




From:
To: Jim Bellingham; 
Cc:  ; 
Subject: Computing governance
Date: 26 March 2012 10:57:49

Dear Jim, ,

I have been thinking about  - the best governance arrangements for
computing provision, and in particular the HPCS, so I thought I would pass on a few ideas in case
they are helpful.

I think that if Cambridge wants to remain a world-class University, then it needs world-class
computing resources. That includes some parallel processing capability, but also the ability to handle
massive throughput problems, large data problems, and widespread collaborative work. A wide
range of solutions is required, and therefore a strategic approach to investment across these areas
is needed.

I would start from the position that computing needs must be derived from the science (and
sometimes arts) projects which they are intended to support. Like any equipment purchase, the PI is
best placed to say what is required for the project. But the provision should aim to get the best
value for money for the University. In considering value for money, we should not only look at
direct cost recovery from grants, but also sources of capital provision like CIF, e-infrastructure
funds, and increasingly, "strategic" investments from the government and RCUK which appear at
short notice, but can have considerable value. At present we are very bad at accessing such funds,
since we have no overall plan (witness the loss of £1M of e-infrastucture money in the last call at
Christmas). We should also tension any bid for funds against other priorities in a transparent way.
This last requirement implies that an impartial and expert body must recommend the final allocation
of resources between areas, taking input from the various communities with particular interests.

Working from these principles, I can see two possible governance models for the HPCS:

1) treat it as a University-wide service. In this case, it must provide a service to all possible users. It
would probably cease to be primarily a parallel service, since parallel processiing is a minority
interest, and instead become a large "back-end" CPU provider, with a balance of cheap cluster
provision, and parallel provision. It would need an academic oversight committee, representing the
users, to advise the technical team on what provision is needed. That academic committee would
coordinate bids for resources to research councils (when a suitable strategic call appeared), and to
the University. Bids to the University would then have to be tensioned against other bids by a
higher level committee (RMC?). If such a service is to be University-wide, then the only logical host
for the service is the UCS. One big advantage of placing the service in the UCS is that it offers
flexibility to ramp the manpower up and down as needed, or to share manpower with other services
(eg networking or security). The UCS is also willing to shut down services and replace them with
others as the needs and technologies evolve. This avoids the issue of particular technical solutions
becoming self-perpetuating.

2) Treat it as a research collaboration. In this model, the PIs club together to select the equipment
they feel they need - in this case all would be parallel computing users, and they woud specify a
smaller, targetted solution. The service itself would still require specialist machine room and
technical support, and so should be hosted and managed on their behalf by the UCS, who can
provide fractional allocations of expert manpower from their pool as needed. They would then
attempt to raise the funds they require directly from their own project grants, and from other capital
calls or industry where appropriate. Since this would not be aiming to provide a general service,
they would be free to specify exactly the equipment they needed, and they would have exclusive
use. But since they would not be subsidised by a pool of reluctant users, they would have a strong
incentive to drive down costs where possible, for example by scoping the hardware appropriately
and by minimising manpower. They could also lobby the University for strategic support, basing
their case on the excellence of their science and the funding they raise. As before, a higher level
committee would decide priorities between their requests and others.



The current model, where the HPCS director (a technical expert without academic oversight) reports
to the School office (neither technically nor scientifically equipped to lead in these matters), seems
to me to violate any sensible management principles. It does not provide the University with a
transparent method of setting priorities, encourage cost-saving by the service, or prevent the self-
perpetuation of outdated solutions. I think that the case for change is overwhelming.

Model 1) has some advantages with respect to the current situation, but in my view is likely to
founder on technical issues. For example, a massive back-end CPU service has to get data in and
out. That implies the purchase of considerable redundant network capacity, as well as high-speed,
high-availability disk and then further back-up and curation capability. Even with such capability,
shipping massive datasets across networks is slow and error-prone. This would therefore be a very
expensive enterprise, which I suspect would be highly unpopular with users, who are quite
possessive about their data. With the advent of cheap, low-power, commodity boxes with tens of
cpus and large disks, the trend will continue to be towards local or distributed solutions for large
data problems, rather than central provision.

Model 2) is essentially what happened before the School intervened. The service was run by a small
technical team, who were directed by an academic committee comprising the main users and other
experts (I was on this committee for some time, even though not a user). The committee bid for
funds successfully from SRIF, and the service ran without major issues for many years. It would of
course be essential that there was a clear path by which bids for support could be prioritised at a
higher level.

I hope these thoughts are of some use to you.

Best wishes,



 
 

 
 

 
 
I have always found the Computing Service knowledgable and well-regarded by many 
departments.  The infrastructure they provide generally "just works" without us even 
noticing it. 
Equally, the team who wrote CamCORS, produced another piece of software (cost-
effectively I believe) which "just works".   

 
 

 
What a contrast to the rest of the University software, particularly CUFS and CamSIS! [both 
of which I believe MISD manage.] 
1 CUFS still does not produce me on-demand statements of my grants 
2 CamSIS has almost the most naive user-interface I have ever seen! 
2.1 It has a primitive view of users having a single role. 
  E.g. because I'm not a student, then I cannot see the view of CamSIS 
  which a student can see -- so I cannot advise them what to do. 
  (I agree that I should not be able to see students' personal/medical 
   interactions if stored on CamSIS, but the normal way to achieve this is 
   by greying out the menu item to forbid this from being selected 
   that than the current scheme of stopping staff from seeing view which 
   students see). 
  Often I have to resort to "look on CamSIS, it's a crock, but you should 
  find it there somewhere". 
2.2 Similarly CamSIS has a naive exam entry page: as  
  
  
   
2.3 CamSIS clearly was never planned to operate with a modern browser, 
  using the back button (which speedily returns to the next higher menu) 
  confuses it, but asking CamSIS to move to the next higher menu takes 
  just forever. 
Overall I suspect that the computing service could have implemented something far better 
than CamSIS for a fraction of the MISD maintenance costs. 
 
I believe that MISD and the Computing Service should be merged with the Computing 
Service taking over the role now taken by MISD. 
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Executive Summary 
1. This paper, prepared by the Senior Management team of the University Computing Service, 

presents recommendations for action in the areas specifically listed in the Notice of the Review, and 
also provides important background on IT at Cambridge from the unique perspective of the UCS. 

2. The production of this paper has been guided by one key question: 
 
What would be the ideal outcome of the review for the University? 

 
The following simple points were considered: 

i. Any overlap in role between UCS, MISD and the Departmental Computing Officers would 
be eliminated 

ii. Increased efficiencies would be achieved in the delivery of IT services, reducing costs 

iii. IT at Cambridge would have clear, consistent, effective oversight 

iv. An increased proportion of IT spend would directly benefit those engaged in teaching 
and research 

3. In addition to the material presented here, it would be helpful for the review committee also 
to refer to the ‘Managed Services’ pack provided by the UCS giving an overview of the central IT 
infrastructure services delivered to departments, and also the UCS Mission and Strategy information 
as presented to the University via the web. 

4. The delivery of IT services by the UCS is driven by the recognition that the University of 
Cambridge is one of the world’s most successful organisations, an ecosystem within which 55,000 
individuals authenticate annually via our computer systems and the research infrastructure contains 
over 130,000 network-connected devices. Delivering world-class services into this world-class 
organisation requires a sophisticated understanding of the Cambridge model. In particular, 
monolithic approaches suitable for smaller and less research-led institutions are unlikely to be 
optimal. Central service providers such as the UCS have the responsibility of ensuring that the 
productivity of teaching and research is maximised through the provision of effective tools and the 
imposition of the minimum overhead, the enterprise value is greater than the sum of the parts via 
the use of enterprise-wide standards and an approach that fosters collaboration, and the optimal 
balance of flexibility and efficiency is achieved such that effort is not duplicated centrally or within 
departments. 
 

