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The deal was almost set. If these plans were
approved, the company could hold on until the spring building
season started. If not, she would pack it in, declare bankruptcy
before the first of the year and go back to government service.
Starting a small business was much harder than Faith Hope had
anticipated.

Now she had to get on a plane to Chicago. She
called Economy Airlines and booked a flight on the 7:48.

She ran out of her Washington, D.C. office,
grabbing the change of clothes and the travel kit she always had
hanging up on the hook behind the door. She carried her lightweight
garment bag and the briefcase with the detailed plans. At this time
of day, it was faster to get to National Airport by the Metro than
to drive. Even catching a cab was risky because of the traffic on
the Fourteenth Street Bridge.

She got off the Yellow Line train at the
airport and ran through the cluster of people trying to find the
walkway to the terminal. The automatic doors opened and she found
the Economy Airlines counter immediately. Without seven or fourteen
days advance purchase, the other airlines would be much more
expensive than the company could really afford. Two hundred and
eighteen dollars, round trip. She put it on the TransAmerican
Airways Master Card, the one she used as a company credit card.
Maybe someday she would take a vacation with the twelve thousand
free miles she had accumulated.

She waded through the main terminal to the
airport security check. Without her laptop computer it was easy to
get through the X-ray machine once she reached the front of the
line. It was 7:02. She had plenty of time to grab some fast food
before the flight. A Big Mac to calm her down.

***

The two gates for Economy Airlines were on
the right hand side of the concourse. Faith Hope could tell there
was a problem from fifty feet away. People were crowded six deep
around the agent’s desks, not politely lined up like they usually
were. She was only five foot six, so she couldn’t see what the
agent was doing with all the people in front of her.

She could hear, though. The agent’s soothing
voice was cracking around the edges, pleading for people to calm
down and wait for the customer service representative. Something
about making alternative arrangements. She prayed that the flight
had not been delayed.

A small woman who looked a little like Mary
Lou Retton strode down the corridor, the crowd of people separating
before her. She must have been a gymnast, too, being able to hoist
herself up on the counter so easily with one hand. From the way she
carried herself, she must have been in charge.

The woman faced the angry crowd.

“I am the passenger service representative
for Economy Airlines. Here’s the situation. Flight 978 to Chicago
has been cancelled. Tough shit! Find something else from another
airline. Go away, get out of here.”

The woman jumped down and forced herself
through the wall of people. She left the area before anyone could
react.

There was a moment of shocked silence. The
shock was soon followed by anger.

“Just who does she think she is?”

“What a nerve.”

“I’ll never fly this airline again.”

“I’ll sue.”

Faith Hope knew it was pointless to stay
here. She looked around the airport and saw something that might
help. The TransAmerican passenger service desk was right across the
hall. And there was no line.

 


The passenger service agent at TransAmerican
was helpful. There was a flight at 8:45 with space available, the
last flight to Chicago from the airport that night. She explained
to Faith Hope that she couldn’t use her two hundred and eighteen
dollar Economy Airlines ticket directly on TransAmerican because
the airlines didn’t have complete reciprocity.

“We will be able to give you credit for the
Economy ticket, however. You will have to pay the difference
between the old ticket price and the new one. You’ll have to pay an
additional two hundred dollars because there was no advance
purchase reduced fare.” A man behind the counter nodded to the
agent, then walked around to the front of the counter.

Faith Hope looked dubious. Four hundred and
eighteen dollars would put her within five hundred of the limit on
the TransAmerican credit card.

The agent looked at the receding figure of
her supervisor as he walked toward the men’s room. She leaned over
the counter and whispered in a conspiratorial tone.

“Look, let me give you some friendly advice,
woman to woman. The scuttlebutt around here is that Economy will
stop flying tonight. You’re better off getting what you can from
this ticket. After tonight, it will be worthless. You don’t want to
risk trying for standby. Besides, the early morning flights are
already overbooked and you would have to hope for no-shows. The
next flight that is not overbooked is at noon tomorrow.”

