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Y2K & THE TRI-STATE REGION
A SUMMARY OF REPORTS ON PREPARATIONS IN
HeaLTH CARE, TRANSPORTATION AND
ENVIRONMENTAL INFRASTRUCTURE SYSTEMS

InJune 1998, Regional Plan Association
launched its Regional Y2K Initiative, a
process of communication and analysis
to help the tristate metropolitan region
understand and mitigate problemsasso-
ciated with the potential failure of some
computers and embedded chips to rec-
ognize the transition in dates from De-
cember 31, 1999 to January 1, 2000.
Earlyinthe process, RPA concluded that
the major corporations doing business
in the region were investing heavily in
solutions to the Y2K problem. These
corporations were not only preparing
their own enterprises. They were also
developing a thorough understanding
of all the external systems with which
they interact and the degree to which
Y2K posed a risk to the reliability of
those systems. RPA found these organi-
zations willing to share their findings
and eager for a forum to explore the
status of major public and private infra-
structure systems in the region more
fully. Since then, RPA has held a series
of workshops and strategy meetings,
including an all-day “Infrastructure Fo-
rum” in February 1999.

Given the lingering concerns about
the readiness of key infrastructure sys-
tems in the region and in the absence of
concrete information about the state of
their contingency planning, RPA formed
the Regional Y2K Task Force in March
1999. The Task Force, which found that
information on the Y2K-status of trans-
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portation, health care and water, and
wastewater and solid waste systems was
less available than information on other
major systems, such as electricity and
telecommunications, requested that RPA
commission papers examining each of
those areas. Health care was of particu-
lar concern because a February 1999
U.S. Senate report suggested that this
area lagged the rest of the economy in
preparedness for Y2K in the nation as a
whole. The Task Force, which includes
representatives from the health sector,
determined that it would be very valu-
able toascertain whether this region was
typical of the rest of the nation in this
critical area.

Since the Regional Y2K Initiative be-
gan, there have been a number of en-
couraging developments, not least of
which being the formation of a regional
contingency planning network which
includes representatives from New York
City, the states of New York, New Jersey
and Connecticut and the counties sur-
rounding New York City. The region’s
four major power companies (Con
Edison, KeySpan, Northeast Utilitiesand
PSE&G) have all been cooperative with
RPA’s effort, and have reported highly
organized, advanced efforts to be pre-
pared for Y2K. All of these companies
have announced goals of completing
their Y2K readiness and testing pro-
grams by June 30, 1999. Similarly,
positive information was provided to
RPA by the Metropolitan Transportation
Authority, the New York City Depart-
ment of Environmental Protection,
AT&T, the New York Clearing House
Association, and an array of other major
firms and government agencies.

Atthe sametime, aconsistenttheme of
all the information we have received has
beenthat the complex interaction of our
major systems poses an unquantifiable
risk. RPA has also heard that the high
level of preparedness visible in larger
organizationsisnotmirrored inthe small
and medium enterprise (SME) sector, or
among smaller non-profits. This is of
particular concern since the SME sector
includes many businesses providing es-
sential services (e.g., doctors’ offices),
and because our society’s most vulner-
able communities depend on non-prof-
its for an array of vital services. RPA has
alsofound that the level of public under-
standing of the Y2K problem has not
been high. This is due in part to spotty
media coverage and the early reluctance
on the part of municipalities and others
to disclose information on their risk-
assessment and contingency planning
activities.

GENERAL CONCLUSIONS

Health care, transportation and envi-
ronmental systemsare three distinct sec-
tors of the Tri-State Region’s economic
and social infrastructure. Each has a
different set of services, institutional
structures, technology needs and orga-
nizational cultures. Clearly the Y2K
concerns and contingency plans of a
hospital administrator are not those of a
transit system operator or a wastewater
plant manager. However, these sectors
also share attributes that provide them
with a similar context for issues of Y2K
preparedness. Mostobviously, they share
a major responsibility for business and
social interaction, for public health and
for general well-being. This responsibil-
ity has contributed to a heightened con-
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cern over their ability to deliver uninter-
rupted essential services on January 1,
2000, and beyond.

