IT TRENDS CUTOVERS

IN LONDON

CUTOVER
NIGHTMARE

Airline IT cutovers are hugely complex, and often end in
disaster. Why? And what can airlines do to avoid the
pitfalls that plagued their predecessors?

B otoriously risky, tying up vast
amounts of resource, with the
= cost to balancs shest and brand
:_' potentially going into freefall if
it goes wrong — you would be
ha:d put to overestimate the stress passenger
servios systam cutovers place on airlines.

Thase events tend to happen once in a gen-
eration — anything from 10 to 30 vears plus,
depending on the airline. But sooner or later,
changing strategy, business model, expan-
gion into international markels, mergers or
takeovers, joining a globeal alliance ar ohsoles-
cence in the curent system will impel air-
lines along this daunting path,

This is not just an IT or technology issue. Tt
is also a people issue. Yes, successful
cutovers are founded on meticulous sttention
to detail, lots of checking and double-check-
ing that the new system will work with all
the other applications and that you can tran-
sition without compromising data. But they
also demand wholehearted engagement at
every level of an airline — from the check-in
agent to the chief executive officer. That is a
really challenging combination.

Worse still, no matter how well you pre-
pare, something will go wrong, A cutover isa
risk-mitigation exercise. Overlook something
and the fallout can be huge, Glitches in West-
Jed's transition from OpenSkies to SabreSonic
last Delober disrupted service levels to such
an extent that it was not until mid-February
that the then-chief executive, Sean Durfy,

was able to announce call centre waiting |

50| Alrline Business | July 2010

“It's the equivalent of
taking out a human brain
while you're having a
conversation with them”

CHRIS VUKELICH
Senior vice-prisident, eMett

times were very closs o pre-cutover levels,

costs of some C$67 million, to save C40 mil-
lion in migration costs to take it live,

Why ars these cutovers so hard to execute?
Other industries seem to pull off massive sys-
tem migrations without the kind of problems
that plague our industry. Airlines like to
think they are unique — and, in this instance,
they may be right. Their high-volume, high-
value product is perishable, and is on sale
24/7 in an extremely dynamic marketplace.

Many banks have old host business trane-
action systems with the same level of com-
plexity. However, Lufthansa Systems execu-
tive board member Gunter Kiichler points
out: “They don’tl do transactions at night. As
opposed to ather industries, airlines are
doing transactions every minute of the year,
everything has to run immediately for the
whaole global market.”

The other issue is that airlines are not just

| swapping one system for another. They are

Take too long or spend too much on your |

cutover, and greater business pressures will
lead to the plug being pulled at significant
cost, West]et wrote down C3531.9 million ($31
million) in 2007, when it scrapped plans to
develop and implement the tailormade
giRES reservations solutiom. And last vear,
Air Canada suspended work on the next-gen-
aration Polaris res system it was developing
with ITA Software, which had chalked up

changing processes. “Airlines are changing
their business. In other industries, they are
doing more or less the same for many years,
Mew systems are nol implemented because
of business or process change, ™ says Prologis
executive director Gerd Pontius. “Whereas
airlines have to deal with business change
and svstemn change.”

Mow, add in the complexity of the reserva-
tion system having connections into hundreds
of other systems and applications. A host pas-
senger service system [P55) can be connected
into flight inventory and schedulas, a pricing
component and a revenus management tool
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