


Response to University Review of IT Infrastructure and Support 
 
This document is made up of four key areas:  
 

1) The current situation in the Faculty of English as far as IT infrastructure and 
support is concerned 

2) The advantages and disadvantages of the current situation 
3) Our relationships and dealings with other University Institutions 
4) The Faculty's plans for IT support and infrastructure looking to the future. 

 
Section 1: Current IT Infrastructure and Support 
 
The Faculty of English (including the Department of Anglo-Saxon, Norse and Celtic) 
is a large Faculty comprised of 46 University teaching officers, 10 full-time 
administrative staff, 8 researchers and 5 full-time library staff.  IT support for all of 
these people is undertaken by our Computer Officer and, in her absence, minor IT 
support is carried out by a senior secretary.  It is understood, though, that this is a 
small proportion of the senior secretary's work and she is not expected to know all 
the ins and outs of our IT infrastructure.  The Computer Officer has provided a ring 
binder that, in the event of her absence, contains information about how to maintain 
the servers and keep things running, as well as a list of contact details.  The 
Computer Officer also maintains a larger operations manual for other IT support staff 
with more complete details about local systems and procedures.  As with almost all 
local IT infrastructures within Cambridge, the English Faculty's is uniquely dedicated 
to our needs as a Faculty and has been customised to suit us. 
 
The Faculty Computer Officer is line-managed by the Faculty Administrator, with 
whom there are termly meetings apart from the usual day-to-day interactions.  The 
CO and the AO review the prioritisation of projects and day-to-day IT needs as 
necessary.  Also involved with IT are the IT & Equipment committee, which reports to 
the Faculty Board, and the Faculty Webmaster -- a position occupied by an academic 
-- who reports to the IT&E Committee, which is also chaired by an academic member 
of staff. 
 
IT support in the faculty currently covers the following areas: 

• Supporting 100+ computers (mixture of Macs and Windows-based PCs, 
some PWF. Technical support for hardware and software, including some 
specialist software.  Installation and maintenance of software and hardware.) 

• Administration of 3 fully active servers (1 file server for administrative staff, 1 
DHCP and Authentication server, and 1 web server composed of multiple 
virtual hosts - see below for more information) 

• Installation and maintenance for 70+ VoIP phones (although much of this 
work is devolved to the Telephone Liaison Officer, leaving only the 
networking part to the CO) 

• Installation, support and maintenance of 11 Network switches that are spread 
across three hub rooms and are used by two departments 

• Technical AV support for 7 large seminar rooms (although most day-to-day 
AV maintenance is carried out by the Faculty's custodians, anything involving 
computers is usually done with CO support) 

• Supporting an IT Training Suite in the Faculty Library with 12 student 
computers and 1 admin/teacher computer 

• Runs local training courses on using Faculty AV equipment and occasionally 
Q&A sessions on Microsoft Office products (Word and PowerPoint) 



• Recommends and purchases IT equipment and services and is on the 
Faculty's IT and Equipment committee. 

• Main point of contact for the two departmental web sites in the Faculty 
(English and the Department of Anglo-Saxon, Norse and Celtic).  Also heavily 
involved in maintaining, redesigning (as needed) and securing these sites.  
Much of the day-to-day updating of specific sections has been devolved to 
the secretaries primarily involved in those sections (e.g. Part I, Part II and 
Post-Graduate sections as well as the Faculty Library). 

• Design and implement disaster recovery solutions for IT in the building. 

• The CO also supports and, when necessary, maintains the following web 
sites associated with the Faculty: The Centre for Material Texts, Medieval 
Imaginations, Converse and The English Faculty Library. 

 
 
Section 2: The Advantages and Disadvantages of our Current IT Support 
Infrastructure 

 
Advantages: 

• We have dedicated, on-site support from a real person that we know and trust 

• This person has a varied and interesting job and can gain satisfaction from 
seeing projects through from start to finish. 

• Our CO can easily provide for and support non-standard requirements.  This 
allows for staff to have choice in the hardware and software and that changes 
can often be made quickly. 

