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Sub:	100,000 … Too many, or … too few?





Are 100,000 applications really too many applications?  What if we’re looking at the situation the wrong way? There are 690,000 Marines, Sailors and Reservists … why has only 1 in 7 thought of an innovative way to use information technology?





I’m not really implying we should have 700,000 applications, much like we don’t really have 100,000 now. But, I am trying to voice a cautionary tale that we in the commercial arena should have learned 20 years ago, and didn’t. There’s an opportunity here.





In the 60’s and 70’s, information systems in America were large mainframes, usually from IBM. The complexity and expense of these nascent systems dictated they be supported in a centralized and highly structured environment. As the end client became more sophisticated in their requirements, IS organizations faced a ground swell of requests for innovation. Back then our only answer was “No”. The rudder was driven hard to port.





In the early 1980s, the personal computer offered small groups within an organization their own way to provide innovative solutions in a more rapid, responsive manner, and better meet the quickly changing business environment. These systems never addressed issues of scaling, management or security. They didn’t need to back then. As this capability exploded within large organizations, we lost control of our networks and distributed computing environments. The result was no interoperability, no management, no cost control and certainly no security … a situation that still describes the current state of affairs in most companies, as it does within the military. The rudder had flopped over too far to starboard.





The recent answer within many companies has been to push back hard to port, with “Control” or “Enterprise” or “No” again being the cry of the day. That’s a huge, simplistic mistake and more importantly, a massive lost opportunity.





For the first time in the short history of computing and net centric operations, we have the opportunity to both provide enterprise class services, and an environment supporting innovation for the end units. We can finally steady the rudder amidships, sail our desired course and support the warfighter.





�









The design for such a hybrid approach incorporates strict standards for core services, coupled with well-defined areas where clients are free to install applications, along with a culture where they are encouraged to innovate. This hybrid design takes advantage of the performance and security of a modern network, and adds powerful tools for disk storage (DASD) management and client reporting.  The design allows end clients room to locally innovate, along with the reporting tools to help them self-manage storage and “sunset” their applications at end-of-life. For the first time, a design offering the dual power of an enterprise solution for mission critical elements while preserving, and in fact encouraging clients to work on innovative solutions that only personnel far out the chain of command can understand.





I attended the recent AFCEA NMCI 2004 conference in New Orleans to deliver a small talk on lessons learned from 20 years of civilian experience. While very impressed with the Navy’s commitment to the project and progress made, I was very concerned with the almost myopic focus on “The Enterprise” solution, and reliance on a FAM process to “neck down” applications and pound the end client into submission. I apologize for my letter of concern, but as an old codger and IS veteran, that kind of focus at the expense of client support historically portended our “IS Battle of Little Big Horn”.





With a robust network and excellent security there’s absolutely no reason that standardized core services can not co-exist with an environment supporting innovative client solutions. That’s exactly what we need for our military. 





Imagine an environment where the client’s workstation has a standardized C: drive that logs them through a secure client to network services. (Note: we should actually imagine thin client architecture, but that’s another subject) They receive patches and signature updates as a normal part of their network attachment. Their machine can be easily re-imaged to significantly reduce maintenance. Most of their work is accomplished from a standard set of general office and Navy applications delivered through a web interface. These applications are common throughout the Navy and supportive of wide interoperability and dissemination of data. This describes NMCI as I heard it at the conference.





Now, imagine we give the client a standard directory structure on their D: drive, established for local data storage. Identify this space with a naming standard (something exotic like d:\data) that is Navy wide and supports easy identification and backup. In addition to this local storage, all clients have access to a server that is relatively local … meaning it may be located on the base or ship, allowing connectivity even if a larger network is temporarily unavailable. This server lives in the domain directory and is centrally administered, but contains several data storage areas for ship-wide, group-wide or Navy-wide access. This provides distributed reliability, and allows space for shipboard or shore units to develop applications solving local problems in a collaborative way. All this capability designed to exist in a Navy culture that encourages such innovation. A Navy that wants the extra 600,000 ideas.





To keep this from getting out of control, the network management system produces a monthly DASD storage report (fondly? called a Hog report) that gets emailed to the unit commander identifying space utilization (and maybe upping the pain with a budget ding for excessive storage). In addition, file management software scans each week for applications or data that haven’t been accessed in more than X months, and emails the owner to take action or have them deleted from the server … acting to automatically “sunset” applications and data that are no longer needed. These types of systems serve to give back client visibility, and the responsibility for controlling their environment.





Most of these applications will have short lives solving local problems. Some small fraction of these local applications will turn out to be very helpful, and find wider applicability. These might be input to the FAM, RFS process for subsequent standardization and rollout to the entire network. But in the meantime, instead of burying the messenger under a ton of red tape, we supported their innovation and tactical use without jeopardizing the network.





Our Sailors and Marines work hard for us, and I want to see their network work hard for them. I urge you to consider a model not only supportive, but actually encouraging of local innovation, in concert with the need for enterprise performance.





Please don’t FAM, “neck down” or “governance” the massive potential out of NMCI and ForceNet. We on the civilian side have made that mistake before. Steady the helm, and NMCI/ForceNet might be both the largest intranet in the world and the largest one to provide both enterprise performance and support for local innovation.





Sea Power 21 	“… a Fleet-led, enduring process of innovation”





Strategy 21 	“ ... Capitalize on innovation, experimentation, and technology.”
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