Since the consequences of failure would
be serious, these systems also share two
important features that help to minimize
the chances of widespread disruptions.
Indeed, these features are a direct result
of their importance to the general wel-
fare. First, all of these sectors are regu-
lated to protect the public’s interest. To
varying degrees, each isregulated by Fed-
eral, state and municipal statutes and
monitored by oversight agencies. Sec-
ond, contingency planning and emer-
gency response have always been intrin-
sic to the management of these systems.
Planningfor theinevitable failure of equip-
ment and protocols are key components
in the training of health care profession-
als, transportation managers and envi-
ronmental system engineers.

This being said, the unique challenges
of the Y2K problem require special con-
sideration. In large measure, the Task
Force-commissioned evaluations of these
sectors found that all three have made
Y2K preparedness a priority and con-
tinue to devote considerable resources to
the problem. The level of effort has not
been uniform, however, and itis possible
that many organizations will not be ready
by year's end. This assessment is also
constrained by the same uncertainties
that plague any analysis of Y2K readiness.
Some organizations may be exaggerating

their preparedness or withholding infor-

mation for fear of litigation, and there is

always the possibility that even the most
thorough preparationswill be inadequate.

Even with these caveats, the threat of

widespread disruptionsappears less likely

than the prospect of sporadic and inter-
mittent problems.

In addition to the findings for the
individual systems, there are a few cross-
cutting observations thatshould be noted:
« In all three sectors, most large or-

ganizations have implemented ex-
tensive hardware and software
remediation, testing and contin-
gency planning efforts. Ingeneral, it
appears likely that large hospitals,
HMOs, transportation authorities and
large water and wastewater systems
will have completed remediation and
testing on critical systems and have
contingency plans in place well before
the end of the year.

e Many small organizations—
doctor’s offices, community health
centers, small private bus opera-
tors, small municipal water, waste-
water and solid waste agencies—
may not be adequately prepared
without much more intensive ef-
forts. While many small and mid-
sized organizations are in relatively
good shape, many others were late in
starting or do not have the resources or
inclination to complete remediation
and planning.

A discussion on Y2K and the regional picture at the 1999 Regional Assembly. Seated are (I-r) Moderator Charles
Halpern, President of the Nathan Cummings Foundation; Charles B. Conn, Director of Technology and Planning,
Information Services, Metropolitan Transportation Authority; Robert Green, Manager, Project 2000, Public Service
Electric & Gas; and Michael Donnelly, Year 2000 Program Customer Liaison, AT&T
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= The extent of contingency prepara-
tions for external dependencies var-
ies considerably among different
organizations. Organizationsare gen-
erally more concerned about disrup-
tions to power, communications, trans-
portation and interfaces with other or-
ganizations than they are with the func-
tioning of internal operations. While
some organizations have taken an ag-
gressive approach to prepare for an
extended period of disruption, others
have more limited contingency plans
that assume at most short-term inter-
ruptions of critical systems.

» The lack of consensus surrounding
the likely impact of embedded chip
failuresis leading to a wide range of
strategies. Firmware microproces-
sors, often called embedded chips, are
proving to be more technically difficult
to remediate than hardware and soft-
ware. Although these chipsare ubiqui-
tous in motor vehicles, medical equip-
mentand other apparatus, the extent of
Y2K problems associated with them is
not clear. It may be impossible for
many organizations to test for Y2K
problems in the embedded chips in all
of their equipment. In many cases,
manufacturer certifications of compli-
ance are not available and testing is
fraught with technical difficulties.
While some organizations are testing as
much as possible, others are relying
mainly on manufacturer certifications
and on contingency plans for sporadic
equipment failure.

e Targeted education efforts, both
within these sectors and with the
public at large, are critical to ad-
dressing the remaining issues. Sev-
eral potential problems—incomplete
contingency plans, supply shortages
resulting from overly aggressive stock-
piling, overreaction by the public to
short-term service interruptions—can
be ameliorated or avoided with more
intensive education efforts. While in-
dustry organizations and public agen-
cies have generally done a good job in
reaching their members and client or-
ganizations, a good deal more could be
doneto reach beyond these constituen-
cies. The public has not been educated
sufficiently asto the risks posed by Y2K
or remediation/planning efforts under-
taken.

