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GAO investigated the need for the Social Security
Administration?s (SSA) proposed cosputer facilities bhuilding.
The use of certain computer systems at the agency were analyzed
to determine wvhether the pressnt capacity of these systeas could
support a gredater workload or tolerace a transfer of work among
the systems to allowv installation of nev aysteas, alteration of
curren® space, or other potential alternatives to the proposad
construction. FPindings/Conclusions: Analysis by use of a
computer program designed to measure cosputer-capacity
utilizastion and to evaluate production indicated that the 15
systems examined were capadle oS supporting more than twice the
largest identifiable workload pro:essed by the agency. Certain
practices and procedures were believed to be major causes of the
apparent underutilization of computers. SSA wvas acting to
improve the operations and secutity of its computer facility. A
detailed utilizaticn analysis vas pianned, which should be
instrurental in further identification of equipment nes=ds. SA0
¥..” continue to monitor the activities associated with the
analysis, (SW)
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The Honorable L. H. Pountain, Chairman

Subcommittee on Intergovernmental Relations
and Human Resources

Committee on Government Operations

House of Representatives

01106

Dear Mr. Chairman:

In a July 17, 1975, letter, you requested that we look
into certain allegations questioning the need for the Social
Security Administration's proposed computer facilities build-
ing. It was alleged that substantial savings could be re-
alized by expanding the current computer center, located on
the second floor of the Operations Building at the agency's
headquarters in Woodlawn, Maryland, and/or replacing some
comput:rs with equipment of higher capacity requiring less
space.

We analyzed the use of certain computer systems at the
agency to determine whether tre present capacity of these
systems could support a greater workload or tolerate a
transfer of work among the systems to allow installation
of new systems, alteration of current space, or other po-
tential alternatives to the proposed construction. We also
reviewed the history and development of the agency's head-
quarters expansion project, of which the proposed computet
facility is a major cunponent, to determine whether such
alternatives had bsen considered.

As requested by your office, we are providing this
summary of the major actions taken on these matters cafter
your request. We have presented deiails of these actions
to your office as the events occurred.

DEFICIENCIES IN TEE AGENCY'S
BPERATYON OF SELECTED COMPUTER SYSTEMS

The agency processes most of the workload for its
major programs on 17 large-scale computer systems. To
analyze these systems, we obtained a commercial computer
program designed to messure computer capacity utilization
and to evaluate production management. We also hired a
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consultant with experience in both the field of computer
performance evaluation and in the use of the commercial
computer program.

We measured the agency's use of the selected computers
for the 4 busiest days of computer operations during Sep-
tember 1975, which acency records showed to be the busiest
. 'nth between July 1973 and January 1976 for the 15 systems
analyzed (appropriate data for 2 of the 17 systems was not
available). Using the commercial computer program, we
basically compared the capacity used by each system with tae
demonstrated potential capacity available during the 4 da -
selected for review. Our analysis indicated that the 15 e,8-
tems examined were capable of supporting more than twice the
largest identifiable workload processed by the agency.

While observing agency systems operations, we noted
certain practices »and procedures that we believe were major
causes of the appaient underutilization of computers. Agency
operations personnel we observed displayed an apparent lack
of knowledge of equipment capabilities and an indif‘erence
toward completion of necessary tasks. Communication seemed
to be lacking between operations personnel from one shift
to the next. For example, we regularly observed these
personnel stopping the systems while changing shifts.

From an organizational view, computer groups are gen-
erally each dedicated to one or very few major tasks, such
as processing Surplemental Security Income or Health In-
surance workloads. As a result, groups virtually never
share work, even though one group may be extremely busy
while an adjacent group is idle. In addition, the security
system for the existing operation had certain weaknesses.

On March 18, 1976, we brieted the Commissioner of
Social Security and his immediate staff on the results of
our analysis. We agreed to the Commissioner's proposal
that we make a similar presentation to the agency's techni-
cal staff at the operating level to facilitate more detailed
discussion of our work. To help the technical staff to pre-
pare for this second briefing, we gave thc agency a draft
summary of our analysis approach and findings on March 26,
1976 (copy previously prcvided to your office). The bhrief-
ing took place on April 14, 1976.

By letter dated April 16, 1976 (copy previously pro-
vided to your office), the agency stated that it considers
our analysis only an indicator of possible underutilization
of computer eguipment. Although it acknowledged that the
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analysis deserved further indepth attention, the agency said
our results were not conclusive enough to be used as a basis
for making final decisions on equipnent or facilities procure-
ments. Nevertheless, as a result of our analysis, the agency
planned to:

l. Contract immediately with an outside organization
to further examine present agency utilization pat-
terns and practices., (We have had continuing con-
tact with the agency regarding this contract. The
agency receiveé a contract proposal for this work
in late September 1976 from the MITRE Corporation,
2 Federal Contract Research Center which provides
services only for the Government and other non-
profit institutions on a selective basis.)