Summary of Recommendations 
i. The ISSS should have more comprehensive powers to mandate the delivery, development 

and coordination of strategic IT facilities across the University.  All major IT developments 
within the University should be considered as within its remit. 

ii. The ISSS should have clear control of the assignment of service provision to central 
university providers. 
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iii. The ISSS should have its own budget, or significant input at PRC/RMC level to ensure that 
there are resources to carry out the IT strategy. 

iv. The structure and division of effort between the UCS, UL, and MISD remains appropriate, 
but the ISSS should be consistent and explicit in its oversight of them. 

v. That departments should be encouraged to move to centrally provided facilities where cost 
savings over local provision can be made. 

vi. To improve the career development, the creation of a coherent professional IT community 
and provided more effective implementation of enterprise-wide common infrastructure, 
departmental IT resource should be aligned to UCS management. 

vii. That the Telephone Replacement Project be used as an exemplar of the liaison process 
necessary for subsequent large IT projects within the University. 

viii. That the allocation of funds for non-pay operational expenses for the UCS should be made 
more straightforward, and should include an element explicitly for Research and 
Development activities. 

Background 

History 
5. The recent development of IT Services at Cambridge has in part been guided by an earlier 

Review on Academic Computing (1993). The three primary findings then were that: 
 

• the Information Technology Syndicate should play the central role in tracking the 
University’s evolving IT needs, 

• there be more provision of localised IT support staff in the Schools and departments,  
• priority should be given to finding ways of charging directly for central IT services. 

 
6. The review maintained the role of the UCS as the central service provider, but supported the 

growth of IT resources within departments. The most significant local departmental IT investment 
then occurred in the Finance, Personnel and Academic Records departments with that resource 
locally re-organising into the Management Information Services Division of the UAS. 

7. Throughout this period the staffing levels within the UCS have been tightly managed, 
remaining at the same headcount for at least a decade and reducing to support savings objectives 
during the current downturn. The Telecommunications Office was incorporated into the UCS in 2009 
and has subsequently been managed down from 11 staff to 6.The UCS actual headcount currently 
stands at 118 FTEs distributed as follows: 

FTEs Established Un-established Chest Funded Income Funded 
Academic Related 66 13 69 10 
Assistant Staff 39  30 9 
Total (118) 105 13 99 19 
 

8. The UCS has pro-actively continued to develop many of its service offerings as pay-per-use 
facilities to meet the evolving needs of the university-wide customer base.  At present over a third of 
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UCS income is derived from such (internally) charged-for services, a ratio which seems the 
appropriate balance while the UCS remains the only sizeable central service provider applying that 
economic model and departmental IT support tends not to be charged for in local service provision. 

Current Provision 
9. The Computing Service is responsible for the general IT infrastructure and core IT service 

provision available to all staff and students of the University, with all systems available on a 24x7 
basis.  Many more direct customer facing services are also provided (e.g. helpdesk) and are typically 
available only during the working day.  

10. As indicated earlier, the UCS also provides a number of its services and facilities on a 
charged-for basis at the point of use.  These fall into two types, those facilities provided for 
individuals, and managed services aimed at IT provision within departments of colleges.  In the 
former category are services such as videoconferencing, hardware repairs, software distribution and 
licensing, digital photography and printing.  For larger groups within the University, the Service 
provides a portfolio of services whereby the UCS will manage all or parts of an institutions basic IT 
provision. This included managed web services (web hosting and content management), physical or 
virtual machine hosting, network management, bespoke training, managed desktops, printer queue 
management, systems management. 

11. As well as the charged services, the UCS also provides a number of additional core services 
that are available to all staff and students and are free at the point of delivery. These include the 
provision of central email accounts (Hermes), email list management, the University’s central web 
site, Raven/Shibboleth authentication, web search facilities across the whole University, personal 
web sites for staff and students, calendaring software (Google), University-wide bulletin board 
facilities, access to productivity and teaching software for staff and students, advice and consultancy 
on IT issues, advice on the use of assistive technology for disabled users, eScience research and 
teaching support, and a comprehensive training programme covering a broad range of courses to 
assist and enhance the productivity of staff and students in their use of IT for their work. 

12. A more extensive list of services provided by the Computing Service can be found in 
Appendix A, which gives details about each facility, who it is primarily targeted at, what local 
institutional customisation controls are available for the service and where and how the service is 
funded. That Appendix is complemented by the support material issued to the departments in the 
form of a more readable colour brochure per managed service, which have also been included with 
this paper. 

 

Service Principles 
13. IT services delivered across the university are required to be large-scale (e.g. the network 

supports 130,000 devices or every type imaginable), complex (departments across Cambridge 
require a range of leading-edge capabilities), high-performance (e.g. data volumes far exceed 
corporate norms) and robust (the type and scale of our activities mean that outages would hugely 
impact productivity). The support for world-class research introduces another unique and conflicting 
demand, for a high degree of flexibility, and the service provision model of the UCS continually 
strives to optimise this balance. 

14.  IT infrastructure and services for the university, its Colleges and affiliated institutions have 
been developed and supported by the Computing for over four decades, resulting in an organisation 
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that has built up considerable expertise in how to operate and develop large-scale complex but 
robust systems to meet the many and varied demands exhibited by one of the most innovative 
academic institutions in the world. 

15. Given the devolved nature of budgetary control within the University, and the high degree 
of autonomy afforded to its institutions, forming coherent plans that meet the current needs for IT 
and anticipate the collective future requirements requires a sophisticated understanding of the 
university’s organisational model. The Computing Service’s strong emphasis on establishing close 
working relationships with other IT support staff across the University, and its active liaison with 
departments and colleges at a senior level  mean that the UCS is in a unique position to synthesise 
the trends and needs for IT provision across the University, and evolve and enhance its services to 
meet those requirements given the anticipated trends in modern technology, often before the 
community as a whole can collectively articulate them. 

16. As the lead time for many major IT initiatives can be of the order of a year or two, the 
Service’s ability to anticipate this need often gives the University a competitive edge in having the 
right resources in place when the need is finally realised. Frequently the Service finds that it leads 
developments across the HE sector, and is held as an exemplar across the IT community. 

17. The experience of running critical services for the University community has instilled a 
strong culture within the Service for providing robust, fault-free systems that are fit for purpose and 
expandable to accommodate rising need when required. The Service is sometimes accused of taking 
longer to deliver enterprise-wide solutions than smaller, simpler instances might be expected to be 
created at departmental or college level. However, the non-linear increase in complexity of larger 
systems mean that such simpler implementations would often not function at the scale of the 
University globally. The Computing Service places emphasis on getting systems right from the 
beginning, rather than installing systems that are not fully fit for purpose and then fixing them whilst 
the users struggle with an unreliable service. 

Response to Specific Issues 
18. In response to the Review Committee’s call for views on the specific issues outlined in its 

remit, the management of the Computing Service would like to put forward the following 
observations. 

A Coherent IT Strategy 
19. The ISSS has produced a highly appropriate information strategy which makes clear a 

number of important design principles against which our systems could be measured. 
20. Progress against that information strategy in a number of our major systems has been weak, 

but this should not be interpreted as the strategy being inappropriate, nor should we argue that the 
strategy as articulated is insufficiently detailed to make progress. A caution for the future is that we 
should also not be distracted with potential terminology differences between an “information 
strategy”, “information technology strategy” or “information systems strategy” – it should be 
assumed that one ‘strategy’ is inclusive of these requirements (i.e. we have one strategy, but the 
detail may be expanded as technology or systems implications are refined). 

21. The role of the UCS in defining and supporting the IT underpinnings of the Information 
Strategy should be explicit and supported in the interests of the university .  This must apply to all 
central bodies but also to the Schools and Departments. 



