs to sort tens of thousands of possible combinations of records. Specialty software that could be created for managing records of large organizations is at a similar level now. It could be easy to use, run on an ordinary Windows PC, sort all necessary general data records virtually instantaneously, manage calendars quickly, accept data inputs as fast as the user can hit the keys, and identify items for further inquiry virtually instantaneously.

And software and a system composed of it designed today and deployed next month for large organizations would be essentially obsolete in about five years, to be replaced by hardware and software running around an order of magnitude faster, with correspondingly increased data management breadth.

I have tried to get across to various people that systems designed for large organizations or agencies must be designed and deployed within months (that’s from a dead stop to total deployment) in order for them to work well with other current technology products with which their system, of necessity, will have to interact. When certain people have looked at me and said, “Mr. Power, you just don’t understand!” I usually just smile, and resist the urge to accurately and graphically describe the obvious level of their computer knowledge.

Daily Recorder 139 for January 2011

139 – So What Can Modern Computers & Software Do?

This will be a series. Some of this will be done in cooperation with folks such as Mike Gilbert (916-941-2338), my LexisNexis rep. LexisNexis has a number of new products that you really ought to take a look at if you want to get efficient. But, first, let’s take a little stroll down history/nostalgia lane. 

Remember the green screens? And the orange/brown text on the black screen was an upgrade, right? Or was it the other way around? FORTRAN, IBM-Basic, COBOL. Wow! I was in college then. Pterodactyls had barely become extinct, or so I’m told. Scary thought, huh?

People worked on “dumb terminals” which meant there was no computational work going on right in front of them. It was all done on some mysterious, gigantic “mainframe” machinery located in a secret “data center” miles away. Water cooled or air cooled with huge air conditioners. Bits and bytes traveled magically over the mainframe network. You controlled the brain on that massive computer from miles away. Seemed hugely empowering. When it worked.

And “the system is down” became the lingo of the day because that keyboard in front of you – like the scarecrow in the Wizard of Oz – had no brain. “If I only had a brain ♪♫.” 

And then along came an upstart named Bill Gates. He didn’t actually create DOS (disk operating system) but he and his childhood friend, Bill Allen (now the Seattle Supersonics owner), acquired it. And little Bill’s big brainpower went to work. DOS + IBM became the personal computer. So now PC didn’t just mean politically correct. And “micro-computing” became part of the computer world lingo because, after all, the business computers of the day were already called “mini-computers” and what’s smaller than mini? And thus Microsoft was born.

And the scarecrow from the Wizard of Oz would have smiled approvingly. Now the computer in front of you had a brain. And 5.25” floppy disks that really were floppy. Xerox’s PARC (Palo Alto Research Center) contributed mightily with concepts like the mouse and certain user interface ideas. And we were off and running.

There was the battle between Apple and Microsoft. Apple had the graphics and the snooty looks down their noses at that upstart Microsoft with its lousy graphics but they also had super high prices. And business didn’t always need graphics as much as it needed text and numerical data. And the same was often true for government and home users. And people didn’t want to spend money they didn’t have to spend. And the Apple world became a “niche” world. 

Government of course lagged behind in transitioning to the new world of the PC because the money being spent wasn’t coming from the project managers’ or legislators’ personal pocketbooks. So mainframe ideas persisted, perpetuated in large part by the staffing of government operations with people from the green screen era.

Now, most of those mainframe/COBOL folks have retired or just plain died but surprisingly, many of the concepts of that era have lingered on in government operations, fed by the nutrient of public money. Outdated concepts have even leaked over into the everyday computing world in which the Windows PC is king. It’s king of course because non-geeks can actually use such computers.

Over the years, computers running on operating systems designed by Microsoft got easier and easier to use. Bill Gates provided a “Window” into what was going on in the computer’s brain. And multiple windows. And Windows graphics got way better. Housewives, children, businesses, and even lawyers and judges suddenly had some really good tools available to promote efficiency. Assuming, of course, they were willing to use them. And the evolution of the Internet from an early military research project (ARPA) was no small event.

Oh sure, the Windows PC world still has some problems, with the biggest general area of problems being “compatibility” issues caused by all the complexity. Some electronics engineers have remarked that, considering the complexity involved, it’s a miracle it works at all. And everyone involved in creating hardware or software for Windows computers has to get it right and that doesn’t always happen. 

