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State of  
Innovation?

Editor’s Message

Bill Maile, Editor

Often when legislators and 
other government officials in 
California ask why the state’s 

technology infrastructure struggles 
with so many failed IT projects, 
they are perplexed. In the home of 
Silicon Valley, why can’t we do better? 
After all, the Golden State is the 
birthplace of the modern computer 
industry and home to Hewlett-
Packard, Google, Apple and so on. 

In 2010, Silicon Valley entrepreneur 
Vivek Wadhwa spoke at a state-
sponsored conference in Sacramento 
and then published an article on 
TechCrunch.com comparing the 
modernization of state technology 
systems to the impossible task of 
“teaching a dinosaur to fly.”

“Perhaps what is needed is to let 
the dinosaurs become extinct and be 
replaced by swift birds and mammals,” 
Wadhwa wrote. He predicted that if 
Silicon Valley coders were let loose on 
California government, they could do 
their “magic” and turn a $50 million 
upgrade to the state’s unemployment 
insurance system into a solution 
that costs less than $5 million. 

The magic never happened that 
year, but Wadhwa may have been 
right about coding a totally new 
system from scratch for a tenth of 
the cost. However, perhaps it was 
not realistic that migrating from 
the old program, including the vast 
amounts of data and various statutory 
and other changing requirements, 

would remain that simple. And while 
you’re modernizing the system and 
deep into the program’s business and 
workflow, why not re-engineer a few 
government processes that make sense? 

It seems that innovating within 
government involves more people, rules, 
resources and culture than one Silicon 
Valley entrepreneur or coder might have 
expected. Years ago, it was difficult to 
imagine taking a benevolent coder from 
a high-energy tech startup and dropping 
them into a government agency. In 
more recent years, groups like Code for 
America have worked at the local and 
federal levels to create a new league 
of “civic hackers,” while innovation 
programs have recently started to sprout 
up across California state government.

While government innovation 
goes far beyond the technology 
involved, state leaders are on board 
with a new approach, whether the 
mentality of Silicon Valley is truly 
creeping into government or because 
there have been too many failed 
IT projects that flushed millions of 
taxpayer dollars down the drain. 

The spring issue of TechWire looked 
at cultural challenges as California 
embarks on its first major project using 
agile methodology that flies in the face 
of traditional “big-bang” development.    

In this issue, our team dug further into 
the bureaucracy and talked with dozens of 
experts to examine the state of innovation 
throughout California government. I look 
forward to your feedback. l
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funding constraints, aging technology 
infrastructure, an unprepared and 
under-resourced workforce, and a 
lack of political will as obstacles.

“The digital revolution is the 
biggest challenge facing government 
because it is a fundamentally different 
way of organizing government and 
of delivering government,” said Bill 
Eggers, public-sector research director 
at Deloitte and an internationally 
known authority on government 
reform. “It’s a different way of 
procuring services and delivering 
services that requires different sorts 
of people with different mindsets.”

Add to the mix California’s large 
size and a Legislature that has been 
slow to respond to the need for more 
functional, nimble government and 
the technology that needs to drive it, 
and the challenges are compounded.

Alex Castro, CEO at M Corp., a 
Sacramento-based technology solutions 
company that has done business with 
the state, said government needs to 
adapt to the pace of change in the 
marketplace to meet consumers’ 
expectations. And that, he said, will 
require fewer restrictions on what 
innovators can do and how they do it.

“Until the Legislature changes 
how government can behave from 
a functional perspective — and can 
give you more latitude in how you 
solve a problem — government 
will continue to be challenged in 
meeting the needs,” Castro said.

A Legislature slow to ease restrictions, 
however, has not stopped several 
state agencies and departments from 
making progress toward meeting 
those needs through the creative 
use of data and data analytics.

During the measles outbreak that 
started at Disneyland, for example, news 
reporters were able to access public 
immunization data from the state Health 
and Human Services Agency (CHHS)’s 
open data portal to produce stories 
about vaccination rates in California, 
allowing for independent analysis and 
providing clues as to how the outbreak 
occurred. The Fresno Bee similarly used 

A t convention centers and 
conference rooms around 
California, technology 
entrepreneurs and state 

officials are imagining a government that 
functions better, works faster and feels 
friendlier to those who depend on it. 

Open data fests, hackathons and 
“government transformation” forums 
have become ripe spawning grounds 
for a new kind of thinking about 
how California delivers services and 
information, and protects and interacts 
with its constituents. Can digital 
technologies that drive businesses like 

Uber, Amazon and Groupon be used to 
streamline state services? Innovators 
buzz with ideas — wearable devices 
that use “augmented reality” to put 
essential information at the fingertips of 
state workers in the field; sensors that 
automatically tell transit workers about 
road hazards; data portals that give open 
access to statistics on everything from 
potential health epidemics to county-by-
county highway traffic congestion delays.

But while opportunities for 
innovation abound in California state 
government, their implementation is 
fraught with challenges. Experts cite 

New Thinking 
By Dorsey Griffith

How government agencies are embracing 
innovative ways to solve problems.

Gregory Curtin, founder 
and CEO of Civic 
Resource Group, talks 
about augmented 
reality at a technology 
conference in Sacramento 
on Feb. 3.B
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CHHS data to chronicle high rates of 
asthma in the Central Valley as part of 
a series on chronic illness in 2015.

“If the data is out there at the 
beginning, and media are using 
it, the stories they write are more 
nuanced,” said Mike Wilkening, CHHS 
undersecretary and an enthusiastic 
supporter of open data portals. 
“It’s a better-informed dialog.”

Open data efforts also are underway 
at the Government Operations Agency, 
which recently made public data sets 
on water, transportation, the economy 
and demographics. Officials hope the 
portal fosters greater collaboration 
on efforts to preserve and enhance 
water, for example, or that it helps 
in the planning and management of 
California’s transportation systems.

The State Controller’s Office, 
Franchise Tax Board, State Treasurer’s 
Office, Board of Equalization and Justice 
Department also have open data portals, 
and new data sets are being added 
to them as they become available.

To better combat fraud and abuse of 
the state’s Medi-Cal system — and save 
taxpayers money — the Department 
of Health Care Services (DHCS) is 
using data in a new way to track down 
providers who may be fraudulently 
billing the state for services they have 
not actually provided to beneficiaries. 

Karen Johnson, DHCS chief 
deputy director, said the technology 
“gives us insight in terms of whether 
these providers are outliers, and that 
allows us to start doing development 
of cases before we actually go out in 
the field [to investigate further].” 

In the past, the department 
analyzed paid claims data focusing 
on aberrant trends, looking for billing 
spikes or other unusual practices.

Today, using predictive analytics 
tools, the state can examine several 
data sets at a time including, for 
example, claims, business incorporation 
documents, incarceration records and 
billing practices, which may point 
to possible illegal activity such as 
money laundering, Johnson said.

“Our new analysis strives to identify 
networks, relationships,” said Bruce 
Lim, deputy director for the Audits and 
Investigations Division. “Once you look 
at everything holistically, the big picture, 
it can tell us we may have a bigger issue.” 

The ability to catch bad actors 
with the intent to harm the public is 
also a top priority for the DMV. In 
March, the department announced 
plans to use data analytics software 
to catch car sellers and buyers who 

are trying to cheat the government 
by underreporting the sale price of 
a vehicle so that they pay less tax.