• Resource management is locally controlled so we can re-prioritise resources 
to meet changes in academic demand.  We can be nimble! 

• All this aside, we can still make use of standard equipment/software when 
needed or appropriate. 

 
Disadvantages: 

• We are heavily reliant on one person for support.  We know this is not the 
case in all faculties, but our CO has no team to delegate to so we have 
limited options for holiday cover. Our CO also does a range of things across 
what would be considered several grades (estimated grades 6 through 9), so 
sometimes when things have to reprioritised on the fly, it's not always optimal 
for long-term efficiency. Her workload can sometimes be quite high (but 
manageable) 

• It is difficult to find time for professional development at times. 

• In the long term, the CO is managed by someone who is not an 'IT Person'.  
It's possible that the AO could struggle to manage a situation involving 
poor/under-performance.  There could also be a risk of the COs decisions 
being insufficiently challenged through lack of knowledge. 

• We are reliant on a CO who keeps in regular contact with UCS and other 
formal and informal networks of Computer Officers.  There is a semi-formal 
relationship with UCS's institution strategy team, but we are reliant on the 
individuals' initiative in keeping that going. 

• There are occasional operational inefficiencies in running servers which are 
dedicated to the Faculty.  For example, some emails with attachments sent 
from the Faculty are bounced back from @admin addresses, which requires a 
manual work-around every time.  This kind of thing would be avoided if the 
infrastructure was less fragmented. 

 
 
 



 
 
Section 3: Our relationships with other University Institutions 
 
The School of Arts and Humanities and other Schools 
The Faculty of English falls under the School of Arts and Humanities, which devolves 
a budget to the Faculty for IT and other equipment.  CIF money also used to be 
routed through the School, but this has now come to an end.  Other than the 
provision of resources, the School is not involved in managing our IT requirements 
and the Faculty is free to determine these for itself.  However the School has been 
very responsive to the project led by our CO and the CO from the Faculty of Law to 
develop off-site network storage. 
 
This project that brings together the two schools (Arts and Humanities and 
Humanities and Social Sciences) and the University Computing Service.  The aim of 
this project is to provide off-site network storage (mainly for disaster recovery 
purposes) for all departments in the two schools for the next five years.  As a result, 
this could possibly become a service whereby UCS provides network storage for 
other departments in the University. 
 
The English Faculty CO was a founding member (along with several other Sidgwick 
Site Computer Officers) of the Departmental IT Management Group and served as 
the secretary for 2 years.  
 
The University Computing Service 
The Faculty CO believes that we have a good working relationship with the 
University Computing Service.  We make use of many of their services including: 
managed mail domains, Hermes email service, the Managed Cluster Service, the 
service desk (helpdesk), software sales, Hardware Support and the Telecoms office.  
We also make use of things such as Shibboleth and the Raven authentication 
service. 
 
As part of the DITMG, the English Faculty CO was also head of the VoIP Topic 
Group and acted as a liaison between UCS and Computer Officers in Faculties 
around the University.  She believes that this Topic Group was instrumental in 
helping the VoIP project roll out smoothly in Departments and Faculties as it kept the 
lines of communication between UCS and the COs open and active, something that 
only seems to happen when people keep on top of it.  She was also a member 
representing the School of  Arts and Humanities of the VoIP Liaison Group and fed 
information back and forth between COs and that group.  She has remained a 
member of the Telecomms Liaison Group. 
 
The Faculty CO represents the School of Arts and Humanities on the IT Purchasing 
Group and has done since it was founded in 2003. This group is directly responsible 
for several University-wide events and initiatives such as the IT Exhibition and the 
PWF/MCS Bulk Purchase agreement. 
 
MISD 
The Faculty has  a good working relationship with MISD and uses their core services 
as much as any other department in the University.  We often volunteer to pilot new 
projects that we think will be especially beneficial to the University. For example, we 
piloted the Human Resources application, CHRIS, and the new mark entry system 
on CamSIS.  We were also one of the first departments to have access to the 360 
degree view on CamSIS. 
 