But if you avoid any known compatibility situations, you can do just fine. Any lingering notion that a modern Windows PC can’t horse around immense amounts of data is just plain rubbish. And Microsoft advocated early on the concept of distributed computing, as did others. We no longer have to rely on that great big computer sitting in some mysterious data center miles away. The computer on which I am currently writing this column can horse around – in the blink of an eye – truly massive amounts of data. The ability to do things at this level has existed for at least 10-15 years, with the amounts of data in terms of bits and bytes (due to the modern way data is presented on screen) having increased exponentially in recent years, tracking the exponential increases in computing power.

Most of you have probably heard of Moore’s Law (Gordon Moore, Intel) which postulates that computer power will double about every 18 months. Although some see a necessary end to that sequence, it hasn’t let up yet and some recent periods have seen advances that greatly exceeded it.

So where are we now in early 2011? Well we are, and have been for a number of years, in a world where, depending on the situation, data is often best processed on the computer that’s sitting less than two feet away from the end user. This is the era enabling distributed computing. The processing of the data is “distributed” among dozens, or hundreds, or even thousands of computers. The SETI project is an extreme example.

These computers may be connected together in some manner, such as via the Internet, or an Intranet, but each has its own brain. And what a brain it can have! Dorothy’s scarecrow friend would turn emerald green with envy.

Daily Recorder 140 for April 2011

140 – What Modern Computers & Software Can Do – Part 2

In February we got started on this series with a little trip down memory lane. We recognized that hardware has come a long way in recent years, as have operating systems. Moore’s Law is still going great guns. But now that we have all that glorious speed and agility, what do we put on that shiny new Windows PC in the way of specialized software to assist in the performance of our daily tasks, whether in a law office, the courts, or a business organization?

Well, I recommend you start with all the basics. Windows 7, Microsoft Office 2010 or at least 2007, Microsoft Internet Explorer, a good Web-based e-mail setup, and then any specialized software that can really make your life easier in managing the specific type of business that you handle. 

If you go shopping for specialized software to manage your data, remember what a certain president said about “trust but verify.” Not bad advice when it comes to purchasing software. Get a demo version if you can and try that out in the privacy of your own office, and on your own time, with no pressure from anyone trying to sell you anything. And try software out under real world conditions if you have the slightest doubt about performance issues.

Hold on to your wallet or checkbook until you see the software actually performing well. That is particularly true if you are looking at software for any large organization and/or if the software is brand new. If the software is being built specially for you, demand that a prototype be supplied to you for free. It is often a big mistake to pay up front for software that has not yet been created. There is a reason for the joking word “vaporware” being heard often in IT circles.

If custom software is being built for you, but the prototype has bugs, stop right there. Bugs should be few and eliminated during the beta testing stage. Hang onto that checkbook until the bugs are fixed. All of them.

If custom software can’t be built for you from initial discussions to a completed product within a few months, avoid it. In order to get maximum productivity out of such custom software, it likely needs to be able to interoperate with many standard applications and those will change. The IT world changes extremely rapidly. You must keep in sync with those changes. Expect that even custom software will need changes every few years. You should expect and plan for three to four year cycles. Maximum.

Look out for glossy sales pitches and software vendors who advertise the frills over the basics. Look for software that has the fundamentals right. Get matching components if you are acquiring some sort of “system”. Avoid data conversions whenever possible. If data conversions are to be employed, try them out hands-on yourself in a real world environment. If there are any bugs, insist that they be corrected. And retest the software to make sure the bugs are gone before purchasing it.

Stick to widely used file formats if possible. Insist on commonality of file formats between components whenever possible. Make sure components that are going to exchange data have overlapping/superimposable data sequences to the maximum extent possible. Verify that the exchanging components have the same syntaxes in exchanging fields. Look for systems based on modular interlocking components whenever there are to be different interfaces used by different users to manage the same data.

Insist on a hands-on tryout. A canned demo by the vendor is okay for starters, and probably a good idea to introduce you to what the software can do, but also try it out with your own fingers on the keys. A canned demo may not be honest and may be shaped in such a manner that it specifically avoids problems.

What about systems using a remote server versus a local server? It depends. There is absolutely no substitute for real world conditions testing. Something that works fast in a local environment may not behave the same way in an environment that includes lengthy connections. Our eye can’t distinguish between 1/1000th of a second and 1/10th of a second. But if you have many parallel demands on an operation, the speed at which any demand is satisfied can depend hugely on the number of demands, the speed of any communication pathway, obstacles in any pathway, latencies in response times due to necessary processing of access requests, etc.