The DMV, which collects vast 
amounts of personal information from 
Californians every time they register a 
vehicle or apply for a driver’s license, 
also recently set up a Security Operations 
Center. The 24/7 operation utilizes big 
data and data mining tools to proactively 
monitor for trends and drill down to 
specific events that may represent a 
cyberthreat, such as ransomware. 

“We are looking at potential exploits 
and our vulnerabilities,” said Sjon 
Woodlyn, assistant deputy director at 
the DMV. “We do extensive logging 
and perform analyses on those logs to 
determine any sort of anomalies.”

As an example, he said, “we 
monitor communications and might 
find a new attempted connection 
from an internal computer system to 
unrecognized hosts in the Middle East, 
China or Ukraine. Because that new 

connection hasn’t occurred in the past, 
we need to take a closer look at it.” 

Both government technology 
innovators and private-sector experts 
acknowledge that many of these efforts 
at the state level are modest and in 
their infancy. Abhi Nemani, who has 
worked with state officials on open data 
policies and now serves as the city of 
Sacramento’s interim chief innovation 
officer, sees California’s challenges as 
opportunities to capitalize on existing 
data and emerging technologies. 

Nemani cited a project he worked 
on for San Mateo County, where 
food stamp eligibility was high but 
participation in the program low.

“We built a simple, beautiful and 
easy-to-use app called Ohana that 
allows residents to find social services 
through their mobile phones — text 
or Web,” he said. “State government 
has the opportunity to champion this 
kind of collaboration, encouraging 
cities to work together with their 
data, and even more, facilitating it 
through statewide resources and data 
to make innovation more scalable.”

Eggers said many cities, in particular, 
have demonstrated how government can 
use innovative technology. A program 
that electronically nudges people 
filing for unemployment insurance 
benefits to be honest in their reporting, 
for example, could reduce inaccurate 
payments and overall expenditures, 
he said. In another example, child 
welfare workers could be outfitted 
with wearable devices that instantly 
provide information about the worker’s 
surroundings, the client’s neighborhood 
and its crime rate, as well the family’s 
background and any of its prior 
encounters with government agencies.

M Corp.’s Castro said government 
must begin to work at the velocity 
of the lives of its constituents or 
risk clashes with people who are 
guided by private-sector principles 
and performance expectations.

“To understand where government 
needs to go,” he said, “you have to look 
at day-to-day interactions in terms of 
how you work as a human being.” l

“The digital revolution is the biggest 
challenge facing government because 

it is a fundamentally different way of organizing 
government and of delivering government.
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to better 
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using data. 
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A s part of doing business, 
California accumulates 
volumes of data on 
everything from crime 

rates to charter school programs.
Recognizing the potential for using 

that information to make better decisions 
and improve life for residents, the 
state has committed to creating open 
data portals. But without user-friendly 
applications that filter and present the 
information in meaningful ways, the value 
of that data remains largely locked up 
in dense spreadsheets and databases. 

That’s where the new California 
Innovation Lab comes in. 

The innovation lab is the first 
major initiative of the Office of Digital 
Innovation and Technology Engagement, 
an office announced in February that’s 
aimed at driving innovation for the 
state’s Department of Technology.

The lab is being billed as a “tech 
habitat” that will boost engagement and 
transparency by giving state employees 
and their partners a place to build, test 
and deploy open source technologies 
in a cost-effective and efficient way.

“This is a significant paradigm shift on 
how the state will approach technology in 
the future,” said Scott Gregory, the state 
geographic information officer, who will 
manage the lab with a team of staffers. 
“I truly believe that by providing an 
environment for us to start to experiment 
and develop using open source technology, 
we’re going to see incredible results.”

The lab will officially launch in mid-July, 
Gregory said. But work is underway now 
to establish policies, hire staff and build 
out the first two open source applications 
that will use available data to help the 
state operate in a more sustainable way.

California may very well be the 
first state to launch an innovation lab, 
though Nicole Neditch, senior director 
of community engagement at Code for 
America, is confident it won’t be the last.

But for now, all eyes are on the 
state, with Lt. Gov. Gavin Newsom 
anxious to see California’s government 
take up the mantle of innovation.

“By creating a shared space for 
testing and developing new open source 

Many insiders saw the state’s approach 
in 2015 toward redesigning the child 
welfare case management system as a 
huge step in the right direction. Hon 
was on the team that helped overhaul 
that RFP process and said he was 
encouraged by the determination he saw.

“It feels like there’s a lot of energy,” 
Neditch said. “We’ve got a long way 
to go to catch government IT up to 
the rest of the world. But there’s a 
shift that’s happening nationally.”

BUILDING THE LAB
Since announcing the lab, Gregory 

said state leaders have spent months 
developing policies and standards 
for how the program will work.

They’ve also been staffing the lab. 
Gregory is hiring five new people, plus 
making minor changes to existing staff. 
He said interest has been very high, 
with applicants coming from outside 
the state and from new talent pools.

They’re even looking at ways to 
facilitate a virtual workforce, allowing 
contributors to telework to help attract 
more millennials, according to Chris 
Cruz, chief deputy director of operations 
at the Department of Technology.

The lab will reside within CalCloud, 
a secure cloud platform for government 
services. And projects will be developed 
using OpenShift, a platform-as-a-service  
cloud product by Red Hat Enterprise 
Linux, according to Gregory.

“It’s really going to help us drive 
toward a more open, agile application 
development focused on open 
source technologies,” he said.

The first application that’s being 
developed in the lab is called Green 
Buyer, created during the state’s first 
code-a-thon in October. The state 
provided competitors with open data 
sets related to sustainability. Mike 
Philips and Zac Palin’s team won by 
using that data to build a user-friendly 
app that helps workers and citizens 
better understand how many sustainable 
products departments buy each year.

The state is also developing Smart 
Fleet, a “green score card” for the 
Department of General Services’ fleet 

solutions,” Newsom said, “I hope that this 
new office will spur a culture of innovation 
within state government and lead the 
nation in using technology to bring the 
government closer to the people.”

THE RIGHT TIME
There’s more pressure on governments 

than ever to close the gap between 
their IT systems and the private 
sector, according to Dan Hon, who 
was formerly with Code for America 
and now runs a consulting business.

The last decade’s recession didn’t 
help. As government technology has 
been hollowed out over the years, Hon 
said, they’ve concentrated on project 
management and procurement. That 
left little time or resources to innovate.

“The best and the brightest have 
been inventing the future in California 
for decades,” said Newsom, who’s been 
an advocate for advancing government 
technology and is running for governor 
in 2018. “But here in Sacramento, 
just a few hours away from Silicon 
Valley, government struggles to 
upgrade its digital infrastructure.”

Innovation has been thriving at 
the city and county levels. There’s 
San Francisco’s business portal, for 
example, or Los Angeles’ project 
aimed at reducing accidents involving 
pedestrians and cyclists.

A major factor that’s prevented that 
innovation from translating to the state is 
engagement, Neditch said, with citizens 
more connected to their local government.

Scale is another factor, according 
to Hon. “Where there’s a smaller 
amount of money at play,” he said, 
“then it’s easier to take a risk with it.”

TECHWIRE  // Innovation Lab

“This is a 
significant 

paradigm shift on how 
the state will approach 
technology in the future.
Scott Gregory, state geographic 
information officer



management that came out of the 
code-a-thon, according to Gregory.

Both of those applications should go 
live in late August, Gregory said. And 
more code-a-thons will be coming.

The lab will be a platform for 
workers from different departments 
to come together to try to solve 
common problems, Gregory said.