MISD does not (and, really, cannot) offer the wide range of services that UCS offers, 
but they do host several core systems integral to the University's business functions. 
 
CARET 
The Faculty often uses CARET to help with research projects.  Most often, to design 
specifically coded web sites for those projects when a case hasn't been made for 
hiring a local programmer/web designer.  CARET are the only institution in the 
University of Cambridge that offer this sort of bespoke service. 
 
CARET is also currently hosting two of our project web sites (Cambridge Authors and 
Scriptorium) for a limited amount of time. 
 
 
Section 4: Looking toward the future 
 
Our current IT Strategy is attached (see next page). 
 
We are aware that the current, more organically built, IT support infrastructure in the 
English Faculty could be streamlined and made more efficient.  To that end, we are 
looking at ways of making day-to-day tasks more automated and efficient, leaving 
time for our CO to work on larger scale projects, professional development and 
improving service and resources. 
 
We are exploring desktop and server virtualisation as a major step change for future 
IT provision.  We believe that this could not only help the CO by allowing remote 
management of user accounts and desktops, but would have significant advantages 
to our users, too, by allowing them to access their faculty account from off-site and 
secure in the knowledge that their data is going to backed up automatically. 
 
We are also hoping to provide more benefits to our users by re-developing the faculty 
web site to allow for more multi-media and devolving some of the editing of pages 
down to individual users.  
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FACULTY OF ENGLISH 
IT & EQUIPMENT COMMITTEE 

 
STRATEGIC PLAN 

 
Information Technology should save time and improve outputs.  Yet it often seems to 
create work with no apparent improvement in outputs.  It is important that the Faculty 
is not led by the technology but is able to identify technological developments and 
solutions that enable it to fulfil its core functions better and more efficiently.  This 
aspiration must guide all our thinking. 
 
In particular, we aim 
 
• to identify and introduce IT solutions that will reduce the amount of time spent by 
academic staff on administration, including teaching- and research-related 
administration, thereby freeing time and energy for teaching and research 
• to develop the use of IT by administrative and support staff in order to maximise 
their effectiveness 
• to use IT to improve the educational opportunities and experience of our own 
students, as well as those we reach through access and outreach initiatives 
• to achieve this through a proactive engagement with initiatives in the University 
and the wider academic community, and by keeping abreast of technological 
developments, enabling us 
• to plan effectively and to introduce new developments in a carefully managed, 
timely, and coherent manner. 
 
These strategic aspirations are spelled out below. 
 
OVERALL 
• to buy and maintain IT hardware, software, and – in some cases, infrastructure 
according to a coherent policy 
• to be proactive and to plan ahead, in order to make best and most efficient use of 
staff and financial resources 
• to be on the lookout for new developments on both the larger and smaller scales 
that may contribute to realising our strategic aspirations:  e.g. new software to help in 
the administration of particular areas of work; new hardware and software that will 
help academic staff work more efficiently 

 
WEBSITE 
• to keep the Faculty’s public face current and up to date 
• to use the website to raise aspirations and encourage admissions 
• to use the website to enhance the profile of Cambridge English 
• to use the website to support and energise teaching, research, and administration 
 
TEACHING 
• to review and contribute to e-learning initiatives across the University 
• to contribute to Faculty discussions of the role both of e-learning and the 
teaching-related use of IT in its teaching policy and provision 
• to raise awareness among members of the Faculty of new initiatives, software, 
equipment, etc., and where necessary to provide training 
• to ensure provision and maintenance of teaching-related IT equipment 
• to respond rapidly to requests for additional equipment and software, whilst 
maintaining a coherent buying and replacing policy and ensuring that maintenance 
provisions are in place 
 



RESEARCH 
• to facilitate the use of IT to support research by undergraduates, postgraduates, 
and faculty members, through IT infrastructure, hardware, software, and support 
• to facilitate split-site working by staff and students through provision of 
appropriate hardware and software 
• to review the Faculty’s provision of training in the use of IT for research, at the 
various different levels, and where necessary to provide training 
 
ADMINISTRATION 
• to facilitate the use of IT in administration by both non-academic and academic 
staff 
• to bear in mind the need to avoid duplication of labour in all areas by promoting 
file-sharing, use of intranets, etc. 
 