If the basic, unobstructed, no-latency, no access request processing, etc. time for an operation is 1/10th of a second, everything will seem fine to you, the end-user. You will get a reaction as fast as you can hit the keys. But multiply that base reaction time times just 100, and you have a problem. 10 seconds will seem like an eternity. And if each operation is part of a sequence of operations you must perform, the computer program will appear to crawl like a snail on downers. Raise that competition factor to 1,000 (not an uncommon situation), and you can drink coffee and take several bites on your doughnut between every keystroke. If the overall operation/task involved is one that is repeated many times each day, your productivity will go down the drain.

Note carefully that in testing, you should overload the system. By quite a bit. Fraction of a second delays during such testing are okay but nothing beyond that. If you can detect the delay, that’s a warning. Any time you encounter a delay of a second or more in a common operation, that is a huge red flag. This is an indication you are on the edge of the performance envelope for that operation. If you only do some complex operation once a day and it takes five seconds, that’s not going to kill your productivity. A thousand times a day? You’ll be dead in the water.
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141 – What Modern Computers & Software Can Do – Part 3

Picking up from last time about planning out systems for your law office or other business, if you test a proposed system or piece of software, and there is some noticeable response latency, and you’re wondering what to do, take note of the math involved. Doubling or tripling equipment or bandwidth speed may or may not take care of the problem. 

Speed adjustments generally have to be made by orders of magnitude (x10, x100, x1000, etc.). That is true for a lot of reasons, including the well-recognized phenomenon that over the life of any system, usage tends to increase. It is common to encounter dramatic increases in usage as users get used to a system and increasingly come to depend on it. Within the 3-4 year life of a system, usage increases of 900% and more are common. That’s 10 to 1. One order of magnitude. Don’t ignore the lessons of history on this point.

You should also take note of some more math. A latency of 1/10 second is no big deal. Multiply that by 100 due to factors such as competing demands on a processor, competition on a pathway, or latency simply caused by remoteness in general, and you have a big problem. Such multiplication of base latencies is common. You need to keep latencies down to a fraction of a second. How do you do that? Two ways. First, set up functional operations to take only a tiny fraction of a second whenever possible. That is most important if there is going to be any competition for bandwidth. Second, you isolate data transmissions to keep down the competition. Ignoring either or both of these precautions can lead to absolute disaster in performance.

As previously noted, latencies tend to show up when using remote servers so always thoroughly test any setup involving a remote server. Often the best approach is to just avoid such setups, so if you are offered a system involving one, confirm that there is no other way to handle your data before committing to using such a setup.

Macros and other long code routines can tend to get corrupted either in the code or in the execution when a remote server is in your setup. It just happens. Be aware of this. I’m aware of certain factors that contribute to software getting corrupted but you, as a user, probably don’t care that much about the technical explanations. You just want any software/system you purchase to work. So act with caution whenever any specialty software involves a lot of macros.

Printer bugs can also pop up in strange ways and the problems can reside in any of a number of places. As a user, you’re not going to be able to really “fix” such bugs so it’s best to just avoid them. Printers do “handshakes” with operating systems and applications and these take time. In a local situation, the latencies are often undetectable. In a remote server situation, the latencies can not only be noticeable, they can be disabling, resulting in you getting an error message because the necessary handshake could not be performed in the allotted time. Factors involved can range from the amount of data to be transmitted, to the complexity of the data, to the bandwidth available, to the type of transmission pathway, to the positions of Mercury and Venus. Alright, the last two are jokes but so many strange things happen that sometimes even the best experts are ready to chalk up problems to anything from astrology to the weather.

One good rule of thumb to note is that, as communication pipelines get more and more inadequate in comparison to the quantity and complexity of data to be transmitted, errors go up. It just happens. Always be aware of that relationship and act accordingly.

One other item to note in evaluating any customized software/system solution that is proposed for your office or other business, etc. is that although location of the server can explain a number of performance problems and even some other problems (as described above) that don’t appear at first glance to be “performance (speed)” problems, location of a server does not, statistically, explain most “mistakes” in data processing. If you observe a lot of mistakes in results produced by beta level software that is tendered to you, look at the types of errors to see if they are rationally related to any of the performance problems I have noted above. 