2. Initiate no fuicher significaant computer acquisi-
tions, including those proposed in the agency's
1977 budget, until the contract study is complete.
(The agency advised the Senate Appropriastions Sub-
committee on Labor; BHealth, Education, and Welfa-e
cf these plans on July 23, 1976.)

2. Finalize ongoing coutract negotiations with an
outside expert in the field of cystems manajement,
staffing, and develcpment for long-term assistance.
(Dr. Herbert Maisel, previously Nirector of the
Academic Computation Center at Georgetown University
and former member of the Supplemental Security In-
come Study Group, became a full-time agency employee
on September 1, 1976. Besides working in the area
of systems management, staffing, and development,
ke will serve as project officer for the consultant
study discussed above.)

4. Initiate overlapping shifts for operations personnel
to elimi;.ate the stopping of equipment during shift
changes . nd improve communications between employees
on different shifts. (This change went into effect
for about 35C operaticns personnel on June 28, 1976.)

The agency agreed with our observations on security
weaknesses and promised in its April 16 letter to take im-
mediate steps, including an assessment of the level of train-
ing and experience of present security personnel, to improve
physical security. The agency has since advised us that it
has (1) established new and more restrictive procedures for
entering and leaving the computer area, (2) reduced the num-
ber of persons authorized access to the area and generally
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restricted the flow of personnel traffic through the ares,

and (3) completed the technical specifications for competitive
procursment of an automated access system. The agency also
hired the MITRE Corporation to make a preliminary physical
security evaluation of the computer facility. This 4-week
evaluation was completed in July 1976. The agency also in-
dicated that it will implement our suggestion of making a
deta’led security risk analysis, as provided for under Na-
tional Bureau of Standards guidelines.

DISAGREEMENT ON WHETHER PROJECT
ALTERNATIVES WERE ADEQUATELY CONSIDERED

By letter dated May 14, 1976 (copy previously provided
to your office), we responded to the agency's Ppril 16
letter. We noted that the agency apparently had not ade-
quately considered the alternative of modifying and upgrading
the existing computer facility. Specifically, we took is-
sue with the agency's position that this alternative would
also require expanding the computer a-ea and would result in
intolerahle interference with mandatory daily operations.
We concluded that the agency's estimates ¢f the costs of a
combined renovation-expansion approach designed to minimize
such inte:ference were considerably overstated. We suggested
that before contracts were signed the agency should present
to the House and Senate Public Works Committzes, which au-
thorized the project, complete details on these issues to
enable the Committees to decide whether to rcassess their
decision on the project.

In commenting on our May 14 let:er, the agency acknow-
ledged that its planned indepth study of computer utiiization
might show that computer space should not be expanded and
perhaps that it should be reduced. In the agency's view,
however, the problem of coumputer operating efficiency had
been exaggerated, particularly in terms of its effect on the
need for the proposed facility. The agency was concerned
that any action to delay or terminate counstruction of the
proposed computer building might hinder construction of
the other component of its headquarters expansion project,
the Metro West Office Building planned for downtovn Balti-
more.

The agency added that it was in touch with pertinent
congressional committees concerning the questions raised
by our letter. The agency ceaffirmed not only its prior
cost estimates but also its contention that modifying the
existing facility would entail a combined renovation-
expansion approach, which, because of the cost and opera-
tional implications, would be of questionable feasibility.
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To our knowledge, however, no feasibility or -~ost analyses
of correcting the deficiencies in the compute: area without
further expansion have ever been prepared.

Our May 14 letter also pointed out that the Environmental
Impact Statement, in descriiing project alternatives, did not
mention the modification alternative, and thus appearcsd to
violate Council on Environmental Quality guidelines. Wwe
therefore suggested that the agency, in conjunction with the
Department of Health, Education, and Welfare and the General
Services Administration, contact the Council to discuss sup-
Plementing and recirculating the final statement, as provided
for in Council guidelines.

The agency responded that, after reviewing the content
of the statement and th: procedures followed in its prepara-
tion and submission and after discussing the subject with
the General Services Administration, the agerncy concluded
that there was no deficiency. According to Council person-
nel, as of early Seotember 1976, neither General Services
nor the agency had contacted the 7Tsuncil to discuss these
natters, as we had suggested.

