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Next Generation Tax System Update – Phase One of the Unemployment Tax and Benefits System (“UTAB”)
	Brief Summary

ESD is responsible for managing the multi-billion dollar Unemployment Insurance (“UI”) program, extending financial assistance to workers who lose their jobs through no fault of their own. For several decades, ESD had to rely on outdated 1970s and ‘80s-era computer systems to manage the UI program. Using federal Reed Act funds appropriated by the Legislature and authorized for this specific purpose, ESD began replacing its electronic systems in 2014.
ESD’s replacement enterprise is called the “Unemployment Tax and Benefits” (“UTAB”) project. Phase One of UTAB was launched in March 2014, with the release of the “Next Generation Tax System” (“NGTS”) – used to manage UI taxes for employers. Replacing the UI eligibility and benefits system is Phase Two of UTAB – the beginning stages of which were funded with seed money appropriated in the 2014 legislative session.

NGTS was extensively tested before its launch. Notwithstanding, there remained “bugs” and minor re-design requirements typical of many new system implementations. ESD has proactively worked with its IT contractor and ESD staff to identify and correct these issues and is conscientiously monitoring their resolution. ESD seeks to resolve outstanding billing issues in time to mail accurate 2015 tax rates to employers. And before making final payment to our contractor and taking final ownership of the NGTS system, we will ensure that all issues are resolved.


Benefits of NGTS
NGTS replaced the old system and ancillary applications with a single, modern system that offers:

· Fast and efficient data processing.

· Intuitive user interfaces and automated workflow.

· Powerful reporting tools.

· State-of-the art security and reliability.

· ADA compliance.

· Flexibility to adapt to future changes in law.
· NGTS can serve as the platform for Phase Two of UTAB – replacement of the UI eligibility and benefits system – resulting in cost savings for Phase Two and forming a unified tax and benefits electronic system.
Launch challenges
Despite our preparations and extensive testing, we experienced some problems immediately after launching NGTS. Fortunately, we had a process in place to deal with them.

We recorded these in our online customer-support tracking system and then put them through triage to determine their relative severity. The most serious problems were resolved as quickly as possible – often the same day.
The initial problems primarily affected our staff, who developed some ingenious workarounds to perform their jobs despite the glitches. Our customers also have been affected by the shortcomings.

Relatively few problems
Considering the complexity of NGTS – which has 200 gigabytes of converted historical data and two million lines of code – the number of problems we encountered was remarkably low.

This fact is demonstrated by Figure 1, which shows how many of the total IT concerns reported by our staff during the first four months after launch were attributable to the new system. NGTS items are shown in blue, and total items are shown in beige.
We can see that NGTS was never more than 36% of total issues reported by our staff, and they have since declined to less than 3%.
Figure 1
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NGTS problem tickets (blue) are a relatively small proportion of total IT problem tickets (beige).

Steady progress
We worked around the clock in the initial days after launch to keep the system up and running properly and we assigned considerable resources to problem solving. Our efforts to identify and resolve these concerns have paid off. We’ve witnessed a steady decline in the number of new NGTS issues that users have reported each week, as shown in Figure 2.
Figure 2
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New NGTS problems reported by staff each week have steadily declined.

Most concerns have been resolved
Our goal when processing problems has been to resolve the most critical ones first – those that would prevent us from performing the work mandated by the Legislature, and the ones that affect our customers. We’re focused on resolving serious issues and have been remarkably successful at resolving “severity level 1 and 2 bugs.”
Although we’re more concerned about “quality” than “quantity,” we nevertheless have made good progress in resolving the total number of concerns reported through Sept. 26, 2014, as shown in Figure 3.
Figure 3
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Approximately 78% of all reported NGTS problems have been resolved or closed.
Status going forward
We continue working to resolve the remaining issues with NGTS. We test our solutions and then group them in releases to be installed on the weekends. As a result, we see the outstanding number continuing to diminish over time.

We seek to resolve outstanding billing items in time to mail accurate 2015 tax rates to employers.
The contractor will resolve all defects in the new system, as specified in the contract, before we make the final payment and take full ownership.
What employers affected by NGTS issues can do now

We’re working proactively to correct known issues that affect employers. In most cases, employers who have filed their quarterly tax reports and paid on time will see their issues resolved without having to contact us. However, they are always welcome to call us at 855-TAX-WAGE (855-829-9243) or write us at OlympiaAMC@esd.wa.gov.
Questions or concerns
Please contact us if you have questions or would like additional information:
	Cathy Hoover
	Brenda Westfall

	Director of Government Relations
	Director of UI Tax and Wage Operations

	360-902-9407
	360-902-9554

	CHoover@esd.wa.gov
	BWestfall@esd.wa.gov


Appendix
Summary of problems
	Subject
	Issue
	Status as of Sept. 29, 2014

	Paper tax reports
	Some employers did not receive the paper tax reports we normally mail at filing time. This happened for the first two quarters of 2014.
	Resolved. We mailed tax reports to all employers who called, and we fixed the problem permanently beginning with third quarter 2014. 