Submission to University review of IT provision 

 

 

The difficulty is to provide effective support, without completely limiting what individual sub-

organisations can do. At the same time, IT is an expensive resource and it has to be focussed. Even 

more importantly, I perceive the University wasting enormous amounts of money supporting admin 

posts which are not properly supported by IT systems and thus ineffectively used. 

 

The University’s approach is generally not connected up, and a huge amount of money is wasted on 

IT anarchy and on bespoke solutions rather than something standard off-the-shelf. If there is to be 

more effective centralisation, it should be extremely up-to-date and responsive. Otherwise IT 

leading sub-organisations will go around it rather than engaging with it. At the same time it should 

offer solid support to less IT aware or funding-poor activities. 

 

Some examples of things which work by paper or by hand at the moment, but should not: 

- holidays/sick leave require pieces of paper to be signed off and sent round 

- expenses forms require much of people’s time to complete (admin/researchers) 

- grant management tools: to understand what is left on a research grant, by predicting also the 

committed costs of personnel, requires slow completion of hand crafted spreadsheets. Should be 

added into COGNOS. 

- ordering: multiple keying of orders. First orders are put into spreadsheets and printed on paper, 

before re-entering into CUFS by admin staff due to the complexity and slow operation of CUFS 

(which means it wastes researchers time if they do it). 

- building up-to-date publications pages on web pages. Although the recent Symplectic tool  

 is useful, we should offer the ability to build webpages on the fly based on 

the publications for everyone to integrate in their group/personal webpages. This should include 

single click access to the papers themselves. 

- applications for postdoc/admin positions arrive on paper only, in large volumes. Hard to share with 

people who need to see them. 

 

 

Key infrastructure: 

- Networking: efficient, well-supported, fast and always up networking. Central IT support has 

improved this in recent years. Depends on departmental support to make work. 

- CAMTOOLs is clunky and hard to use effectively to support collaborative activity across the 

University. Surely it is easy to provide something much better than this. Its settings are too sparse, it 

is not seamless (how about hanging off as a drive/folder, like DropBox?). 

- Websites. Each group and department reinvents website provision, which is critically important for 

recruiting, impact, outreach and visibility. We should provide a simple (standard) tool (eg. 

WordPress) which is widely used, and easy for non IT specialists to add content to. We should train 

young researchers to produce good content material for web pages for a variety of audiences  

 

- Backup and archiving: These have to be invented at department level. It is not clear if this is best 

since making too big a solution creates much bigger problems.  

 



 

 

 is one of the most IT active. In the background to setting up this way of working, we have 

explored IT more generally within the University, which is where these views come from. Our 

research involves many collaborating scientists across the University, using many labs, constantly 

buying and building new equipment in a highly competitive international research landscape which 

requires fast solutions to all problems. We have thus invested in a number of IT projects since we set 

up the centre in 2009. These include: 

- electronic labbooks (see Coding your way out of a problem, Nature Methods 8, 541 (2011)) which 

are backed up, shareable, collaborative, pen-based, and more efficient in research environments. 

We have support from Microsoft and HP. We have rolled this out in graduate level courses, and it 

would be highly suited to undergraduate lecture notetaking. They require strong server support and 

good networking. They also require seamless access to networks (without any manual logon) across 

the University. If we want people to use these tools, they must work all the time with minimum 

intervention. On the other hand, they strongly enhance research output and collaboration across the 

University. 

- electronic inventory. For all our equipment in the labs, to enable to find if we have it and where it 

might be, and where and when it was bought. However this should be fed directly from the CUFS 

orders, so that we can easily find and search what was bought and when, without reformatting all 

the information into a new database. This would also satisfy Research Councils new equipment 

regime, and help researchers use equipment more efficiently. 

 

In answer to your specific questions: 

 

•the need for a more coherent IT strategy across the University; 

The danger in a coherent strategy is that it takes a long time to build consensus, and is unwieldy, 

preventing local innovation. Perhaps the sort of strategy I see is one which encourages using off-the-

shelf solutions to many problems, and helps implement them in departments/groups.  