Once it’s officially open later this 
summer, he said, vendors interested in 
working with the lab will go through the 
normal process to procure state work. 
But rather than jump into traditional 
project mode, they’ll enter a sandbox-style 
space where they can test and innovate.

“When they come into this innovation 
lab environment, they’ll be able to provision 
a virtual machine, be able to choose the 
operating system they want to work on, be 
able to choose their network configuration, 
be able to choose the technologies they 
want to start to test and build — with 
ultimately the hope that they’ll end up 
deploying these technologies,” Gregory said.

The lab will share code they’ve 
developed, so state departments don’t 
have to reinvent the wheel to tweak the 
application for a specific need. They 
plan to aggregate those developments 
on a GitHub page, which Gregory said 
should also go live this summer.

Hon recommended that the team 
look for technology services that are 
coming up for an overhaul and already 
have money attached to them. Some 
might be programs that residents interact 
with directly. Others might be behind 
the scenes, in finding ways for state 
workers to do their jobs more efficiently.

Regardless, when it comes to 
picking projects, both Neditch and 

Hon said they hope the state will 
focus on solving problems that will 
impact large numbers of citizens.

Gregory agreed: “Data and information 
becomes extremely important when 
it touches the lives of individuals. 
And that’s our goal: to make that 
engagement of technology simple and 
meaningful and transparent and open.”

OK TO FAIL
For an innovation lab to work, 

teams have to be given some freedom. 
That can be tricky, Hon pointed out, 
in a government environment that’s 
known for extensive oversight.

“A lot of times we come into these 
things and we build applications and we 
always are afraid of failure,” Gregory said. 
“This is an area where we are allowed to 
because it’s a laboratory environment.”

That leads to the question of 
whether it is appropriate for state 
employees, whose salaries are paid by 
taxes, to spend time doing what some 
might argue is experimental work.

“I think there’s a lot more failure 
that happens when you don’t 
experiment,” Neditch responded.

Everyone has gotten used to 
government IT projects that take 
five years to complete, she said. 
And by the time they’re done, the 
system is already outdated.

“I’d rather fail on a Post-it note 
or a simple Web application rolled 
out to a small group that’s costing us 
a lot less money,” Neditch said.

The innovation lab will allow employees 
and partners to finish off open source 
code to deliver new applications that 
don’t involve critical systems, said Cruz.

“It’s really not costing us additional 
dollars,” he said. “Whereas how we 
do business today in a privatized 
way — where we’re out department 
by department, in a silo-based 
mentality, procuring services for 
hundreds of thousands or millions of 
dollars — we’re not doing that here. 
We’re starting out with free code 
and we’re repurposing that code 
amongst the community. So the risk, 
I see, is not as great as compared 
to what we have in place today.”

Projects that come out of the 
innovation lab still might falter, Hon 
acknowledged. But it’s all about resiliency.

“We cannot necessarily reduce 
the amount of risk,” he said. “But the 
question is, how quickly can we recover 
our position and how costly will it be?”

OPENING THE MARKET
Traditional state projects limit 

the vendor pool, Hon said, which can 
hinder competition and creativity. 
So one of his biggest hopes for the 
innovation lab is that it helps open 
state technology to smaller enterprises, 
including nonprofits and startups.

“For a long time, the private sector 
was afraid to touch government as a 
market,” said Neditch. Finally, she said, 
it seems that door is cracking open.

That doesn’t mean there’s no place 
for companies such as Deloitte and CGI, 
according to Hon, with some instances 
where massive, waterfall-style projects 
still make sense. Most of the state’s 
mainframes are still on IBM, for example.

“But it’s really valuable for the state 
to say, ‘We don’t just have to go to IBM 
anymore because we’ve broken this 
contract up into smaller parts,’” Hon said.

Cruz said he’s convening a vendor 
advisory council to get input on best 
practices, including recommendations 
for open source projects that will 
work well in the innovation lab.

“We’re completely open to 
collaborating,” Gregory said. “So if there 
are open source solutions out there 
from companies and vendors that want 
to participate, by all means, there will 
be room in that sandbox to play.” l

Lt. Gov. Gavin Newsom 
is a proponent of the 
new lab and hopes it 
will create a culture 
of innovation for state 
employees.
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Who’s  
Leading  
Innovation  
in California?

People from both inside 
and outside of government 
are pushing for change. 

By Matt Williams
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California’s approach to innovation 
hasn’t been as centralized — at least not 
yet. There is no one person or position, or 
office or entity that seems to be leading 
above all others in the state. Perhaps a 
single figure couldn’t do everything, giv-
en its hundreds of agencies, departments, 
boards and commissions. But the fact 
remains that California has neither an 
undisputed chief innovator, nor a singu-
lar innovation office.

What California does have, though, is 
a groundswell of people, places and proj-
ects focused on innovation work at a vari-
ety of levels in state government. The cast 
of players is growing from a “bottom-up” 
approach that isn’t coming exclusively 
from the governor’s office. The movement 
seems to be built upon three main areas:

OFFICES AND LABS 
As TechWire details in this issue, the 

state of California and its Department of 
Technology are building an innovation 
lab that officials say will be a “sandbox” 
for building, testing and deploying open 
source code within the state’s data center. 
The lab will be managed by California’s 
new Office of Digital Innovation and 
Technology Engagement.

But the innovation lab isn’t alone. The 
California Health and Human Services 
Agency is piloting its own innovation 
office based on the well regarded 18F unit 
transforming IT delivery for customer 
agencies in the federal government. Cali-
fornia has hired a senior innovation advis-
er to lead the office, and the health agency 
is planning proof-of-concept projects at 
the departments of Public Health, Social 
Services and Health Care Services.

In addition, the Governor’s Office of 
Business and Economic Development 
(GO-Biz) also is leading on the issue 
through an iHubs program designed 
to foster entrepreneurship and 
collaboration among regional tech 
incubators and startups scattered 
across California. Sixteen iHubs have 
formed so far to leverage public and 
private universities, federal research 
laboratories and other resources.

THE OPEN DATA MOVEMENT 
Enthusiasm for open data is 

coming from all directions, inside and 
outside government. The Government 
Operations Agency is spearheading 
plans to link together open data 
websites that currently operate in silos, 
while encouraging state agencies and 
departments to contribute new data 
sets that haven’t surfaced before. And 
there are rumblings, as of May, that 
the Brown administration might hire a 
chief data officer to oversee the state’s 
renewed efforts at transparency.

Open data projects also are taking 
shape at the department and agency 
level, in surprising places. For example, 
earlier this year the State Water 
Resources Control Board and the 
California Environmental Protection 
Agency invited the public to create data 
visualizations from a dozen water-related 
data sets now available on the state’s 
GreenGov open data portal. The State 
Water Board’s open data initiative is 
multi-phased, with plans to eventually 
integrate dozens of enterprise data 
systems into one machine-readable  
“open data corral.”

A s trends go, the concept of a state-level innovation office appears to be in vogue.  
For instance, three years ago North Carolina quietly introduced a one-stop 
Innovation Center where the state is testing prototypes and doing proof-of-concepts 
before it makes expensive IT purchases. North Carolina isn’t alone: Massachusetts 

named an innovation chief in 2012 who is slowly building out an office for the state;  
Colorado and Maryland have followed suit, and more are expected in the coming years.

GovOps also has embraced the idea of 
civic hackathons, after hosting a “green 
government” event last fall. Apps devel-
oped during the contest are now being 
built out by the Department of Technolo-
gy’s innovation lab. A similar conference, 
California Health and Human Services’ 
Open DataFest, is in its third year and 
continues to grow by convening hun-
dreds of experts in Sacramento to discuss 
advances in data-driven decision-making 
within state and local health programs.