“OK, let’s do it.” She handed the agent her
credit card and she swiped it through the magnetic stripe
reader.

“It will just be a minute. The computer is
slow tonight. Yes, here it is.”

The passenger service representative looked
at the message on her screen. The credit request had been denied
because the card had expired. That was the third one she had seen
tonight.

The agent looked at the card. The expiration
date was January, 2000. The same problem she had seen before.

“It’s a computer bug. The system doesn’t
recognize the year 2000 properly. I’ll enter it by hand and change
the year to 2001. That always works. Yes, here it is. Enjoy your
flight.” She handed her the ticket.

Faith Hope thanked her and grabbed her ticket
and garment bag. She had twenty minutes.

As she watched Faith Hope run for her plane,
the TransAmerican Airways agent wondered why the company didn’t fix
their computers.

***

The plane from Washington National to Chicago
O’Hare took off at 9:00. Air traffic control at National monitored
the flight while in Washington’s air space. While the altitude was
low enough, the ground control of the plane’s flight path was
monitored from air traffic control at a series of small, local
airports.

Hagerstown, Maryland ATC took over control
after Washington handed it off. Then control was passed to
Wheeling. Wheeling would be the last low-altitude center to have
control, since the plane would soon be high enough for the
high-altitude Air Route Traffic Control Centers in Wheeling and
Pittsburgh to assume command. The flight would remain under the
control of the bigger centers until it descended near Chicago.

The system operations manual specifies that
when one control center hands off a flight to another, a blinking
icon is supposed to appear on the screen of the terminal radar
controller’s computer, which the air traffic controllers call a
tracon. When the controller presses a button, the previous
controller is supposed to be notified that control of the plane has
been taken over and the blinking icon is supposed to become steady.
The changeover is supposed to be instantaneous, but many tracons
take several seconds to respond.

Flight 329 was one of the worst. On the
flight to Chicago, the plane had been lost between controllers
three times for a total of 18 seconds. At six hundred miles an
hour, the plane was out of sight of traffic control for a total of
three miles.

The latest ATC upgrade plan called for all
tracons at the low-altitude control centers to be replaced by
January, 1999. Replacement of tracons at the high-altitude control
centers was to begin in March of the same year.

***

Even with the majority of Americans having
flown many times in their lives, many people are still terrified of
flying. This is not an unnatural fear. An airplane seems to have no
means of support. All the junior high school physics experiments,
blowing across the top of a piece of paper demonstrating
Bernoulli’s Law, don’t really convince people who cannot see any
people below them on the ground from the time they take off until
two minutes before landing.

Statistically speaking, most of these fears
are irrational. If you divide the number of people who die in
airplane crashes by the total number of passengers who fly every
year and then again by the average number of miles flown, flying is
safe, much safer than traveling by car, train, or even walking. The
safety statistics don’t matter. Even experienced flyers, who know
these statistics well, have a momentary panic attack when their
airplane suddenly drops a few feet and they lose their lunch into a
paper bag.

Emily Dawson knew all about this panic. She
had to know it, because she was a flight attendant. She could see
that the man in 32A was frightened. She would have to reassure him,
distract him, keep him comfortable, get him drunk, whatever it
takes to get him through the flight. At least the weather forecast
was good.

The fear of flying is the fear of lack of
control. The problem was, the lack of control, at least by the
pilots, is not what people should be afraid of. The passengers
certainly shouldn’t be worried about themselves not being the ones
flying the plane. Hell, most people cannot even drive their cars as
safely as they should.

No, she thought, what most people should be
terrified of was what happened on the ground. Air traffic
control.

The man in 32A had fallen asleep. Emily
Dawson leaned back against the rear bulkhead and thought about how
much worse flying had become in her twenty years in the air.

