Fixing the Supply System:
Bringing ATLASS Into the 21st Century

by Capt Joseph L. Moreno, USMCR

The case is made to adapt software systems to better suit the ground
supply needs of the organizations the system is serving.

e Marine Corps continues to hype the
wonderful features of ATLASS II to
solve our ground supply and mainte-

nance cycle challenges, but the “new paradigm”
system has yet to be fielded. In the computer
world, this is known as “vaporware”—nonexis-
tent software solutions. Meanwhile, we waste
our time with the currently outdated version of

“ATLASS. If the Marine Corps is serious about a

50 percent reduction in order ship time (OST)
and repair cycle time (RCT)—the time from
when a repair part is ordered to its delivery and
installation—as directed in ALMAR 029/98, then

better software must be de-

ployed now along with a

In plain English, get
rid of the PC-based
ATLASS and replace it
with a web-based ver-
sion of ATLASS allow-
ing supply sections di-
rect access to the
mainframe databases
without compromising
the mainframe’s data-
base integrity.

Background

more sensible way to bring
the supply system into the In-
formation Age without dou-
bling the workload. Simply
put, ATLASS has put the cart
before the horse. Organiza-
tions should not revamp their
standing operating proce-
dures to adapt to software
systems, instead software sys-
tems must adapt to the orga-
nization’s way of doing busi-
ness for seamless integration.

Although the Marine Corps’ ATLASS has ex-

isted for over 6 years, the Marine Corps has la-
beled it “transitional,” meaning it is supposed to
be temporary until ATLASS II arrives. The lat-
est word on the street is that ATLASS II will not
debut until the 2000-2001 timeframe. The rea-
son for the continuous delay is the misguided
belief that, since mainframes are old technology
and microcomputers are new technology, the
number crunching—also known as the business

logic—must be moved from the mainframe to a
microcomputer. Although microcomputers
have numerous advantages over the older main-
frame technology, our rush to utilize it has cut
us off from the world of realtime computer net-
works. Currently, the supply system business
logic has been duplicated on each supply sec-
tion’s ATLASS microcomputer, which is no dif-
ferent than any other personal computer (PC),
while the mainframe attempts to mirror it, re-
sulting in both systems always remaining one
step behind the other. This needless redundan-
cy is not just the cost of doing business, it is a
ridiculous duplication of effort that severely hin-
ders our supply system. It effectively doubles a
supply section’s work load with no end in sight
since ATLASS Il is stuck due to seemingly unan-
swerable questions. Should the business logic be
kept on the mainframe or moved to a PC? If it
is moved to a PC, how can higher headquarters
maintain visibility on subordinate units’ equip-
ment? Giving each supply section their own net-
work server is certainly not a financial option.
The ideal answer is a system that utilizes the
current mainframe legacy databases, already
in place, while processing transactions in real-
time across a nonproprietary computer net-
work. In plain English, get rid of the PC-based
ATLASS and replace it with a web-based ver-
sion of ATLASS allowing supply sections di-
rect access to the mainframe databases with-
out compromising the mainframe’s database
integrity. This solution is simpler than many
believe and, unlike the present version of AT-
LASS, it does not require a unit's supply sec-
tion to maintain, for example, a copy of the
table of equipment mechanized allowance list
(MAL) on both their ATLASS PC and the
SMU'’s (Supported Activities Supply System
(Sassy) Management Unit) mainframe com-
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puter. Additionally, the Internet is an excel-
lent medium for accessing unclassified, non-
sensitive data throughout the world. Although
there is a legitimate concern over the lack of
security the Internet provides, it is not an issue
for this type of information. If it were an issue
then the Department of Defense (DoD) would
not allow routine business to be conducted via
electronic mail (e-mail). In fact, the Internet is
the very medium ATLASS currently uses to
communicate with mainframe computers in
both forward deployed and garrison units
without any security issues.

