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Moving offices is a bit like moving house. It is exciting and can lift morale but is also fraught with danger, especially when it comes to computer and office equipment. Bad planning, under-resourcing and over-optimism about how much information technology change can be managed in one move are common mistakes of organisations shifting staff and equipment.

But it is possible to minimise downtime and optimise results with careful planning and adequate project management.

David McEwen, project director at Roberts Weaver Group, an interior design company specialising in moving data centres and other IT services, says one of the secrets to a smooth move is to involve technical people from the start, even in the search for, or the building of, new premises.

"Often IT people may be invited (to join the project team) but they think it's too early," McEwen says.

He cites a large move to the Sydney office tower designed by master architect Renzo Piano when the timing of IT involvement almost proved disastrous.

Although builders had made provisions for satellite services, for example, the client wanted a dish to point in a different direction to those already installed, requiring a new tower to be built.

In addition, the riser (a well-like space which accommodates cables within a building) was already congested and the delivery dock, although substantial, was too narrow for loading large computer equipment.

"IT needs to get involved in two parallel projects: from building selection and during interior design, including the design and implementation of new IT infrastructure," McEwen says.

Amber Strantzen, publicist with Melbourne-based Miranda Brown Publicity, learnt the lesson the hard way. 

The agency moved to new premises around the corner in the inner-city suburb of Fitzroy last month but, despite having only four employees and a modest IT infrastructure, suffered from loss of productivity for weeks afterwards. "Our ADSL internet connection is shared with the fax and we wanted to keep the same fax number. We were told that ADSL couldn't be transferred even though it would be within the same exchange. So we had to cancel it and re-apply, which took two weeks," says Strantzen, in recalling the need to re-install a temporary internet dial-up facility to maintain connection in the first few days. "Plus the wiring in the new building was dodgy. There were too many things on the one circuit so the kettle shut down the hard drive of our main computer. It took a week to get the computer rebuilt and running again."

The agency had other troubles including no direct access to its main database, a networking fault - fixed only when a contractor was called in - and the need to wait for Telstra to reconnect all phone lines on the day of the move to minimise cost. "We managed with people doing some work from home and by getting clients to ring us (on the mobiles)," Strantzen says. "But next time, I'll try to be more realistic. I hadn't factored in that everything that could go wrong would." And, she says, "I'm never moving again".

Grant Maxwell, managing director of Sydney-based IT management outsourcing consultancy Glenhurst, agrees with McEwen that careful project management is the key to successful moving of IT.

Glenhurst has just finished moving payment services developer Keycorp into new premises in Sydney's Chatswood.

As his company manages Keycorp's IT infrastructure it was engaged to manage the move, which involved 300 personal computers, 50 servers, four carrier networks plus virtual private networks to offices in Canada and Melbourne.

"Our responsibilities included phone systems, faxes, internet services, copiers, email, the complex communications requirements of a number of banking systems and very high security," Maxwell says.

Glenhurst started planning the move four months before, preparing detailed plans with clear objectives and paying special attention to risk mitigation. In addition, it made a detailed audit of all the services and equipment installed at the old building to ensure nothing was overlooked.

"Businesses that have been in a building for a while find they have things they can't remember. In this case, we had communications gear that belonged to other companies, like the banks, so we had to co-ordinate with them as well," he says.

Maxwell says one small detail that helped Keycorp achieve a smooth IT transition was the log-in testing of every workstation and telephone the weekend before it re-opened for business.

"The testers left a sheet on people's desks with the status of every item of equipment. By Monday morning, every person was able to log in and use their telephone. Maybe three or four users had a problem but they knew they had a problem because of the status report."

Glenhurst also minimised risk at the new premises by installing a new communications infrastructure, instead of moving existing lines.

"It cost more but it was sure to be working before the move," Maxwell says. Old telecom lines were maintained for a few weeks after the move as back-up.

According to McEwen, organisations should be careful about combining moving with technology upgrades.

"Typically we find that as a minimum, clients go for a new LAN and new PABX, even refreshing the desktop fleet and server. But introducing change in conjunction with a move is a double-edged sword. There is a lot of change in the relocation already," he says.

