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expertise  that  normally
requires three or four hires to
match, says Louisa Moore,
who has worked on large tech-
nology projects with Walsh,
including in California. “He’s
a true professional and he
really knows his stuff.”

“That’s not
going to work’

Walsh heard about it from
a friend. The Cover Oregon
project would be a one-stop
health coverage shopping site
that would allow consumers
to compare health plans,
qualify for lucrative tax
credits and enroll in a single
sitting. The federal govern-
ment was supplying Oregon
with tens of millions in extra
funding to serve as a model
for other states.

Excited by the vision,
Walsh applied and went to
work on it in April 2012 as a
consultant.

The warning signs were
immediately apparent, Walsh
says. He moved into a cubicle
with the state’s IT team, in a
Salem office building.

Rather than sitting among
the workers, top management
was rarely to be seen —
which Walsh characterizes as
“very abnormal ... There were
a lot of disputes about how
we should be doing things
that nobody stepped in and
took charge of.”

The project’s top managers
employed a mishmash of
project development tech-
niques, adopting multiple
methods over time, but never
instituting the training or
changes needed to make them
work, he says.

Walsh came to realize the
dysfunction was mirrored
on the Oracle side, where
workers for the state’s chief
contractor were  divided
into fiefdoms reporting to
different managers. In fact,
Walsh’s Oracle counterparts
sometimes warned him to be
skeptical of the company’s
work in other parts of the
project, he says.

His job was to oversee
how the project tracked
financial transactions, such as
payments to insurance agents
for helping consumers.

But he and his Oracle
counterparts were repeatedly
rebuffed in 2012 when they
sought information from
other parts of Oracle that
they considered crucial to the
project’s success, such as how
massive quantities of data
would fit together under the
project’s design, he says.

The data design would
be ready in two weeks, they
heard over and over.

Walsh began to have his
doubts. “You tell yourself,
‘They can’t be that bad ... I'm
sure they’ve got something.””

After a while, Walsh
pursued a separate data
design for his portion of the
project to ensure his team
was not held up. He credits
that decision for his team’s
success, as the financial side
of Cover Oregon worked fine
and was completed on time.

In contrast, Walsh still
recalls the shock his team felt
in July 2013 upon seeing the
design for how enrollment
would work for the project.
A colleague’s muttered reac-
tion: “Well, that’s not going
to work.”

Fatal flaw
in design?

Walsh says it appeared
that Oracle managers felt they
didn’t need to do a ground-up
design, that they were just
modifying existing off-the-
shelf Oracle software.

Walsh was surprised to
hear from Oracle in fall 2012
that the health insurance
system its staff envisioned
had no capacity to process
mid-year changes in a fami-
ly’s health policy, premiums
or tax credits after they
enrolled.

Such changes — due to
a birth, death, divorce or
a wage-earner losing their
job — are common, and on
multiple occasions Walsh
urged Oracle to accommo-
date changes in its design.
The response? We’ll get to it
later.

Not until September 2013,
the month before the project
was supposed to go live, did
Walsh and his team learn that
Oracle’s design for the health
insurance project still did not
allow changes to a family’s
policy or circumstances. This
meant Cover Oregon would

not be able to share data
effectively with the insurance
carriers it worked with — a
basic problem that caused
ripple effects throughout the
project’s workings.

This, Walsh believes,
was the “fatal flaw” of
Cover Oregon, and why the
exchange had to be scrapped.
Fixing the problem would
require major changes at great
cost. And the project’s budget
was already largely expended
by the time the problem
became clear.

Walsh’s diagnosis mirrors
congressional testimony given
by Alex Pettit, the state’s top
IT manager, who was brought
in to try and rescue the project
in early 2014, only to realize
it was impossible due to
the “fundamental design
error” concerning mid-year
changes in a family’s policy
or circumstance.

“The whole thing was
going to have to be rewritten
... It was truly unbelievable
that it would ever be designed
that way,” Pettit told congres-
sional investigators, adding
that when he complained to
Oracle about its design, the
response was, “Well, it wasn’t
in the specification.”

Pettit’s  retort:  “Well,
it didn’t need to be in the
specification. You knew you
had to keep track of changes
to records, and the system
wouldn’t keep track of'it.”

Walsh  echoes  Pettit,
that because the project’s
programming was in Oracle’s
hands, the technical design
was arguably the company’s
responsibility.

Defects in
state IT culture

But Walsh says the state
bears responsibility for other
problems, including delays
and wasteful spending.