We gave the Council a copy of our May 14 latter and
discussed with Council personnel our position on the project's
environmental aspects. In August 1976, after reviewing our
position as well as the agency's views as contained in its
response tc our letter, the Courcil advised us that:

"* * * we rgree with GAO's finding that the modi-
fication of the existing computer facility was
evidently a meaningful alternative that was not
explored. 1In geriernl, we are seeking to work with
GSA [the General Services Administration] to make
maximum use of existing facilities and structures,
a requirement before new construction is consid-
ered. This is an area where economic, social, and
environmental benefits can often be made tc work
together. We regret that in this case a fuller ex-
plozation of these alternatives was evidently not
carried out by the responsible agency."

DEVELOPMENTS SINCE OUR
Y ETTER TO THE AGENCY

We provided the Public Works Committees, as well as other
appropriate committees and pertinent agencies, with copies of
our March 26 and May 14 letters and the agency's April 16
response. We also vifered to discuss our views on the proiect
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with the staffg of the Public Works Committees and help them
analyze any additional information the agency might provide.
In addicion, we discussed our work with staff members of the
House Ways and Means Committee's Subcommittees on Oversight

and Social Security.

On Jure 10, 1976, at the request of the Senate Public
Works Committee staff. we briefed interested congressional
staff members on our .eview, We provided » chronology of
our activities since the start of the review, discussed our
observations concerning both the continued use of the exist-
ing facility and the use of present agency computer resources,
and stated our conclusions. A majcr concern of the Senate
Public Works Committee staff was the General Services Admin-
istration's opinion that delaying or terminating construction
of the computer building would Preclude constructior of the
Metro West Boilding under current funding arrangements.

Finally, we suggested that certain additional informa-
tion apparently needed for decisionmaking night be developed
if the scheduled award date for the pPrimary construction
contract could be extended. General Services later arrangad
to delay the contract award date for an additiosnal 30 days.

On June 2, 1976, the Chairman, House Committee on Public
Works and Transportation, directed General Services and the
agency to present to the Committee details ou the issues dig-
cussed in our May 14 leotter before additional expenditures
were made or new obligations entered into. Subsequently,
agency and General Services officials met with the Chajirman
to discuss the project. By letter dated June 25, the Chair-
man advised General Services to proceed with the project
since he was satisfied that its construction was urgently
needed. Accordingly, the Primary construction contract was
signed on June 29 and site clearing for the computer build-
ing began on August 31.

UNRESOLVED ISSUES

We have noticed apparent inconsistencies between agency
statements reflecting its planning (1) for acquiring large-
scale computer hardware and (2) for constructing the pro-
posed computer buildinc to house such equipment. In its
5-year large-scaie system procurement plan, the agency calls
for acquiring and installing 19 such systems by fiscal year
1980, including 4 during each of fiscal years 1976 through
1979. The agency's long-range planners further forecast
that the agency will require 6 additional large-scale com-~
puters--or a total of 25--by fiscal year 1980. According
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to current construction schedules, however, the ne ' computer
building will not be completed until mid-1979.

The S5-year plan calls for some existing computer systems
to be released as the new systems are acquired and installed.
Neither this plan nor any other ayency documents we reviewed
indicate where the agency intends to install the new systems
while the new building is under construction.

The agency apparently will continue to base it3 large-
scale computer acquisitions on the S5-year plan, as modified by
its commitment to iritiate no significant computer acquisi-
tions until after the consultant study of the agency's com-
puter operations is completed. In a January 1976 letter to
the Chairman, Subcommittee on Buildings and Grounds, Senate
Committee on Public Works, regarding the need for a new elec-
tric power substation in the existing computer facility, the
agency indicated that this plan represented its attempt to
meet anticipated orderly and continuing workload growth. The
agency told us in June 1976 that the Depurtment of Health,
Education, and Welfare continues to suppcrt the 5-year plan.

The agency will apparently have to decide to either sus-
pend all large-scale computer procurements until the new
building is completed or install the new systems temporarily
in the existing facility. The latter action would necessitate
currecting many of the deficiencies in the existing facility
which the agency, in defending its decision to construct a
new building, has contended cannot feasibly be corrected be-
cause of technical, economic, and operational considerations.

Since the construction contract for the agency's head-
quarters expansion project has been signed and site clearing
for the computer ceanter has begun, we plan no further work
reviewing project alternatives.

As noted above, the agency is acting to improve the
operations and security of its computer facility. The planned
detailed utilization analysis will be instrumental in further
identifying the agency's equipment needs. According to
agency ofticials, if this analysis identifies a need for the
agency to acquire any additional systems during the construc-
tion o¢ the new building, it will also determine where and how
such syztems will be installed. Accordingly, as agreed with
your office, we will continue to monitor closely the activit:es
associated with that analysis and agency actions based on its
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results, particulariy any major computer hardware accuisitions
or installations. 'e will keep you advised of our progress.

sh?ray yours, /!!
ess L4 4’
Comptroller General

of the United States