The air traffic control system is heavily
overtaxed in terms of both people and equipment. When Ronald Reagan
decertified the union and fired the striking air traffic
controllers, he became an even greater hero to the union-hating
portion of the population than he already was. Even the name,
PATCO, annoyed people. Professional Air Traffic Controllers Union,
hah! The union spokesman was annoying, with his demands. Didn’t
make much sense to annoy Reagan.

But the PATCO guy was right about needing
more controllers, and having shorter shifts. It is a terrifying
feeling to have three planes trying to land at the same time on
three separate runways, with twenty others nearby having to
maintain a thousand feet between them. A thousand feet, that’s
around a quarter of a second for these things, even at low speed.
And there might be another thirty planes on the radar scope.

All the planes have different capabilities.
Some can land anywhere, even on short runways. Others need to land
on the longest runways in the airport. There are schedules to keep
and the pressure of being written up by your supervisor if any
planes get too close. It’s like keeping order in a class of first
graders; almost impossible even if they are the best kids in the
world and you are a nun in a big black habit.

When PATCO was decertified, replacement
controllers were hired. Some of them had worked for the military,
so they just had to learn how to handle twice as many planes at a
time. Others had to learn everything on the job. Air travel was
pretty scary for a while, then it got back to the safety level it
was at before the strike. Meanwhile the entire automated hardware
and software system was breaking down. And more flights were
scheduled each day.

The guy in 32A had woken up and was shouting
something. She knew she’d better go to his seat and reassure him.
Five more lousy years before she would have a decent pension.

***

The guy’s shouting had wakened Faith Hope.
After the flight attendant calmed the jerk down, she reached for
her briefcase, then laughed. She had left it at the TransAmerican
counter. It would be government service for her after all. She’d
call Bill Richardson the next morning.


December 27, 1983

 


In the late 1970s, the Department of Defense
decided that a major portion of its budget was the cost of its
software systems. They did a survey and found over 1600 different
programming languages in use. Since no college or university taught
more than about three, the military had to do most of the training
itself.

The primary reason there were so many
programming languages is that none of them worked well. Some of the
languages couldn’t handle two events happening at once, like aiming
an aircraft carrier’s guns at the same time that a rocket had to be
fired to blow up an incoming enemy missile. Other programming
languages were so complex that fixing any software bugs cost much
more than the entire software cost when it was initially
created.

It was clear that no existing programming
language was adequate. Extending an existing language was
considered too risky, given the chaotic commercial marketplace. The
Department of Defense decided to build its own programming
language. However, there were many questions to be answered about
how this should be done.

The solution was to have a design competition
to create the best programming language. Requests for proposals
were sent out and four preliminary designs were selected to be
developed further. There was an enormous effort just to prepare the
preliminary designs. The designs were required to address issues in
syntax, semantics, and the run-time system.

A programming language must have a precisely
described syntax, in which certain words are given specific
meanings that are reserved for these words alone, in much the same
way that Xerox and Kleenex want their names to be used. Words like
“if” and “begin” are often reserved words. A programming language
shouldn’t have too many reserved words, but it must have
enough.

The syntax of a language spells out precisely
which types of sentences are consistent with the language’s
organization. Unlike English, which allows the verbs and nouns to
be placed almost everywhere (except for editors and high school
English teachers, who are very picky), there is a specific order in
which things must appear. The sentence

“I like apples cooked in turpentine.” is
correct grammar, but

“I apples like turpentine cooked in.” is
not.

Once the syntax is agreed upon, programs,
which are essentially collections of complex sentences in the
languages, must be given meaning. This is the semantic part of the
language description. In the previous sentence, the word “like”
must be a verb, with the other parts of speech clearly
delineated.

The final part of the language proposal was a
run-time environment, in which the computerized version of the
“apples” might actually be “cooked” in the “turpentine.”

After the four preliminary proposals had been
evaluated, the finalists were asked to complete their prototypes.
After a lengthy careful evaluation process, the Ada programming
language was born. The language was named for Ada Lovelace, the
daughter of Lord Byron. She was Charles Babbage’s assistant and
operated what he called his Analytical Machine, which probably made
her the first programmer.