	
	When an employer files a paper tax report that contains a Social Security number beginning with a 6, 7, 8 or 9, the system removes the first digit and charges a penalty for an incomplete report.
	Partially resolved on 9/27/2014 (work item #81101).
Additional work item is pending, with an anticipated resolution date of 10/11/2014 (80376).

	
	Our paper tax reports have enough room to report the wage details of six employees. An employer who does not fill out all six spaces is erroneously charged an incomplete report penalty of $75 to $250.
	Partial solution is pending, with an anticipated resolution date of 10/11/2014 (81356).
Additional work item is yet to be scheduled (77875).

	
	Some paper reports we received do not appear in the new system.
	Partially resolved on 9/22/2014 (81805, 81807, 82272).
Additional work items are pending, with an anticipated resolution date of 10/11/2014 (82686, 82270).

	Electronic tax reports
	Numbers are not rounded the same way in the electronic filing applications used by employers and the new system used by staff.
	Solution is pending, with an anticipated resolution date of 10/24/2014 (80119).

	
	The system will not accept a tax report if it contains wages for an employee who filed for benefits.

	Partially resolved on 5/18/2014 (77942).
Additional work items are yet to be scheduled (80829, 83848).

	
	An employer may receive a confirmation number after filing a tax report, but the tax report never appears in our system.
	Partially resolved on 9/22/2014 (80644, 80057).
Additional work items are scheduled, with an anticipated resolution date of 10/11/2014 (77627, 82018, 80512, 77757, 82351, 81260, 81259, 77720, 82544, 82164).
Additional work items are yet to be scheduled (80119, 80735, 82351).
Meanwhile, we ask employers to send us the confirmation number and a copy of the tax report.

	
	An employer cannot file a tax report electronically if it contains a Social Security number beginning with a 6, 7, 8 or 9.
	Partially resolved on 9/27/2014 (81101).
Additional work item is pending, with an anticipated resolution date of 10/11/2014 (80376).

	
	If an employer electronically changes a previously filed tax report but does not change the original wages, the system may remove all wages from the report.
	Partially resolved on  9/2/2014 (83048) and 9/22/2014 (80644).
Additional work item is pending, with an anticipated resolution date of 10/11/2014 (81296).

	Payments
	We did not receive some electronic payments made by employers due to an unanticipated change in our agency ID.
	Partially resolved. We corrected the ID and asked employers to resubmit their payments. Not all employers have resubmitted yet.

	
	Some payments employers made in July don’t appear in the system.
	Partially resolved. We have fixed 85% of the accounts affected.

	
	The system accepted a tax payment but credited the wrong amount to the employer’s account.
	Resolved on 6/29/2014 (80341, 80820).

	
	If we adjust an employer’s penalty or interest charges, the system does not reduce the balance due.
	Partially resolved. We fixed some statements on 9/27/2014 (82186).
Additional work item is pending, with an anticipated resolution date of 12/30/2014 (83092).

	Billing statements
	Some employers received billing statements for balances they had already paid.
	Partially resolved. We fixed some statements on 8/4/2014 (81218, 81220).
An additional work item is pending, with an anticipated resolution date of 10/4/2014 (82186).
Additional work items are yet to be scheduled (81163, 80283).


	
	Some employers received incorrect billing statements.
	Partially resolved. We fixed some statements on 8/5/2014 (80948, 80944, 80940, 80941), on 08/14/2014 (80729), on 08/28/2014 (82332), on 9/2/2014 (81143, 82390, 82368), on 9/22/2014 (80997) and on 9/29/2014 (80947, 80945, 82372).
Additional work item is pending, with an anticipated resolution date of 10/20/2014 (80943).
Additional work items are yet to be scheduled (80731, 80946, 80942, 80991, 82410,82145, 82408).
Some of the errors will be fixed in the billing statements that we will mail in October.

	
	If an employer files a tax report early in the month but waits to pay closer to the deadline at the end of the month, the system will mail a bill in the middle of the month that shows a $25 late-payment penalty.
	Solution is pending, with an anticipated resolution date of 12/30/2014 (80686).

	Corporate officers
	If an employer reports wages for an exempt corporate officer or other non-reportable person, the system records the amount as excess wages, credits the account, and sends the employer a letter.
	Partially resolved. We fixed some statements with work items on 7/9/2014 (81267) and 9/27/2014 (81658).
Additional work item is pending, with an anticipated resolution date of 11/30/2014 (83750).

	Reimbursable employers
	Penalties and interest for the first quarter of 2014 are not correct, due to a data-conversion issue called “compensable wages.”
	Partially resolved. Fixed on the July billing statements. Permanent fix is pending, with an anticipated resolution date of 12/30/2014 (81314).
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