Accessing the World Wide Web, which is
a part of the Internet, is easily accom-
plished using web browsers that are freely
available from companies such as Netscape
and Microsoft. Additionally, any web brows-
er can access all data over the Internet re-
gardless of whether the information is
stored on or accessed by an Apple, Intel, or
mainframe computer system. The web com-
pletely removes any barriers between previ-
ously incompatible computer systems and
web browsers will soon replace the current,
arcane method of using the International
Business Machine 3270 terminal (or emula-
tion) to access mainframe databases. Smart
and savvy organizations have already begun
the transition from redundant and locally
accessible distributed databases to central-
ized databases with global access via the
web. In this latter environment, everyone is
reading from the same sheet of music with-
out installing a new, proprietary network or
discarding the mainframe computers. As a
matter of fact, this was the entire purpose
of the Internet when DoD began develop-
ing it 30 years ago.

Today’s Challenges

Every supply section must maintain two sets of
records for audits—the PC ATLASS records and
the Sassy mainframe records—because each AT-
LASS PC attempts to duplicate the mainframe’s
database. For a unit to keep one MAL up to date
is time consuming; to reconcile both the AT-
LASS MAL and the Sassy mainframe MAL, es
pecially in a high operation tempo (optempo)
unit, is almost in the “too hard” box. It does not
make sense for a unit to order a repair part, have
it processed on their ATLASS PC just to be sent
to the SMU to be reprocessed and possibly re-
jected. It is not as if computers make mistakes
and the transactions need to be double checked
by more than one computer. Unfortunately, the
kneejerk reaction in the early 1990s was to move
the supply system from the mainframe (suppos-
edly “outdated technology”) to the PC (suppos-
edly “better technology”). However, the main-
frame is where the true supply system begins
since it is physically networked in realime. If a
supply requisition is not in the mainframe data-
base, but only in ATLASS’s database, it will never
be delivered. It is true that mainframe comput-
ers, if made with today’s technology, would be
cheaper and faster, but mainframes are more re-
liable than PCs since they are dedicated systems.
Instead, the focus should be on removing or im-
proving the less reliable systems. The space shut-
te is a perfect example; the 1970s technology in-
side its computer systems is laughable by today’s
PC standards, but it is more reliable than any PC.
(It is an understatement to say that you do not
want the space shuttle’s onboard computer sys-
tems to crash or lock up like today’s PCs.) Main-
frames were not designed to run just important
applications, they were designed to be dedicated
hardware running mission critical software.
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Every transaction that is entered into a PC
ATLASS system is validated, sometimes against
faulty or outdated information, and sent to the
mainframe to be revalidated against virtually the
same criteria because each system must main-
tain its own database. For example, a supply
clerk could mistype a cost job order number
(JON)—the code indicating which funds to deb-
it (think of it as a credit card number)—when en-
tering a transaction, and it would process fine in
ATLASS since ATLASS does not have access to
the comptroller’s mainframe JON database; but
the SMU’s mainframe does have access. There-
fore, a unit’s ATLASS records show that an item
has been ordered when, in fact, it has been re-
jected by the mainframe. There are procedures
to later catch errors, but it would be much more
efficient if a clerk could catch a mistake as soon
as it is keypunched rather than days later. Many
supply officers have truthfully reported to their
commanding officers that a critical repair part
was on order only to report a day or two later
that it was rejected by the supply system result-
ing in lost lead time and increased RCT. The
current system is exactly like two people at-
tempting to maintain an accurate account bal-
ance in their joint checking account while con-
currently writing checks.

ATLASS handles supply transactions using a
method called batch processing, which means
that each day’s 100+ transactions are stored in the
ATLASS PC until the end of the day and then
processed in a single batch. This procedure is
known as running the daily cycle, and its output
is stored on a courier diskette. Garrison supply
sections then e-mail the courier files to the SMU
while forward deployed supply units hand deliv-
er the courier diskette to a service support group.
If a transaction is rejected by the SMU, the supply

secton will not know about the rejection until the
next day, at the earliest, when receiving a status
update from the SMU. This results in lost pro-
curement lead time which directly translates to in-
creased OST and RCT. The supply system would
be much more effective if, as soon as a transac-
tion is keypunched, it is immediately processed
against a single set of business logic on the SMU’s
mainframe. Since all valid and invalid supply
transactions create a permanent audit trail, any
discrepancies between ATLASS and Sassy not
corrected or documented in a “memo to the
record” by the supply section can be identified,
even years later, especially by the experienced eye
of a field supply and maintenance analysis office
inspector. With realtime transaction processing
through a web-based ATLASS, there is absolute-
ly no reason why a repair part could not be or-
dered and received the same day if it is in stock at
the SMU’s general account warehouse. Current-
ly, one day OST is not uncommon for staple
items such as class I equipment (i.e., 782 gear).

