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I.  Executive Summary

In 1985, the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) developed a 12-point plan for the modernization of their information technology (IT) processing environment.  This effort was meant to address needs which followed VBA's redesign of the Target System.  This plan came to be referred to as "The 12-Point Plan for Modernization."  Modernization was intended to provide a long term solution that would result in an integrated benefits delivery and management information system encompassing all program and information needs.  Originally slated for completion in FY 1993, the Modernization project ran well over budget and schedule and was ultimately suspended.  In 1993, VBA advanced a concept called the Veterans Services Network (VETSNET) whose purpose was to "transform current support systems by making the veteran, rather than the benefit program, the central focus."  [FY 1995-1999 IRM Program, p.61]  VBA indicated at the time that VETSNET would be the title given to VBA's modernization strategy.

The VETSNET project is expected to provide an integrated information system to meet the critical needs of veterans and their families and/or beneficiaries who receive benefits and services from VBA.  VETSNET will serve to enhance VBA's responsiveness to veterans' needs by providing greater access to claimant information, a substantial improvement in the timeliness of claims processing and improvement in the quality of benefits and service deliveries through a state-of-the-art automated environment. The initial VETSNET effort was to focus on replacement of the Compensation and Pension (C&P) payment system.  VETSNET C&P will implement Benefits Delivery Network (BDN) services on the Stage I hardware platform.

This is the fourth in-process review of the VETSNET C&P project.  The initial review was conducted in October 1996.  At that time, the project team had a working prototype using actual C&P data from their working data model.  The system showed hidden benefits and the end user was gaining additional functionality; i.e., improved performance and security.  The major concern at that time was that the system architecture, training plan, system interfaces, and conversion methodology still needed to be finalized.  The project was reviewed again in May 1997.  The project underwent dramatic changes since the previous review.  The project team fundamentally changed its engineering methodology to accommodate a 3-tiered architecture.  They adopted the Object-Oriented engineering approach and switched from JAM to Visual Basic.  As a result of those changes, the project completion date slipped from April 1998 to December 1998 and there was no working prototype.  There was serious concern by the review team that the project would make its scheduled completion date.  The conclusion of the review team was that the schedule was extremely aggressive and left no room for any unscheduled or unpredictable delays.  The project team underestimated the startup time and learning curve for the new methodology, tools, and approach.

A third review was conducted in March 1998.  The conclusion of the review team was that the project was not back on track and that, without corrective action, the current effort would not be deployable any time in the next couple of years.  By March 1998, the implementation date had slipped once again from December 1998 to June 1999, and it appeared unlikely that the June date would be met.  Several significant findings and recommendations were offered to VBA as a result of that last review.  The following chart shows the findings from the March 1998 review report and what corrective action, if any, was taken by VBA:

Finding
Recommendation
VBA Response/Action

Reporting format is inadequate and hinders the ability to track and measure progress.
A new reporting format should be developed.
VBA has contracted with Robbins-Gioia, Inc., to implement this recommendation.

Project management is inadequate.
A strong and capable project management contractor should be consulted.
See above action.

There are open questions about the technical architecture.
A consultant with the proper expertise should review and validate the proposed VETSNET architecture to ensure it provides the optimum technical solution for the implementation of this project, or recommend a simplified solution. 
VBA has not implemented this recommendation at this time.

The ability to meet critical milestones is dependent upon cooperation and collaboration with Hines personnel.
Both St. Petersburg and Hines staffs should be planning resource levels and aligning schedules now.
VBA has not implemented this recommendation at this time.

The large (34) number of system interfaces represents a significant challenge.
Interfaces should be a focal point for review and assessment by the project management consultant and architecture expert.
VBA has not implemented this recommendation at this time.

Further study of implementation plans of various related projects is needed.
A “Master Schedule” containing the “critical path” is still needed.
No “Master Schedule” has been provided to us at this time.

