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the fall 2013 launch of Healthcare.gov, which suffered 
from an inability to scale, which led to delays, shutdowns 
and abysmal sign-up rates. (Only six people were able to 
sign-up on the first day.)  

And this incident is not alone. The Department of 
Homeland Security’s flawed Secure Border Initiative, 
often referred to as SBI-net, along with the failed DoD-
NOAA-NASA joint acquisition of a National Polar-
orbiting Operational Environmental Satellite System, 

“both exemplify mismanaged federal IT projects that 
experienced hefty cost overruns and delays that did 
nothing to enhance agency operational effectiveness,” 
according to FITARA officials. These failures, along with 
the six-year U.S. Air Force modernization effort that cost 
more than $1 billion but failed to deliver a single usable 
product, helped propel Congress to pass FITARA – 
legislation structured to inject greater accountability into 
federal IT investments.

Increasingly, federal agencies are finding they must 
work not only to stay out of the headlines, but also 

Federal government agencies face intensifying 
pressure to build next-generation applications, despite 
budgetary constraints and growing requirements to 
incorporate more security, accessibility and advanced 
analytic capabilities. 

Rising complexity and overburdened legacy 
IT platforms only contribute a lack of agility, which 
government agencies desperately need to support 
demand for new apps and services. Add the backlog of 
application change requests, inflexible infrastructures and 
the difficulties inherent in managing mobility and migrating 
to the cloud – it’s no surprise government executives feel 
frustrated.

Overcoming the obstacles and shrinking the time 
it takes to launch efficient, vetted applications that can 
leverage an ocean of transactional data flowing through 
agencies today requires more than new technology. It 
requires a new way of thinking. Federal CIO Tony Scott 
calls it, “flipping the 80/20.” Because agencies typically 
spend 80 percent of IT budgets managing legacy systems 
and only 20 percent on new technology – the more 
agencies can modernize IT, the faster they will increase 
efficiency and improve performance.

The OMB’s Digital Playbook defines agile software 
development as a method “based on iterative and 
incremental processes and collaboration among a team. It 
is a methodology for the creative process that anticipates 
the need for flexibility and applies a level of pragmatism 
into the delivery of the finished product. The focus is 
on keeping code simple, testing often, and delivering 
functional bits of the application as soon as they are 
ready.” 

Agencies are clearly working to modernize applications 
to make them more scalable, speedy and able to keep 
daily operations out of the headlines. Who could forget 
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to comply with growing reform initiatives, including 
PortfolioStat, TechStat, data center optimization, 
and FITARA, among others. In 2014, the Office of 
Management and Budget (OMB) launched the U.S. 
Digital Service (USDS) to help fix HealthCare.gov. USDS 
has since expanded to other agencies, including the 
Departments of Homeland Security, Veterans Affairs and 
the State Department, as well as the IRS. The latest fiscal 
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2017 budget proposal requests USDS teams for another 
25 agencies, with a goal of hiring 500 USDS members 
by January 2017. This and other initiatives, from GSA’s 
18F to the Presidential Innovation Fellows (PIF) program 
are all designed to increase federal oversight, and focus, 
on refining and optimizing IT investments across federal 
organizations.

Healthcare.gov’s Turnaround

Following the disastrous launch of Healthcare.gov, the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services 
(CMS) scrambled for help from a variety of sources, including internal government experts, external 
programmers and industry partners, including Software AG, to gain a more stable, scalable platform 
for users. 

The White House formed the U.S. Digital Service in 2014 to help improve the site with new 
operational processes, which were ultimately completed for $4 million, or a fraction of the original 
$200 million price tag. 

Software AG, meanwhile, helped determine a lack of in-memory data caching was slowing  
website performance during peak enrollment periods. Software AG’s Terracotta platform, which was 
initially used to support application testing, was moved into the live production environment. The 
number of Terracotta nodes expanded from two to 18, and since grew to 44, supporting more than 
300 web servers. 

Combined with what internal teams and the USDS did to refine processes and expand the 
number of server and storage platforms, Healthcare.gov has been able to successfully complete 
several enrollment seasons, without a hitch. The Healthcare.gov site can now handle hundreds of 
thousands of simultaneous users during peak periods. Following the latest open enrollment season, 
which ended Jan. 31st, 12.7 million consumers signed up for healthcare coverage, with more than 
9.6 million using the HealthCare.gov website, and 3.1 million using State-based programs. 

FITARA ON APPLICATION AGILITY

One key reform initiative driving application 
development modernization is the Federal Information 
Technology Acquisition Reform Act (FITARA), passed in 
2014 to give CIOs greater power in IT decisions.  FITARA 
aims to reduce government IT spending and make all 
investments more transparent to internal stakeholders, 
along with the public. Bipartisan support of FITARA 

has been strong and financially based, as the federal 
government is expected to spend more than $89 billion on 
IT in FY2017, with much wasted on duplicative systems or 
legacy technology dating back decades.