Research projects were funded to develop an
actual version of the language, which at this point was a complex
theoretical proposal. The first Ada compilers, which actually could
run programs, came a little later. Companies were hired to write
software to help programmers write Ada programs more efficiently,
computers were donated to universities to help them teach Ada, and
the government started moving toward having all new military
software written in the Ada language.

There was some concern that software written
in Ada ran much slower than the software it replaced. It was not
clear if the performance problems were due to programmers
inexperienced in Ada or to the quality of the compilers, which were
the first generation of their type. Others thought the problem was
the inherent complexity of the Ada language itself, with its
sophisticated semantics. More companies worked toward improving the
observed speed of operation of Ada programs.

Ada conferences were held everywhere, with
Senator Robert Byrd getting nearly two thousand people to attend
one in West Virginia, where he coined the term “Software
Valley.”

***

A few years later, the Federal Aviation
Administration decided that the air traffic control system would be
rewritten in Ada. They hoped that a modern programming language
that followed good principles of software engineering would reduce
software costs. If the language also allowed proper treatment of
concurrent events, such as two airplanes entering the same area at
the same time, then the entire system could be rewritten making it
more robust in case of unexpected errors, more efficient in times
of heavy load, and easier to change as the needs of the flying
public changed.

It was clear that the air traffic control
system was in need of a complete overhaul. Hardware and software
that were used in the 1960s, when the number of flights was a small
fraction of current levels, were still in use. The decision from
the Federal Aviation Administration was to devise a new system
using Ada. A contract that might have totaled sixteen billion
dollars was let. The FAA would monitor this project, in spite of
their relative lack of Ada expertise.

After four years the contract was cancelled,
and the old air traffic control system continued as it was, with
incremental improvements at best. The system was highly overloaded
and there was no capacity for expansion. Planning for the
long-overdue major system redesign and upgrade would have to start
soon. No one wanted to wait for a series of air crashes to motivate
the politicians.


December , 1995

 


Fifteen years after the finalized description
of the Ada language, the Department of Defense has abandoned the
use of Ada except for new system development where there is no
commercial alternative or there are major requirements for system
performance. (Ada programs are often too slow for the applications
that require response within specific intervals.) Commercial
software, like the ones sold in local computer stores, was to be
used as much as possible.

In nearly all other cases, newer programming
languages such as C, C++, and Java are used. Whatever the
advantages of Ada were, they did not seem to extend to the
development of mainstream computer applications.


February 4, 1998

 


THE WHITE HOUSE

Office of the Press Secretary

____________________

For Immediate Release February 4, 1998

EXECUTIVE ORDER

- - - - - - -

YEAR 2000 CONVERSION

The American people expect reliable service
from their Government and deserve the confidence that critical
government functions dependent on electronic systems will be
performed accurately and in a timely manner. Because of a design
feature in many electronic systems, a large number of activities in
the public and private sectors could be at risk beginning in the
year 2000. Some computer systems and other electronic devices will
misinterpret the year "00" as 1900, rather than 2000. Unless
appropriate action is taken, this flaw, known as the "Y2K problem,"
can cause systems that support those functions to compute
erroneously or simply not run. Minimizing the Y2K problem will
require a major technological and managerial effort, and it is
critical that the United States Government do its part in
addressing this challenge.

Accordingly, by the authority vested in me as
President by the Constitution and the laws of the United States of
America, it is hereby ordered as follows:


Section 1. Policy. (a) It shall be the
policy of the executive branch that agencies shall:

(1) assure that no critical Federal program
experiences disruption because of the Y2K problem;

(2) assist and cooperate with State, local,
and tribal governments to address the Y2K problem where those
governments depend on Federal information or information technology
or the Federal Government is dependent on those governments to
perform critical missions;

(3) cooperate with the private sector
operators of critical national and local systems, including the
banking and financial system, the telecommunications system, the
public health system, the transportation system, and the electric
power generation system, in addressing the Y2K problem; and

 


(4) communicate with their foreign
counterparts to raise awareness of and generate cooperative
international arrangements to address the Y2K problem.

