Staying on top under pressure:

Leveraging Visibility into Performance with Project Management Software

Illustration1: vacuum cleaner sucking up thousands of tiny details of shutdown performance
Information exchange is a crucial piece of any shutdown’s performance – witness the chaotic daily supervisor meetings necessary on most shutdowns.  Use project management software to turn communication into an automatic, methodical business process and multiply its impact – make higher-quality decisions, maintain greater control over work progress, and keep stakeholders up to date on your performance.  Spend less energy gathering data, and more using it.
Project management software isn't just about Gantt charts and task lists anymore.  Today’s software consolidates project data to enable a radical shift in management capabilities and communication. Take Qatargas, a natural gas producer in Qatar, for example. Qatargas is a young company - founded in 1984, they began manufacturing liquefied natural gas (LNG) just 10 years ago, in November of 1996.  Young but eager, Qatargas has access to what is believed to be the world’s single largest gas reservoir, with over 500 trillion cubic feet of total gas.  By 2000, they had delivered over 10 million tons of LNG – roughly 9% of total annual production that year; today they are building the world’s largest LNG liquefaction train together with Exxon Mobil Corporation and TOTAL S.A. While they operate offshore gas extraction facilities and a fleet of LNG transport ships, the most important aspect of their business is on-shore LNG production, which effectively consists of liquefying and containing the gas.  This is the responsibility of Qatargas’ three LNG trains. 

Exhibiting the flexibility and innovation of youth, Qatargas is always looking for ways to build competitive productivity into their corporate culture. After their first series of train shutdowns in 1999, they began looking for ways to perform maintenance work, and particularly the expensive train shutdowns, more efficiently.  They worked with Microsoft to improve efficiency and communication in their shutdowns by implementing the Microsoft Office Enterprise Project Management Solution.

According to a case study performed by Microsoft, Qatargas underwent an impressive shift in the management of their shutdowns. By implementing automated collaboration tools that allowed them to keep their shutdowns updated every shift, they effectively eliminated a two- to four-day delay in updates that had been typical before.  Information exchange was so smooth, in fact, that foremen no longer had to meet with project managers on a daily basis, allowing them more time to focus more on the tasks at hand.  Report generation, too, went from a difficult information gathering process that involved opening several spreadsheets to an automatic, real time one – authorized users, including executive management, could click on any report, and instantly view it with the most up-to-date information.  This increase in transparency led to improved accountability, and tasks were completed on time with greater reliability.  When each day of lost production amounts to $2,280,000, such improvements in productivity add up to a lot.

Staying Abreast of Progress

Project management software provides a dizzying array of tools, one of which is access to a level of visibility into project progress that would not otherwise be possible. Visibility is a critical management tool –access to a realistic assessment of the current state of affairs makes it possible to make intelligent decisions and apply management pressure to the appropriate areas. In no area is this truer than in shutdown management – constant change is a well-acknowledged facet of shutdowns, and shutdown managers need an enormous amount of communications to carry the information about all of the changes that have taken place during each shift.  Project management software provides a structure for the automatic gathering of an enormous amount of detailed, statistically significant data pertaining to the daily operations of the shutdown.  By putting the structure for communicating progress in place, managers can be assured that it will happen; by streamlining the process, project management software minimizes the impact of such scrutinous tracking on personnel productivity.
Consider a utility turnaround which includes the overhaul of a major boiler.  Hundreds of tasks are involved in a boiler overhaul, far more tasks than any one person can pay detailed attention to in a short span of time. Such a job requires the attention, management, and good judgment of a host of supervisors and managers to stay on track.  If the boiler job happens to make up the critical path on the turnaround, then any delay at all will put off completion of the turnaround as a whole, causing lost production, or worse, failed supply contracts with clients.  However, if information on the status of all of the tasks on the job is gathered into a project management program, the program can filter the data to the point that only those tasks that are both critical and falling behind are visible to the user. In this way it is possible for a single person to oversee the entire process - key information is first evaluated en masse by the software to filter out facts that do not need management attention, then any remaining data is passed along to the turnaround manager, allowing them to use their management time much more efficiently.  The benefits of software-assisted project updating are diverse:

· Management control becomes more consistent – those tasks that need attention reliably get attention, while those that do not are left to their own devices; 

· Response time to situations requiring management influence is reduced;
· Accountability is improved, boosting productivity;

· Safety issues can be tracked and addressed more quickly;

· Quality issues, too, can be caught before the end of the turnaround;
· Further continuous improvement through facilitated communication of lessons learned.