In addition to these similarities, some
differencesamong the sectorsshould also



be noted. Of the three, environmental
infrastructure appears the least vulner-
able, in part because it is the least reliant
on computerized operations. Transpor-
tation may be the most interdependent
sector with disruptionsinone mode likely
to ripple through the system. In the
health sector, a high degree of industry
fragmentation and a wide range of spe-
cialized equipment make it the most
difficultsector to characterize with broad
generalizations.

PREPARATIONS IN THE
HEALTH CARE SECTOR

From the White House to private con-
sultants, outside observers have been
concerned that the health sector is lag-
ging other parts of the economy in its
Y2K preparations. Health experts sug-
gest a number of reasons why this, in-
deed, might be the case. With thousands
of physicians, hospitals, nursing homes,
equipment manufacturers and others, the
industry is highly fragmented. Mergers,
consolidations and the expansion of
managed care have increased instability
in the sector and probably slowed Y2K
planning. Cost controls and cutbacks in
reimbursement rates may have limited
the resources available for remediation,
testing and contingency planning.
Health officials and medical associations
have often been more preoccupied with
reimbursement formulas, pending legis-
lation and other issues than with Y2K
preparations.

If, indeed, these and other factors kept
the health industry nationally from mov-
ing ahead, they do not appear to have
prevented large portions of the New York
area health industry from making
progress. From interviews with more
than 150 people dealing with health is-
sues in the tristate area, the remaining
problems appear more circumscribed
and manageable than one might expect.
The major findings of the health sector
report include the following:
 Local industry groups and medical

schools have taken an active role in fo-

cusing attention on Y2K issues and in
providing education services and tech-
nical assistance.

= Larger organizations tend to be farther
along in their Y2K preparations than
smaller ones: larger hospitals have ad-
vanced farther than smaller hospitals,
larger nursing homes are readier than
smaller homes, and group practices
have outpaced one-doctor offices.

< If any one segment of the health sys-
tem is lagging, most consultants and
other health industry experts agree, it
is the physician’s office.

= Some insitutions are testing equipment
even when it is declared Y2K compiant
by the manufacturer. Others are rely-
ing on manufacturer certifications.

= Aggressive stockpiling is perceived as
a real threat by industry associations
and suppliers.

= Although many health organizations
are well along with contingency plan-
ning, others have not yet begun to plan
or are just starting to do so.

e Institutions remain extremely nervous
about the potential for cash flow dis-
ruptions from Medicare, Medicaid and
private insurers, even though these
agencies foresee no trouble in making
timely payments.

» As with other industries, health offi-
cials worry most about their reliability
on infrastructure systems that are out-
side of their control.

PREPARATIONS IN THE
TRANSPORTATION SECTOR
Transportation is also one of the key in-
frastructure systems that are always men-
tioned when representatives of other in-
dustries talk about their “external depen-
dencies.” Without transportation, they
cannot get their employees to their
worksites, get their supplies delivered on
time, or operate their own emergency
vehicles.

A defining characteristic of the region’s
transportation network is the interdepen-
dence of its component systems. If pri-
vate automobile traffic is disrupted, tran-
sit systems would be overwhelmed with
new riders, most air passengers would
be unable to get to the airport, and the
60% of commuter train riders who drive
to the station would have to find an al-
ternative. A breakdown in transit ser-
vice would clog the roadways as bus and
train riders headed for their cars. A dis-
ruption in rail freight systems could ad-
versely impact commuter rail operations
where passenger and freight share the
same tracks, and could increase the num-
ber of trucks on the road.

Given the complexity of the transpor-
tation network and the multiplicity of
modes, operating organizations and sup-
pliers, it is difficult to assess how well all
the elements of the system will do in re-
sponding to the Y2K challenge. How-
ever, assessments of major transportation

agencies—the Metropolitan Transporta-
tion Authority (MTA), New Jersey TRAN-
SIT, the Port Authority of New York and
New Jersey, TRANSCOM and the New
York City’s Year 2000 Project Office—
indicate that most of the region’s major
providers have made significant progress
in remediating, testing and contingency
planning. Specific findings include the
following:

e Testing and remediation is nearing
completion for “mission-critical” sys-
tems in the region’s largest transit agen-
cies.