For instance, the state
spent months and millions of
dollars trying to perfect a new
type of interface to shift data
between two components
of the project. Walsh urged
the use of a standard Oracle
product instead. In the end,
when an Oracle analyst
confirmed to Cover Oregon
managers that Walsh’s idea
would work, a top official
asked how long it would take
to set up the solution.

“What time is it?”
responded the analyst, and the
fix was set up later that day,
Walsh recalls.

For all the criticisms of
Cover Oregon, Walsh says
parts of the system worked
well. And the non-technical
program side of things, such
as the variety of plans offered
and number of insurers partic-
ipating, was a great success.

“It wasn’t that the whole
thing failed,” Walsh says,
adding that the project’s
insurance design “was one of
the best in the country.”

But while a state consul-
tant’s report on Cover Oregon
highlighted mismanagement,
and Pettit, the top state IT
manager, has instituted
reforms, Walsh says he’s not
sure either addresses some
of the biggest management
weaknesses he’s seen in
Oregon when it comes to
large IT projects.

Walsh has watched several
Oregon projects play out,
and his account of a larger
problem of management
culture echoes other consul-
tants who spoke privately
with the Portland Tribune.

Oregon features a
top-down management style,
in contrast with other states,
says Walsh, who has studied
management. Successful
projects, however, feature
communication flowing up
and down the command
chain. On Cover Oregon,
this management style led to
an early focus on schedule
rather than design. Later,
management obsessed on the
website’s appearance while
ignoring the details of how it
would work.

Another problem that
seems endemic to Oregon IT
projects is cronyism, rather
than hiring the best-qualified
staff, Walsh says.

While Oregon officials
like to complain the salaries
allowed by the state aren’t
large enough to afford top
IT  management talent,
Walsh says the real problem
is Oregon doesn’t use top
consulting talent the way it
should. And while the people
running Cover Oregon had
IT experience, they lacked a
record of success in large IT
project development.

Why it matters: Health care

EDITOR’S NOTE — One in an AP
series examining issues in the presi-
dential election and their effects.

THE ISSUE: About 9 in 10
Americans now have health insurance,
more than at any time in history. But
progress is incomplete, and the future
far from certain. Millions remain unin-
sured. Quality is still uneven. Costs are
high and trending up again. Medicare’s
insolvency is two years closer, now
projected in 2028. Every family has a
stake.

WHERE THEY STAND: Hillary
Clinton would stay the course, making
adjustments as needed to major govern-
ment health insurance programs. She’d
build on President Barack Obama’s
health care law, with one exception
— a tax on generous coverage that
she’d repeal. Medicare would get new
legal powers to negotiate prescription
drug prices with pharma companies.
Clinton would also offer some relief
from rising out-of-pocket costs, like
deductibles and copayments. Donald
Trump would repeal “Obamacare.”
But arecent study found his plan would
make 18 million people uninsured.
Stay tuned, because Trump has also

said he doesn’t want people “dying
on the street.” Similar to Clinton, he
has promised not to cut Medicare.
He agrees Medicare should be able
to negotiate drug prices, unusual for
a Republican. Trump’s campaign has
said he may revisit major health care
programs once in the White House.

WHY IT MATTERS: Patients
from all over the world come to
America for treatment. U.S. research
keeps expanding humanity’s ability
to confront disease. But the U.S. still
spends far more than any advanced
country, and its people are not much
healthier.

Obama’s progress reducing the
number of uninsured may be reaching
its limits. Premiums are expected to
rise sharply in many communities for
people covered by his namesake law,
raising concerns about the future.

The health care overhaul did not
solvethenation’s longstanding problem
with costs. Total health spending is
picking up again, underscoring that
the system is financially unsustainable
over the long run. Employers keep
shifting costs to workers and their
families.

No one can be denied coverage
anymore because of a pre-existing
condition, but high costs are still a
barrier to access for many, including
insured people facing high deductibles
and copayments. Prescription drug
prices — even for some generics —
are another major worry.

The 2016 election offers a choice
between a candidate of continuity
— Clinton — and a Republican who
seems to have some core beliefs about
health care, but lacks a coherent plan.

If the presidential candidates do
not engage the nation in debating the
future of health care, it still matters.

Even if you’re healthy, deeper
national debt affects the economy and
in some way everyone’s standard of
living, especially the next generation.
If the government has to spend more
on health care, it comes at the expense
of more debt, cuts in something else or
higher taxes.

America’s problem with health care
spending can’t be ignored or wished
away. Political leaders can postpone
hard choices, but that will mean conse-
quences even more wrenching when
the bill comes due.
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