The first scorecard to measure agency performance 
on four key provisions of FITARA came out last December, 
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with the top 24 federal agencies receiving an average 
grade of D.  FITARA officials described the initial scores 
as agency “interim progress reports.”  In total, two 
agencies garnered an A grade for their use of incremental 
development. “Our goal is to work with these two 
agencies to help share the information about what they’ve 
accomplished, and replicate their successes across 
other federal agencies and departments,” said Dominic 
Bonaiuto, Legislative Director for Congressman Gerald E. 
Connolly (D-Va).

As a primary component of FITARA, incremental 
development is intended to bring greater agility into 
IT investments, so agencies don’t get to the end of an 
arduous development process only to find they should 
probably have chosen another path. By focusing on 
incremental development, agencies can expect to gain 
greater insight into efficient, cost effective ways to address 
their most mission-critical application requirements. 
FITARA’s goal is to help agencies optimize IT investments 
and allow them to pull the plug earlier if challenges 
arise that force an agency to make changes,” Bonaiuto 
explained.

Agencies can expect new guidelines from the Federal 
CIO, before the end of the first quarter. Those guidelines 

will highlight agency use of incremental development, and 
will help drive greater transparency by allowing the public 
to view information on the risks associated with current 
agency IT investments, and the cost savings that have 
been derived from FITARA’s reform efforts. 

In addition to new guidance and reforms, there are 
numerous tools available to help agencies gain insight to 
their current IT assets, automate processes, and ensure 
better access and usability of data. These tools include 
IT portfolio management, rapid application development 
and the emergence of digital business platforms that offer 
complete connectivity across your entire IT ecosystem, 
both at the agency and component levels.  According 
to Chris Steel, Chief Solutions Architect, Software AG 
Government Solutions, there are also best practice 
approaches that validate the impact that a potential new 
IT investment can have in advance of making significant 
financial commitments. “The government should never 
proceed down an IT path without first completing a proof-
of-concept in their environment,” Steel explained.  “There 
is no better risk mitigation than working closely with a 
vendor to prove out the technical solution will work in your 
environment while getting to know the individuals that 
would be supporting you if you elect to move forward.”

The U.S. Forest Service (USFS) manages a large 
number of applications and IT services to support a 
wide variety of functions necessary to execute the Forest 
Service’s mission.  

Agility in the delivery of IT services does not have 
the same context to the USFS that it does to for profit 
commercial companies, according to Zahid Chaudhry, 
Branch Chief for Enterprise Application Development, 
within the USFS Chief Information Office.  In the private 
sector, the primary focus of deploying agile development 
or delivery methods is to ensure they are able to adapt and 
stay ahead of the competition.  “In the Forest Service we 
strive for agility to create better services that support our 
mission of caring for the land and serving the American 
people.”  

Speed to market isn’t as critical as the ability to adapt 
and deliver services that meet operational requirements, 

Forest Service Embraces Application Agility
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but that doesn’t mean agile systems aren’t important to 
the USFS. Increasing agility has been a core goal of the 
Forest Service Chief Information Office (FS-CIO) for the 
last several years.  “We are deploying new technologies 
and processes to increase the frequency of releases, 
standardize supported platforms and reduce the effort it 
takes to deploy applications.  Through these new tools 
and processes we are better able to stay current with 
public demands, reduce costs and find innovative ways  
to improve our services.”

This new, agile application development approach 
enables the USFS to embrace changes or requirements 
rapidly, Chaudhry added. The USFS serves the public 
by managing ecosystems, services and benefits that 
contribute to human health, prosperity and quality of 
life. The American people expect to interact with USFS 
through digital channels such as websites, email, and 
mobile applications. And the USFS is continually striving 
to make policies and programs more effective by building 
better digital services that will meet constituent needs. 
Recent advances in technology make it possible to 
increase productivity, manage risk, increase efficiencies 
and effectively deliver information products and services 
and the implementation of some of these advanced 
technologies are transforming many aspects of the 
USFS’s information workflows. 

Chaudhry explained that 
the Forest Service Digital 
Strategy team is a small team 
of experts who are working 
to showcase best practices 
and lay the foundation for 
application development and 
IT management practices. 
The team recently identified 
five strategic goals that are 
foundational to how the Forest 
Service will deliver digital 
content to its constituents and 
staff. 

Those goals include implementing:
• Simple, intuitive and adaptable digital services;
• Employee and public engagement applications;
• Web based services that offer full mobile integration;
• Geospatial Information Systems (GIS); and
• Partnerships that leverage industry expertise.
One of the largest areas of concern in the USFS is the 

development, management and delivery of geospatial 
services.  As one of the first large-scale users of GIS 
in the world, the USFS has a rich collection of national 
and regional geospatial initiatives that support planning, 
operations and research activities across the entire 
agency. The foundation of the agency’s investment is a 
sophisticated collection of enterprise tools that include 
several technologies created by the Environmental 
Systems Research Institute (ESRI) who specializes in 
geospatial tools.  The FS-CIO team is continuing to build 
Service-based workflows using Enterprise Configuration 
Management systems that connect the data and 
information to the required systems and users through 
automation – and this is transforming how applications 
using this type of traditional big data are developed. 