(b) As used in this order, "agency" and
"agencies" refer to Federal agencies that are not in the judicial
or legislative branches.

Sec. 2. Year 2000 Conversion Council. There
is hereby established the President's Council on Year 2000
Conversion (the "Council").

(a) The Council shall be led by a Chair who
shall be an Assistant to the President, and it shall be composed of
one representative from each of the executive departments and from
such other Federal agencies as may be determined by the Chair of
the Council (the "Chair").

(b) The Chair shall appoint a Vice Chair and
assign other responsibilities for operations of the council as he
or she deems necessary.

(c) The Chair shall oversee the activities of
agencies to assure that their systems operate smoothly through the
year 2000, act as chief spokesperson on this issue for the
executive branch in national and international fora, provide policy
coordination of executive branch activities with State, local, and
tribal governments on the Y2K problem, and promote appropriate
Federal roles with respect to private sector activities in this
area.

(d) The Chair and the Director of the Office
of Management and Budget shall report jointly at least quarterly to
me on the progress of agencies in addressing the Y2K problem.

(e) The Chair shall identify such resources
from agencies as the Chair deems necessary for the implementation
of the policies set out in this order, consistent with applicable
law.

Sec. 3. Responsibilities of Agency Heads. (a)
The head of each agency shall:

(1) assure that efforts to address the Y2K
problem receive the highest priority attention in the agency and
that the policies established in this order are carried out;
and

(2) cooperate to the fullest extent with the
Chair by making available such information, support, and
assistance, including personnel, as the Chair may request to
support the accomplishment of the tasks assigned herein, consistent
with applicable law.

(b) The heads of executive departments and
the agencies designated by the Chair under section 2(a) of this
order shall identify a responsible official to represent the head
of the executive department or agency on the Council with
sufficient authority and experience to commit agency resources to
address the Y2K problem.

Sec. 4. Responsibilities of Interagency and
Executive Office Councils. Interagency councils and councils within
the Executive Office of the President, including the President's
Management Council, the Chief Information Officers Council, the
Chief Financial Officers Council, the President's Council on
Integrity and Efficiency, the Executive Council on Integrity and
Efficiency, the National Science and Technology Council, the
National Performance Review, the National Economic Council, the
Domestic Policy Council, and the National Security Council shall
provide assistance and support to the Chair upon the Chair's
request.

Sec. 5. Judicial Review. This Executive order
is intended only to improve the internal management of the
executive branch and does not create any right or benefit,
substantive or procedural, enforceable at law or equity by a party
against the United States, its agencies, or instrumentalities, its
officers or employees, or any other person.

WILLIAM JEFFERSON CLINTON

THE WHITE HOUSE,

February 4, 1998.


August 11, 1998

 


President Clinton exercised the power of the
Presidency. He ended the meeting early and sent his staff out of
the room. He had three minutes before his next meeting, time enough
to employ his legendary concentration to review his personal
problems. It was a cool day for August, and he was the President of
the greatest country in the world.

He loved the power of the presidency, loved
the instant response and respect from his cabinet when he entered
the briefing room. Maybe it wasn’t really respect when they stopped
talking among themselves and looked at him, but it was the next
best thing. He surveyed the people in the room, looking for any
signs of having heard the latest jokes about the Monica Lewinski
affair. In Washington, everyone had heard the latest gossip; it was
the jokes that annoyed him.

The jokes, the gossip, the opinion polls,
they didn’t really matter anyway. He had survived the Republican
majority in the 1994 elections. He had been reelected in 1996. The
Constitution prohibited him from serving a third term.