PEOPLE 
California doesn’t have a statewide 

chief innovation officer, but there are a 
number of officials whose job centers on 
innovation. Louis Stewart, deputy direc-
tor of innovation and entrepreneur for 
GO-Biz, travels the state to evangelize the 
iHubs program in California’s tech econ-
omy as a whole. Stuart Drown, deputy 
secretary for innovation and accountabil-
ity at GovOps, has been deeply involved 
in the state’s push for open data the past 
year. The state geographic information 
officer, Scott Gregory, is transitioning into 
a new role managing the Department of 
Technology’s innovation lab.

Meanwhile, leaders are springing up 
elsewhere. Niles Friedman is leading the 
innovation office at the Health and Human 
Services Agency, and Steve Croft is driving 
new tech as innovation officer for the 
Department of Water Resources and the 
California Natural Resources Agency. The 
state’s new chief data officer likely would 
have a big role in innovative projects.  

Perhaps someone from this group  
will someday emerge to lead innovation  
in California. l
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From an innovation perspective, 
this brings up a lot of questions. As 
we think about the mechanics of 
innovation, is there a rate or a pace that 
can be identified? Is that different for 
public versus private sector? Are there 
effective limits to growth in innovations 
for government? Is there a corollary 
to Moore’s law for innovations?

Innovation is big news in the public 
sector these days. Governments at 
all levels are setting up innovation 
programs, and that in itself seems like a 
big innovation. But we can’t take that to 
the bank just yet. If we look at innovation 
offices like startup companies in the 
private sector, we should be prepared 
for a reality check; the private sector 
knows the difficulty involved with 
startups. Despite having customers, 

Y ou may have noticed recently 
that Moore’s law is quietly fading 
away. Earlier this year, M. Mitchell 

Waldrop, writing on Nature.com, penned 
an epitaph: “Next month, the worldwide 
semiconductor industry will formally 
acknowledge what has become increasingly 
obvious to everyone involved: Moore’s 
law, the principle that has powered the 
information technology revolution since 
the 1960s, is nearing its end.”

It seems we may have reached an 
important limit to a particular kind of 
growth at a particular pace. This doesn’t 
mean that growth stops altogether, but 
it will likely take longer to realize such 
large improvements as we saw in the 
latter part of the last century. It was a 
very good run for the exponential growth 
in the semiconductor business — but 

we knew it was coming. Increasingly 
small spaces are unable to effectively 
deal with the heat generated by 
the “system on a chip” that enables 
advanced computing at a nanoscale. 

This does not mean innovation is 
dead. There will be myriad opportunities 
to use what processing speed we have 
more effectively and efficiently. For 
many years, developers have relied on 
the increase in hardware efficiencies 
to compensate for bloated code and 
its performance that has been masked 
by processor speed. As the rates of 
processor speeds slow, efficiencies 
must occur elsewhere. Indeed, new 
programming languages have been 
invented recently to zero in on 
coaxing specialized hardware to peak 
efficiency, such as Nvidia’s CUDA.

By Shell Culp

Guest Voices Shell Culp is a principal with Almirante 
Partners and the chief innovation 
officer for Stewards of Change 
Institute. Her passion for performance 
improvement in government 
also makes her a champion of 
interoperability, open data and 
organizational change management.
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cash and a promising business model, 
most startups fail for lack of scalability. 
And while scalability may not be the 
pre-eminent issue for government 
innovation offices, there are several 
conditions that affect their sustainability. 

Government has a history of 
establishing mandates without regard 
to readiness — that’s the nature of the 
legislative process. The civic innovation 
movement also disregards the notion 
of readiness. Further, the desire for 
innovation in government clashes with a 
culture that does not reward and nurture 
it, threatening to indict the new paradigm 
and its proponents when an initiative 
falters. Naysayers will always line up 
and point out public-sector failures as 
evidence of ineptitude, including when 
the initiative was required by legislation. 

Regardless of how innovation enters 
government, we should embrace and 
commend the efforts toward improvement. 
A lot of activity is being driven by 
collaboration with civic innovators and 
the demand for open data. The fact that 
more people are interested in a dialog 
with government about its services seems 
a commendable development as well. We 
should also be doing whatever we can 
to make sure innovation sticks if we are 
serious about doing more with less and 
better. We must also be smart about our 
efforts — more innovation isn’t always 
better, and we need to put some thought 
into the process and measure the outcomes.

For starters, let’s stop ignoring what 
we know. Let’s use available tools to 
better understand our readiness for 
new initiatives to give ourselves a 
fighting chance at success. Let’s do a 
little research on innovation readiness 
assessment models and then apply 
them to the organizations in which 
we’re seeking to establish innovation. 
Let’s recognize that changing the 
present culture is necessary to realize 
a new and better way to serve citizens, 
and it’s not free or easy — even if 
civic innovators are willing to help, 
we must recognize and commit the 
resources required to be successful. l

Writing in 2011, Phil McKinney identified the Seven Immutable 
Laws of Innovation and admonished readers to “follow them 
or risk the consequences:”

1The Law of Leadership — This one seems like a no-brainer, 
but McKinney points out the very active nature of leadership 

here — committing and protecting resources for innovation, 
and leadership teams actively spending time as a group and as 
individuals working on innovation. In McKinney’s view,  
“Listening to status reports from others doesn’t count.”

2 The Law of Culture — Do you actively nurture a culture 
that rewards the right behavior (teamwork, collaboration, 

honesty, trust) and eliminates the bad behavior  
(not-invented-here, passive/aggressive, turf battles)?

3 The Law of Resources — Committing and sustaining 
resources over time is the key here. And not just any 

resources — innovation efforts are not turkey farms.

4 The Law of Patience — McKinney points out that 
innovation takes more time than expected. The 

organization “must take the long view” and resist the  
temptation and pressure to make short-term adjustments. 

5   The Law of Process — How are ideas captured and 
nurtured through the life cycle to the last steps of 

execution? Establishing and tracking metrics is key here.

6 The Law of BHAG — A BHAG is defined by McKinney as a 
Big Hairy Audacious Goal and comprises what leadership 

identifies as the innovation agenda. It should be defined in 
multiple terms of clarity: compelling target, focal point, catalyst 
for team activity and an identified finish line. 

7     The Law of Execution — The organization that is innovating 
needs to have the ability to execute on both the innovation 

agenda and the operational objectives of the organization at 
large. McKinney points out that focusing on only one of these 
leaves the other to flounder, and that “segmenting the execution 
roles into separate silos works against the Law of Culture.”

While these laws are in no way confined to government, 
one wonders what the plan for public-sector innovation 
organizations might be. Will it be a “ready, fire, aim” approach? 
Will we ignore them and the lessons from which they have  
been drawn? What’s the point of lessons learned if not to  
avoid making the same mistakes?
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When Jacqui Irwin pitched a city councilman for money to upgrade a field where 
her son played youth football in 2002, she had no idea it would be the beginning 
of a journey that landed her in the state Assembly. A member of the Thousand 
Oaks City Council for 10 years, including two terms as mayor, Irwin comes to the 
Legislature with a strong background in local government. She also brings a 
technical background as a systems engineer, with stints at the Applied Physics Lab 
at Johns Hopkins University, where she worked on post-flight processing of the 
Trident II missile, and at Teledyne Systems, where she did rapid display prototyping. 

