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By John Olson, Editor-in-Chief

Wake Up and
Smell the Coffee!
Are you caught up in the hype of the millennial hysteria, frantically analyzing your systems
and devising contingency plans? Or are you waiting and watching, hoping that nothing will
happen, but “ready” to leap into action if it does? Many companies are adopting a “wait and
see” approach. If nothing happens, the managers will smile, give each other high fives and
count all the money they saved in labor, training, analysis tools and consulting. But can they
safely assume their systems will prove to be compliant?
Many of us assume that since both PowerBuilder and our databases are Y2K compliant, the
software we have written is also compliant. Unfortunately, having compliant tools just means
that the tools themselves won’t be the cause of Y2K failures. Code written with these tools can
be riddled with Y2K bugs. A good analogy is that of writing object-oriented code in PowerBuilder. Sure, PowerBuilder provides the ability to write object-oriented code, but it doesn’t
force code to be object oriented. PowerBuilder itself is compliant, but developers can very easily write noncompliant code without knowing any better. Unfortunately, this is true of most
developers because they are unaware of the issues involved in writing Y2K-compliant code.
Without proper education they not only write noncompliant code, but they aren’t equipped
to find, much less fix, the problems. Peter
Vassilatos has written a powerful article “Owing to past neglect, in the face of the
that delves deeply into the subject of Y2K- plainest warnings, we have now entered upon
compliant PowerBuilder code. In a related a period of danger. The era of procrastination,
article, Brian Grimm, one of the developers
of half measure…of delays, is coming to its
of the PFC, writes about Y2K compliance
of the PFC. I strongly encourage you to close. In its place, we are entering a period of
consequences….We cannot avoid this period;
read both articles.
We cannot assume our systems are we are in it now. Unless...this body resolves to
Y2K compliant. No one can. Even devel- find out the truth for itself, it will have
opment teams that have stringent coding committed an act of abdication of duty withstandards often let bugs, including Y2K out parallel.”
bugs, slip through the code reviews. It’s a
—Winston Churchill
fact of life in the coding world – no software is bugless. Unfortunately, unless
comprehensive and astute analysis is targeted at Y2K bugs, they won’t be found until they
are experienced in a production environment. The resulting damage to data could be catastrophic, even life threatening.
I have a client who has a system critical to the health of thousands of people. It’s truly a
“critical” system. Data corruption or failures in this type of system could lead to deaths and,
in fact, has in the past. Many of us on this project were confident that the system, built with
PowerBuilder 6.5 and Sybase SQL Server System 11, was Y2K compliant. However, out of
300,000 lines of code we found over 250 high-risk areas that needed to be closely scrutinized.
Of those, I determined that 50 were noncompliant. I expected to find a few, not 50. In this
life-critical system even ONE could have dire consequences. But 50! This experience shocked
me into recognizing the potential for widespread system disruptions.
Are you confident that your systems are compliant? Have you performed comprehensive
Y2K analysis and testing of your systems? Those questions are one and the same. Confidence
can come only through proper analysis and testing. If you haven’t done the proper testing, then
you might be confusing confidence with hope.
What happens if January 1 comes and a company that takes the “wait and see” approach
finds that one or more of their critical systems has failed? They call in their programming
staffs and work hard until the problems are fixed. In the worst-case scenario the system is
totally offline, and they are forced to revert to paper systems. Backup paper systems are at
best too slow but are also less accurate. A major airline recently stated they have their paper
(continued on page 38)
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