Once a valid supply requisition is accepted into
the SMU'’s mainframe it is automatically passed
along the supply chain until it is filled. But today’s
challenge is simply getting the requisition to the
mainframe, inducted into Sassy, and then track-
ing it without chasing ghosts, i.e., ATLASS re-
ports a valid requisition status while Sassy reports
nothing. A forward deployed supply section’s AT-
LASS computer can be over 10,000+ miles away
from its supporting SMU’s mainframe. To make
matters worse, there are two support levels be-
tween the forward deployed ATLASS and the
SMU: the service support group and the de-
ployed support unit. At each of these two levels,
individuals must physically hand deliver a courier
diskette on a daily basis; even the most dedicated
“hard chargers” can misplace things.
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Correcting mistakes, by identifying which re-
pair parts or replacement end items have “fallen
out” of the supply system, is the purpose of a
supply reconciliation. For example, ordering a
repair part, such as an M-16 firing pin, requires
that an armorer fill out a “4card” equipment re-
pair order shopping list and pass it to a supply
clerk to enter into the ATLASS PC. A single dig-
it mistake when keypunching the repair part’s
national stock number (NSN) and the correct
repair part will not be received. If not caught im-
mediately, it can take a couple of weeks to cor-
rect the mistake. Unfortunately the interested
party, in this example the armorer ordering the
firing pin, has no way to explicitly catch the sup-
ply clerk’s error until the next reconciliation in
a week or two. In the meantime, precious lead
time is lost. Due to the day-plus lag between or-
der entry and order confirmation, catching mis-
takes during reconciliations is a needlessly time-
consuming task, since each transaction has to be
validated against both the ATLASS PC records
and the mainframe Sassy records. Additionally,
supply reconciliations are difficult to schedule.
In a high optempo unit such as a battalion land-
ing team (BLT), it is extremely challenging to
maintain both the ATLASS and Sassy records
while successfully conducting thorough weekly
reconciliations with the “commodities” sections
and the physically separated and maintenance
intensive attachments such as tanks, amphibious
tractors, and the artillery battery.

Tomorrow’s Solution

ATLASS 11 is sill years away and ATLASS,
first implemented in the early 1990s, is Microsoft
Disk Operating System (MS-DOS) based. To put
this into perspective, the Marine Corps began
using MS-DOS’s successor, Windows 3.1, before
ATLASS was even deployed. Although AT-
LASS II promises to be a Windowsbased sys-
tem, the problem lies in the misguided ap-
proach of attempting to mirror the real-world
supply system, the mainframe, each day on
every PC running ATLASS.

Unlike ATLASS, which was a short-term so-
lution, a much better approach is a web brows-
er-based ATLASS that accesses an application
server. An application server, such as WebOb-
Jects, simply provides applications over a net-
work to users, called clients. The actual busi-
ness logic and database access is maintained
centrally by the application server that would
be directly tied into the SMU’s' mainframe and
its databases. A robust application server is dy-
namic enough to access any database regard-
less of whether its format is Oracle, Informix,
Sybase, or a legacy mainframe database in or-
der to integrate independently developed com-
puter systems known as “stovepipe” systems
that were never designed to communicate with
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Legacy Databases

each other (see Figure 1). A huge benefit of run-
ning an application on an application server is
that redundant information processing and stor-
age is eliminated. For example, DoD currentdy
maintains the Joint Personnel Asset Visibility
(JPAV) system that accounts for all Armed Forces
personnel. This system tracks information such
as each person’s home of record, unit identifica-
tion code, rank, number of dependants, etc. Even
though this information is centrally located, it is
not distributed, via an application server, for all
units to access their own information. Each time
a member of the Armed Forces transfers to a
new duty station the same information is reen-
tered into a local PC at that servicemember’s
company, division, department, etc. Since the
JPAYV system, which reflects official unit diary en-
trees is current, why should a company clerk
reenter this information for the local alpha ros-
ter? Of course an admin clerk should not be able
to change the JPAV data since that is the purpose
of the unit diary, but there is no reason the clerk
should not have read-only access to the relevant
information from the JPAV application server.