As of December 1998, the VETSNET C&P project team has completed the Participant Profile and Search screens which is a major milestone for 1998.  This piece involves viewing and recording information about veterans, dependents, POA’s (Powers of Attorney), and Fiduciaries and it contains more information than BDN captures.  The release was deployed to VA Central Office in October 1998.  The next major milestone scheduled for completion in 1999 is the Awards I screen.  While the project has made some progress in the last 6 months, the completion date for this project is now 2002.  The reason given was the project was vastly underscoped from the beginning.

II.  VETSNET C&P Architecture

VETSNET is employing an architecture that uses three tiers of software/logic, and two physical machine-level tiers.  The first tier, called the client tier, is relying on a thin client user workstation running a basic Graphical User Interface (GUI) that is written in Visual Basic.  No data are stored on the local PC except for that which is being manipulated prior to a save to the main database.  The second and third tiers reside on a central computer.  The demonstration prototype uses a dedicated database server (a Sequent 450) on-site at the regional office (RO).  The eventual implementation design is that this be a dedicated national database server (a NUMA-Q) in Austin.  

It is intended that this architecture be flexible and scalable such that moving to larger platforms to support implementation will not introduce significant new problems.  The second tier (which as previously stated resides on the same dedicated server along with the third tier) is called the services tier.  The master database is considered the third tier, or database tier, which is supported by an Oracle Data Base Management System.  “Tuxedo” is used to manage the processing of the services.  Coding is accomplished in C++.  A detailed discussion of the architecture specifics was not requested during this site visit but the above served to provide a broad background of the architecture environment.

One of the basic approaches to the VETSNET development has been the creation of reusable code and tools to support development in all areas.  Much effort has been invested in the creation of these basic tools for each tier of the architecture.  These tools are intended to include code generators, template-driven code generators (wizards), and testing and debugging tools.  Faster development would be possible if the team could acquire testing and debugging tools; they have had limited success in identifying useful commercial tools in this area and have invested considerable resources in developing their own tools.

III.  Findings and Recommendations

1.  Finding:  VETSNET C&P project management remains weak.  Although there appears to have been progress in developing code, previously identified concerns remain regarding: project management planning and control, program oversight, the use of appropriate metrics, the suitability of the architecture, and the risks with system interfaces.  Questions regarding delivery dates for included functionality can not be adequately answered.  Resource levels are unknown or uncoordinated and the budget for VETSNET for both FY99 and FY00 is unclear.  There was no evidence that the project is following the recently developed VBA program management methodology (PMM). The project’s ability to develop a meaningful product by the milestones provided in the briefing is doubtful.

Recommendation: Fully develop and implement the Program Management Methodology in all IT projects.  Assess the possibility of implementing VETSNET is small modules during the development life cycle and not waiting until 2002 for the entire system.

2.  Finding:  The VETSNET target architecture is untested for its planned environment.  A VA-wide or VBA-wide IT architecture does not yet exist.  The proposed architecture for the VETSNET program is not fully documented nor has it been independently assessed for its ability to eventually support all VBA programs.  The architecture must accommodate a significant transaction volume from a large number of simultaneous users with high reliability and rapid response time.  It must support secure operations, sensitive data, and web enabled self-service transactions while program requirements evolve.  The VETSNET architecture is not tested in VA.  Comparisons made with the BDN environment when VETSNET was initiated are dated due to improvements in BDN hardware.  An objective comparison of the architectures or other alternatives has not been done.

Recommendation: Immediately bring in an outside consultant as a senior systems architect to independently assess the current VBA IT architecture and recommend alternatives for VBA.  The assessment would include infrastructure capabilities and costs.

3.  Finding:  The C&P service has not identified the automation suite to support claims processing activities.  The relationship among the various current and planned C&P claims processing initiatives to each other and to the activities required to process a claim is not clearly defined; i.e., what is the business process model to be adopted for claims processing and, given that model, how do the various ongoing system development projects in VBA integrate to support it?  Functional redundancy between initiatives such as CATS, CPS, VETSNET, and Highway 1 should be identified and eliminated.  The conceptual objective is single data entry across the service and VA, and timely access to the data by those who need it.  