Her technical training, and the logical reasoning that comes with it, is serving 
her well as she wades into the complicated and ever-evolving area of cybersecurity. 
As the chair of the Select Committee on Cybersecurity, Irwin, a Democrat, has 
held hearings to ensure state officials are doing everything they can to protect 
the sensitive data California holds. Gov. Jerry Brown last year signed her bill to 
require baseline security assessments of 35 agencies annually, and she is pushing 
legislation that would require the Office of Emergency Services (OES) to complete a 
cybersecurity emergency response plan.

Q: How did you become 
interested in cybersecurity?
Coming up here, cybersecurity wasn’t 
necessarily going to be my focus, but 
there are very few legislators that are 
really looking at that area so I saw it as 
a need. The speaker allowed me to have 
the Cybersecurity Select Committee, 
and as we dug deeper, we discovered 
there are definitely a lot of issues in 
how the state is dealing with security.

Last year, we found that when 
looking at the 160 or so departments, 
most of them had not done basic 
security assessments to see what 

By Samantha Young
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make sure that everybody understands 
what the practices and procedures are. 

Q: What are some of the other 
areas of cybersecurity the 
Legislature should address?
The California Guard has been doing 
some really good work assessing 
what the basic vulnerabilities are. 
We have so many legacy systems, 
old technology, and it all really goes 
down to is, are your employees trained 
in basic security? Is the state doing 
everything it can to protect the data? 
Often the employees are the weak link.

I heard a number recently that 
in 80 percent of the private-sector 
breaches, it was somebody that 
responded to a phishing email. 
Whether you’re a private company 
or a public entity, are you training 
employees to not click on links? Are 
you training them to look at their 
passwords, are you making sure 
that they log out when they are not 
on their computer, are they doing 
everything they can to protect the 
entire system? If a hacker can just 
get in on one level, then they can 
move through the whole system.

Q: When asked how much 
money is spent on cybersecurity 
at your hearing, Chief 
Information Security Officer 
(CISO) Michele Robinson could 
not give an answer. Have 
you received the answer?
If you look at the amount that private 
companies are spending on security, 
it’s probably between 15 and 25 percent 
of their budget — companies that are 
really serious about it. We still have 
not gotten that number. A budget 
basically tells you what your priorities 
are, and if you can’t say how much 
money you’ve spent on cybersecurity 
and security in general, you’re probably 
not prioritizing in the way you should.

Q: Do you have any other long-
term goals for cybersecurity?
I would really like to see that the state 
of California is leading the country 

we spending on cybersecurity? And 
having plans for when there is a big 
breach — we really need to develop 
those kind of those emergency plans 
just as you do for infrastructure. Any 
type of emergency that comes up, there 
needs to be a plan for who is in charge, 
who is going to do what, how do you 
clean things up. We are not there yet.

Q: Do you think too many people 
are trying to have their hand in 
cybersecurity? Should just one 
agency be the overarching lead?
Those questions have to be asked. That’s 
probably more of an administrative 
question, but certainly we want to see 
how a response is going to be structured 
and who is in charge. Whether it is 
OES or Department of Technology, 
I don’t think that is necessarily 
our role to define who that is. 

Q: OES has been working on a 
cybersecurity emergency plan 
for a few years. Why do you think 
it is important for OES to finish 
this work by a certain date?
At a certain point, we do have to have 
the document and make sure that all of 
our departments understand what their 
responsibility is, what they have to do 
to be prepared, and what they’re going 
to do in case of emergency. We need 
to finish. Obviously with security, the 
threats are constantly evolving and you 
need to update things, but we need to 

systems’ vulnerabilities there were. 
So, we introduced a bill that would 
require every department to do 
these assessments. It was already 
required by the administrative 
manual, but most departments 
had not prioritized security. The 
bill was signed by the governor, 
and we’re moving forward. 

Q: Have you been satisfied 
with how the administration 
is implementing your bill?
I don’t really think we’re where we 
should be yet, but I’m not getting 
down into the weeds on that. My 
role is really to do oversight. I think 
our hearing [in February] did show 
there are really still issues. We will 
continue to monitor it and make 
sure departments start to prioritize 
cybersecurity because the information 
that they are holding is very sensitive, 
and we owe it to California residents 
[to ensure] that it is protected. 

Q: Has the administration 
provided a list of the agencies or 
departments for which it plans 
to perform baseline security 
assessments on this year?
I have not seen that list yet. Because 
we only have funding for 35 of them, 
there has to be some prioritization 
first, and what we heard in the hearing 
is that it has not been done yet. So 
we will just stay on it. The governor 
obviously realizes there is an issue 
too, and they are working on making 
sure departments are protecting the 
information they need as well.

Q: You held hearings in 2015; are 
you satisfied with the progress the 
state has made in the last year?
No, I think there are certain areas 
where they are really moving forward, 
but certainly there is a lot of work that 
can still be done. One of the questions 
that I asked at this year’s hearing was 
who is in charge if there is a big breach, 
and there wasn’t really an answer to 
that. A question that Assemblymember 
Ed Chau asked is, how much are 

“We have 
so many 

legacy systems, old 
technology, and it all 
really goes down to is, 
are your employees 
trained in basic 
security? Is the state 
doing everything it can 
to protect the data?
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and Home Depot issued $5,000 
worth of gift certificates. It was also 
Macy’s, Men’s Wearhouse and Target. 
It’s an incredible amount of work to 
call all these different businesses up 
and tell them that your information 
was breached. Then you have to get 
your record cleaned. You have to 
talk to the different credit agencies, 
and you have to block your credit to 
make sure it doesn’t happen again.
We in the last year have had our credit 
card information breached four times. 
Every time, the credit card company just 
sends a new credit card, but of course 
that means everything that is attached 
to the credit card has to be changed.

Q: You are a member of the 
Tech Caucus. What are your 
goals for that group?
One of my biggest interests is making 
sure that we have a pipeline of well 
educated workers, making sure we 
give opportunities to young people 
to go into engineering or computer 
science. They are high-paying jobs. 
Silicon Valley is thriving here, and 
to me one of the big reasons is our 
higher education system. One of our 
biggest responsibilities as a state is 
to make sure that we continue to 
provide them the type of workers 
they need so they stay in California.

Q: What legislation do you have 
to advance STEM in California?
I have a UC [University of California] bill 
to expand or start business incubators at 
each of the UCs and Lawrence Liver-
more [National Laboratory]. This is kind 
of a seed of innovation in California. It’s 
what we do well. We can talk about being 
over regulated, expensive and lacking 
housing, but the numbers still show 
there are more small businesses being 
created here than anywhere else in the 
country, and that their five-year survival 
rate is higher than any place in the 
country, and their 10-year survival rate 
is better than any place in the country. 
That’s because you’ve got this synergy of 
highly educated workers coming out of 
the UCs, Stanford, USC and Caltech. l

Q: Have you heard any input 
from the tech industry about 
who should fill those positions? 
No, I haven’t heard any suggestions 
about who should be there. You don’t 
necessarily have to have somebody 
with a deep software engineering 
or technical background, but they 
certainly should have a pretty broad, 
higher level knowledge in that. They 
really need to be good managers, see 
the big picture on how to get things 
done, make sure that all departments 
are accountable for any breaches 
that take place and that they have 
emergency plans in place for how to 
recover when there are breaches. I 
think it has to be somebody with that 
type of broad knowledge and really 
good management experience.

