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The crash of a critical legacy system

at Comair is a classic risk management
mistake that cost the airline $20 million
and badly damaged its reputation.
Here's how to avoid that fate.

BY STEPHANIE OVERBY

‘When Eric Bardes joined the Comair IT department in 1997,
one of the very first meetings he attended was called to
address the replacement of an aging legacy system the
regional airline utilized to manage flight crews. The appli-
cation, from SBS International, was one of the oldest in the
company (11 years old at the time), was written in Fortran
(which no one at Comair was fluent in) and was the only
system left that ran on the airline’s old IBM AIX platform (all
other applications ran on HP Unix).

SBS came in to make a pitch for its new Maestro crew man-
agement software, One of the flight crew supervisors at the
meeting had used Maestro, a first-generation Windows appli-
cation, at a previous job. He found it clumsy, to put it kindly.
“He said he wouldn’t wish the application on his worst
enemy,” Bardes recalls. The existing crew management sys-
tem wasn't exactly elegant, but all the business users had
grown adept at operating it, and a great number of Comair’s
existing business processes had sprung from it. The consen-
sus at the meeting was that if Comair was going to shoulder
the expense of replacing the old crew management system, it
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