TAKING THE HIGH ROAD TO

| trathelvde is the most popu-

S0 lous region in Scotland, with
L over Q00000 households and
some 2310000 imhabitants: 13
per cent of the Scottish populia-

tion. The region covers around
13,850 square kilometres, includ-
ing < wide variety of countryside
and communitics, from scotland’s
fargest city. Glasgow, and its sub
urbs. through industrial and mar-
ket towns, o rural farming com-
munities and remote islands. In
order to service its customers’
properly, o Regional Council Tike
strathelvde not only requires an
cnormous amount and variety of
computer power, it also demands
reliabihiy

Strathelvde reckons on han-
dling some 3.5 hillion transactions
a vear across all ledgers and s
stall often need 1o work outside
normal hours 10 enable work 1o
be completed. The coundil claims
1o have the heaviest data input
foad ot any council in Britain
With the added demands ot com-
munity charge svstems 1o be set
up dandd G growing expectation of
access o mformation and specdy
response to enquiries from the
public. the council knew some
three vears ago that its ageing
GOS aterly known as Intersean
and then part of Bellh System
2100 would be unable to provide
the necessary computing capacity.

In November 1986, Tony
MeCabe, assistant operations niin-
ager. and lan Mactarlane, project
manager. began the scarch for
minicomputer hardware  that
would replace the old GOSN sys-
tem and handle the workload ol
data entry across the majority of
council functions. linked to its
mainframes,

Making the Chotee

Never  a simple  one, tor
strathelvde there were a number
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of priorities. Firstly cost: as ever,
local government spending is lim-
ited.

sceondly. flexibility: Strathclyde
had learned its lesson from its
experiences with software which
could only be developed by s
suppliers  due 1o ity com-
plexity licence restrictions.

Thirdly, the ability to move
from centralised data mput for all
arcas in the region. so reducing
dependency on one system and
increasing duata imput capacity

The fourth priority was 2780
communications capability - vital
to enable the distributed system
envisaged to work successtully,
allowing minis 1o link 1o cach
other and to the organisation’s
mainframes at Glasgow  and
Hamilton. Last. but certainly not
least - and one of the main rea-
sons for the final choice -
strathelyde demanded a good
reputation for capability, reliability
and quality service and support
front its minicomputer supplicr.

According 1o Tony McCabe,
from the four supplicrs who made
it to the final shortlist, ROCC
Computers of Crawley, Sussex.
won the business for three main

reasons: "ROCC had a convincing
track record in duta processing
and an excellent record in cus-
tomer support. 1t also showed s
2780 capability at a tully func
tional (and., we thought. incredi-
hiv fasth demonstration of a
working system at Littdewoaods.
And vital for us. the flexibility of
its systems, which could be casily
developed by our own statt, fully
supported the multiple site -
multiple linked configuration we
wantred”

From over 100,000 employees
of Strathelyvde Regional Council,
the  computer  department
cmploys 200 in its operations
teams and 157 systems develop
ers. technical support and com-
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munications experts - a total ol

357 people.

The job in hand

Now for some statistics that might
surprise vou: council stafl are
paid in different ways - with cash
or direet bank transter: weekly.
fortnightly or monthly - a4 com-
plex job on its own.

Strathelvde Council made
mitlion payments out to supplicrs.
for services and to stdf in 1989 it
received inexcess of 2 million
creditor pavments: it holds
around halt a million creditors
any one time on the ROCC svstem
and. in total, handled around 3.5
billion transactions fast year.

And there’s more. 1989 statistics
for the operations teams within
the council’s computer depart-
ment show the following numbers
ol keyvstrokes i some example
applications arcas: payment of
creditors - 160 million: pavroll -
119 million: community charge -
100 million: costing system - 03
million: rating svstem - 29 million:
purking tines - 20 million. An
analysis ol the operators” time

shows they spent approx. 58 per
cent entering data and a1 per cent
veritying it

Planned
implementation

Looking back, the ROCC com-
puters were phased in over
wosyedar period during 1987 and
1988: three systems were installed
in Renfrew, Avre and Dumbarton
by the end of TOST. Four systems
were installed at Hamilton and
Glasgow . cach consisting of two
ROCC computers enabling work
to be switched automatically
between machines Ge duplexing)
should any problem occur with
one of them or for data to be
inputted via terminals at any



remote location. and processed
centrally. should o complete sys-
tem go down

Much conversion from the old
GOSN system had to be carried out
- 30 per cent was done by ROCC

and the new system went into
operation by mid 1988 1t ran in
paralel with the old one for some
months to ensure that all the
wrinkles were ironed out and that
the necessary conversion and per-
sonnel training wias complete

A dacae entry at Strathelyde
Council is now via ROCC mini
computer wermimals - a total of
105 spread as far away as
Campbeltown, 130 miles from
Glasgow . The distributed solution

has worked well; the council has

VicCahe “We helicve that accuracy or quality of dela is of pardanonnt

Lportance

achieved far greater reliability in
IS compute-imtensive Lasks, ofters
a better service to both its opera
tors and its public and has estab-
lished a far more efficient and
smooth operation benetiting all
concerned

Bencefits of Technology

“While incorporating some
advanced wechnology, ROCC has
alwayvs prioritised the reliability of
its systems and we have proved
their success again and again,
says MceCabe. One example of
this is shown by the solution 1o
strathelyde’s previous problem of
power fluctuation and other

causes ol serious data loss,
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I'hrough battery back-up on
disk drives, the ROCC system
cnsures that the data reading, writ-
g heads are automatically
retracted and made ready 1o re
set, meaning that, in the worst
case. only dara just keved-in duar-
ing the last few seconds can be
lost. In addition, the datais being
constantly backed-up onto tape.
and can be re-called from tape
onto the same system after a
problem is solved, or taken to any
other site Tor data inpue and pro
COSSINE 1O Te-Commence

Itis believed that 90 per cent of
data entry errors are eliminated
hy the ROCC soltware. “This is
fundamental 1o our operation.”
indicates MceCabe. “The ROCC
software enables the identification
ol crrors at the Kevboard stage. so
they can be quickly flagged and
corrected and clean batches sent
1o the mainframe. We save con
siderable amounts of time and
money through this facility alone
and believe accuracy - or qualin
ol duta is of paramount impor
fance.”

From just under 500 terminals
in 1987 including dumb terminals
uscd for data entry only. office
automation workstations and PCs
visitors to Strathelyde Regional
Council’s offices will now see in
excess of 3000 - with plans for
this to increase by at least 1000
per annum over the next five
vears. The councl clearly believes
in - and has proved - the benefits
ol efficient use ol the right tech-
nology in its business. According
to McCabe, the council - as with
every other similar orgamisation
simply could not have implement
ed central government legislaton,
including the community charge,
without such investment. And the
demands on the computer sys
[Cms Cconunue 1o grow

“As the Computer Services
Department. our job is to imple
ment information technology for
the benefit of the council's opera-
tons and to meet its needs in
providing services 1o the public,
McCabe reminds us. “Data prepa
ration may be perceived as an old
fashioned term. but it s sull very
much @ current issue. High per
formance, reliable computer sys
tems such as ROCC's, handling
the entry and processing of vast
amounts of data, will continue 1o
be a crucial part of business hife
he concludes. B