There is some question whether 
the CISO should really be under the 
Technology Department. That was 
one of the questions we asked the 
administration to look at — should 
that be more of somebody functioning 
independently as opposed to reporting 
directly to the head of technology?

Q: You have a child identity 
theft bill. What was the 
impetus for that measure?
We had a constituent who sent me 
an email about an article in The New 
York Times. A lot of states have been 
grappling with this. The numbers are 
staggering how many Social Security 
numbers are stolen from children. 
They have a clean credit report, 
and most likely it’s not going to be 
discovered until the child turns 18. 
Right when you first use it, it will 
be harder to open up an account, 
it will be harder to get financial 
aid, it might take a while to verify 
your identity to get into college. 

Q: Have you or your family ever 
been a victim of identify theft?
My husband had his Social Security 
number breached about eight years 
ago. They took the Social Security 
number. They opened five accounts. 
One of them was with Home Depot, 

in how they protect the information 
of the people of California. We have 
every ability to do that. We have to 
look at what are best practices. What is 
Silicon Valley doing? California should 
be leading in this area, and I don’t 
think we’re there yet. Certainly I think 
we have the resources to get there. 

Q: Is the federal government 
there? Should California 
be following its lead?
In some areas, they have certainly shown 
that they are leading. They have had 
the big breach. One of the things the 
president has talked about is informa-
tion sharing. If you have utility compa-
nies that are seeing a certain type of 
threat and they share that informa-
tion with other utility companies in a 
very quick way so that everybody can 
protect themselves, it is sort of like 
a neighborhood watch program. 

When you look at our critical infra-
structure where a hacker can control the 
electric grid, communications, our water 
systems, the list goes on. This is some-
thing that has to be focused on, and these 
hackers might always be one step ahead, 
but we have to get to the point where we 
can react as quickly as possible. That’s 
what I want to see for California. 

Q: What is your reaction to the 
resignations of Carlos Ramos 
and Michele Robinson from the 
Department of Technology?
Obviously, I have my concerns in 
the cybersecurity areas. But in 
general when these big IT projects 
fail and you end up on the front 
page of the newspaper, and it goes 
on a number of times, I assume 
that the administration thought 
they needed to have a change at 
the top. The interesting thing 
when these projects fail, it’s the 
legislators that get the blame for 
it, and I think that’s why we’ve 
seen so many oversight hearings, 
because everybody wants things 
to operate more smoothly, and we 
don’t want to hear stories about 
big $500 million projects failing.
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to be a good thing and a fun thing, and 
you could always go back to the old 
way if you wanted to,” Smith said.

Uptake was slow at first. Smith said he 
worked there alone for the first week and 
a half, then a young staffer, Matt Bigelow, 
joined him. Mindy King, operations and 
communications manager for CDCR’s Business 
Information Systems program, came along; 
her office became a briefcase on wheels. 
Within a month, 17 people were working 
alongside one another in the shared space.

Before long, workers from other business 
functions showed interest in joining. A staff 
survey showed that space was needed for 
at least another 30 people, so other flexible 
work areas were arranged and they designed 
the layouts themselves. SciFi now houses 
workers from supply chain and finance units. 

C alifornia’s correctional bureaucracy 
isn’t the first place that comes 
to mind when thinking about 

innovation. For prisons, safety is a top 
priority. Caution and a conservative mindset 
tend to prevail.

But the California Department of 
Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR) 
is breaking that mold at one of its office 
buildings in Rancho Cordova, where 
dozens of computer programmers and 
other personnel are discovering that where 
you work — even where you sit — can 
foster creative thinking and collaboration.

At a meeting about a year ago, 
Paul Smith, CDCR deputy director of 
enterprise applications and maintenance 
support, heard tech executive Meg 
Whitman, the Hewlett Packard Enterprise 

CEO and past candidate for California 
governor, talk about how she doesn’t 
have an office or a parking spot. Smith 
took the insight to heart and immediately 
moved out of his CDCR workspace.

He started pitching the idea to the 
department soon after in April 2015, and a 
back-office training room was converted 
into a wide-open floor space called 
the Hive. Couches and furniture were 
brought in (picked up from Department of 
General Services surplus) and big-screen 
TV monitors were plugged in. Staff 
were invited to abandon their tried-and-
true cubicles. It was an experiment.

“We really had to think through how 
we were going to engage employees, the 
union — everyone — and let everyone 
know this was voluntary, it was going 

Unshackled Innovation By Matt Williams

Application developers for California’s corrections 
department exit the cubicle. 

Couches and big-screen 
TVs help teams like this 
Human Resources group 
work together.

Photo Essay
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There’s a space for HR, and The Tech, for 
technical infrastructure and data. More 
than 50 staff members are working in the 
new spaces instead of a cubicle farm.

“It’s baby steps, but it’s picking up 
speed,” Smith said. “We did this in a 
measured way, and it works for us.” 

The rearranged office is one of a 
number of steps that Enterprise Information 
Services has taken to make work life 
more comfortable and more attractive 
for younger employees. Wi-Fi was put in 
throughout the building and in outdoor 
common spaces, so workers can connect 
from anywhere, even from a picnic table 
outside. Unified communications also are 
a priority because workers in the Hive 
have neither an assigned desk nor a 
desk phone. Smith said he makes three-

fourths of his calls through Lync. The 
division bought four big-screen TVs so 
employees could work together on them.

Now it’s not uncommon to see three or 
four “clumps” of people working together, 
rolling their chairs around the room. 
Collaboration happens organically instead of 
at a scheduled time within a meeting room.

“We always give them an opt-out. It’s 
not mandatory that they sit in the open 
space,” King said. “Out of the 56 people, 
we have two people that have asked to 
stay in a cubicle — and it’s no big deal.”

Early returns suggest the open office 
could be making an impact. During the 
past few months they’ve seen a 30 
percent increase in Production Change 
Requests processed. Smith said his group 
has trained 50 scrum masters and is 

focusing more on using agile development; 
the Hive helps support that type of IT 
development. Other state departments 
are touring the office and asking how they 
too can move toward an open floor plan.

But like any new initiative, Smith 
concedes there inevitably are some 
in management who will think it’s too 
disruptive and “upsetting the apple cart.” 
Like anything else, change management 
is needed. It’s important to discuss such 
a move with the public employees’ union 
and involve the facilities department. 
There’s much less cultural resistance now 
than there was a year ago, Smith said.

“It’s not something where you could 
walk in and say, ‘Hey, we’re going to 
do this.’ It was incremental over months 
and months,” Smith explained. l

Tech developers  
aren’t the only staff 
embracing common 
areas. This SciFi area 
is occupied by supply 
chain and finance.

The Tech Team  
can explore a new 
application all at once 
on a big monitor.

The Hive was 
the first shared 
workspace built at 
CDCR’s Business 
Information 
Systems Division.
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AT&T Wants to Decommission 
Landlines in California
Telephone giant AT&T is asking state lawmakers to 
allow it to decommission its costly landlines. The telco 
says wireless and Internet-based voice services are 
giving Californians enhanced phone services at a better 
price than traditional copper wire landlines. Consumer 
advocates argue that legislation before the Assembly 
would force many seniors and rural Californians to 
give up the reliable landlines they want to keep. 
Under AB 2395 by Assemblyman Evan Low, D-Campbell, 
telephone companies would have three years to educate 
the public about alternative phone services. Starting in 
2020, a phone company could discontinue landline service 
so long as an alternative service is available in the area. 

