Migration of COBOL based applications from ageing HP 9000 to any other machine
In 1996 some railways procured HP 9000 servers (RISC based machines) for processing of certain COBOL language programmes. The system used to run COBOL based programmes of stores, traffic, payroll etc.  Hewlett Packard, the manufacturers of the machine stopped supporting the machine and getting the spares were difficult. Another factor was the linking of the compiler with the hardware of the machine, which meant that the compiler used to compile the programme would work only on these machines. The machine had only 64MB of RAM and 9 GB of hard-disk space. The clients/terminals with the servers had stopped functioning and it was becoming difficult to process data, unless old ones are cleared out, due to limited disk space availability.

An option was to replace the machine with a new genre of machine and buy the necessary compiler. When HP was contacted they said that the HP Itanium machines would work but compiler need to be procured if our programme had to run. WR contacted MicroFocus (MF) COBOL, the maker of the compilers, and they quoted approximately Rs. 50 lakhs for the compiler.  The machine would have cost another 20 lakhs. The total cost including the conversion o f the software was coming to around 84 lakhs. 

WR did try to negotiate with MF COBOL, but nothing substantial came out it. IT center’s team landed on to a solution which seemed farfetched in the beginning. It found that there is an OpenSource COBOL available which works for programmers. But the version is Linux and would require a Linux Operating system. IT center used a desktop machine, installed an OpenSource Linux (Red Hat) and installed the OpenSource COBOL. It required modifications but in the end the installation was through. The next step was modification in the programmes, as they would not readily compile. The parsing (reading) done by compiler was different that it was done by the earlier compiler. All the programmes were modified to suit the new compiler. The process took around two and a half months, but in the end, the programme ran successfully with desired outputs. After a trial run for a month’s cycle, certain other changes were required and some utilities had to be rewritten in ‘C’; the programme became smooth. 

On the strength of these results, WR obtained a low end Xeon severs and thin clients, configured them with the OpenSource installations. A parallel run was done for a month and now the complete COBOL applications have now been shifted to the new machine, where the total cost incurred is around 04 lakhs of rupees.

It has ensured that the applications now are platform and hardware independent. The processing is now 80% faster than the old machines.

A team of three people worked on the project and the documentation and programme are available at WR’s IT center’s site (http://10.3.9.50)
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