In many ways, the country was in great shape.
The Soviet Union had self-destructed and no major enemies were on
the horizon. America had done enough to keep the peace in Bosnia;
he wouldn’t send in ground troops to be at the mercy of
snipers.

Most importantly, the economy was booming.
Jobless rates were the lowest in many years. Contrary to most
economic theories of the past forty years, inflation was also
surprisingly low. The Federal Reserve had kept interest rates low
and it was easy for many young families to buy houses.

The stock market was making money for nearly
everyone. Most people who had invested their retirement funds in
stocks or mutual funds were planning to retire early on their
portfolios.

People seemed to be tired of the
confrontational politics. Even with the elections coming up in
November, even with the worst case scenario, the Democratic Party
would be strong enough to prevent a complete railroading of their
President out of the White House.

The worst that could happen was an
impeachment in the House of Representatives. He’d never get
convicted by the Senate, not with so many Democrats. Besides, he
didn’t believe the American people really thought what he did was
such a bad thing. Everyone knew Jack Kennedy fooled around. Lyndon
Johnson had even said, “I’ve had a thousand women, but the best one
of all was my Bird.” Eisenhower, Bush, there had been rumors about
them, too, at least before they got into the White House.

What was that Ken Starr doing? Clinton wished
that the man had taken that law school deanship. This independent
prosecutor stuff was nonsense. He’d be able to get through it.
Hillary would stick by him, too. They both had goals, wanted to
improve the country. Clinton knew what it meant to be poor, knew
what had to be done. So did Hillary. She knew what she was getting
into when they married, about his roving eye. She’d support him
completely. They were a team. And they still had a job to do.

Not too sure about Chelsea, though, how she
was handling all this. He hated the stuff she had to be going
through.

The President checked his briefing sheet
before entering the room. This meeting was to discuss the Year 2000
Problem. He had appointed this guy, John something, to be a
Presidential Assistant and head up the President’s Council on Year
2000 Conversion. Why couldn’t they call it the Y2K team? He hated
Washington-ese.

Apparently, the man had been doing a good
job, so the Federal government’s systems would probably work.
Social Security had started about ten years ago. They would be
ready at the end of this year, a full year ahead of schedule.

From what he had heard, he was not too sure
about the rest of the infrastructure, the utilities, the state and
local governments, American business. Still, it was not too early
to check. August eleventh was not all that far away from the March
31, 1999 deadline that had been set for all the Y2K problems in
federal government systems to be fixed.

The President looked around the room. There
was the Cabinet, their senior staff and a few others he didn’t
recognize. One of them was a babe, sitting at the back of the room
behind the major players. He hadn’t noticed her before. Some
African-American features, an exotic bearing. The woman was
demurely dressed, in a good quality blazer over a silk blouse. She
averted her eyes, never looking him directly in the face. At least
for now.

He loved Washington, loved the power. He
tuned out the incessant “Good Morning Mr. President” from the
people in the room and started thinking about the problem the
meeting would discuss.

Bill Clinton thought that Y2K was the least
important problem that would occur during his presidency. He’d
complete his second term and be out of office in January of 2001.
You’d think Al Gore would focus on that, making sure that what they
worked so hard for would be kept in place and not swept away by
those Republicooks. Why didn’t the media dish up some dirt on the
other fellas playing around? Bet there’d be some fun if the
Democrats could turn the tables on those guys.

Bill Clinton now did what he did better than
anyone else in the world. He leaned over to his Vice-President and
appeared to give him his undivided attention, at least to an
outside observer seeing his body language. At the same time, he
compartmentalized his thoughts so that he could focus on the real
problem at hand, which was not precisely what was on the
agenda.

***

The President reviewed what he had learned
about the issue. When computers were so expensive that only the
biggest companies could afford them, government had them, too.
Social Security, the Pentagon, the nuclear labs, they had them. The
earliest machines were so large and complex, they needed rooms by
themselves and teams of people just to keep them running. The costs
were enormous.