 

•whether the present management structure including two central organizations (the University 

Computing Service (UCS) and the Management and Information Services Division of the Unified 

Administrative Service (MISD)) can be improved; 

I have no view on this. I understand the UCS provides good support for networking that is crucial. 

 

•whether the University at present has the right balance between centrally and departmentally 

managed provision; 

It appears that departmental provision works because the right focus on IT resources can be 

provided dependent on how critical it is to that departments’ mission and funding. Even within large 

departments, there are further problems of provision. Our experience is that the further IT support 

is actually embedded in the research or teaching environment, the more successful it is. So this still 

requires a good centre to develop new large scale admin support systems, and provide sensible 

support and advice. 

 

•whether there are aspects of the current level of service which could be improved; 

 I have no view on this. 



 

•whether the design and implementation of large IT systems adequately reflect the needs of users, 

and if not, suggestions as to how this can be improved; 

The most recent systems I have seen are CUFS and COGNOS. I have become involved and am aware 

of many strong negative views about the process of the CUFS development. The final solution is OK 

now that many improvements have been made, but from my point of view it is wasting the 

University huge amounts of money as it doesn’t cost out the time for administrators to actually use 

the system. So no, I think the users have not been thought about, and particularly in the amount of 

time (and hence money) in doing particular tasks. 

 

•whether we have the right arrangements in place for the effective and efficient organization of 

computing support staff, and whether more can be done to provide appropriate career structures 

and opportunities; 

Computing staff seem a big problem. Firstly people in this field tend to have more difficulty in 

developing good people skills (hence sometimes their focus on IT), and much of what we talk about 

requires really good liaising. Second what we often need is not fancy novel solutions, but solutions 

that work, and this is often of less interest for IT personnel. Thirdly, IT personnel often do not use 

the solutions they are working on, so they don’t really know what is important. If in the centre, they 

tend to be very out of touch with what is important. What we do not need is lots of people building 

bespoke linux solutions to problems. How can IT staff in the periphery still feel like they are linked, 

and supported, and have a strong career. At the moment I think there is no strong link. But the 

should not be managed by a central IT service, since then they have different masters with different 

priorities. Maybe some mentor/network model might work here? 

 

•whether there is scope for cost savings and/or service improvements through greater sharing of 

services, or out-sourcing. 

There is a balance between looking after our own solutions and outsourcing them. We should look 

at how businesses solve this trade off. I’m willing to store all my data off site as long as I have 

guaranteed access to them, with a controlled risk. Is this more or less expensive than what we have. 

Is there a model where the University could broker this (Cloud computing models), with groups able 

to buy into it if it looks good value? 

 

 

 

29 July 2011 

 

 



 
 

 

Dr Bellingham, 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
I felt it best to address the points of interest to the Committee directly, if there are any 
points you would like me to clarify or support in any way I would be more than happy to do 
so. 
 

 The need for a more coherent IT strategy across the University.  I feel there are two 
distinguishing features of IT provision across the University which point to the need 
for a more coherent It Strategy.  From the users perspective there is the variation in 
the standard of IT Service provided to students and staff, which is highly dependent 
on personnel in each institution, and has lead in some cases to a poor user 
experience.  From a financial and IT Management perspective there is the level of 
resource wastage across departments, through expenditure on multiple small scale 
implementations.  Few of these implementations entirely satisfy the needs of each 
institution, and many generate duplicated effort, and excess capacity which cannot 
be shared across institutions. 

 Whether the present management structure including two central organizations can 
be improved.  I cannot comment on how the management structure should be 
improved, but the most important deliverable from this review should be the 
creation of a management structure which can competently define a University wide 
IT Strategy, and then manage the resources to deliver it.  From the users perspective 
the fragmented nature of IT Service delivery units (including the UCS, MISD, the 
Clinical School Computing Service, Departmental and School IT staff and College IT 
staff) is very confusing, and greatly inhibits their ability to access those services, and 
therefore the effectiveness of those services. 