This may be a difficult task if you don’t have high level software writing/system design knowledge but a few good rules of thumb are that first, if you are seeing computational errors, most likely there are coding errors. If data is not being sorted properly, again the much more likely explanation is coding errors. If components do not seem to work well together, this is a huge red flag and may indicate failure of the designers to take code base incompatibilities into consideration. This is the kind of thing that you absolutely cannot fix by upping bandwidth or buying new computers. And it will cause you misery on a never-ending pathway. If you see these symptoms, and they are not fixed, simply keep your checkbook in your pocket and walk away.

And one more item. I wish to thank and acknowledge all who e-mailed me with requests for the demonstration software on how to construct CALCRIM jury instructions electronically and who asked if I would keep it up to date. 

I couldn’t keep the demonstration up to date as an ongoing tool because I would have to have authorization from the Administrative Office of the Courts. They have the copyright on the content. It is the content which gets out of date.

Although please note that I could show them how to facilitate this process by conforming the format of whatever standard instructions they issue to what would be required to work with the CALCRIM assembly tool I created.
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142 – Modern Computing For Public Safety
Recently I had the pleasure of going to an informational meeting put on by Emergency Management, an outfit headquartered in Folsom. The subject was technology for law enforcement/public safety. These folks put on such programs – called Public Safety Technology Summits – all over the country. The vice-president, Marty Pastula, is a local friend of mine who used to work for Chairman Bill. Marty moderated the presentations which covered a fascinating array of modern uses of technology.

The attendees were primarily law enforcement but also included representatives from the state prison system, some state emergency management agencies, and other agencies involved in first responses and management of crises as well as ongoing investigations. And I even got in the door as Marty’s geek friend from RCP Software.

Sacramento County Sheriff Scott Jones was one of the speakers. One of the most fascinating presentations was by Jon Greiner, Chief of Police, Ogden, Utah. Presentations ranged from tracking gangs, to pulling data out of cellphones, to tracking criminals’ sojourns. 

Lawyers and judges should make some effort to keep up on what is going on in this arena of IT because this technology is inevitably going to make its way into our courtrooms and probably become the subject matter of various legal issues. And parties to litigation – particularly I think in criminal cases – are going to be offering technology-aided displays in court so that juries can get a quick and compelling look at the available evidence in a case. A picture has often been said to be worth a thousand words. Some of this is worth a million. Lawyers and judges need to be somewhat familiar with all of this in advance so they can handle it effectively. I can easily see prosecutors using some of this with increasing frequency in criminal prosecutions. Civil personal injury lawyers won’t be far behind.

There were also several vendors with display tables set up and with whom I spoke about their offerings. One of the most interesting technologies displayed was the ArcGIS approach to electronic mapping. The company presenting was Esri (Environmental Systems Research Institute) which is headquartered in Redlands, California. They have a Web site at www.esri.com. You might want to read the educational materials on their Web site dealing with GIS which stands for geographical information systems. Mike King did a presentation for Esri. It was quite an eye-opener, combined with what Chief Greiner demonstrated so let’s start with a discussion of that technology. 

GIS technology has been around in one form or another for some years now but recent progress in adding capabilities has been very rapid. I don’t see any end in sight for what can be developed in the area of electronic mapping.

People can be followed (assuming a warrant or other necessary authority has been obtained) with great precision and their route mapped and preserved for later display. One example of this was shown for a fellow up in Utah who, as I recall, had somewhat of a habit of committing burglaries. His vehicle was monitored by attaching a transmitter. Times and locations can be pinpointed on a map. The resulting display can be rather compelling. He went to such and such a location and gosh, there was a burglary there right around when he was there. The location of his drug dealer even came into play.

Residences of probationers and parolees can be mapped in a city. Locations of crimes can be mapped for comparisons. Much of this has to do primarily with investigation, general crime control, and law enforcement resources planning and allocation, but I have no doubt that a certain amount of this is going to come up in actual trials as more and more law enforcement agencies acquire these tools.

Investigation results are going to wind up increasingly on DVD’s presented to courts as evidence and used in courtroom presentations. Lawyers need to be familiar with all of this so they are not caught by surprise and have to fumble around at the last minute trying to understand the technology.

Various types of databases and supplementary information can be linked to mapping displays. The record (i.e., the collection of populated data fields) associated with a particular location can be called up by clicking on a graphic or passing your mouse cursor over it. A database can be used to inject markers into a map. All of this is fairly easy to use. It just takes a little time getting used to it.