Measure to Register Consultants as 
Lobbyists Goes to Governor’s Desk
California lawmakers in early May unanimously approved new 
disclosure rules intended to shed light on billions of dollars in state 
spending and the entities that pay to win lucrative government contracts. 
AB 1200, by Assemblyman Rich Gordon, D-Menlo Park, would require 
individuals or entities to register as a lobbyist if they have been hired 
to influence how California awards state contracts. Lawmakers 
voted 72-0 for the bill. No lawmaker spoke against the measure.

Lawmakers Urge Brown to Bolster 
the State’s Cybersecurity Readiness
Frustrated that California’s cybersecurity readiness suffers 
from “underlying systemic issues,” Assemblymembers Ed Chau, 
D-Arcadia, and Jacqui Irwin, D-Thousand Oaks, have urged Gov. 
Jerry Brown to rethink how the state prepares for a potential 
cyberattack. The request came just weeks after California’s chief 
information security officer struggled to defend the Department 
of Technology’s cybersecurity readiness before two Assembly 
committees. The lawmakers suggested Brown consider designating 
a single individual to coordinate cybersecurity across the executive 
branch. Currently cybersecurity oversight falls to a handful of 
entities, including the Technology Department, California Highway 
Patrol, state Attorney General and Office of Emergency Services.

State Agencies Need Tailored 
Security Controls, Lawmaker Says

Alarmed that California’s 
agencies and departments are 
grappling with how to secure 
their information systems 
against potential hackers, 
Assemblymember Ling Ling 
Chang, R-Diamond Bar, is 
calling upon the state chief 
information officer to provide 

that guidance. The bill would require the CIO to tailor baseline security 
controls for all agencies and departments under its jurisdiction. 
She added the requirement in early April to AB 1881 after reading 
a 2015 state auditor report critical of California’s cybersecurity 
preparedness. “This bill would provide clear authority and an 
established time frame to produce an incident response plan and 
require state agencies to report on their compliance with that 
planning,” said Assemblymember Jacqui Irwin, D-Thousand Oaks.

News

State Reports Growth in  
Cloud Service
A growing number of state agencies have subscribed to 
CalCloud over the last year, taking advantage of reduced 
rates, more services and improved security, then-state 
CIO Carlos Ramos told a legislative panel in March. The 
report came at a joint hearing of the Assembly Privacy 
and Consumer Protection Committee and Accountability 
and Administrative Review Committee, which convened 
the oversight hearing after CalCloud was forced last year 
to revise its strategy because fewer departments had 
signed up than anticipated. By using cloud computing, 
agencies can share resources and 
pay only for the resources 
they consume rather 
than building an entire 
enterprise system that 
can take years to deploy. 
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California Lawmakers Push Again 
for State-Level Drone Rules
The Senate Public Safety Committee approved legislation 
in April that would ban drones near airports and critical 
infrastructure over the objections of a burgeoning drone 
industry, technology groups and business interests. SB 
868 is Sen. Hannah-Beth Jackson’s, D-Santa Barbara, 
second attempt to regulate drones in California’s skies 
after Gov. Jerry Brown last year vetoed legislation that 
would have banned drones over private property. In his 
veto message, Brown said the measure would have exposed 
drone users “to burdensome litigation and new causes of 
action.” SB 868 also would make it illegal to fly a drone 
within 500 feet of critical infrastructure, such as bridges, 
power plants, hospitals, water delivery systems and oil 
refineries. Drones wouldn’t be allowed within 1,000 feet of 
a heliport or 5 miles of an airport unless given permission.
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State Must Replace Housing 
Discrimination Complaint System
The California Department of Fair Employment and 
Housing has to make its case management system, called 
HoudiniEsq, vanish just five years after it was launched. 
The department is requesting about $4.4 million through a 
Spring Finance Letter for a system replacement of Houdini, 
which was manufactured by North Carolina-based company 
LogicBit Software LLC. The vendor has notified California it 
will end support of the system in December 2017.

“We have an online case management and filing system,” 
department Director Kevin Kish said about Houdini on 
April 26, as he sat beside CIO PJ Bajwa during a legislative 
budget hearing. “It’s the backbone of how we accept and 
process approximately 20,000 complaints of discrimination 
we receive every year. The vendor of our current program is 
not renewing the contract. For much of the past year, we’ve 
worked very closely with the Department of Technology to 
identify alternatives.”    

The replacement system will cost approximately  
$6.5 million, according to a state estimate.
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Signs Point to California 
Hiring a Chief Data Officer
A reorganization at the Department of Technology 
along with a new job posting at the governor’s 
office are indicators the state could hire a new 
position to oversee a range of data-focused projects. 
Although an official announcement hasn’t yet 
come from the Governor’s Appointment Office, 
a job posting is inviting candidates to apply for 
the position of chief data officer, which would 
report directly to the secretary of the Government 
Operations Agency. The chief data officer “is the 
primary steward of the data portal for the state’s 
public data,” and would be tasked with developing 
statewide data standards and expanding the state’s 
inventory of data, says the job description.

Sacramento’s ‘Massive’ Innovation 
Fund Brings Excitement
Sacramento’s $8.2 million 
innovation fund might 
not sound like too much 
at first blush, but it’s 
“massive” compared to 
similar efforts across the 
nation, said Abhi Nemani, 
who Mayor Kevin Johnson 
hired to build out a new 
innovation office. Nemani, 
serving as the interim chief 
innovation officer, is helping 
Sacramento figure out what 
to do with the funding 
approved by the mayor and 
City Council.

The mayor’s effort aims to add to the city’s momentum among 
startups, entrepreneurs and venture capitalists. Nemani said he was 
impressed by the energy and ideas that came from a brainstorming 
meeting on March 15 where Johnson talked about his vision for the 
innovation office; 40 to 50 people from around the region who were 
invited came on short notice.

One concept could be to position the city’s innovation office as 
a platform to attract matching funds from private capital, in effect 
increasing its funding.

Governor’s Health Data 
Proposal Moves Forward
An Assembly budget subcommittee gave its 
approval to Gov. Jerry Brown’s proposal to add 
$10 million to precision medicine research in 
late April, siding with advocates who say the 
state should support advances in medicine 
that could improve the lives of Californians.
The 3-1 vote came after the Legislative Analyst’s 
Office raised questions in March about whether 
the growing field of precision medicine 
could draw money elsewhere, including the 
private sector and federal government. The 
additional funding would allow for another 
six demonstration projects that would be bid 
competitively under the umbrella of the California 
Initiative to Advance Precision Medicine.

State May Use Agile Approach for  
New Payroll System
The State Controller’s Office is having internal discussions about 
using agile methodologies if it restarts work on a new state payroll 
system, Controller Betty T. Yee said on March 29. 

In testimony to a legislative budget subcommittee, Yee said the 
Controller’s Office is working with the California Department of 
Technology and the Government Operations Agency to identify a 
path forward for the project.

Chris Maio, who is overseeing the payroll project as part of 
his duties as chief of information systems in the State Controller 
Office’s Personnel and Payroll Services Division, said the payroll 
system project will go through the Department of Technology’s new 
project approval life-cycle process introduced last year. The project 
would reset back to the planning stages, Maio said. The payroll 
project was suspended in 2013. Yee confirmed that about $300 
million has been spent to date on the failed 21st Century Project, 
also known as MyCalPays.

SH
U

TT
ER

ST
O

C
K.

