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When a bank says it has a legacy problem, the industry pictures the same thing: a
mainframe, decades of COBOL, a green-screen terminal, a dwindling band of specialists
in their sixties. It is a vivid image, and it has shaped how we think about extraction and
modernisation — emulators, code translation, the well-trodden path off the mainframe.

But the more dangerous legacy problem I see in small and mid-sized banks today looks
nothing like that. It is a client-server application — bought, not built — from a specialist
vendor who was acquired, whose product was then quietly sunsetted, and whose
remaining users were left holding a system that still runs the business but no longer has
anyone behind it. The bank may even own the source code, lodged in escrow and now
released. And that ownership creates a false sense of safety that is precisely the trap.

This is the orphaned platform, and it demands a fundamentally different extraction
strategy from the one the mainframe playbook provides.

Source escrow was sold as insurance: if the vendor fails, you get the code, and with the
code you can maintain the system yourself. On paper this is reassuring. In practice,
releasing the source of an orphaned platform hands the bank a liability dressed as an
asset.

A sunsetted client-server product is rarely a clean, documented codebase. It is years of
accumulated patches, undocumented configuration, embedded business rules that were
tuned to one client's needs, and integration behaviour that only ever made sense in the
vendor's own build environment. Owning it means owning all of that — without the
people who wrote it, without the toolchain that compiled it, and without the update
roadmap that would have carried it forward.
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Source escrow protects you from losing the code. It does nothing to protect you from
losing the people who understood it — and in an orphaned platform, that is the loss that
matters.

The mainframe world, for all its difficulty, at least has an ecosystem: tooling, documented
conventions, a labour market of specialists, and decades of institutional knowledge about
how to get data out of these systems. The orphaned client-server platform has none of
this. It is a bespoke problem with a market of one.

3. The Real Constraint Is Knowledge, Not Technology

Here is the observation that reframes the whole challenge. The binding constraint on
extracting data from an orphaned platform is not technical. Client-server systems
typically sit on a relational database you can read; the schema is reachable; the bytes are
not trapped behind an exotic access method the way mainframe data can be. Getting at
the data is usually the easy part.

The hard part is understanding what the data means. In an orphaned platform, meaning
lived in three places — and two of them have gone:

« The vendor's documentation, which stopped being updated at sunset and was often
thin to begin with.

- The vendor's support engineers, who could once explain why a field behaves the way
it does — and who dispersed when the company was absorbed.

« The bank's own long-serving users, who know the system's quirks by daily habit —
and who are themselves a shrinking, ageing pool.

A client-server schema is full of columns whose names lie, status flags whose
combinations encode rules no document records, and tables whose relationships are
enforced only in application logic that the database itself never sees. You can read every
byte and still not know which records are live, which are soft-deleted, which represent a
workaround someone invented in 2014. Owning the source code helps a little here — the
business rules are technically in there — but reverse-engineering meaning from an
undocumented, patched codebase is slow, uncertain work, and it competes for the same
scarce experts you are racing against time to keep.

“The data is not locked in the system. The knowledge of
what the data means is locked in people, and the
people are leaving.”

4. A Different Extraction Strategy
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Once you accept that knowledge is the constraint, the strategy inverts. On a mainframe
migration, you attack the technology and treat the knowledge as available. On an
orphaned platform, you preserve the knowledge first and treat the technology as the
tractable part.

In practical terms, the pattern that works looks like this. Start with the people, not the
schema. Before touching the database, capture what the remaining users and any
reachable ex-vendor staff know — systematically, urgently, while they are still here. This
is not documentation for its own sake; it is the Rosetta Stone for everything that follows,
and its availability has an expiry date the migration does not control.

Extract meaning alongside data. Every extraction rule you write — this flag means active,
these two tables join on an implicit key, this field is populated only for a certain product —
is a piece of recovered knowledge. Capture the logic, not just the output, so the
understanding survives in the new estate rather than being silently baked into a one-off
script and lost again.

Validate against the business, not the source system. You cannot fully trust the orphaned
system as an oracle, because the anomalies you are trying to decode may themselves be
errors. Reconcile extracted data against independent business truth — reports people
rely on, external statements, control totals — rather than against the system whose
behaviour you are questioning.

Decouple before you replace. Rather than a heroic big-bang migration off the orphaned
platform, stand up a data layer that draws from it and becomes the governed source for
everything downstream. This lets the business move onto trustworthy, understood data
while the orphaned system is retired at a survivable pace — and it stops every new
requirement from having to reach back into a platform nobody fully understands.

The orphaned-platform problem is as much a programme-leadership problem as a
technical one, because its defining risk — knowledge attrition — is measured in people
and time, not in gigabytes.

That changes what the programme manager must do. The critical path runs through the
calendar of the people who understand the system: the retirements, the resignations, the
quiet erosion of a team that has not been replaced because the platform was going away
anyway. Treating knowledge capture as a first-phase priority, and resourcing it properly,
is not diligence — it is the single decision most likely to determine whether the extraction
succeeds. Programmes that sequence the technical build first, and get to the people last,
discover too late that the expert who could have explained the whole thing left three
months ago.

It also changes the risk conversation with the board. The instinct in a bank that owns the
source code is to feel protected — the asset is secured, the escrow paid off. The leader's
job is to correct that comfortably held belief without alarmism: to explain that the code is
the least valuable thing recovered, and that the real asset walking out of the building is
the understanding held by a handful of people who have not been asked to write any of it
down.
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6. The Uncomfortable Conclusion

The mainframe has dominated our picture of legacy for so long that we have
under-prepared for the legacy problem that is quietly more common in smaller
institutions: the bought platform whose maker no longer exists. It is more dangerous
precisely because it looks less dangerous — it runs on familiar technology, it sits on a
readable database, and the bank often holds the source code. Every one of those
reassurances hides the real exposure, which is that the meaning of the data was never
fully written down and is now held by a diminishing few.

Get at the data early, by all means. But spend the scarce, urgent effort on the thing that is
actually disappearing: the knowledge of what that data means. In an orphaned platform,
that is the migration. Everything else is just moving bytes.