Another technology that we saw displayed and heard quite a bit about was license plate recognition. This has become fairly advanced. License plate numbers can be captured off vehicles moving as fast as 160 mph. Many can be captured in a short space of time. The capture device can be mounted on police cars. For that matter, it can be mounted on other types of vehicles, even those belonging to companies involved in doing private investigations.

More in my next column on some of these new technologies.
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143 – Automation Without Pain 

Part 1 - Introduction

This will be a series. So let’s get started.

My fellow lawyers and others interested in how technology could be used in automation of law offices, government, and law enforcement agencies, such automation with really modern technology is going to happen one way or another. The Luddites of the legal world can’t stop it. 

Microsoft Windows, Microsoft Office, laptops, tablet computers, smartphones, mobile computing, the Web and a whole host of other technologies are in. The days of legacy technology, WordPerfect, the fax machine, and paper as principal information management tools are numbered if for no other reason than competitive forces. 

Putting briefs and pleadings on paper is inefficient. Drafting documents one at a time is out; form pleadings and standard documents are in. Law firms and law enforcement can’t afford to waste money in these days of tight budgets. We are way, way behind the business world in getting automated.

So, if it’s going to happen, let’s at least do it right.

If you’re planning a computerizing project, and particularly if you’re looking at getting customized software, there are a number of potential mistakes to avoid. It’s an unfortunate truth, but we human beings often learn best from making mistakes. In this case, I’m going to showcase for you a pile of mistakes that have been made elsewhere in trying to computerize management of information so that you don’t have to repeat them to learn. 

One of the best examples of everything not to do in a computer project is the Colorado Benefits Management System. It is one of the biggest jokes in the IT industry and has been the subject of quite a number of reviews, having made lists of the worst boondoggles, dumbest projects of the year or decade, poorest managed, etc. I discussed it to some extent in columns I wrote for the Daily Recorder years ago. It is still ongoing, chewing through Colorado taxpayer dollars like maggots cleaning up a corpse. It has been the subject of graduate classes taught by Professor Donald McCubbrey, at the Daniels College of Business, University of Denver, and with whom I have corresponded over the Internet. I may, from time to time, have Professor McCubbrey add some of his observations about the Colorado project and IT projects in general.

That project got cranked up around 1999 to 2000, was supposed to be finished quickly, was the subject of a number of terse warnings from people inside the Colorado welfare system that it wasn’t ready to go by 2004, and, despite all the warnings, went live in September 2004. It quickly shut down the entire state welfare system, leaving welfare recipients sleeping under bridges because they couldn’t get their welfare checks. At least one death has been blamed on the system because a child couldn’t be found in the system and pharmacists couldn’t dispense needed medicine.

It has been described as operating so slowly at times that workers just gave up and came in on the weekends to try to work on cases. It has made so many mistakes the feds sued Colorado over overpayments and welfare recipients and their public interest lawyers regularly complain about errors. An early analysis showed it was making more than 11,000 mistakes per month!

It has been the subject of a class action lawsuit brought on behalf of welfare recipients by lawyers in both Colorado and New York. A stipulated settlement and order was signed and put into effect in December 2007, and we will discuss that both from a legal and a technology standpoint in some detail. The order has had no noticeable effect in fixing the problems because the real problems lie in the technology, and particularly in the system architecture. These problems continue, most likely because none of the people involved acknowledge or even know what is wrong.

All of what happened (and is still happening) in Colorado was predictable, at least it certainly would be by anyone with high level software/systems design knowledge if they were given an opportunity to look in advance at the miserable software that was passed off on the state and counties as being a finished product. The obviousness of the technology issues is, to put it bluntly, at the “duh” level for knowledgeable people. And this whole mess was entirely avoidable.

And we will also discuss a subject which is probably near and dear to the hearts of all law office managers – money. What should an IT project cost? How long should it take? How can we keep our pockets from being picked? How much of our time should be required during development and installation? What can modern technology do and not do? This is a very broad area and we will explore this from both legal and technical standpoints.

And finally, from time to time, I will post demos on the Web. You can try them out to see what current technology can do. You will generally need a fairly current Windows computer, outfitted with the 2007 or later version of Microsoft Office to run most of the demos.
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144 – Automation Without Pain 

Part 2 – The Sad State Of Affairs
Last month I introduced a new series on automation of the justice system. We continue. I think that, before we can intelligently discuss currently possible technology solutions to data management problems, we need to soberly assess what the current state of technology use is in our justice systems. To that end, I have been poking around in cyberspace, trying to determine what is available and what is being used not only in California, but all around the country and even all around the world. 

