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VITAL OVERHAUL

FOR COMPUTE‘RS,

BLOW TO TERRORISM FIGHT

Technical Hurdles S‘tylﬁie'.

$170 Mill_ion Effortto
Modernize System " -

By ERIC LICHTBLAU

WASHINGTON, Jan. 13 — -The
. Federal Bureau of Investigation is
on the verge of scrapping a $170 mil-

lion computer overhaul that is con-

sidered - critical. to. the campaign
against terrorism but has been rid-
dled with technical and planning

problems, F.B.1. “officials said' on

Thursday. :

In a last-ditch effort to sa‘ve the
program, the bureau has hired a re-
search firm at a cost of $2 million to
evaluate the mounting problems in
creating a “paperless” work system
and-to determine whether any parts

of the project can be salvaged, offi- -

cials said. One idea under strong con-
sideration is for the bureau to use off-
the-shelf software instead of the ex-
pensive customized features it has
unsuccessfully sought to develop.
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The development is a major set-

1 back for the F.B.I in a decade-long

struggle to escape a paper-driven

: -culture and replace antiquated com-

puter systems that have hobbled
counterterrorism and criminal in-
vestigations. Robert S. Mueller III,

‘the bureau’s- director, along with

members of the Sept. 11 commission
and other national security experts,

| have said the success of that effort is

critical to domestic security. .

“It’s immensely disappointing "to . kS

learn of this type of failure,” Lee H.
Hamilton, the vice chairman of the

-1 Sept. 11 commission, said in an inter-

view. “The F.B.1. cannot share infor-
mation and manage their cases ef-
fectively without a top-flight comput-
er system, and we on the commission
got assurances again and again from
the F.B.I:'that they were getting on
top of this-problem. It’s very, very
disappointing to see that they’re
not”.. .

Whlle other mtelhger;ce ag

rity Agency developed sophlstlcated'

;1 -and secure computer systems long

i1 ago, the bureau has been much ma-
i1 ligned for years for its failure to de- -

velop a modern system. Members of .

Congress.” have  joked that - their.
grandchiidren could 'send e-mail
messages and séarch databases -
more easily than F.BI 1nvest1gators
could. .

Among other problems, officials

" blame technical and financial mis-
- steps, a rapld turnover among the .~
bureaw’s  information-technology. .

personnel, difficulties in developing a
system that is both secure and acces-
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sible to investigators, and, perhaps-
most critically, a resistance among

some veteran agents who favor pens
and pads over computers.

“l am frustrated by the delays,”‘

Mr. Mueller said Thursday in Bir-
mingham, Ala., according to The As-
sociated Press. “I am frustrated that
we do not have on every agent’s desk
the capability of a modern case-man-
agement system.”

The bureau said that it had made
some significant inroads in the last
few years in overhauling its comput-
er capabilities, with the installation
of 30,000 new desktop computers and
the development of a secure, high-
speed network.

But the F.B.I's “virtual case file”

system, the last in a three-part com-
puter upgrade totaling more than
half a billion dollars, has proved the
most difficuit. The system was de-
signed to give the bureau’s nearly
12,000 agents around the country in-
stant access to F.B.I. databases, al-
lowing speedier investigations and
better integration of information
both within the bureau and with oth-.
er intelligence agencies that must co-
“ordinate national security matters.
But the project is over budget and
behind schedule, and F.B.1. officials
} acknowledged on Thursday that they

'were uncertain whether it would

ever be completed. Only about 10

percent of the project, delivered by

the Science Applications Internation-
al Corporation of San Dlego isnow in
use, officials said.. -,

A.draft report'from the Justice De-

" partment’s inspector general, first
reported last. month by the industry

publication 'Government Computer
News and again on Thursday by The

Los Angeles Times, concluded that

the case file system as now designed
and conceived would not work and

“could not be put into use.

- A senior F.B.I official, who gave
reporters a formal briefing on the is-
sue on Thursday on the condition of
not being named, was not willing to
go that far but acknowledged “a
number of deficiencies” and frustra-
tions in the project and said, “The ap-
plication, the way it’s built now, is un-
der evaluation.”

Overhauling the bureau’s outdated
computer systems, the official said,
is like “changing the wheels on a car
that is driving 70 miles an hour.”
With so many investigations running
at once, “we don’t have any down
time,” the official said. '

.. Problems with the “virtual” case

file project have been well-docu-

mented for many months, but the ac-
knowledgement Thursday from the
F.B.L offered the clearest indication
yet that the system may be headed
for extinction.

As it stands now, the bureau’s

counterterrorlsm flles are largely
online, but investigators often may
not have immediate access to data
from other parts of the bureau. So,
for instance, an agent may not be im-
mediately. - aware = of
from an investigation into credit-
card fraud that could be relevant to'a
terrorism case. In addition, the bulk

of the internal reports and docu-

ments produced. at the bureau must
still be printed, signed and scanned
by hand into computer format each
day, officials said.

“I did not get what 1 envisioned”
from the project, the senior efficial
acknowledged. But he said the F.B.I.
today had a better understanding of
its computer needs and limitations
as a result of the effort.” The lesson
we have learned from this $170 mil-
lion is invaluable,” he said.

The bureau is awaiting results
from an outside review of the pro-
gram being conducted by the Aero-
space Corporation, a California re-
search firm, and the agency will like-
ly have to seek bids on a new con-
tract for a revamped automated file
system and go back to Congress for

. more money, the senior official said.
But after a series of failed comput- .

er projects at the F.B.I. dating back
to the mid-1990’s, many members of

Congress say they are hesitant to

give the bureau more money without
clearer assurances of success.

“I'hope we haven’t just been pour-’
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ing money down a rat hole at taxpay-
ers’ expense,” Senator Charles E,
Grassley, the Towa Republican who
has been-a harsh critic of the bu-
reau’s computer efforts, said on
Thursday.

Lawmakers have asked the Gov-
ernment. Accountability Office, the
investigative  arm . of Congress, to

.condtict an inquiry into failings in the

bureau’s computer systems.

Senator Patrick J. Leahy of Ver-
mont, the ranking Democrat on the
judiciary committee, who has also

‘pressed the F.B.1 over its computer

problems, said on Thursday that the
case-file system-was “a train wreck
in slow motion.”

Mr. Leahy said lawmakers had
pushed the bureau for “realistic as-
sessments” of the Virtual Case File’s
performance, amid increasingly
glum reports in the news media and
in government about its chances for
success. .

“As recently as last May, the F.B.L
was still claiming that V.C.F. would
be completed by the end of 2004, and
that it would at last give the F,B.I.
the ‘cutting-edge technology’ it
needs,” the senator said.

He said: “The F.B.I. needs to stop
hiding its problems and begin con-
fronting them early on. Bringing the

-FBI’s  information - technology into

the 21st century should not be rocket
science.”