 
 

6 
 

22. Whilst the Information Strategy and Services Syndicate has the responsibility in Ordinances 
“to establish and keep under review ... and information strategy in support of the University and the 
Colleges”, it has no authority to enforce its adoption across the University. Similarly, the Syndicate is 
intended to have a duty to oversee the direction and planning of the University Computing Service 
and Management Information Services Division, but given that the latter is a sub-division of the 
Unified Administrative Services (UAS) under the responsibility of the Registrary, the ISSS’s 
constitutional position with respect to its direction of MISD is unclear. 

23. In the remit of the ISSS, no mention is made of other important IT service providers within 
the University, including the University Library’s own IT group, responsible for the provision of 
significant electronic resources, and their recently acquired sub-unit the Centre for Applied Research 
in Educational Technologies (CARET) which has pioneered the development of the university’s 
Virtual Learning Environment, CamTools.  The High-Performance Computing Service is also intended 
to provide university-wide support for HPC but has no university-level oversight. The ISSS has limited 
oversight of information systems and services provided by these groups. 

24. We believe that the ISSS needs to have more comprehensive powers to allow it to mandate 
the delivery, development and coordination of strategic IT facilities across the University and have a 
budget or significant input at PRC/RMC level to ensure there are resources to carry this through. It is 
our belief that all IT expenditure on initiatives intended for university-wide use should be considered 
as within its remit, including the IT plans of Schools, as well as all the major central non-school 
service providers. 

RECOMMENDATION (i) 
The ISSS should have more comprehensive powers to mandate the delivery, development and 
coordination of strategic IT facilities across the University.  All major IT developments within 
the University should be considered as within its remit. 

RECOMMENDATION (ii) 
The ISSS should have clear control of the assignment of service provision to central university 
providers. 

RECOMMENDATION (iii) 
The ISSS should have its own budget, or significant input at PRC/RMC level to ensure that 
there are resources to carry out the IT strategy. 

Management Structure 
25. The University Computing Service has the responsibility to develop and run the IT facilities 

necessary for the whole of the University community, including its Schools, Faculties, Departments, 
Colleges and affiliated partners.  These facilities must of necessity be broadly-based and adaptable in 
nature, providing a versatile and enabling infrastructure allowing institutions and individual students 
and staff to use them in novel and varied ways to enhance their use of IT in research and teaching. 
The focus being on utility, interconnectivity, interworking, reliability and robustness, with an 
emphasis on synthesising the global requirements across the University community rather than 
satisfying clearly defined specific process driven needs for particular constituencies. The Computing 
Service is a non-school academic-related department under the supervision of the General Board, 
similar to the University Library, although the UCS necessarily supports the broadest constitution 
possible in the university as the requirement for IT infrastructure services has become a basic need.  



 
 

7 
 

26. The Management Information Services Division is a division of the Unified Administrative 
Services where it appears to fulfil three distinct roles: 
 

• running the University’s principal business systems, each associated with a specific 
administrative section of the UAS, 

• providing the local IT support (e.g. ‘desktop’) needed by the UAS staff, analogous to any 
large department, and 

• hosting the VLE originally implemented by CARET, for which the assumption of such 
functions and roles would appear to have been largely ad hoc and without reference to 
the ISSS. 
 

27. The most significant distinction in the management oversight of the UCS and MISD arises 
from the differences in remit – MISD falls under the authority of the Registrary while the UCS is 
answerable unequivocally to the ISSS. It should be emphasised that the alignment of the UCS to the 
needs of the broader university and the associated direct oversight of the ISSS are important in 
ensuring the continued focus of the IT infrastructure services on the needs of teaching and research 
across collegiate Cambridge. 

28. It might be argued that the University Library and/or CARET should be part of the same 
management structure as the Computing Service, and in many Universities this was indeed the 
direction taken in the past. However, the differences in the operational cultures required for the 
delivery of their respective services has seen a reversal of this trend across the HE sector in recent 
years. 

29. We would suggest that the IT provision managed by the UCS, UL and MISD need very 
different development methodologies, organisational cultures and skills, and any future 
organisational structure would most sensibly preserve these for the overall benefit of the University. 
Whilst it is clearly possible to house these operations within a single management organisation 
within the University, as indeed is the case in many other Universities, we do not believe this would 
be optimal for Cambridge’s engagement in world-class teaching and research. Nevertheless, there is 
an opportunity to regularise these efforts under a common governance structure (see 
Recommendation (ii) above).  

RECOMMENDATION (iv) 
The structure and division of effort between the UCS, UL, and MISD remains appropriate, but 
the ISSS should be consistent and explicit in its oversight of them. 

Central versus Departmental Provision 
30. Whilst there are advantages in having local IT support staff who are closely involved with 

providing the local IT resources and supporting their users within a department or faculty, the 
parochial outlook of a single institution’s view of IT can result in systems and services being 
developed that serve the local community, but lack coherence across the University as a whole. 

31. For much of the core infrastructure provision and operation of IT systems, such as network 
provision, web servers or desktop computer administration, there is little to be gained by ‘re-
inventing the wheel’ for each department, and the efficiencies and economies of scale available 
from the deployment of a single unified solution can outweigh perceived advantages in creating a 
unique solution in all but the most specialist of computing environments. 
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32. We believe there are significant cost savings to be made, as well as technical advantages to 
be gained from many of the routine day-to-day infrastructure facilities used by staff and students 
within institutions being provided by a single central organisation. There is little to be gained from 
having scores of disparate implementations of the same facility across the University.   

33. Institutions should be encouraged towards using centrally provided facilities, but this might 
best be done by economic pressure rather than central diktat.  

34. The table below indicates the Computing Service’s estimate of the magnitude of the savings 
that might be made, assuming that there are approximately 250 institutional IT support staff 
currently not in the UCS. 

Managed Service % effort  in 
Departments 

FTE cost in 
Departments 

Centralised efficiency  
saving in UCS 

FTE  
saving 

Departmental  Networks 6% 15 50%  7.5 
Departmental Web Servers 2% 5 50%  2.5 
Departmental Email 2% 5 50%  2.5 
Departmental Desktops 12% 30 60%  18.0 
Departmental IT Support 15% 37.5 20%  7.5 
Departmental Hosting 8% 20 50%  10.0 
Departmental IT Storage 5% 12.5 50%  6.25 
Departmental Systems 50% 125 0%  0.0 

 
35. Assuming an average staff cost of £50k per annum, this represents a saving of £2.7m 

annually. The opportunity may be seen in the form of a cost saving, or the application of that level of 
investment in IT services more directly aligned to the needs of departments. 

RECOMMENDATION (vi) 
That departments should be encouraged to move to centrally provided facilities where cost 
savings over local provision can be made. 

IT Support Staff Organisation 
36. Local IT staff typically have two distinct types of duty: 

• the development of subject-specific IT solutions, either for teaching or research,  

• general IT support within an institution running local IT infrastructure and providing day-
to-day user support for its members. 

They are also often funded from two distinct sources: 

• central UEF Chest funding, 

• grants and special funds. 

37. Many IT staff within departments or faculties across the University are lone individuals 
servicing IT facilities within small academic communities, and their situation suffers from the 
isolation and lack of access to a broader IT community to assist them in their role, providing backup 
and access to wider experience.   

38. The career prospects for local IT staff are similarly very restricted, and opportunities to 
develop their IT skills are severely limited. Despite the best efforts of the UCS, sharing of best 
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practice amongst IT staff could be improved, and the narrow focus of their duties often leads to a 
atrophying of their skills. 