Although I looked extensively for a justice system that uses up to date technology tools, my search was in vain. I asked lots of questions, tried demos, chatted in chat rooms and blogs, prodded people on Linkedin, searched for legal software on the Web, and generally came to the conclusion that we have a very sad state of affairs in our justice system when it comes to technology use. Law offices are pretty much in the dark ages when it comes to technology use.

A friend of mine runs technology conferences for emergency responders. He used to work for Microsoft, knows Bill Gates, and is generally pretty savvy when it comes to what is going on in the techie world, although he is more on the business side of that world than the techie side. At one of his conferences, I saw a lot of current technology being produced for law enforcement.

As I noted in an earlier column, the law enforcement world is going high-tech much faster than the courts and lawyers world. Trial attorneys will need to keep apprised of what is going on there because they will likely start to run into it in their cases. In addition, lawyers should be aware that current technology will permit them to process their own cases with lots of data much, much faster than just a few years ago. Those who fail to keep up may find themselves competitively destroyed.

And “data management” doesn’t just mean crunching numbers. It means horsing around names, dates, dollar figures, explanations, phone numbers, calendars, choices between multiple alternatives, selections of legal theories, case numbers, transmission of documents through cyberspace, preserving electronic documents in original form and multiple versions, and performing a whole host of other operations made possible by current technology. 

One of the areas in which modern technology can truly assist law office operations is the use of automated forms and that is where we are going to start our discussions. 

In a number of practice areas, the Judicial Council of California has mandated the use of designated forms which have been created with standardized language and standardized choices. Many other standard forms are designated by the Judicial Council as optional but they are generally viewed by the courts as highly recommended. Most, but not all, of the forms are pleadings.

So, on my sojourns around the cyberspace ether, I looked for automated forms programs. What I found was truly disappointing. And I was astonished at what lawyers were being charged for programs that do not really qualify as “automated,” or at least not in my view. Many forms packages or programs being pitched to unsuspecting lawyers were little more than fill-in systems and most were pretty poorly done, even in that respect. Some of the approaches had significant deficits that could cause severe agony down the road.

So what should you expect of a forms creation program? A modern program to create truly automated forms should do all of the following: (1) eliminate repetitive keystroke entry; (2) permit easy and rapid completion of forms; (3) permit easy and logical storage of completed forms; (4) permit quick and easy retrieval of previously completed forms; (5) permit fast and easy transmittal of completed or partially completed forms; (6) permit easy and quick printing of forms; (7) be compatible with current technology that is ubiquitous; (8) be compatible with a modern electronic court data management system; (9) apply logic operations where useful; (10) apply mathematical operations where useful; (11) permit storage of multiple time-successive versions of a form; (12) save staff time in offices; and (13) have a cost which is commensurate with both current costs of modern technology and the capabilities of the software in increasing efficiency.

And, although we will put the subject generally aside for the moment in favor of discussing the technology first, I noted that law offices were often being charged initial fees like $600 or $1,000, with annual update charges of $200, $300, $500, or more for forms software when they had limited practices (like “we only do family law”) and logically what they regularly used was probably only worth an initial outlay of anywhere from $100 to $200, and an annual update charge of perhaps $75. And that would be for software that could handle all the operations described in the previous paragraph. The width of the mismatch gap between price and capabilities is often like the width of the Grand Canyon.

As indicated in the introductory column, from time to time I will post demos on the Web to illustrate the discussion. You can try them out to see what current technology can do and to get a visual display of what I am discussing. Start the referenced demo file while you are reading my column and try out the operations I discuss. You will generally need a fairly current Windows computer, outfitted with the 2002 or later version of Microsoft Office to run most of the demos and occasionally may need the 2007 or later version. 

The first demo that will provide fodder for discussion is up there now at www.rcpsoftware.com/legaldemos.html. Go ahead and try it now and next month we will discuss some of the technology that lies behind what you are seeing.

Richard Power is a criminal appeals attorney and owner of software developer RCP Software in Shingle Springs, California. He may be reached at 530 306-6370; E-mail: rcpbusiness@sbcglobal.net or Richard@rcpsoftware.com. 
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