Qatargas performed their first shutdown accompanied by a comprehensive project management software solution in 2003.  First, and perhaps least important, they saw time spent in meetings, tracking down updates, and compiling information for reports was reduced by 15% .  The number of supervisor and management meetings was reduced, and the focus and efficiency of the meetings that they did have increased.  Second, they saw greater participation in shutdown documentation, for better continuous improvement. Third, management could make better-quality decisions. Finally, increased visibility led to increased accountability, and tasks were completed on-time with greater reliability.  All of these factors contributed to a shorter shutdown, and Qatargas finished 2003 with a record annual production of 8.23 million tonnes of LNG.
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Finding Your Voice

Las Vegas is no slouch when it comes to consuming electricity. The Sin City is famous for its glittering lights – massive signs made entirely of light bulbs, extravagantly lighted hotel exteriors, and wild neon facades assault The Strip.  The Luxor Hotel beams a 41.5 billion candlepower spotlight directly upward, apparently for the sheer excess of it; airline passengers departing from Los Angeles International Airport can see the Luxor’s grossly exaggerated beacon. Consider as well the now-legendary Fountains of Bellagio. Never mind that a thousand-foot long, nearly ten acre lake full of energy-intensive water is exposed to the dry, 100+ degree desert air; ignore the electricity required to propel water through 1,200 water-shooting devices, 16 of which use explosions of 500psi compressed air to force water to 500 feet; even the 56,000 watt sound system is completely insignificant compared to the 2.9 megawatts of electricity required to power the show’s halogen lights at their brightest - the lights in the show use almost 4% of nearby Harry Allen Generating Station’s capacity.  Moreover, Clark County, home to Las Vegas, is the nation’s third-fastest growing county. Nevada Power Company, which serves Las Vegas and most of southern Nevada, accommodates both the exaggerated load from the Strip and the extreme population growth with a breezy assurance typical of Sin City – a 1,200 megawatt plant was purchased in 2004, and plans to purchase 75% of a 570 megawatt plant were announced in 2005, effectively increasing their capacity by one-third.  
In this high-pressure environment of rapid growth, outages have to be executed as efficiently as possible, and it is even more important to keep executive managers up to date with outage progress in order to ensure smooth operations. Nobody knows this better than Dale Bagshaw, outage planner for Nevada Power Company. Bagshaw is an old-fashioned planner with a modern sense of new technology – he uses project management software to quickly compile reports for outage meetings and upper management. “People really like the reports”, says Bagshaw, “and it’s great for progress tracking.”  As report generation becomes easier, credible and useful intelligence starts turning up at more meetings, providing direction and enhancing decision-making.
Bagshaw admits that there are some challenges to implementing a project management software program: “Our outages are so few and far between, it’s like a new learning curve each time.”  A common problem in smaller maintenance departments, many maintenance managers opt to bring on consultants to help them keep up to speed with new project management software. For many, planning on a computer, at least at first, is more cumbersome than doing it manually, and the software doesn’t always interface with scheduling features in older CMMS software, making duplication of effort a problem.  Also, rapid changes in outage plans, both before and during the outage, mean that a lot of effort needs to be applied to keep the project plan current.  However, more and more maintenance departments are finding that the benefits that the detailed planning, tracking, and reporting features of project management software make possible more than outweigh the initial costs of implementing a complete program, particularly when it comes to shutdowns, turnarounds, and outages, when even one additional day of downtime can add up to the salaries of 20 full-time employees.

Having invested in planning your turnaround and gathering information each task, make the most of your software’s reporting features.  By making communication of relevant information easier, you can leverage accurate and meaningful information in ways that were never available before.  Broadcast reports to all levels of the shutdown team – downstream, to laborers, supervisors, and contractors; laterally, to your project management team; and upstream, to the project stakeholders in executive management and to your facility’s clients:
· Quickly generate more accurate schedule and budget estimates to allow executive management to effectively plan around the shutdown;

· Keep your entire team up to date on quality and safety performance to foster a sense of team achievement; 
· Keep an eye on the performance of individual contracting companies, supervisors, and zones, to improve your management efficiency;
· Extract sophisticated Earned Value Analysis reports from the array of update data streaming in, comparing current performance to planned performance every step of the way;
Remember, increased visibility to turnaround performance means that your good management is more readily recognized.

Qatargas saw a marked improvement in reporting capabilities with the implementation of their software. Reports used to be cobbled together from the contents of several spreadsheets, which all had to be manually compiled and tracked down.  This meant that reporting was infrequent and delayed.  Now, reports are pulled up in real time with exactly the depth and breadth of data that is required. Because of this, Qatargas can record more of their activities than they had been able to before.
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Imagine running your turnaround so that you are available to focus on those tasks at hand, secure in the knowledge that your stakeholders are as up to date as they need to be, without having to spend hours preparing those communications. Now imagine that these same stakeholders have access to a depth and quality of information that they have never had before. That is the promise of properly implemented project management software, and it proves to be so compelling, both to turnaround managers and to upper management, that it drives major software implementations and process reorganizations. Considered together with the prospect of a more efficient, shorter, and more tightly controlled turnaround, it is difficult to deny that project management software offers more than a return on investment.
