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Mark Thompson and Liam Maxwell, authors of a report on government IT for the Conservative 
Party, tell Mark Say the government needs to cut its reliance on big systems integrators 

A blue view 
Dne of the consequences of the 

current political landscape, 
with a general election less 
than a year away and the 
opposition party way ahead 

in the polls, is that people begin to listen 
seriously to whatever noises are coming 
from that side about issues that will 
affect their working lives. 

This is prompting the government 
IT community to pay attention to Mark 
Thompson and Liam Maxwell. As things 
stand the Conservative Party has not 
adopted a clear policy for the sector, but 
as authors of a report commissioned 
then praised by shadow chancellor 
George Osborne they have provided an 
indication of how the party is thinking 
about information systems in the public 
sector. 

Differences and agreement 
They have come at the issue from 
different angles: Thompson is a 
lecturer at the Judge Business School 
in Cambridge who also works in 
consultancy, and emphasises that he is 
not a member of the party; Maxwell is a 
Conservative councillor in Windsor and 
Maidenhead who has written for the 
right leaning think tank the Centre for 
Policy Studies. The difference comes out 
in their perceptions of some issues, but 
they convey a clear agreement on those 
that Osborne emphasised, the need tor 
change in government IT procurement 
and the potential offered by open source 
technology. 

The basic message is that government 
can save about £600m per year - a figure 
both men say is a small 'c' conservative 
estimate - by making the market more 

accessible to open source providers. 
They also think the government 
effectively acknowledged this a few 
weeks after Osborne's statement with 
its own announcement on a new IT 
procurement policy. 

"A central plank of our report was 
not that we are proposing open source 
as a sort of religious policy, but it was 
more about open standards, the great 
advantage of which is that it's about 
removing barriers," Thompson says. 
"Importantly, the report is not so much 
about the technology per se as about the 
way it's procured." 

He welcomes the government's 
acknowledgement of the potential, but 
says it has missed the point about the 
root of the problem - an over-reliance 
on a handful of big systems integrators 
(Sis) to deliver major projects. He says 
the official response is to nudge the Sis 
towards working more closely with open 
source providers, many of them SMEs, 
while failing to acknowledge that they 
are tied too closely to the proprietary 
systems suppliers. 

"My view is that there are revolutionary 
implications in open source; it's a 
fundamentally disruptive technology, in 
terms of relationships and the barriers 
it breaks down," he says. "What we are 
seeing at the moment is a tentative 
embracing of open source technically, 
but a desire to acquire it through the 
same old closed models of procurement, 
and a reluctance to embrace the level 
of disruption in terms of how IT is 
procured and managed. 

"I perceive problems with a reliance on 
four or five major systems integrators, 
and the government's relationship with 
them is predicated on large, multi- 

billion pound contracts. For as long 
as government is in bed with a mega 
contracting prime supplier we'll see 
little incentive for those suppliers to 
change." 

It's a point that Maxwell is eager to 
reinforce. "A huge part of the barrier 
is that a very large part of government 
procurement is done by a small number 
of companies, and the competitive 
tension in getting government business 
is not really there," he says." Everyone's 
built it up to be such a huge purchasing 
decision that only the companies that 
have been around for years, the huge 
systems integrators, are allowed to go 
anywhere near government IT." 

Both attribute the problem closely 
to the way that Microsoft has emerged 
as a major provider of IT training, 
but on its own terms. Maxwell says a 
lot of government tenders include a 
specification for a Microsoft certified 
professional in key roles because 
there is a qualification framework. By 
contrast, in the open source market 
people are "qualified by experience". 

Huge bias 
"Do you want to have a systems 
administrator or a Microsoft systems 
administrator?" he asks. "But more 
people get an MCP than a degree in 
computer science. Their own private 
division is more effective than the rest 
of the computer establishment at giving 
qualifications at that level. But it means 
there is a huge bias in there." 

He also questions the knowledge of 
civil servants handling procurement, 
claiming they are often "sucked into 
buying proprietary kit", and citing 
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the example of Microsoft Office often 
being built into systems by third party 
integrators. This is not done with any ill 
intent, but creates a market from which 
a lot of suppliers are shut out. 

"There is a series of things like 
that across government that lead to 
unintended consequences," he says. 
"But the real question is why are you 
doing your procurement in a way to lock 
yourselves into particular suppliers 
right down the line, when surely the 
most sustainable process that will have 
a big effect on your bottom line, is giving 
yourself the ability to be flexible in your 
IT procurement?" 

Thompson highlights other issues 
identified in the report. 

