he West Midlands Regional

Health Authority is, in

geography and population,
much the same sort of size as a
country like Denmark. It is the
largest employer in the West
Midlands and the biggest spender.
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administration system, which is now
going into the districts, and it has also
recently set up a new customer
services operation.

“We're in the process of converting all
our major corporate systems from
batch to the online world of database
and transaction processing software.
That requires a change of attitude,”
said Owen who, in his own way, is
leading from the front and introducing
new technology and new ways of
doing things within the operations
under his immediate control

One word sums up Owen's
attitude:

RISOTTO. Not to put too fine a
point on it, RISOTTO is on the daily
menu at the West Midlands RHA by
courtesy of Peter Owen

RISOTTO stands for the heavily
contrived ‘Regional Information
System for Online Terminal Television
Operation'. What it is is a videotex
system that has been in development
over the past four years or so and that
is now coming into its own both as an

information and operational control
system. And it's taking the West
Midlands RHA down the road towards
the electronic office of the future.

Owen and his team were
among the first organisations to fasten
onto the then Rediffusion Computers’,
now ROCC's, ‘office revolution’
concepts that came to the market in
1980. They bought one of the early
videotex systems to explore what they
saw as exciting possibilities and to do
some development work. Some 18
months ago they went a step further
and took on board ROCC's standard
ADVISOR software and used it as the
basis for their own developments,
building in some of the software they
had written themselves

The team's main interest in the

ADVISOR software lay in its potential
as a communications medium. “We
saw that it would be very
advantageous to set up a system that
would enable all parts of the
organisation to communicate easily
with each other,” he commented. The
concepts of an electronic diary and
electronic messaging were now firmly
estaplished within the West Midlands
region, he said

Owen’s organisation is split
between two main sites: the main ICL
mainframe computer centre at
Harborne and a mix of computer
equipment at the Queen Elizabeth
Hospital in Edgbaston. Terminals at
these locations, including one in the
new customer services section at
Harborne, are used to keep the
organisation in close contact

€ NFORMATION MANAGEMENT

It's now expected that key staff
— some 25 to 30 people — keep their
diaries on the system so that they can
be contacted at any time. Many of
them, like Owen himself, spend a lot
of time out of the office, but they are
encouraged to check into the system
at one or more times during the day
to update their diaries and to pick up
messages

“The organisation is so
dispersed now that we couldn't exist
without this kind of facility,” Owen
commented

It's now a simple matter for him
to schedule a meeting of his
managers. He can see their
commitments at a glance and he can
put a message out on the system to
call them together, saving on time and
frustration. It may be a touch
autocratic to do it this way, Owen
acknowledges, but it's the only really
efficient way to operate. “Most of the
things we're responsible for call for
immediate action. We don't have the
luxury of waiting around to suit
everyone's convenience. We have to
get the job done,” he said.

Owen also finds the ‘jotter’
facility within ADVISOR to be useful to
him personally. He has got into the
habit of using it, so that the system
comes up with reminders of things
that have to be done

He likes the messaging system
also because he can set it up in such
a way that people have to respond,
so he knows for sure that the
particular message has actually been
read and digested.

Owen has some reservations
about other aspects of the ‘paperless
office’. The whole area of document
management, he feels, has some way
to go before the technical problems
and the people problems are
overcome. “lt still takes an inordinate
amount of disk space to store textual
information and there are still a lot of
people for whom displays are alien,
he commented. To Owen and to the
younger generation coming into
offices, it's second nature to read
everything off display screens, but
there is still resistance among office
workers at large that will only go away
with time, he suggests.

The videotex system is used in
a number of other applications, all of
which have brought important benefits
to the operation of the West Midlands
computer centre. The centre's work
schedules are monitored and
controlled through six videotex
screens. The schedules are keyed
into the system and, as work arrives

the centre, its progress is followed
from terminals at each stage — data
control input, data prep, tape library,
operations, data control output and,
finally, when work is collected and
booked out of the computer centre

At any time progress can be
checked by enquiring from the
terminals by scheduled date or by
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