39. Managerially, many institutions find difficulty in objectively assessing or monitoring the 
technical performance of their IT staff, and frequently the Computing Service’s Institution Liaison 
Team are called in to help departmental administrators with recruitment, interviewing, staff 
appraisals and strategic IT reviews. 

40. Having general institutional IT staff more closely aligned to the University Computing Service 
would benefit them in having access to a larger group of colleagues to work with and opportunities 
to gain wider experience through secondments to and/or rotations through other duties and 
institutions.   

41. Having IT staff belong to the UCS providing support as part of a better structured and more 
formalised support regime would benefit academic staff and would also raise the morale of the staff 
involved, improving the quality of provision to academic staff in general.  In addition, under such 
arrangements, fractional FTE support for small departments could easily be provided to meet their 
limited funds and requirements. 

42. Not all IT roles within a department would naturally fit this model.  Where IT technicians are 
dedicated to research programmes, often funded on grant money, or where there are very 
specialised local requirements for teaching or administrative procedures, then membership of a 
wider centralised corpus might not be practical or particularly advantageous. 

43. However, for the regular day-to-day provision of IT infrastructure and support to an 
institution, centralised provision with locally placed support staff, who belong to a wider 
organisation must surely be to the benefit of all. 

RECOMMENDATION (vi) 
To improve the career development, the creation of a coherent professional IT community and 
provided more effective implementation of enterprise-wide common infrastructure, 
departmental IT resource should be aligned to UCS management. 

Service Level Improvements 
44. At present there is little formal provision for the out of hours support for IT. Most work 

carried out outside normal working hours is done on a voluntary basis and relies on the good will 
and professionalism of the IT support staff concerned. Some form of contractual framework for the 
provision of 24x7 cover arrangements would help to formalise this requirement and provide proper 
incentives to those providing it. Round-the-clock cover for incidents is naturally quite expensive to 
provide, and a careful assessment of the actual business requirements of the University for 
operational cover would be required for each particular service provided. 

45. Many of the University’s systems reference common entities within the enterprise: people, 
institutions, buildings, rooms, courses, computers, telephones etc.  Significant advantages are to be 
gained in referring to such common entities by standardised identifiers which are used consistently 
across the many IT systems and platforms within the University.  The use of common reference data 
of this type allows for the interconnectivity and interworking between many disparate systems and 
creates a ‘joined up’ enterprise-wide whole that is greater than the sum of its parts. 

46. Currently the University only has a single connection to the internet via JANET. When this 
connection fails for whatever reason, the University is effectively isolated from the rest of the world. 
It would be in the interests of the University to buy in a second connection to JANET at a 
geographically separate place within the University to protect it against this single point of failure. A 
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recent survey of Russell University IT Directors indicated that most of these institutions already have 
purchased such secondary connection facilities. 

47. Many departments and central services operate their own local primary machine rooms and 
separate secondary backup rooms. The Service believes there are clear efficiencies and economies of 
scale to be made by the provision of sufficiently equipped communal space for housing such 
facilities within the University. This would also have the advantage of releasing much needed local 
space within departments for academic needs. 

Large IT System Specification 
48. With the design and implementation of large IT systems there is a difficult balance to be 

made between the reliance on the professionalism and technical knowledge of the IT experts whose 
job it is to provide the systems, and the expressed and implied requirements of the University user 
community which are often informal, incoherently expressed or even contradictory.  Too often the 
technical aspirations of the user community are not practically attainable, and the easily achievable 
solutions of the IT professionals are not appropriate. The situation is often worsened by the use of 
large numbers of external consultants, none of whom have any experience of the University. 

49. Because of the highly devolved nature of governance within the University, individual 
departments have a considerable degree of autonomy and with that comes a diversity of needs and 
opinions. What is essential in specifying new IT systems is that central organisations canvas opinion 
as widely and as visibly as possible across the University community, before synthesising the various 
needs into a set of proposals or options for the senior committees within the University to decide 
upon. 

50. This process appears to have worked well in the case of the recent VoIP telephone 
replacement project, the largest at the time worldwide. Numerous widespread presentations and 
consultations were held with the significant stakeholders and users across the University: 
departments, schools, colleges, IT staff, administrators and academics. A synthesis of their individual 
requirements was then formed by the Computing Service’ s Telecommunications Team and a 
proposal brought forward to the major stakeholders and senior committees, with clear cost 
implications.  Having gained high-level agreement for the proposal, appropriate project 
management and governance frameworks were then put in place, with user representation from the 
key constituencies, to manage the project. However, in addition, regular update presentations on 
progress were also given to each of the major stakeholder groups throughout the implementation 
and rollout phase.  Throughout the deployment, close liaison was maintained with the local support 
teams and users in the individual institutions, and post deployment feedback mechanisms were put 
in place for remediation and on-going support. 

51. Whilst being considerably more labour intensive than just forming a small steering 
committee and project board to progress the project, this level of engagement with the University at 
large is clearly worth doing if such major projects are to be seen as successful in the wider 
community. 

RECOMMENDATION (vii) 
That the Telephone Replacement Project be used as an exemplar of the liaison process 
necessary for subsequent large IT projects within the University. 
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Cost Saving Opportunities 
52. Cost savings and improved service provision overall can result from sharing services, 

common infrastructure provision and economies of scale, provided they are sensitively tailored to 
the actual requirements of the institutions concerned. The most significant cost-saving 
recommendations in this report are reflected in the discussion of departmental versus central 
support. 

53. Academic institutions are uniquely well-placed to take advantage of emerging cloud-based 
services (i.e. shared services hosted by third parties, accessed via the internet) from large providers 
such as Microsoft and Google. These vendors are strategically committed to a commercial future 
based on that method of service provision, and view undergraduate use in universities as an ideal 
way to gain acceptance for that service model. Consequently the services are currently typically free 
for university use. The University should continue its strategy of exploiting these services where that 
is advantageous. 

54. Opportunities for saving costs can also exist through outsourcing service provision to 
external third party organisations.  However, here it must be recognised that loss of developmental 
control and a need to accept lowest common denominator solutions across the HE sector or IT 
industry must be faced. There are situations in which a mature market exists whose needs are 
generally similar across the whole sector, and in such cases it does make sense to contract out for 
such services.  Many of the services provided by JANET are examples of such situations. 

55. Before embarking on such outsourcing solutions however, it is important to carry out a 
proper comparison of the actual long-term full economic costs involved. Third party contracting 
involves much more investment in licence management, service monitoring, vendor liaison and 
negotiation, technical support mediation, local training costs, and a pace of change that is driven by 
outside forces which are largely oblivious to a university’s local requirements and timescales. Issues 
such as data security, legal responsibility requirements (DPA, FOI, RIPA etc.), performance and 
bandwidth issues, and IPR issues, must also be taken into careful consideration and be constantly 
monitored.  The total lifetime costs of such provision should be carefully evaluated. 

Other Issues 

Funding 
56. The funding model for centralised IT provided by the Computing Service is transparent but 

somewhat onerous for funding on-going operational equipment spend (i.e. for the range of services 
listed as ‘centrally funded’ in Appendix A). The Service has no dedicated budget to run the facilities 
required by the University, nor does it have any form of Research and Development budget for more 
speculative investigations into future technologies or solutions. The net effect of the (wholly 
supported) greater transparency and more effective oversight of the UCS expenditure over the past 
decade is that IT investment for the core activities of the broad university have been tightly 
constrained while expenditure on IT has increased disproportionately in other areas. 