C
O

M

PH
O

TO
 C

O
U

RT
ES

Y
 O

F 
C

O
D

E 
FO

R
 A

M
ER

IC
A

News



Integration 
and Beyond

Experience the commitment®

cgi.com/california

Complex modernization programs require leadership across multiple 
stakeholders, expert navigation of requirements and experience 
managing a multi-vendor technology ecosystem. As a local IT partner 
for California with global scale, that’s where CGI excels.

CGI brings the right combination of business understanding, systems 
integration skills, governance and domain expertise to our clients’ 
most complex challenges. With deep expertise in both business  

integrated systems and applications — and so much more.

100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630
916-932-1300
www.erepublic.com

Page #

__________Designer __________Creative Dir. 

__________Editorial __________Prepress

__________Other ____________OK to go

5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100

BLACK
YELLOW

MAGENTA
CYAN

    CMY grey        T1       T2       T3



28   TECHWIRE  //  SUMMER 2016      

Subcommittee Approves $237 Million Budget  
Increase for FI$Cal Project
California is moving closer to approving changes to the IT project modernizing its financial 
management and accounting system. On April 19, an Assembly budget subcommittee voted to 
approve a $237 million budget increase to FI$Cal, which would enable the project to add 46 staff 
positions and tack on an extra two years to the project timeline — one additional year of design and 
development, and a full year of knowledge transfer. With the changes, the total budget of FI$Cal 
would increase to $910 million.

FI$Cal is attempting to create a central financial platform for the state, streamlining 2,500 legacy 
financial systems used across more than 120 departments. Approved in 2005, the system was initially 
projected to cost $1.6 billion but was revised down to a total cost of $672 million. Some parts of the 
system already have been rolled out. FI$Cal is now the “system of record” for the state’s budget, 
and Executive Partner Miriam Barcellona Ingenito said the project has implemented accounting, 
budgeting and procurement functionality for Wave 1 and Wave 2 state agencies and departments. 

California’s Chemicals Database for 
Consumer Products Nears Completion
The California Department of Toxic Substances Control (DTSC) is 
continuing to build out an online portal where authorized users can access 
a variety of information about chemicals in consumer products. The 
project, which is centered on the Safer Consumer Products Information 
Management System (CalSAFER), is currently on schedule and will add 
new features in early 2017.

“We’ve already implemented three key functions: 1) a searchable online 
database of the chemicals covered under our regulations, 2) a module for 
the public and other stakeholders to submit petitions to us about products 
and chemicals of interest, and 3) a module to manage public comments,” 
said Meredith Williams, deputy director of DTSC’s Safer Consumer and 
Workplaces Program, in an email to TechWire.

According to a 2016 project update, development work has been divided 
into nine separate features, each being developed in three- to four-week 
sprints. ENS is the IT consulting firm working on the $3.8 million project, 
which began in 2013. The project is more than 90 percent done.

The modules the DTSC plans to make fully functional in early 2017 are 
for posting documents about Priority Products and containing Chemicals 
of Concern, listing responsible entities, and submitting notifications.

Legislation to Expand 2-1-1  
Services in California
Legislation by Sen. Ben Hueso, D-San Diego, 
introduced in April, seeks to expand the 2-1-1 number 
to the 21 counties that don’t yet have it and provide 
a single, easy-to-remember number for essential 
services. SB 1212 would authorize the Public 
Utilities Commission to tap into existing money in 
the California Teleconnect Fund to help counties 
set up 2-1-1, as well as support a comprehensive 
statewide database that could connect callers to 
information and referrals. Some question whether 
such a robust program is needed because several 
existing 800-numbers connect Californians to a 
variety of social services and disaster response 
help. Hueso said his bill is an attempt to help 
Californians by providing a single number for them 
to remember no matter where they are in the state.
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to make sure that our communications 
infrastructure is advanced, strong and 
widely accessible. That means upgrading 
to next-generation communications 
networks wherever possible and 
making sure everyone is connected to 
the Internet. Continuing to rely upon 
outdated voice service over copper 
wires to deliver connectivity isn’t the 
future because all the innovation is 
being built into Internet-based apps, 
social media and smart devices. 

The problem is that California’s 
communications policies have much 
more in common with 1906 than 
2016. They are all focused on herding 
people onto outdated traditional 
phones, which is putting them in a 
dangerous spot when disaster strikes: 
cut-off from everything innovation 
in emergency services has to offer. 

We need to encourage everyone 
to have access to the Internet and 
devices that can keep them connected 
in an emergency. To do so takes 
a commitment at every level of 
government from a policy perspective 
as well as a procurement perspective.

It’s highly unlikely we’ll see 
devastation on the scale of the 1906 
earthquake again. But if (and potentially 
when) the big one hits, making sure 
everyone is connected to new technology 
will be a matter of life and death. We 
need to be better prepared to help one 
another using the latest technology rather 
than leaving people stuck in the past. l

A t 5 a.m. on April 18, 1906, San 
Francisco was decimated by a 
powerful earthquake. Between 

the quake and the fires that followed, 
3,000 people lost their lives.

More than 100 years later we still 
live with the risk of another giant Cali-
fornia earthquake. And while we’ve 
made great strides in construction, 
building retrofitting and fire safety, the 
next life-saving innovations are going 
to come from the technology sector.

The future of emergency communica-
tions is, without a doubt, both digital and 
mobile. In a recent report on the topic, 
Michael Kleeman, a senior fellow at the 
UC Institute on Global Conflict and Coop-
eration, pointed out that in the event of an 
earthquake, postdisaster warnings could 
be sent out over cellphone networks, and 
“find me” apps could be used to locate 
missing people and identify shelters.

Those are great uses of technology, 
but I believe we can go even further. 
By building networks and connect-
ing data resources before a disaster, 
everyone can be better prepared to 
respond when the worst happens.

Appallicious, a Bay Area-based tech 
company, is working with the new 
Resilient San Francisco program as part 
of a citywide initiative to use tech-
nology to connect communities and 
make them more resilient in the face 
of a natural disaster. This is a model 
for other municipalities and agencies 
within state government to embrace.

Appallicious is doing this through 
its Community Resilience Platform, 
which provides one virtual location for 
communities to share the kind of data 
that will make the difference between 
life and death in an emergency. 

Take, for example, chainsaws. To 
saves lives during disasters like fires 
and earthquakes, chainsaws are one of 
the most useful tools around. Chances 
are there are several people who own 
chainsaws in every neighborhood, but 
without a central place to store this kind 
of information, one would never know it.

“We are taking everything you need 
as a community or a responder and 
putting it into a single platform,” said 
Yo Yoshida, the CEO and founder of 
Appallicious. “We’re aggregating it with 
predictive disaster models that any 
leadership or community can access.” 

Appallicious has been testing 
this platform within two different 
communities, including the Northwest 
Tribal Emergency Management 
Council, which serves native American 
tribes in Oregon and Washington 
states, and the Bayview neighborhood 
in San Francisco. In both cases 
they’ve found that by working with 
the community, understanding their 
priorities and making them part of 
the process, they’ve fine-tuned their 
databases and connections that will 
be invaluable in case of a disaster.

In order for tech solutions to help us 
in the event of an emergency, we need 

In the Next Natural Disaster, 
Technology Will Help Save Lives

By Mike Montgomery

Guest Voices

The 1906 San Francisco earthquake was devastating. Today there are new 
ways to help communities help themselves in the aftermath of a disaster.

Mike Montgomery is executive 
director of CALinnovates, a 
statewide technology advocacy 
coalition. Disclaimer: Appallicious 
is a member of the coalition.
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