"Part of it is that there is no 
publication of open standards; it needs 
an XML open gateway to allow that 
to happen. And one of the other big 
issues is that open source contracts 
are typically delivered by SMEs, who 
typically don't have the capacity to take 
on the risk that the big Sis can. There is 
an inherent strategic bias against open 
source and SMEs." 

The headline solution in the report 
was to break down major projects 
into chunks of no more than £100m. 
It says that combined with an open 
standards approach this would reduce 
the dependence on proprietary licences 
and help to create a more competitive 
market. Maxwell says the Netherlands 
has already gone down this route, setting 
rnti-act limits that are much lower. 

It entails a modular approach to 
large projects which both men say is 
manageable, and preferable to contracts 
on the scale of HM Revenue and 
Customs' Aspire, which they claim has 
proved more expensive than intended 
because of the limited competition. 

They are also ready to criticise 
the way shared services have been 
implemented, again relating the problem 
to the reliance on big Sis. 

"Part of the issue is that departments 
have been encouraged to share services 
under single multi-billion pound 
contracts run by one of four or five Sis," 
Thompson says. "The shared services 
philosophy has a lot to offer, but the 

problem again is that shared services, 
like open source and 
other good ideas, are 
being pushed through 
a very traditional 
proprietary procurement 
framework." 

He sees a more 
welcoming prospect in 
an increased emphasis 
on software as a 
service (SaaS), in which 
organisations can buy 
the use of a specific 
application in a virtualised environment, 
only paying for what they use. 

"Government is only just beginning 
to grapple with SaaS," Thompson says. 
"It challenges wholesale many of the 
traditional support models. The ability 
to call off within a single open platform 
slices of different applications and pay 
for features that we want means that 
departments won't be forced to share 
exactly the same service, which has led 
to difficulties in the past. 

"It allows the potential for government 
to coordinate SaaS, reap the benefits of 
bulk purchasing, but allow departments 
to call for a combination of SaaS that 
suits them. That's what I call a more 
mature model which goes some way to 
addressing some of the critiques." 

The differences between their views 
become apparent when the conversation 
turns to other issues. Thompson takes a 
more academic view, stressing that he is 
not involved in the Conservative Party's 
discussions on subjects such as data 
sharing and the re-use of information. 
Maxwell has a more partisan perspective, 
reflecting the fact that opposition parties 
are seldom impressed by the approach 
of an incumbent government. 

In particular, he takes exception to 
what he portrays as an overbearing 
attitude towards individuals' data, 
claiming the government fails to 
recognise it is not the owner. 

"It's my choice, it's my data," says 
Maxwell. "The government thinks it 
owns the data. It's like Amazon coming 
to me and saying 'I own your data', but 
they don't. I allow them access to my 
data to send me the stuff when I buv 

it. That ownership of data will be the 
key change in the structure of public 
services in the future, we hope." 

Among the implications of this is a 
preference for the electronic health 
records developed by Microsoft and 
Google rather than the Summary Care 
Record being developed under England's 
NHS National Programme for IT. He 
suggests that people would get much 
better services by managing these for 
themselves online, as they could for 
other services such as tax records. 

Naive idealism 
Maxwell also suggests that the whole 
thrust of the Varney Review and 
Transformational Government strategy, 
which is effectively driving central 
government's IT initiatives, is seriously 
misguided. He uses the term "naive 
idealism", questions the credibility of 
initiatives such as the Tell Us Once 
programme, and claims it is based on 
a thesis that "the state provides for you 
and you should be grateful for it". 

He is more sympathetic to the thinking 
behind the efforts to increase the 
re-use of public sector information, but 
dismisses the work done by the Power of 
Information Taskforce and doubts that 
any benefits were achieved from the 
Show Us A Better Way competition. The 
overall message is that the government's 
work in these areas is going to provide 
little of value. 

Whether a future Conservative 
government would hold such a strong 
view remains to be seen. If elected, it 
would find itself grappling with some 
basic issues that Thompson identifies, 
with a suggestion that it will lead to a 
series of compromises. 

"The architecture of IT and data 
is such that there is a progressive, 
inevitable impulsion towards joining up, 
generating value out of data and joining 
up," he says. "That will become more and 
more prevalent and none of these issues 
will go away. 

"In 10 years we will be having an 
even more vigorous discussion about 
this, and I suspect there will be a set of 
compromises all the way through. There 
are models in which people will give up 
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certain forms of information in return 
for certain forms of convenience." S3 

"The competitive 
tension in getting 
government 
business is not 
really there." 
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