» Major traffic and highway systems have
largely been declared Y2K compliant.

« As with other sectors, the efforts of
many smaller operators appear to be
lagging.

= Electrical power and fuel supplies are
the most critical external dependencies
for the transportation network.

= Contingency planning is well under-
way, but they may not adequately ad-
dress all areas of concern.

PREPARATIONS IN
ENVIRONMENTAL
INFRASTRUCTURE SYSTEMS
The region’s environmental infrastructure
comprises three types of systems: water
supply systems that deliver drinkable
water; wastewater systems that collect,
treat and dispose of sewage; and solid
waste systems that are responsible for
garbage collection and disposal. While
there are distinct differences in the op-
erations of these systems, they also bear
many similarities from the perspective of
Y2K preparation. Most of these common
attributes lead to the conclusion that the
risk of internal Y2K problems that will
significantly disrupt regional water sup-
ply, sewer service or solid waste man-
agement is relatively low. These at-
tributes, and other findings that are com-
mon to all three systems, include the fol-
lowing:

 All three systems use pre-computer era
technologies that have delivered
smooth and largely uninterrupted ser-
vice for several generations.

 All three systems are engaging in wide-
spread planning for and remediation
of Y2K problems.

e The internal culture of these systems
places a high emphasis on types of ad-
vance planning and emergency re-
sponse needed to avoid system failures
that might result in widespread social
disruption.
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ABOUT RPA

For more than 75 years, Regional Plan Associa-
tion has been the nation’s most influential
independent regional planning organization.
Since 1922, RPA has worked to improve the
quality of life in the 31-county New York-
New Jersey-Connecticut metropolitan area
by creating long-term comprehensive plans
and promoting their implementation across
political boundaries. On the basis of rigorous
professional study, RPA recommends policy
initiatives and physical and human infrastruc-
ture investments and involves the public in
considering and shaping its future. RPA takes
positions on major current public policy is-
sues and works constructively and coopera-
tively on a non-partisan basis with public and
private sector interests to advance its agenda.

Regional Plan Association
4 Irving Place, 7th Floor
New York, NY 10003

e Industry regulators, Federal and state
government, parent organizations and
industry associations have engaged in
various, ongoing programs of Y2K
awareness and technical assistance that
have provided further impetus to Y2K
remediation efforts.

« Potential disruption of electric power
supply is considered to be the most
serious Y2K threat by the environmen-
tal system sources consulted.

In addition to these common findings,
several observations concerning particu-
lar systems are particularly noteworthy.
WATER SUPPLY
« Small water supply systems serving be-

tween 25 and 1000 people are gener-

ally considered to be those most vul-
nerable to a disruption in water ser-
vice from Y2K problems.

« Embedded chips are proving to be
more technically difficult to remediate
than hardware or software, and there
may be some specific equipment fail-
ures and minor disruptions of water
system operations as a result.

 Insuring an uninterrupted supply of
water treatment chemicals is an impor-
tant aspect of water supply contin-
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gency planning.

WASTEWATER DisposAL & TREATMENT

« The greatest concern in the wastewa-
ter system is the reliability of electri-
cal power to keep pumps operational.

= Some equipment failures may occur as
a result of problems with embedded
chips, and some disruption of treat-
ment operations could follow.

SoLip WAsTE MANAGEMENT

« Solid waste systems have a very small
computer presence outside of admin-
istrative management functions (i.e.,
personnel, finance, etc.).

« Since solid waste collection and dis-
posal is highly dependent on trucks
and other vehicles, the availability of
fuel and the operation of fueling fa-
cilities are regarded as the principal
Y2K vulnerabilities.

« Solid waste operations would also be
vulnerable to any significant and per-
sisting transportation system disrup-
tions.

For more information about RPA's Regional Y2K Ini-
tiative, to order the reports for $10 each (all three for
$25), visit our website at www.rpa.org, or call Aram
Khachadurian, Vice President, Program Development
at 212.253.2727, x310. Or you may email him at
aram@rpa.org.
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