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Good morning!  It’s a tremendous pleasure to be here this morning with so many friends, past and present.


I want to start by thanking all those on the VA team who helped make VA the first Cabinet Department with an “A” for its Y2K efforts.  


First I’d like to thank Sally Wallace, VBA’s Y2K Coordinator who has been a real star in this effort.


I also want to thank the larger VA team, Ernesto Castro, the Department’s coordinator, Len Bourget, who’s pulled the Veterans Health Administration through this terrifically difficult effort.  And thanks as well to all the folks in VACO, Hines, Philadelphia and Austin who worked so hard to cure our systems of the Y2K bug.


My special thanks goes to my boss for many of the last 6 years, the Deputy Secretary Hershel Gober, who publicly took personal responsibility for fixing Y2K in the Department. He should be given credit for identifying the issue and putting a team to work addressing it, long before many people even recognized the problem.


My goal today is threefold:

(First, I will briefly review what we’ve accomplished in fighting the Millennium Bug in the Department.  This will help you understand the foundation on which our efforts of the next six months rest.

(Second, I’ll describe generally where you in the Veterans Benefits Administration are today, in your Y2K efforts.

(Third, I’ll spend some time on what remains to be done between now and January and what will be expected of you as we rollover from 1999 to the year 2000.

Current Department Status


In VA, we approached the Y2K problem in 5 stages: Assessment, Renovation, Validation, Implementation and Contingency Planning.


The first four stages were the realm of information technologists.  We examined our systems’ line by line, 17 million lines of computer code in all.  Then we renovated or replaced any code that we determined would create problem when the year changed from 99 to 00.  Next, we performed extensive testing, to make sure that the new software would work as intended.  In many cases we employed outsiders, to conduct an independent validation and verification that all was well.  Last, we implemented the new code in our systems, where it has been running since.  The last line of code was tested and implemented into production in March, and it has been processing flawlessly ever since.


The first stage contingency planning and testing is not solely an information technology function, as the first four had been.  Instead, it is the bailiwick of the business people claims examiners, veterans service representatives, Regional Office directors and others like them.  Each of you now must tailor contingency plans for your aspect of the operation, address every possible point of failure, and exercise the plans repeatedly to be sure that no matter what the circumstances might be on January 1, 2000, you are ready and able to serve veterans and their families.

There is very good news in VA.


--Benefits systems are ready, and benefits will be paid on time.


--Health care facilities have been checked and are A-OK.


--Cemetery systems are compliant.


--Interfaces with other agencies have been identified and made compliant.


--Facilities have been checked; medical devices examined and replaced if necessary; VISTA has been certified; and millions of lines of code in every conceivable type of systems have been checked, fixed and tested.

Contingency Planning is the key now.

And there is good news on that front too.  Templates for such plans have been adapted to the unique circumstances of every VA Medical Center.  Imagine the complexity of every elevator, every heating and air conditioning control, power supplies, generators, telephone and paging systems examined and fixed, or plans have been made to work around them.


Reflect for a minute on how dependent we have become on IT in every aspect of our lives.  Our telephones, our refrigerators, even our cars are filled with computer components.  One expert recently commented that there is as much computer power in a 1998 BMW as there was on board the 1969 Apollo mission to the moon!

VBA Status


In regional offices, with systems fixed and ready to process the next century’s dates, your attention too must turn to contingency planning.  Each community where you operate is different.  You need to be attuned to the general state of readiness of the local community and develop your contingency plans to plan for even the most remote possibility of failure in elements of the infrastructure such as power, water, telephone or transportation.  Given that each locale is different and there are varying degrees of confidence and planning in those locales, no template alone can suffice as your plan.

Status Overseas


According to reports presented to the President’s Council on Y2K Conversion, progress to cope with the millennium change varies in foreign countries.  Some are in very good shape; others are way behind as compared to the U.S.  While there is some concern that the status of foreign countries will create short-term problems, such as with delivery of mail, there is more concern regarding the down-stream impact on the supply chain in areas such as oil and pharmaceuticals, or the problems that could be caused by impact of any one nation’s problems on the world economy.  

Summary


As we sit here less than six months from the New Year, the bottom line is that the US is generally in good shape.  Our biggest probable source of trouble is panic or hoarding behavior stimulated by lack of information or the provision of misinformation.  Any of you who have experienced the “bread, milk, toilet paper” panic buying associated with the forecast of snowstorms in places like Washington, D.C., might be able to comprehend the problems that could be caused by widespread hoarding of food, gasoline, pharmaceuticals or similar items.


So in addition to preparing contingency plans, it is important to help educate the public about our high level of confidence.  The President’s Council on Y2K Conversion is sponsoring a series of Community Conversation around the US.  I’d like to show the videotape provided for those events. (7 minute videotape presentation)


I would hope that you would actively seek to participate in any of the Conversations that are held in your area.  You are highly visible leaders in your local communities; in fact in lots of places you are the face of VA, and in others are the face of the entire Federal government!  I encourage you to invite VSOs in to discuss our readiness in this area and reassure them that we expect all to be well for them as the New Year begins.  I suggest that you participate in any local events held, and that you consider sponsoring an event, if one isn’t scheduled for your locale.  We have a very serious responsibility to accurately inform the veteran community and the public, please be proactive in getting that story out.


Last, be ready:

(  for the expected surge of phone calls an inquiries;

(  for the need to communicate the status of your operation to VACO;

(  for press questions; and

(  to deal with the unexpected.
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