 Whether the University at present has the right balance between centrally and 
departmentally managed provision.  It is not possible for lone Computer Officers to 
manage their IT Service provision, and even small IT departments have little 
opportunity or ability to develop a strategic plan for IT service provision.  A centrally 
managed service, if properly envisaged, would deliver a more consistent service, and 
with much greater financial efficiency.  If properly resourced this service would still 
provide the direct one‐to‐one support which is important to support teaching (in 
particular), and the bespoke solutions which the more specialist areas of the 
University require. 

 Whether there are aspects of the current level of service which could be 
improved.  For a complete list I think the committee must consult with the student 
body and teaching staff, however I would suggest that the following improvements 
would be welcome. 



 
 

 

o A single point of contact for all IT service provision outside the colleges, with 
a strong link between the central provision and college provision to ensure a 
seamless user experience. 

o A single user directory which all students and staff can authenticate on, with 
administration delegated to the controlling institution (either employer, 
department or college). 

o A shared email, calendar and intranet system to make collaboration 
between students, teaching staff and administrative staff simple. 
I would strongly suggest that a statement of a minimum level of IT Service 
provision in the University should be one of the outputs of this review, and 
that itself would do much to ensure a more consistent and appropriate level 
of service across the University. 

 Whether the design and implementation of large IT systems adequately reflect the 
needs of users, and if not, suggestions as to how this can be improved. I have 
insufficient experience to comment on this, but I would imagine the fragmented 
nature of IT service provision, the many disparate systems and the lack of common 
business processes make University wide systems implementations extremely 
difficult. Anything this review can do to address those three problems would 
undoubtedly make such projects easier in the future. 

 Whether we have the right arrangements in place for the effective and efficient 
organization of computing support staff, and whether more can be done to provide 
appropriate career structures and opportunities.    

 I would say that placing computing 
support staff under the management of individual institutions  makes it difficult for 
those staff to manage their service provision, because their institution management 
often has no strategic view of IT.  There is also little or no career development 
opportunity for computer support staff within smaller institutions, as there are no 
senior IT posts into which they might want to progress.  Career development almost 
invariably involves moving to another department, or leaving the University all 
together, both of which can result in a skills drain. 

 Whether there is scope for cost savings and/or service improvements through 
greater sharing of services, or out‐sourcing.  If centrally managed service provision 
was properly defined and planned it would undoubtedly provide both cost savings 
and improved service levels.  There are already examples of this within the 
University, including the Clinical School Computing Service delivery of IT Services 
across the Addenbrookes site, and the Management Information Services Division 
delivery of IT Services across the Unified Administration Service and the Institute of 
Continuing Education    In both cases 
there has been a movement away from departmental to centrally managed IT 
Service provision, and generally, (after an initial period of acclimatisation while staff 
adjust to new and more formal business processes) the experience is positive, and 
leads to both improvements in service, and cost savings. 

 
I hope this input is of some use, and I appreciate the committee taking the time to review it. 
 
Regards, 
 

 



 
 

Dear Jim, 
A few thoughts about IT and the review. 
 
There is already some discussion about 'Research Computing' and whether it should come 
within the review and I agree that it would seem sensible to include this within the review. 
 
I would have thought that there would be a lot to be said for all UK Universities cooperating 
on IT ‐ why does each University need to separately procure and run almost identical 
systems when their needs must be so similar. I would have thought that there is an 
enormous potential cost saving if this could be achieved. 
 
Please get the Review members not familiar with both systems to use CamCORS and CamSIS 
‐ if you want a case in point of how to and how not to do IT from the user point of view this 
really does it. A comparison of the relative costs of the systems would also be interesting. 
 
Just on a general point about any 'Service' organisation, irrespective of whether it is in a 
Universtity or elsewhere. It MUST have a proper complaints procedure. So many Central 
Services in the University absorb huge amounts of money yet do not a complaints procedure 
which allows the quality of service to be assessed. I have recommended this before for 
several of our 'review' and 'restructuring' enquiries in the past but my suggestion has never 
reached a final report. Perhaps this time, if the panel agrees, this could be a 
recommendation for whatever IT service structure is proposed. 
 