Recommendation: Have C&P Service’s complete its “to-be” model of claims processing.  Assess VETSNET and other related system development projects for their ability to support that model.  Identify the interfaces and interdependencies among applications – VETSNET and others.  Develop a plan to be the basis for the requirements of the relevant projects.  It should also support the requirements of the other VBA services and administrations.
4.  Finding:  The relationship between the C&P Service, VBA IRM, and the VETSNET C&P project is changing.  Support for VETSNET C&P by VBA and the C&P Service has been perceived by the project team as weak.  No clear sponsor existed.  Although the C&P Service is taking ownership and accountability for the future of VETSNET C&P, this does not seem to have previously been the case.  

Recommendation:  Clarify the roles and responsibilities of organizations involved in development efforts.  A general Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) should document the C&P Service and VBA IRM’s responsibilities and obligations with respect to this and other development efforts.  A project specific MOU would clarify the support both VBA IRM and C&P Service will provide and the support the project should expect to receive.

5.  Finding:  VETSNET in its current form will not be ready before 2002.  The Program Manager indicated that he could not promise delivery of VETSNET before 2002.  This is a 3-year slip from the schedule presented at the May status meeting; which itself reflected a 6-month slip.  VETSNET C&P implementation is currently an all-or-nothing approach and significant development work remains for reports, letters, and interfaces.  The functionality is not broken into modules that can be incrementally developed and fielded.  Even if functionality is broken out, the C&P Service has not established the desired sequence for implementing the modules. This all-or-nothing approach contradicts the existing VBA Rapid Application Development (RAD) program development methodology.  Implementation planning has not been done.  Early fielding may create difficulties at the RO level if personnel have to operate both VETSNET and BDN systems depending on the type of claim.

Recommendation: Identify usable functionality that can be salvaged from the VETSNET C&P initiative.  Complete any functionality that will be useful to the C&P Service that can be fielded during FY 99.  Terminate the remainder of the VETSNET C&P effort.  Evidence points to the need for a restart.  We make this recommendation primarily for the following reasons:

· The VETSNET management team does not have a comprehensive grasp of the architecture, design methodology, or the use of a project management system that provides any confidence that this effort will be completed on schedule with a successful deliverable that will meet VBA’s business needs.

· C&P has recently completed a BPR of its process.  It seems highly appropriate to design and build a system based on it, rather than to continue in the VETSNET C&P direction of simply trying to replicate the old BDN functionality on a new technology platform.

6.  Finding:  No prime contractor is responsible for VETSNET C&P development. The VETSNET program office manages and directs the workforce to achieve results.  VETSNET has a T&M (time and material) contract with FDC who provides subcontract labor. They do not have responsibility or accountability for cost, schedule, or performance.  The subcontractors working on VETSNET have experienced a turnover rate that has adversely affected the project.  Recently, the primary VETSNET architect left.  Although documentation exists on the architecture, this is a critical vacancy.  Replacement personnel must learn both the project and VA. Additionally, the inability to retain an experienced workforce familiar with the development may make maintenance and sustainment of VETSNET more difficult.

Recommendation:   If labor is to be outsourced for future development efforts, identify a prime contractor to be responsible and accountable for the project.
IV.  Summary and Conclusion 
The VETSNET program supports the goals of the One VA Vision of IT enhanced customer service, but the C&P project is unlikely to meet these objectives in the timeframe VBA has indicated. This project has been under development for five years and the review team believes it will take another five years before any operational benefits are realized.  A reassessment of VETSNET C&P objectives should be made as well as a determination of any usable developed components.  The review team does not believe this effort will be deployed and operational in 2002.  A “go” or “no go” decision must be made immediately on this project.  VBA cannot afford to expend additional resources on a system that will not show any benefits until 2003 or beyond.  A lessons learned document should be produced and shared with other VA program/project officials to ensure that similar experiences will not be repeated for future efforts.  VBA needs to reassess the entire VETSNET program in light of some of the current activities with Highway 1, Business Process Reengineering (BPR), and Data Warehousing.
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