57. Like any other academic department under the supervision of the General Board, the UCS 
has a Chest allocation that consists of two parts: a budget for staff costs and a non-pay budget to run 
the department and operate the University’s IT systems. The staff budget at present does not 
actually cover the current salary costs of the existing members of staff, despite the Service holding at 
least half a dozen established posts vacant. 
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58. The remaining non-pay portion of the Chest allocation, which for the coming financial year 
2011-12 is £339,000, is just over half what is necessary to operate and maintain the upkeep of the 
existing services the University relies on, falling short by at least £250,000 per annum. This later 
shortfall has to be made up by the department bidding separately for an equipment fund allocation 
to the Service, which would normally be issued to an academic department for its own internal 
equipment and furniture overheads, but which the Service uses largely to fund the University’s 
service requirements.   

59. Every year, the Equipment Fund allocation appears to be treated as a separate exercise from 
the annual Planning Round, in which we explicitly made clear we need an additional £250,000 to 
continue to operate the existing services.  This year, once again, despite it being agreed in the 
Planning Round 2010 that £250,000 of equipment grant should be ring-fenced for running the 
Service, we were awarded only £113,000. 

60. It is instructive to note that none of the other central service organisations appear to be 
operating under such funding constraints, judging by the published allocations awarded to them for 
2011-12: 

 Central funding for  
Pay 

Central Funding for 
Non-Pay 

Computing Service £4,614,000 £339,000 
University Library £7,089,273 £2,191,727 
CARET £372,000 £44,000 
MISD £4,348,205 1,544,430 

 

RECOMMENDATION (viii) 
That the allocation of funds for non-pay operational expenses for the UCS should be made 
more straight forward, and should include an element explicitly for Research and 
Development activities. 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 
August 2011 
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Appendix A 
 

Service Description Target 
Clients 

Institution Control Funding 

Network Services 
Granta Backbone 
Network (GBN) 

37 kilometres of backbone ducting. 
83 kilometres of fibre-optic cable. 
24x7 operation carrying all of the 
University’s core data and 
communications traffic. 

Institutions Rentable dark fibre Total pay, non-pay and 
capital investment charged 
for by annual rental. 

Cambridge University 
Data Network (CUDN) 

18 core routers. 
164 Point of Presence (POP) routers 
connecting backbone to boundary of 
departments, Colleges and affiliated 
institutions (e.g. CUP, Cambridge 
Assessment, Cambridge Enterprise, 
CCDC, MRC units, CRUK). 
Dual path redundancy. 
10 Gbs connection to JANET. 

Institutions IP address ranges, 
sub-domain names 
(130,000  active 
network addresses 
in use) 

JANET subscription (£284k) 
recovered from institutions. 
Non-pay and capital 
investment costs charged 
for by annual rental and 
quarterly traffic charge. 
 

Lapwing/Eduroam Managed wireless service. 
750 Access Points. 
Raven/Eduroam authentication. 

Institutions Locally managed 
access tickets 
(27,000 issued pa) 

Non-pay costs and capital 
investment charged for by 
annual rental. 

Telephony Services 
Telephone service Cisco Call Manager Exchange. 

Dual server redundancy. 
16,500 VoIP telephones managed by 
UCS. 
Voice mail system. 
University telephonist. 
24x7 operation. 

Institutions Distribution and 
number assignment. 
Telephone 
configuration. 

Pay, non-pay and capital 
investment charged for by 
annual rental. 
Call charges billed monthly. 

 Directory Online University Directory (Lookup) 
containing contact details of all staff and 
students. 
Published paper Telephone Directory 
extracted from online database. 

Institutions Local administrative 
control of contents. 

Paper Directories charged 
for.   
Online Directory centrally 
funded. 

Videoconferencing Central videoconferencing facility. 
Portable equipment hire. 
Advice and consultancy 

Staff and 
Students 

Equipment hire. Non-pay and out of hours 
staff costs charged for. 

Identity Management 
Raven/Shibboleth Web Authentication System. 

7.5 million authentications per annum. 
Institutions Add authentication 

to web sites 
Centrally funded. 

Account Management 55,000+ user accounts Staff and 
Students 

Requested feeds to 
departments and 
Colleges for local 
systems. 

Centrally funded. 

Machine Rooms 
Central Machine 
Room 

Arup Building, New Museums Site. 
Fire suppression system. 
Cooling. 
Uninterruptable Power Supply (dual 
546A). 
Backup generator. 

Institutions Physical and virtual 
hosting of 
institutional servers. 

Centrally funded. 
Institutional machines non-
pay costs charged for. 

Off-site 
MachineRoom 

Rented third-party hosting, 
Redstone, Science Park,  
Hosts UCS duplicate backup servers. 

  Centrally funded (costs 
~£70k pa) 

Email 
Hermes Message 
Store 

Central Email Service 
45,000 users. 
190,000 messages per annum. 

Staff and 
Students 

 Centrally funded. 

Email Lists Email list management. Staff and 
Students 

Local management 
of institutional email 
lists 

Centrally funded. 

Mail hubbing Anti-virus and anti-spam shielding. 
350 managed and independent mail 
domains shielded. 

Institutions Local management 
of protection levels. 

Centrally funded. 
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Managed Mail 
Domains 

Managed local mail domains. 
Over 250 institutional domains 
managed. 

Institutions Local management 
of email addresses. 

Centrally funded. 

Web Services 
Central Web Site www.cam.ac.uk 

500 million hits per annum from ~250 
countries. 

Staff and 
Students, the 
World 

 Centrally funded. 

Managed Web 
Servers 

Managed virtual web servers and Wiki 
sites. 
 

Small 
Institutions 
and Groups 

Web site 
management and 
content. 

Centrally funded. 

Content Management 
Services 

Falcon web content management 
service.  

Institutions 
and Groups 

Web content. Non-pay costs charged for. 

Web Search University-wide web indexing and 
search facility. 
2.5 million documents indexed on over 
850 University web servers. 

Institutions, 
Staff and 
Students 

Tailored local search 
administration. 
Quicklinks for 
significant 
keywords. 

Centrally funded. 

Streaming Media High performance multi-media storage 
and delivery facility 

Institutions Media storage 
management. 

Centrally funded.  

Personal Web Sites Personal web presence for individual 
members of University. 
20,000 users 

Staff and 
Students 

 Centrally funded. 

Calendaring Google calendaring software. 
Web managed individual and 
institutional calendars. 

Institutions, 
Staff and 
Students 

Creation and 
Management of 
local calendars. 

Centrally funded. 

Bulletin Boards University-wide bulletin board facilities.   Centrally funded. 
Communal IT Facilities 
User Areas Access to communal Desktop Services. 

Use of common productivity software 
and specialist teaching and research 
applications. 
Summer School visitor support. 

Staff and 
Students 

Institutions can add 
own specialist 
applications. 

Centrally funded. 
Institutions pay for 
specialist application 
licenses. 

Advice and Consultancy 
Technical Advice and 
Support 

Provision of help and advice to members 
of the University, from novices to 
experts. 
Over 13,000 calls per annum from over 
6,000 users. 

Staff and 
Students. 

Calls can be 
forwarded from 
local IT support 
staff. 

Centrally funded. 

TechLink Professional advice and assistance to 
institutional IT support staff. 
Fast-track call resolution. 
Regular technical seminars and 
briefings. 

Institutions Nomination of local 
IT support staff. 

Centrally funded. 

Institution Liaison Help and guidance with strategic IT 
issues. 
Recruitment, appraisal, reviews. 

Institutions  Centrally funded, major 
commissioned work 
charged for. 

eScience Support for science and technology 
teaching and research. 
Specialist courses, seminars, assistance. 

Staff and 
Students. 
 

 Centrally funded. 

Assistive Technology Help and guidance on using assistive 
technology for users with disabilities. 

Staff and 
Students. 

 Centrally funded. 

Managed Facilities 
Managed Networks Management and development of 

internal institutional networks. 
Institutions Negotiated contract. Pay and non-pay costs 

charged for. 
Managed Servers Management and development of 

institutional computer servers and 
services. 