I hope that some of the present COs will give examples of the huge waste of people's time 
caused by the way the UCS has looked (or perhaps more accurately not looked) after site 
licences ‐ the Mathematica renewal seems to cause problems EVERY year that I can 
remember. 
 
On a positive side the networking group in the UCS has done a really good job over many 
years. 
 

 
 

  



 
 

Dear Dr Bellingham, 
 
This email is in response to the "Call for evidence" as part of the Review of IT Infrastructure 
and Support which appeared in the Reporter 8th June 2011. 
 

 

 
 

 
 
Within the Computer Laboratory we have need for experimental as well as administrative 
and teaching IT infrastructure and support.  The need for experimental infrastructure is 
mandatory for our research, together with associated computer officer support. 
 
We already make good use of the Computing Service.  For example, we out source our 
teaching infrastructure to the PWF and much of our E‐mail to Hermes.  In many areas, the 
department can choose whether or not to use Computing Service which is a powerful 
motivator for them to offer services of good quality.  It also enables us to make sensible 
economic decisions at a departmental level as to what services are appropriate for us to out 
source and what needs to be handled within the department.  Computing Service does 
appear to work well and we should probably encourage them to provide or grow other 
services (e.g. cloud computing, off‐site backup and mobile services). 
 
We have little choice but to use facilities provided by MISD.  Financial and student record 
systems they manage are poorly designed resulting in core tasks (purchasing, reviewing 
grant status, student records, etc.) often taking longer than previous systems when these 
core tasks should have been streamlined.  Adequate review by experienced user community 
representatives (both academic and administrative staff) is needed.  In my opinion, project 
management of these large developments needs to be improved in order to deliver 
streamlined and simplified systems suited to the broad range of users.  MISD could do better 
if they abided by the maxim that "perfection is reached not when there's nothing to add, but 
when there's nothing to take away". 
 
Regards, 

 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 

              
         

       
         

             
 

  



 
 

 

Jim: 
 
In response to your recent mail about the IT review, here's a couple of points that might be 
useful or relevant. 
 
1. Temporary E‐mail addresses We sometimes have a need for temps to have access to e‐
mail for their work for us. At the moment, UCS are not happy to create temporary 
addresses. I understand that this would be extra work for them and, of course, JANET rules 
etc may also be a factor. However, this leaves us with a problem and the only solution at the 
moment seems to be to set up a Gmail or similar account for temps. 
 
It seems a little tacky for official Faculty communications to have to go out from a Gmail 
address, especially in these days of increasing spam/phishing episodes, and asking someone 
else to send all e‐mail from their Hermes account rather negates the point of having a temp! 
Is there any way that temporary e‐mail addresses could be issued and rescinded, quickly and 
easily, possibly by local staff, in a similar way to temporary Lapwing tickets, for example? 
 
2. Notification of Power Faults Here on Sidgwick Site, we seem to have our fair share of 
power faults. Some of these cause problems for staff ‐ when network kit hangs, for example 
‐ and I'm sure that I've lost more than one piece of equipment due to power blips. At the 
moment, there isn't any formal notification of such events; the only way I can find out the 
details of a problem is by mailing colleagues on site and asking if they've experienced 
problems. 
 
I've suggested to EMBS that they could send out some kind of notifications but so far, 
nothing of that sort has come about. Electrical power is a fundamental service which affects 
all ICT systems; users come to me to ask what's happened and often, I can't tell them. UCS 
has a bulletin board system for things like network failures, Lapwing problems, etc. Can we 
have something similar for issues affecting electrical supply (and perhaps other services), so 
that we're not left wondering what's happened, if it's over, etc.? 
 
I hope these items are useful and are the kind of thing the Review is able to consider. 
 