Chaudhry maintains USFS has been focused on agile 
development and DevOps for several years, and the 
application teams actually started implementing agile 
approaches to software development about a decade ago.  
Over time, these efforts have become more prevalent and 
teams are actively working to share lessons learned and 
approaches with others.  The CIO Enterprise Application 
Development (EAD) branch is responsible for promoting 
a DevOps culture and is deploying a core set of tools 
designed to further enable and ease the migration to a 

DevOps operating model.  
“For example, we have 
enabled an enterprise 
source code repository, a 
definitive media library 
(DML) and a continuous 
integration approach to how 
our development teams 
build their applications.  
Our teams can now check 
their code into the code 
repository and have it 
trigger automated build 
and test cycles, resulting 

in immediate feedback for the development team.  If the 
code passes the test, the Operations team can pull from 
the DML repository and install it into any of the official test 
or production environments.”  

The changes required to adopt the agile development 
approach must also be met with an evolution in the 
way applications are supported. This is why the USFS 
Operations and Service Delivery (OSD) teams are 
adapting as well.  Using a DevOps approach tailored 

“ 
There are numerous tools 

available to help agencies 
gain insight to their current IT 
assets, automate processes, 

and ensure better access and 
usability of data. ”
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to the USFS operating model, the OSD can manage 
infrastructure configurations like source code, with the 
information checked into the enterprise source code 
repository, version controlled and baselined.  When a 
hosting environment’s settings or software are to be 
changed, the update can be conducted automatically 
by creating a new baseline and promoting it to the 
automated tools for distribution to other environments.  

“We are expanding this capability in our production data 
center and are evolving the USFS towards a state of 
Continuous Delivery.  This ensures application teams 
can create smaller releases that meet business needs 
(and the requirements of the US public) in a much 
faster timeframe.  It also increases our portability and 
adaptability for future requirements,” Chaudhry explained.  

Meanwhile, the USFS CIO Mobile Computing Program 
(MCP) is another key effort focused on agility whose 
mission is to support the government-wide vision of 
‘Mobile First.’ To support this vision, MCP is modernizing 
application development processes through the following 
activities:

• Embracing Responsive Web Design concepts and 
frameworks in application development; 

• Provisioning a mobile application development 
platform with capabilities that include Mobile 
Map Services, Mobile Forms, Mobile Content 
Management, Mobile Data Management (Collection) 
to meet the objective of information access anytime 
and anywhere;

• Provisioning data services platforms addressing 
analytics, mashups and transformation to consume 
data easily on mobile devices;

• Brokering a mobile device management platform to 
enable, manage, secure and track BYOD.

The adoption of agile practices, policies and the 
associated tools required to automate the delivery of 
services is an ongoing, ever changing challenge that the 
USFS strongly believes is critical to the success of the 
Forest Service’s mission.  Chaudhry sums up the efforts. 

“Focusing on continuous improvement in our development 
and delivery processes in addition to the adoption of 
new technologies, such as using containers, will further 
enhance our agility and help to ensure we are meeting the 
expectations of our [staff and constituents].”
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Industry observers and application development experts offered agencies a few key tips and advice to help as they 
work to modernize application development.

#1: The first step is to find a results oriented champion to drive the agile development cause. Gaining buy-in from 
all of the primary agency stakeholders is a must to help everyone ‘get on the same page.’

#2: Focus on portfolio management. Each agency needs greater visibility into what it owns, which applications 
and operating systems are tied to what teams, departments and parts of the mission. With proper portfolio 
management, agencies can centrally manage and share information across all stakeholders allowing you to 
showcase agility more easily. Portfolio management also helps improve decision-making and reduce OPEX so 
new funds are available for CAPEX initiatives. 

#3: Maintain vendor neutrality to avoid being locked into any single platform. The new mantra for application 
development should be to expand and embrace, rather than rip and replace. Consider connecting your existing 
applications into a digital business platform that will guarantee all of your data can be easily shared across the 
enterprise.  Then, evaluate available off-the-shelf applications that can immediately compliment your existing 
environments.  Finally, look for rapid application development tools that can expedite the automation of manual 
processes ideally with built in “on-ramps” to your digital business platform.

#4: It’s easier to start small, by finding a prototype application project that will allow the agency to highlight a 
successful agile implementation. Regardless of your experience with a given vendor, have them prototype and 
prove out their solutions in your environment first. Never buy in to PowerPoint-based promises of success – 
always prove it first.  This will help any agency minimize the risks associated with their agile efforts.  

#5: Aim to be a success story! Agencies would be smart to work on improving IT efficiency now and be recognized 
as an early adopter, rather than waiting to become an obvious target for reform.

For more information, please visit i360Gov.com.

Tips and Advice

Software AG Government Solutions is dedicated to serving the U.S. Federal Government and Aerospace and Defense 
communities. Our world class product suites are based on a fully integrated digital business platform that inherently 
removes the barriers of connecting data from every source across an extended enterprise. We specialize in software 
products that deliver rapid application development, process automation, business/IT transformation and real-time 
in-memory data management and analytics at massive scale. We leverage a highly effective “Prove IT First and Prove 
IT Fast” approach to solving mission critical IT challenges. Widely embraced by our customers, this approach has been 
proven to minimize risks associated with IT investments. Learn more at www.SoftwareAGgov.com