Additional Benefits

Currently, each ATLASS upgrade must be
installed on every supply computer by an ex-
pert—usually a single staff noncommissioned of-
ficer per division, group, or wing. A web-based
solution accessing an application server would
eliminate this software installation process
since only one computer, the application serv-
er, per SMU would need to be updated. Up-
grading from one version of a web-based AT-
LASS system to the next version would be
transparent to the using units.
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Nearly all supply sections, especially at the us-
ing unit level, maintain only one ATLASS PC
even though the section may have three or four
PCs. Since ATLASS was not designed to run on
a network, only one supply clerk can enter trans-
actions into the supply system at a time while the
others wait their turn. With the webbased AT-
L.ASS solution accessing an application server as
described above, the only limit is the number of
computers and supply clerks available to key-
punch requisitions. Preventing the same repair
part from mistakenly being ordered twice can be
accomplished by using the current method of as-
signing each requisition a unique tracking num-
ber referred to as the document number. A web-
based ATLASS system could simply alert the
supply clerk that the requisition is a duplicate. Ad-
ditionally, the web-based ATLASS could detect if,
for example, two supply clerks attempted to or-
der two firing pins for a single M-16 since the
same NSN would be processed against the same
equipment repair order. The benefits of mult-
user keypunching would be a great timesaver fol-
lowing a maintenance standdown. Likewise, a
web-based ATLASS supply system could easily al-
low an armorer, or any other commodity, to look
up (read-only access) their requisition’s status in
the supply system. In addition to these time sav-

- ings, another 30 to 90 minutes would be saved

each day since the ATLASS daily cycle would no
longer need to be processed.

Although beyond the scope of this article, a
web-based ATLASS supply system would remove
any problems as a result of the Sassy/Mimms
(Marine Corps Integrated Maintenance Manage-
ment) bridge, resulting in a better integrated
ground supply and maintenance system.

Show Stoppers?

How does a supply section process requisitions
when access to a local area network (LAN) or the
web is not available? Since the current version of
ATLASS also requires LAN connectivity in order
to e-mail the batch transactions to the mainframe,
it too cannot operate without network access. So
there is no more of a productivity loss with a web-
based ATLASS operating offline than with the
current version of ATLASS. However, a simple

solution to be productive while offline would be
to download all necessary databases that would be
stored on the offline computer’s hard disk. Re-
pair parts not filled by rapid requests could be en-
tered into the offline computer’s temporary data-
base and uploaded into Sassy at the next
opportunity. This is exactly what occurs on a dai-
ly basis with the present version of ATLASS, how-
ever, the reality of the situation is that a supply sec-
tion performs very litde formal supply
requisitioning while in the field unless there is
LAN connectivity. By using a web-based ATLASS,
offline keypunching would be the exception not
the rule. Also, units remaining in the field for
more than several weeks usually have at least oc-
casional LAN access at either the using unit’s lev-
el or its immediate higher headquarters. Most im-
portant of all, the procurement life cycle and cost
savings for a web-based ATLASS would beat the
current PC ATLASS II costs.

What Are We Waiting For?

It is not a matter of using untested systems,
but simply due to the fact that application
servers and web browsers are new technology.
Only within the past couple of years have peo-
ple realized that the explosion of the World
Wide Web has made information access instant
and simple. Rather than immediately replacing
the legacy mainframe computers, organizations
are realizing the incredible benefits of accessing
this information over the web.

The supply system could easily transition from
the once-a-day batch processing of supply requi-
sitions to realtime supply chain management, es-
pecially since the legacy databases are already in
place. Less time between order entry and item re-
ceipt at all levels would reduce inventories, save
funds, speed up the maintenance cycle, and bring
the Marine Corps closer to the very heart of a
justin-time supply system: the procurement of
the necessary units in the necessary quantities at
the necessary time. However, we may never see
these benefits unless the Marine Corps transi-
tions to a web-based application server to replace
our lacking “transitional” ATLASS. _
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>Capt Moreno has previously served as the supply and fiscal of-
ficer for BLT 2/1 from 1994-1998. During that timeframe he
participated in two Mediteranean deployments. He is currently
employed with Apple Computers and resides in Reston, VA.
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