Even with this expense, the computers had
little real capacity, certainly not by today’s standards. The
memory was limited, so programmers used every trick they could to
save space. Using two digits for dates was only the most obvious
programming trick. No one thought that the programs would be around
for very long, certainly not for thirty or forty years. Admiral
Grace Murray Hopper invented COBOL so long ago. You’d think it
would have been replaced completely by now.

Apparently, there wasn’t any systematic
method of deciding which parts of the old legacy software would be
reused and which would be thrown away when new computers were
purchased. The term “reuse” wasn’t even used until 1968, and
certifying the correctness of reused software components wasn’t
even considered an important issue until the late 1990s. The
computers became obsolete every two or three years, so this process
of changing and keeping old software seemed to have had gone on
forever.

***

Clinton remembered his briefing at NASA. It
had been technical, but he had understood the basic concepts. The
guy in the short-sleeved white shirt and the narrow tie actually
wore a pocket protector. But he knew his stuff and had explained it
well in his high-pitched voice.

“The computers in spacecraft have even more
problems than the big mainframes on the ground. They had to be
super reliable, so no off-the-shelf equipment could be used. They
had almost no memory, so little that using a memory-hogging,
general-purpose operating system was out of the question.”

The President was really impressed with the
older NASA people, the astronauts, of course, but also the
programmers who used every possible technique, including many they
invented themselves to fit the software into the tiny spacecraft.
Listening to the guy talk brought back the sense of excitement he
had when Neil Armstrong landed on the Moon.

“The programmers wrote very small programs,
which they called ‘executives.’ These executive programs controlled
precisely which portions of the software were loaded onto the
computers at specific times. Different portions were overlaid on
certain memory areas that could be changed. Others were in place in
memory the whole time. All this was controlled remotely by people
at NASA ground centers sending short coded messages to antennas,
bouncing the signals off satellites, and finally getting them to
the spacecraft.”

Clinton nodded, fascinated by the technical
detail that the man had mastered.

“Accurate calculation of dates and times has
always been extremely important to NASA. Every satellite photo was
transmitted to Earth electronically. In order to tell what part of
the world the satellite image actually was a picture of, there has
to be an accurate time stamp as part of the electronic message sent
to the ground station. The time stamps had to be coordinated with
the precise time as measured by the observatory clock in Greenwich,
England. It was no wonder that scientists programming these
special-purpose computers saved every bit of memory space they
could. To use four digits for dates was an unheard-of luxury.”

The NASA engineer continued, his Adam’s apple
bobbing up and down. He was proud of the projects he had worked
on.

“Even with our new technologies, there are
going to be some problems with controlling some of the older
spacecraft in the year 2000. With the budget cuts, some of the
older, less important, spacecraft, especially the ones that were
expected to work for only one year, but produced useful scientific
data for more than fifteen, might be too expensive to fix. Some of
them could be turned off and left as space junk. For others, a
rocket could be fired and the spacecraft would head towards the sun
or to burn up in the Earth’s atmosphere. Either way, it will be an
ignominious end.” The man nearly cried.

The older NASA satellites had the same
problems as the rest of the country. There wasn’t enough time or
resources to fix everything. Priorities had to be set and hard
decisions had to be made. This was a President’s job.

***

The President knew that he had to make sure
that Vice-President Gore focused on the real issue. Understanding
the issues, being a policy wonk, these were the only ways that Al
Gore was ever going to be elected President. The man had no
charisma. If he wore a cordovan leather jacket, he would blend into
the high-backed chair behind him. Brocade suit, he’d blend into the
couch. Still, he had great hair, and it had stayed black. Being the
Vice-President was a whole lot less stressful than being the
President. Particularly if you sleepwalked.

He decided to inject some political reality
into the discussion.

“Let me see if I understand this. The
Pentagon will be ready for any date problems in the year 2000. It
must be, in order to protect our people, soldiers and
civilians.”