Instead, businesses should consider introducing wider infrastructure changes in bite-size chunks and, if installing new hardware or software, consider teaching staff to use them before they move.

Involving vendors early in the planning is also crucial. 

Vendors today can help with much more than just unplugging, transporting and re-plugging their own equipment.

Philip Attard, director of strategy at Hewlett-Packard Services, says the company works with organisations as project managers to ensure IT infrastructure is successfully moved and reinstalled, regardless of brand.

It also moves clients' staff to its own "recovery sites" while infrastructure is being moved,  eliminating the need to duplicate equipment such as cabling.

At the recovery site, which is equipped in exactly the same way as their old premises, staff can continue work. When everything is running smoothly at the new site, they can move in without additional equipment.

"We call it blending the environment. It duplicates critical applications and allows us to ensure a short cut-over time at the new address," Attard says.

He says the move must also aim to improve all aspects of the business.

"It must make sure the design is better and inefficiencies are not repeated," he says.

Companies should involve vendors as soon as they think of moving and demand that vendors deploy staff with project management degrees and technical expertise.

"IT relocation is not for someone to cut their teeth on," he says.

Before you move
1. Include IT representatives in the moving team.

2. Involve IT vendors - via tender or requote - check service level contracts and warranty limitations before moving equipment.

3. Free in-house IT staff to work on the move by appointing temporary replacements for day-to-day tasks.

4. Audit current site infrastructure, systems and carrier services.

5. Identify requirements for technology refresh (such as network, telephony). Consider how much technology upgrade can be combined with the move and delay non-critical changes.

6. Agree on what is needed at the new premises.

7. Evaluate new premises options, paying special attention to power supply and protection, air-conditioning, fire systems, telecom carrier services, risers, security, goods access and spatial requirements.

8. Allow time between fit-out completion and moving for corrections and new technology installations.

9. Engage user representatives to co-ordinate desktop and peripheral requirements.

10. Avoid "big bang" cut-overs by linking networks between old and new sites (via disaster recovery site if appropriate).

11. Stagger the move over several weekends, starting with low-risk systems or users.

12. Reward staff working on the move with proper meals, accommodation, if necessary and with incentives such as weekends away for two and overtime.
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CASE STUDY
Calling in the cavalry
Angela Donohoe, head of technology at the Credit Union Services Corporation (CUSCAL) is pleased she decided to change course mid-stream.

The corporation is effectively the electronic conduit between member credit unions and other financial institutions, acting as a clearing house for transactions such as bill payments and funds transfers. It manages 450 staff, including 160 in IT, as well as 120 data and communications lines and 130 servers. 

Last July, CUSCAL was four months into a moving project when Donohoe realised it was too big to be managed internally.

"We thought we could do it by seconding an IT project manager internally and establishing a number of internal committees," she says. "But as time went by we understood the complexity of the task. We needed a stronger dimension of expertise and project management."

CUSCAL appointed the Roberts Weaver Group (RWG), an interior design and IT moving consultancy, on the strength of its work for other financial data centres and the Sydney Futures Exchange. It also engaged eight  contractors to free IT staff required for the move, and involved teams from Unix, Intel and Network Services in managing the project as well as Sun Microsystems and Hewlett-Packard in moving equipment.

The teams, under RWG, worked with architects, engineers and subcontractors to determine IT requirements and concept designs for structured cabling, computer room and wiring room layout and services, networks, telephony and audio-visual needs.

The move from Druitt Street to Margaret Street in the Sydney central business district, took another seven months to plan and was completed over several weekends leading up to the Easter holidays this year. About 40 people, not counting removalists, worked on the move at weekends. They moved 130 servers, 650 desktops and notebooks, 57 modems, 120 communications lines, seven scanners, 10 photocopiers and 47 printers (rationalised from 240).

The moving team also managed the addition of 150 kilometres of new electric cabling, 1000 metres of fibre optic cable and a new LAN and PABX, while updating software applications and installing new domain and proxy servers.

Donohoe says there was concern about the number of technology changes to have originally taken place during the move and that some were left until later. In the end the transition was smooth and there was no down time.

The lessons for next time?

"We will get project managers involved earlier and will shadow outside project managers with people internally as a back-up resource," Donohoe says. 

- Lia Timson
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