Institutions Negotiated contract. Pay and non-pay costs 
charged for. 

Managed Desktops Management and development of 
institutional desktop computer systems. 
Managed Cluster Facilities. 

Institutions Negotiated contract. Some pay and non-pay 
costs charged for. 
Some central funding. 

Managed Printing Management and development of 
institutional printing systems 

Institutions Negotiated contract. Pay and non-pay costs 
charged for. 

CamGrid Management of CamGrid collaboration. Institutions Local management 
of CamGrid clusters. 

Pay and non-pay costs 
charged for. 

IT Training 
Course Programme Extensive IT training programme with 

over 360 training sessions held a year. 
Staff and 
Students. 
Institutions. 

Bespoke courses 
and in-house 
sessions. 

Centrally funded. 
Some certified courses 
charged for. 
Bespoke courses charged. 
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University Training 
Booking System 

University-wide web course booking 
system. 
Over 1,500 courses, from all the major 
training providers in the University. 

Staff and 
Students 

Major training 
providers have 
control over own 
course programme 
management. 

Centrally funded. 

Central Teaching 
Facilities 

4 IT Teaching Rooms of various sizes. 
Fully equipped with AV systems. 
Up to 40 desktops in class. 
PCs (Windows and Linux)  and Macs 
available. 
Hireable for institutions’ own courses. 
Used for special needs facilities during 
examination period by Board of 
Examinations. 

Staff and 
Students. 
Institutions. 

Specific institutional 
requirements. 

Centrally funded. 
Non-UCS usage charged for. 

IT Security 
CERT Cambridge Emergency Response Team. 

24x7 duty rota (voluntary). 
Coordinate response to emergency 
situations involving University’s IT 
systems. 
Traffic flow monitoring. 

Institutions Local contact and 
emergency 
procedures. 

Centrally funded. 

Probing Nessus 
Regular probing sweeps of visible 
servers. 
Identify potential breaches and 
vulnerabilities. 

Institutions Regular probing 
reports given. 
Specify what is 
probed. 

Centrally funded. 

Customer Services 
Hardware Repair Personal and institutional computer 

repairs. 
Staff and 
Students. 

Service contracts 
available. 

Some pay and all non-pay 
costs recovered from 
charging. 

Digital Photography 
and Printing 

Printing, design and photographic 
services. 
Graduation photography. 
Exhibitions – Double Exposure 

Staff and 
Students. 

Commissioned 
work. 

Some pay and all non-pay 
costs recovered from 
charging. 

Software Distribution 
and Licensing 

University-wide software licence 
management and distribution. 

Staff and 
Students. 
Institutions. 

Institutional 
licensing.  

Some pay and all non-pay 
costs recovered from 
charging. 
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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The University of Cambridge (the University) is a complex environment comprising a 
confederation of 31 Colleges and over 150 departments, faculties, schools and other 
institutions. The University functions with a central administration organisation under 
the Unified Administration Service (UAS). University governance is provided by 
bodies consisting of, and mainly elected by, the current academic personnel of the 
Faculties and Colleges. A large part of Cambridge's day-to-day administration is 
carried out by teaching staff on behalf of their colleagues, and the University's 
governmental structure is democratic. As Cambridge passes its 800th anniversary, it 
is not surprising that the way in which the University governs itself can appear 
complex. 
 
The demands therefore on Information Services and Technology Services are 
diverse in nature, requirements, delivery and governance.  The Information business 
of the University can be categorised by users of these systems who are engaged in 
one or more of the following; Research, Teaching and Learning, Administration, 
Colleges, Communications and External Relations, Publishing and Assessments. 
 
The drivers and needs for services are different across each of these business areas 
and groups of end users, and when considering the delivery of services rather than 
just technology, these need to be recognised and addressed in the delivery model. 
 
For the purposes of this document, the IT provision in each of the 31 Colleges in 
Cambridge has not been included. 
 
1.1. SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
The conclusions within this document are based upon maximising the capabilities in 
each area of the University without involving large scale change, which would be 
disruptive, time consuming and unlikely to return significant benefits.  
 
All Schools should consider implementing the new structure proposed for the School 
of the Physical Sciences to increase the value from IT by sharing and collaboration 
of resources and services across departments. In each School a robust IT 
management structure will create a professional approach to IT provision, and create 
a balanced IT structure in the University across the Schools, MISD and UCS.  
 
The structure of IT governance must be improved to bring focus to developing the 
strategy and investment planning of new systems and capabilities to meet critical 
business needs. Consideration of a revised ISSS, to create a leadership group with a 
remit to focus on strategic investment is needed. Comprising of a sub group of the 
PVC’s, the Heads of Schools, the Directors of MISD and UCS, and the Heads of IT 
for the Schools will give focus to aligning investment to our critical business needs.  
 
For the operational and development activities of the core business services 
(finance, staff, student records and research systems) we should continue to utilise 
the existing Systems Committees that have been established for this purpose. 
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MISD should increase the provision of the services it provides for administrative staff 
and operational business processes. MISD currently provides to a large number of 
institutions, both within and outside of the UAS, a range of business, office, technical 
and administration services. MISD has the capability to extend its services and is 
discussing new requests for assistance from institutions that have identified the 
benefits of transferring their IT to MISD. MISD is developing a new range of business 
services through the Integrated Services Programme including document 
management, business process/change analysis and on-line/self-service services. 
 
UCS has an established core infrastructure and enabling services and is providing 
dedicated technology for individuals and institutions. Some ancillary services should 
be reviewed for their value in the overall portfolio of UCS services, and moving focus 
to the core enabling infrastructure, working to optimise costs where possible. 
 
CARET should remain focused on innovation in learning and research technologies; 
creating online learning spaces for lecturers and students; and activities related to 
new technologies in higher education, ranging from needs analysis and evaluation to 
broader, externally funded research projects. Following the transfer of the 
operational support and maintenance of CamTools to MISD, CARET can now 
concentrate their resources on research and development activities, with the on-
going operational service being delivered by MISD, for the CARET developments. 
 

 
2. DRIVERS FOR CHANGE 

 
A key driver for IT is to maintain the competitive position of the University with the 
provision of IT services that are commensurate with a leading research university.  
This requires us to provide services for research, teaching and learning, student and 
staff experiences (to aid attraction, retention and effectiveness), and to maintain our 
presence in the international communities of higher education, research, publishing 
and delivering educational assessment worldwide. 
 
This position must be balanced with the needs for compliance, security of 
information, cost and value for money. The University is challenged to increase the 
value and effectiveness of expenditure on IT services in a world that is becoming 
dominated by electronic information and new technology. 

 
3. IT PROVISION ACROSS THE UNIVERSITY 

 
3.1. SCHOOLS AND DEPARTMENTS 

 
IT delivery in Schools and Departments is provided at a local level. Each institution, 
and in many cases individual departments, have separate and independent 
arrangements and staff for providing IT services.  
 
Support varies by Department from a single managed computer officer team across 
the whole Department, to dedicated support for a research project, to individual 
computer officers having responsibility for different parts within a Department. The 
latter situation sometimes arises when the Department is split-site or contains 
individual smaller institutions.  
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In general there is little evidence of widespread user dissatisfaction; however the 
review by the School of the Physical Sciences reported that user expectations for IT 
provision are not generally high. 
 
In many Departments there are a high number of technically skilled individuals who 
support their own IT needs, and only require basic network connectivity. 
 
3.2. CAMBRIDGE ASSESSMENTS AND UNIVERSITY PRESS 
 
Cambridge Assessments (CA) and the University Press (CUP) both have an IT 
group dedicated specifically to meet their requirements. The commercial nature of 
their businesses means they have very different requirements from other areas of 
the University, and with a need to compete in an external commercial market (and 
with offices based worldwide), their drivers for IT are unique to these markets. Their 
focus is on the large scale business systems they require (for example Sales, 
Printing, On-line Commercial Services). 
 