“Yes, Mr. President. We have been working on
this for many years. Our systems are redundant and have been tested
thoroughly.” There was nodding from the Secretary of Defense and
the head of the National Security Council.

He didn’t believe them, but decided to go
along. This meeting was too open to object directly about the
readiness status of military systems. He’d find out the details
later.

“Good! Then let’s worry about the civilian
systems. What are the most important ones?” The President looked
around the room expectantly.

“Taxes. The Internal Revenue System.”

“The IRS doesn’t work now. And people can’t
figure out their own taxes.”

“I agree. So has every President for a long
time. It hasn’t mattered much. But we can always hire more people
to do the data entry, more agents to read the forms. Lets’ move
on.”

“Social Security.”

“Medicare.”

“The Federal payroll system.”

“The Federal employees retirement
system.”

“The General Accounting Office, paying
government contractors.”

There was more, but Clinton had heard enough.
He tuned out the rest until the suggestions lagged.

“OK, that’s good. Now, which ones are the
most important? I mean, which ones can cause the most unhappiness
in the voting population if they don’t work?

“Medicare!” Lots of nodding around the table.
Clinton wondered how these guys ever got elected, then remembered
that most of them had never run for elected office in their lives.
He decided to lead them through it, to see if they understand the
big picture.

“Does it work now?”

“No, not really.” This from Vice-President
Gore. “There are too many problems, errors in billing, double
bills, denied claims, partial claims, data entry errors. There is
no way to fix this with all the insurance companies, HMOs,
physician’s groups, and lobbyists. Every time Congress changes a
law, everything related to it has to be reprogrammed. Each state
has its own system, its own regulations and yet they all have to
interface to the federal system. The only thing we could have done
was to have passed health care reform in our first term.”

“I agree. What can we do about the Medicare
problem now?”

“Just make sure our end looks OK. Let the
state governments, the insurance companies and the HMOs take the
heat. Especially the HMOs.”

“A good solution.” Clinton smiled. “What
else?”

“Well, there are a lot of federal
employees.”

“Yes,” the President countered. “And there
are lots of retirees, too. Should we focus on that?”

“Yes, we have to,” said the Vice-President.
“But there’s a more critical problem. We cannot have a situation
where our Civil Service retirees are paid, but the poor
grandmothers on Social Security are not. Senior citizens vote. It
would be a political disaster.”

“Yes it would,” said the President. He could
have added “especially for you,” but did not. The man’s political
sense had improved. Heads nodded in agreement around the table.

“Then it’s agreed? We will fix Social
Security first?” The President had raised his eyebrows as if he was
asking a question, but he had clearly made up his own mind. “What
is the status of Social Security in the year 2000?”

The Secretary of the Treasury answered. “We
have been working on this problem for a long time. As I understand
it, the Social Security Administration is the most advanced of any
of the major government agencies.” He glanced quickly at the
cabinet members across the table. They were not happy.

“We believe that all our check writing
systems, from tax returns to retirement checks, will be working.
I’ll defer to the Director of Social Security.”

“Social Security is doing fine. Kathy Adams,
our Assistant Deputy Director for Systems, has had a team of 2,800
people working on it. We had completed our initial assessment of
the problem in May of 1996. We completed conversion of our
mainframe systems earlier this year and began testing a few months
ago. We expect to have all systems pass their checks by October of
1998. The total budget for this was about forty-three million. We
are in good shape at the Social Security Administration. Our
systems will work. Your mothers and grandmothers will not
starve.”

“Great,” said the President. The
Vice-President heaved a sign of relief. He understood the
importance of keeping the Social Security system in operation. Now
if Congress would act to make sure the system stayed funded when
the baby boomers retired.

“Excuse me, excuse me. Wait a minute.
Please.” This from the babe at the back of the room. “This is your
approach to the Y2K problem for your mainframe systems. I am glad
to see that you are so far along in this process. I congratulate
you. But there is still a problem with your PC-based systems on the
desktops of the workers.”
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