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Advance Disaster
Planning—Y2K as a Model

By  J e f f  F u rman

IN the terrible aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, we all agree it could
have been done better.

But why wasn’t it?
Because when we do it too well, it becomes a joke.
On January 1, 2000, the world witnessed what came to be known as

a “non-event”—the Y2K Bug. But was Y2K a non-event because there
was no real bug? Or was it because a potential disaster was predicted,
planned for, and acted upon in advance, with enough resources and
expertise to do the job right?

Y2K did not end up on the same level as Hurricane Katrina. But it
could have been much worse.

The truth was that Y2K was a rare case of big business and govern-
ment mobilizing well in advance to prevent a predicted catastrophe.
Ironically, Y2K was such a success it later was considered a failure.
When no crisis materialized, people decided that the effort must have
been a boondoggle. And as a result, its lessons have been forgotten. But
now is the time to remember them.

As someone who worked on the Y2K Bug early on (from 1992) I can
assure you that the bug and the resulting potential software disasters were
very real. Like Hurricane Katrina, it could have led to life-threatening
failures. Unchecked, the Y2K Bug could have devastated entire infra-
structures, including electrical grids, water supplies, nuclear facilities,
and air traffic systems.

But we succeeded too well. Because it turns out that when it comes
to early warnings, Americans don’t find problem-solving sexy. In
New Orleans we saw the tragic opposite. All the warnings and dire
predictions could not convince the decision makers to take advance
action. It was only after the worst case scenario came true that the
powers that be realized they should have done more. Why did they
ignore the warnings?

I urge readers to consider the following successful methods the IT
community used to bring early attention to Y2K, and apply them to the
future. The lesson of Y2K was that it’s well worth imagining the worst,
and preventing it.

TOP 10 PROVEN Y2K METHODS FOR DISASTER
PREVENTION

1. START EARLY—The Y2K project was started well in
advance, in the early 90’s, almost 10 years before the event
date. As soon as the issues were identified, some companies
began taking action.

2. NO COVER-UP—Y2K-related bugs in specific software
applications were well-documented internally by the
technologists working on the problem inside their companies. A
spotlight shone on the issues (as opposed to hiding, burying, or
downplaying them).

3. BRANCH OUT—IT technologists reached out in several
directions at once within their companies (to their customers, to
their supervisors, to senior management, and to various business
stakeholders) to ensure proper attention was given.

4. FUND IT—Adequate funding and resources were allocated.
Temporary Y2K Task Forces were formed within most major
American companies at that time.

5. CREATE SHARED ACCOUNTABILITY—Proper advance
testing was conducted, not just by the technologists but in
conjunction with all potentially affected parties (this ensured
group “buy-in” and shared accountability).

6. SHARE WITH COMPETITORS—Companies reached out to
each other and shared Y2K findings and best practices in
advance of the Year 2000. This accelerated the Y2K Code
Remediation process for all companies, to their mutual benefit.

7. LET THE PRESS HELP—The Y2K problem was well-
publicized in the press, and to different audience levels. There
were articles in the technology publications and on the Internet,
but also in the newspapers and magazines for the general public
as well, and eventually TV. This was a case where the public was
well-informed on how to cope with any problems. (even though,
unlike Katrina, it turned out not to be unnecessary).
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8. ENLIST THE GOVERNMENT’S
HELP—A specific Y2K task force was
created in the U.S. Federal Government.

9. LOOK FOR SIDE BENEFITS—
Numerous unexpected positive side
benefits resulted from the Y2K
preparation work, when the software and
hardware in most companies were
upgraded and improved on many levels.
Being open to side benefits can often get
you a lot more bang for the buck.

10. INVENTORY AND DOCUMENT—
Companies’ software applications and
IT configurations were inventoried and
documented like never before,
providing long-term benefits still paying
dividends today.  

NaSPA member Jeff Furman is a consultant that
has a strong background in writing, and has much
experience in disaster planning from working on
the Y2K bug from 1992 to 1999.
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