There is opportunity to share knowledge and experience and to strengthen our 
position with some of the major business systems vendors in purchasing 
negotiations (e.g. Oracle) and regular discussions between the IT Directors of CA, 
CUP and MISD are established. 
 
3.3. UAS 

 
The UAS remit is to provide support to the University Council, Schools, Faculties and 
Departments of the University, providing the overall administrative services that 
enable the University to operate as a public sector higher education and research 
institution. The main drivers are compliance, financial control, staff management, 
student administration, support for research, external affairs and communications, 
and support for the governance structures within the University. 

 
Management Information Services (MISD) provides the business systems for UAS 
and to other institutions where economies of scale reduced costs and increased the 
levels of IT services for the institutions. Advice, analysis and business consultancy is 
provided to groups undertaking business change and considering IT enablement of 
their processes. The largest University system is the student administration system 
(CamSIS) that maintains the student academic record, and MISD provide this service 
to all Colleges, Departments and central groups.  
 
MISD provides support to other institutions where the requirement is for 
administration and business solutions integrated with robust specialist applications, 
or where there is a need to provide a stable and managed service for large numbers 
of users. Through economies of scale and with a flexible set of business applications 
MISD is able to provide institutions an extensive IT service relieving them of the 
burden of managing their own IT functions.  

 
3.4. INSTITUTE OF CONTINUING EDUCATION (ICE) 
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The Institute offers a vibrant and diverse array of subjects and courses for personal 
and professional development. They offer short non-credit courses, residential and 
summer schools, and award-bearing programmes ranging from Certificates through 
to Master of Studies degrees.  
 
Teaching is conducted throughout East Anglia and the East Midlands, with some 
courses in London and a growing number of courses which are solely online. The 
business model requires a range of IT services that enable online booking and 
payment for courses and accommodation, web based access to teaching materials 
and flexibility to run summer schools and teaching out of the Cambridge 
environment.  
 
The Institute had a small under resourced IT group based at Madingley Hall. The 
changing nature of the Institutions business model and funding prompted a review of 
the IT provision. Greater emphasis on the development of on-line capabilities, 
including on-line booking and payment for courses, the availability of course 
materials for students and the need to accelerate the use of IT in their teaching calls 
for greater focus on the development of new technology. The Institute decided to 
move the IT provision to MISD to enable the shift of resources onto developing new 
capabilities, utilising the economies of scale and development resources available in 
MISD. 
 
3.5. UNIVERSITY LIBRARY 

  
The University Library mission is to deliver world-class library and information 
services to meet the needs of the local, national and international scholarly 
community and to support the University’s mission to contribute to society through 
the pursuit of education, learning and research at the highest international levels of 
excellence. There are four dependent libraries (The Betty and Gordon Moore Library, 
the Medical Library, the Central Science Library and the Squire Law Library) which 
together with the Agency for the Legal Deposit Libraries and the University Archives 
are supervised by the Library Syndicate. 
 
The Library relies on very specific applications for managing published information 
from a variety of sources including paper and digital media. The Library has a small 
number of IT staff.  
 
Recently integrated into the Library is the Centre for Applied Research in Educational 
Technologies (CARET). CARET is an innovation unit focused on learning and 
research technologies; creating online learning spaces for lecturers and students. 
CARET also has a growing group of researchers involved in a wide variety of 
activities related to new technologies in higher education, ranging from needs 
analysis and evaluation to broader, externally funded research projects.   
 
MISD provide the infrastructure platform and operational support for ‘CamTools’, the 
main CARET application, allowing the CARET team to focus on innovation and 
further development of the CamTools capabilities. 
 
Opportunities exist for greater cooperation between the University Library and MISD. 
Recent work to coordinate data feeds between central systems has created 
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efficiencies in administration processes, and work on other services and 
improvements are underway. 
 
3.6. UNIVERSITY COMPUTING SERVICE (UCS) 
 
UCS provide computing facilities and related services in support of research and 
teaching in the University of Cambridge, as follows: Networks, electronic mail and 
web authentication, computing resources to individual members of the University and 
institutions, ancillary support services such as videoconferencing, printing, 
photography and illustration, advice and consultancy services including a Help Desk, 
the Techlink support scheme for local computer staff and a wide range of training 
courses.  
 

4. GOVERNANCE OF BUSINESS SYSTEMS, STRATEGY AND IT 
 

The Information Strategy and Services Syndicate (ISSS) intended remit is to focus 
on developing IT Strategy and Services for the University. The syndicate also 
provides oversight of the work of MISD and UCS. The ISSS is chaired by a senior 
academic and has representation from across the University, including the Colleges.  
 
The ISSS does not provide oversight for Colleges, Schools or Departments, or for 
the major IT investments associated with research grants. 
 
The ISSS has not been effective in operating at a strategic level and is immersed in 
the detail of operational matters. There is no strategic long term view of the 
information requirements of the University; some work was started in AY2009/10 to 
address this, but is still to develop into a strategic plan. For example; the 
Financial/HR systems review is the only strategic piece of work being undertaken, 
and this has been initiated from within UAS. The North West Cambridge 
development, the largest strategic programme in the University, is not on the ISSS 
agenda.  
 
The ISSS try to focus on both strategy and operational activities with difficulty. As we 
move forward consideration should be given to the role and membership of the ISSS. 
Governance of Information Systems and related processes should be led by 
business needs and accountable to those with responsibility for returning the benefits 
from the investment in technology. For example; the investment in business 
processes (and systems) to support our research activities should be linked to the 
requirements of the research activities, and overseen by the Research Policy 
Committee. 
 
This paper recommends that the remit and membership of the ISSS is changed to 
create a smaller and strategically focused business group. The business group could 
comprise of a sub group of the PVC’s, the Heads of Schools, the Directors of MISD 
and UCS, and the Heads of IT for the Schools. Meeting no more than twice per year 
this group will be sufficient to set strategy and agree the investment portfolio for our 
business systems and supporting technology. 

 
Each major business system (supporting Finance, Staff, Students and Research) is 
currently overseen by a senior leadership teams that governs the operational and 
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development work of these systems. The Finance System Committee reports to the 
Finance Committee, the HR Systems Committee reports to the HR Committee, the 
Student Information System Committee reports to the Education Committee. For 
Research systems the Research Policy Committee fills the role of the systems 
committee. The committees are supported by a number of specific user groups 
advising on user requirements. These arrangements have proved to be appropriate 
for the governance of the core business systems. 
 
With the development of the Head of IT role in the Schools this presents further 
opportunity for co-operation between Schools and the IT groups at the management 
layer, and these could be represented as appropriate in the above committees. 
 

5. OPTIONS FOR CHANGE AND IMPROVEMENT 
 
The Cambridge institutions have very different goals, missions and more importantly 
governance arrangements, albeit under the overall umbrella of the University and its 
mission and core values. When considering arrangements for IT provision we must 
acknowledge the complexities of our institutions and their needs to directly support 
the specific business they operate in. The governance bodies for the institutions 
must retain both the strategy and decision making over their IT needs. A one size to 
fit all model for IT is not commensurate with a University that values innovation and 
freedom, and where each business has to operate without constraints imposed by 
others. However, maximising return on our investment in IT is essential in reducing 
unnecessary costs. 
 
The complexity of the University presents challenges for any major change, 
especially relating to the supply of services that have developed locally and in accord 
with specific local requirements over a long period of time, and are an integral part of 
the fabric of the institutions.  
 
A pragmatic approach builds upon the current institutional structures providing the IT 
capabilities and services, and looks for synergies and collaborative working across 
all institutions, to fully utilise the services being provided by others. 
 
