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This week has been the thinnest week for tech news that I can remember, Xmas not excluded. I think, maybe, everyone is holding their breath waiting for George Bush to start a war. However, there was, at least for UK citizens, one important landmark. It was a leaked document about the sheer scale and cost of UK Government IT failures. Since I think that the UK is far from unique in this field, and everything else is quiet, I've taken the space to make this the story for the week. Even if you're not reading this in the UK, it's still worth reading, because without a doubt your own government has wasted similar amounts of money on IT in the recent past.


Story: The cost of UK Government Information Technology failures

From time to time I've reported on UK government IT projects that have gone spectacularly off the rails. This week a leaked report from the Treasury department in charge of government spending has revealed that the government has blown 1.5 billion UK pounds (about $2.25 billion US) on such projects over the last six years. British MPs and other commentators were quick to point out that this sort of failure in the private sector would rapidly lead to bankruptcy and there was much speculation about the number of schools and hospitals that could have been built with the squandered cash.

The reasons for the problems are manyfold, but one of the key ones is that the civil service doesn't pay good enough wages to attract high quality project managers. Add this to a desire by the Labour Government to appear 'cool' by using the latest, often unproven, technology and you have a recipe for disaster. 

And this doesn't even count the times where technology was expected to pull a political rabbit out of the hat for a government addicted to instant solutions. The there is the problem is that the government has its favoured contractors - the name 'EDS' springs immediately to mind - whom it continues to employ for high cost/high profile IT projects in spite of previous failures.

Finally, many of the projects have been massively ambitious. Instead of setting themselves modest goals which can be met in a reasonable time, the projects have gone for everything, at once, now. The resulting failures have been very costly, usually high profile, and very embarrassing. 

For the morbidly inclined, here is a list of some of the more high profile IT disasters since 1997 (First figure is UK pounds, US dollar equivalent in brackets):

1997-2002 - National Air Traffic Services - £180m ($270m)
An attempt to upgrade the air traffic control centre at Swanwick came in severely delayed and over budget. It also went down several time last year, resulting in aircraft delays and cancellations. Furthermore, the controllers have been complaining about the legibility of the text on their screens.

1998-1999 - Pathway - £698m ($1bm)
This was a project designed to use smart cards for benefit (welfare) payments. The project was eventually cancelled after blowing staggeringly large amounts of money.

1999 - Passport Agency - £12.6m ($19m)
This project was to computerise the passport office and make it more efficient. The project caused so much extra work that manual systems had to be set up to handle the backlog of passport applications.

1999 - Prison Service - £8m ($12m)
In 1999 the Home Office spent £8m drawing up plans for a complete overhaul of prison IT systems. Then it scrapped the plan.

2001 - Immigration and Nationality Directorate - £77m ($115m)
An ambitious IT project cancelled when it was decided that the system was overly complex.

2001 - National Insurance Recording System 2 - £40.4m ($60.6m)
The delays caused by the implementation of this system added over £40m to the operating costs.

2001 - Probation Service - £118m ($177m)
Work on the CRAMS casework system was suspended after costs came in 70 per cent higher than planned.

2001-2002 - Child Support Agency - £50m ($75m)
This project came in way over budget because of changes made to the system while the project was under way.

2001-2002 - Individual Learning Accounts - $67m ($100m)
This was the government's flagship training scheme. It went down in flames amid allegations of fraud and pitifully weak security. Eventually it was cancelled, with little to show for the money.

2002 - Magistrates Courts - £134m ($200m)
The LIBRA project was designed to link up computers in magistrates' courts. It's over its original budget, still not working, and the whole thing has had to be re-negotiated with the supplier. The re-negotiated deal just involves putting PCs on desktops - not linking them nationally at all.

2002 - Defence Logistics Organisation - £120m ($180m)
This ambitious asset management project for the armed forces was put on hold due to lack of cash after blowing £120m.

These figures, of course, only cover direct financial costs to the government. But there are other costs, both financial and non-financial. At the highest level there is the damage to government credibility caused by continued tales of incompetence being highlighted in the press. 

At the individual level there are the problems caused by people's passports not coming back in time for their holidays. There are the thousands of government workers struggling to use inadequate, old, or partially implemented systems. The impact on their clients, frequently the most vulnerable sections of society, is incalculable. And some of the problems impact directly on the public. The failures at Swanwick Air Traffic Control resulted in people spending part of their valuable and limited holidays camping out in airports.

And will the government learn from these disasters? Well it does seem to at last be taking steps to tighten up the project management by creating 'Centres of Excellence' to provide program management. Whether they will be funded properly and be able to attract high grade staff at civil service pay rates is another matter. For that we shall have to wait and see. 

Personally, I don't think the resolution of this problem is even up for grabs until the government overcomes its penchant for proposing technological fixes for social problems.

At the end of the day, one can only wonder what other disasters are already in the pipeline...

http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/53/29744.html


Scanner - Other Stories:

Why criminalizing routine use of cryptography is wrong
http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/55/29538.html

Europe finds MS guilty - now what?
http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/4/29725.html

More patent madness - Gateway gets 'preference file' patent
http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/4/29627.html


Have fun on the web!
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