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Why FDS is a Problem
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How Does FDS Spread?
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There is a story about a young engineer fresh out of university who has just been
hired by a design company. On his first day the manager asked him, “What do you want
to do?”” ““I want to design a beautiful city with nice buildings, wide boulevards, parks,
and canals,” the engineer replied. “That’s great,” the manager answered, ““but for now
you need to design a staircase.”

Three years later manager repeated his question. “I want to design a beautiful
building with large apartments and a big lobby with a fountain,” the engineer answered.
“That’s great,” the manager answered, ““but for now you need to design a staircase.”

Three years later manager again repeated his question. *““I want to design a
beautiful apartment with big windows and a nice bathroom,” the engineer answered.
“That’s great,” the manager answered, ““but for now you need to design a staircase.”

Three years later manager again asked the engineer, “What do you want to do?”’
“I want to design a staircase,” the engineer replied.
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Three Common Myths about FDS

Myth 1: Our organization is not suitable to an FDS-free environment.
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Myvth 2: When companies implement organizational processes, it
automatically leads to FDS.
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Myvth 3: An FDS-free corporate culture leads to anarchy.
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Treating FDS
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On March 27, 1977, two Boeing 747s, Pan Am Flight 1736 and KLM flight 4805,
were preparing to take off on the only runway of Los Rodeos Airport in Tenerife, one of
the Canary Islands. KLM Captain Jacob Veldhuyzen van Zanten was known as a first-
class pilot, and was even the preferred pilot for the airline’s publicity shots, such as
KLM’s magazine ads. As the KLM aircraft lined up for take-off, the Pan Am flight was
still taxiing on the same runway. Due to the fog, the KLM crew was unable to see the Pan
Am 747 taxiing on the runway ahead of them. As they lined up for take-off, the KLM crew
received clearance from the control tower to fly a certain route after take-off. Captain
van Zanten apparently mistook this clearance as the permission for take-off. The KLM
flight engineer expressed his concern about the Pan Am flight not being clear of the
runway. The engineer repeated his concern a few seconds later, but was overruled by
Captain van Zanten, and made no further challenges to this decision. Shortly after taking
off, KLM 4805 crashed into the Pan Am aircraft, killing 583 people and injuring 61. The
Tenerife disaster resulted in the highest number of fatalities of any single accident in
aviation history.

According to the subsequent investigation, communication problems and weather
conditions were the primary causes of the accident, but another cause for the disaster
was identified. Some experts suggested that the KLM captain, van Zanten, may have
developed a kind of governance attitude that impaired the decision-making process in the
cockpit. The flight engineer apparently hesitated to further challenge him, possibly
because van Zanten was not only senior in rank but also one of the most experienced
pilots working for the airline.
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The Second Russian Revolution

Sometime around 1988, a few hundred mostly young Russian engineers and
computer programmers met with industry experts to discuss what could be done to
improve software development for personal computers in Russia. The first panelist
argued that the primary problem was lack of hardware and that the government should
undertake either the production or importation of more computers. The second expert
thought that the government should establish R&D organizations specifically for the
development of PC software. The last expert said that while he agreed with all other
panelists, he did not believe that major government investments, establishment of state-
run companies, or any other government programs were going to help the industry. The
answer, he said, was to create conditions in which private individuals (engineers and
programmers) would be able to sit in their basements (actually apartments in Russia),
develop software, and sell it. For anybody involved in software development, this made
perfect sense, but what the expert said was absolutely revolutionary and was almost
seditious. Remember that it was 1988 in the USSR. Private enterprises in the Soviet
Union were prohibited. One might say that the whole country had FDS.
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