It should be noted that not all academics and research initiatives require extensive 
support from IT groups. It is therefore recommended that as users of IT will require 
different levels of support we should value the flexibility for individual users and 
research programs to opt in or out of IT services where appropriate, whilst providing 
assurance to non technical users that they can obtain the support and services they 
require. 

 
5.1. Schools and Departments  

 
The School of the Physical Sciences has recently completed a review of IT 
provision across the school. The review proposes appointing an IT Manager and 
Deputy, from existing resources, to coordinate the provision of IT services 
across the School of the Physical Sciences.  
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By establishing this coordination the School can identify and take forward 
opportunities for leveraging IT resources to deliver core services, develop 
common applications and share best practice.  
 
This retains local accountability within the School and could be phased into 
departments as the new structure develops. Discussions with service providers 
(e.g. internal - MISD, UCS, external – equipment and software vendors) would 
then be coordinated with Schools, leading to improved negotiations on central 
services, and greater leverage with external suppliers.  
 
The approach would enable smaller departments to consolidate their IT with 
other departments where economies of scale would provide service 
improvements and cost benefits.  

 
This approach is scalable to other Schools, and offers the possibility that a large 
department could perform this role for the whole school.  

 
The School of Clinical Medicine are slightly more complex in this structure as 
they rely on very specific systems to provide administration of placements in the 
medical field, and need to work with the National Health Service systems. The 
School has already consolidated IT provision into a single group supporting the 
12 departments within the School. In a joint development with MISD the School 
has developed an integrated student administration system using CamSIS and 
Moodle, their Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) as part of a strategic 
programme to replace their legacy systems, and leveraging the Universities 
major systems where appropriate. 

  
5.2. Cambridge Assessment and Cambridge University Press 

 
As these are discrete businesses which differ widely from traditional teaching, 
research and administration the autonomy of these groups could continue, each 
governed by their management structures. The Director level cooperation with 
MISD should continue as these three groups work using industry standard large 
scale applications and the opportunities and benefits to leverage the work of 
each other will provide mutual benefit. No organisational changes are proposed. 

 
5.3. UAS  
 

UAS is challenged to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of the 
administration services it provides across the collegiate University. Over the past 
few years major investment in information systems and applications has taken 
place and the drivers for IT are to increase the breadth of usage and capabilities 
of these systems to improve our business processes and compliance 
obligations, reduce administrative costs where possible, and maximise our 
return on investment by removing duplication.  
 
Recognising the pressure to reduce costs and increase efficiency UAS has 
created the Integrated Services change programme to streamline University 
processes (e.g. central student administration, on-line web staff recruitment, 
purchasing and payment processes) to remove duplication of work and data 
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entry in UAS, Schools and Departments, and to extend the use of the UAS 
services to other institutions. 
 
MISD now has (at the request of the institutions) the IT responsibility for the 
Development and Alumni Relations Offices, The Cambridge Trusts, UBSS, the 
CamTools infrastructure and first line support, and the IT services at ICE. By 
transferring the IT services on to MISD central systems the independent 
systems have been switched off, thus removing duplication, reducing ongoing 
resources and costs, and providing additional support for specialist departmental 
systems. 
 
MISD is committed to widening its support to other institutions, and improving 
cost effectiveness by increasing the utilisation of existing assets, and introducing 
new services. Discussions with other groups are progressing. 

 
UAS/MISD is undertaking a major strategic review of the University systems for 
Finance (CUFS), Research Grants financial management and HR (CHRIS) in 
preparation for a mandatory upgrade required to CUFS by the end of 2013. This 
is a wide ranging review that will assess business needs, financial costs, 
requirements of administering research grants, financial and staff management 
activities and options for consolidating software platforms and reducing costs. 
This will be a three year programme of work. 

 
5.4. UCS 
 

Continues to build and develop the core underlying IT infrastructure across the 
University, providing our core backbone data network (including cable ducting 
and fibre), the new telephone system and the enhancements to the University 
central web authentication service and database (Raven and Jackdaw). UCS 
focuses on providing computing resources to individual members of the 
University and to institutions, and ancillary support services such as 
videoconferencing, printing, and photography and illustration. They specialise in 
developing core infrastructure capabilities that are used by departments and 
researchers, where commercial products are either not available or would limit 
the requirements.  
 
With UCS providing the core network infrastructure and a wide range of 
technical infrastructure for researchers, the specialist business groups can focus 
on delivering specific services for their business areas. 

 
6. CONCLUSIONS 
 

The diversity of the University is a critical factor in delivering IT services that align 
with the needs of the varying businesses and research programmes. IT should be 
less about technology and more about meeting business requirements. 
 
An incremental approach to change is essential to value and promote diversity and 
innovation, building upon our current strengths and achievements. 
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Business areas need choice and flexibility to determine the services that meet their 
needs and the ability to pick and choose the services and technology they require 
from others, where they can be provided in a professionally managed and cost 
efficient way. 
 
6.1. ISSS 
 
As described above (4) this paper recommends that the remit and membership of the 
ISSS is changed to create a smaller and strategically focused business group 
consisting of a sub group of the PVC’s, the Heads of Schools, the Directors of MISD 
and UCS, and the Heads of IT for the Schools.  

 
The existing senior leadership teams that oversee the operational and development 
work of the core business systems should continue. This arrangement is proved to 
be appropriate for the governance of the specific business systems. 
 
6.2. Schools and Departments 
  
The changes being established for provision of IT Services across the School of the 
Physical Sciences provides a platform for change to consolidate at the School level 
and raise the quality of IT services delivered across the School. This approach 
allows each department to retain responsibility for setting its strategic priorities, 
monitor performance and retain accountability for the resources. Senior department 
heads are released from directly managing IT technical issues and staff, and benefit 
from the reduction in duplication of IT services, and achieve resolution to the 
problems identified by the review. 
 
Across the Schools there are over 70 departments most with independent IT 
resources that have the potential to consolidate within School level management 
structures. This has proved to work in the School of Clinical Medicine, and is 
proposed in the School of the Physical Sciences.  This model should be considered 
in each School thus creating within each School a central focus for consolidating IT 
resources and services, and for determining development plans for IT that meet the 
needs of each School. 
 
6.3. UAS and MISD 
 
UAS is involved in major changes to the provision of business services, with MISD 
leading on several business change initiatives. These changes will result in 
increased efficiency across UAS, Schools and Departments. 
 
The integration of institutional IT groups into MISD has demonstrated the ability to 
improve services and reducing overall costs by leveraging the business services and 
resources within MISD. As MISD extends its services and support beyond the 
traditional basic administration capabilities, other institutions could benefit by the 
ability to focus on their core business requirements without the overhead and costs 
of managing non core activities. 
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The strategic review of the finance and staff management systems will form the basis 
of future initiatives to rationalise and improve our business systems, and provide 
greater information and support for Schools, departments and other institutions.  
 
The recent move for the CamTools system to be operated by MISD will enable 
further development by CARET and MISD of on-line services for students and 
teaching, which will enhance the reputational image of the University. 
 
6.4. CARET 

 
CARET should remain focused on learning and research technologies; creating 
online learning spaces for lecturers and students; and activities related to new 
technologies in higher education, ranging from needs analysis and evaluation to 
broader, externally funded research projects. Moving the on-going support activities 
into MISD allows them to concentrate their resources on development and research 
activities. 

 
6.5. UCS 
 
UCS provides the underlying core network technology fabric and dedicated 
technology for individuals and institutions. The value of this role should not be under 
estimated, and it allows for the choice of individuals, and larger institutions to take 
the services they require. UCS may wish to consider if some of their ancillary 
services (E.g. printing, photography, illustration, IT training) remains part of the core 
technical infrastructure services.  
 