 

 
 
  

 

 

  



IT Review – Chem Eng and Biotech 
 

 
 

Comments on IT Review 
 
Currently there are several bodies within the University designing and delivering IT 
solutions to departments: the Computing Service, the Admin Computing Service 
(MISD), CARET and the University Library. It would be of benefit to the University 
to have these sections combined in order to provide a coherent IT strategy for the 
future.  This would be of benefit with the increasing use of e-Learning and e-Books 
over the next few years. 
 
Significant amounts of time and effort could be saved by having some IT solutions 
developed centrally rather than having departments develop their own solutions to 
particular problems.  Where this is done, care should be taken design the user 
interface to be more intuitive than the current batch of admin tools   This would 
reduce the cost of training people to use the system or the cost of employing specialist 
people to use the system.  PFACT, UFS , CHRIS are examples of central systems 
where significant training is required before use. We have had to develop our own 
software for handling job applications, graduate history and asset register all of which 
must be encountered by other departments. 
 
We are starting to expect that students have their own computers so it would be useful 
if common software such as Office, Matlab, Mathematica could be provided centrally, 
at little or no cost for use on private machines as well as for staff machines. 
 
IT officers keep essential IT services running on a day-to-day basis, and also support 
the teaching and research activities in the Department.  It is essential that such IT 
officers are departmentally based.  Day-to-day problems, concerning, for example, 
data projection in undergraduate lectures or communications in web meetings with 
industrial collaborators, require immediate response from an on-site IT officer.  More 
long term IT activities, such as implementation and/or development of software for 
teaching and for support of research projects, benefit highly from the IT officers 
having some knowledge of the background of those activities, and continued contact 
with their development.  It is conceivable that some activities could be handled 
centrally by a team of “School based” IT officers, and this has the potential to offer IT 
officers broader career opportunities, but in general Departments within a School vary 
so much in size and activities that they all benefit from having local expertise so a 
mapping of such officers to specific departments would still be needed. 



 
 

 

Dear Dr Bellingham 
 

  Over the many years that I have 
worked here we have gone from  Computing Service support to School support to shared‐
Faculty support and we have for several years now had  a part‐time Faculty based IT officer 
(who provides holiday/sickness cover for the   when required).  This last system 
works by far the best of the four.  Our IT Officer is able to provide excellent and fast support 
for staff and students alike.  Given that systems are currently constantly changing this is 
essential to enable everyone to fill their individual roles. 
 
Best wishes 

 
*********************** 

 
 

 

 
*********************** 
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REVIEW OF IT INFRASTRUCTURE AND SUPPORT 

Following the Notice in the Report inviting views on IT infrastructure across the University, please find 
below a draft response for consideration by the Faculty Board. This has been drafted jointly by the 
Faculty’s Computer Team and the Faculty Officers.  

We have been asked in particular to submit views on: 

 the need for a more coherent IT strategy across the University; 

 whether the present management structure including two central organizations (the University 
Computing Service (UCS) and the Management and Information Services Division of the United 
Administrative Service (MISD)) can be improved; 

 whether the University at present has the right balance between centrally and departmentally 
managed provision; 

 whether there are aspects of the current level of service which could be improved; 

 whether the design and implementation of large IT systems adequately reflects the need of users, 
and if not, suggestions as to how this can be improved; 

 whether we have the right arrangements in place for the effective and efficient organization of 
computing support staff, and whether more can be done to provide appropriate career structures 
and opportunities; 

 whether there is scope for cost savings and/or service improvements through greater sharing of 
services, or out-sourcing. 

Whether the present management structure including two central organizations (UCS and MISD) 
can be improved 

The services provided by the UCS are often key in some of the core aspects that we need to run as a 
Faculty. The main functions provided by the UCS which are used by the Faculty are email, the wireless 
network, the wired network, the Managed Cluster Service (MCS, formerly PWF) and the VOIP telephone 
systems. The Faculty has an excellent relationship with the UCS and regular dialogue. The UCS are 
always interested in what the Faculty is doing and a member of the UCS’ Institutional Liaison team 
attends the Faculty’s termly Computer Committee meetings.  

In comparison, the Faculty has little involvement with MISD in terms of computing. There is some 
feeling that services provided to the Faculty by MISD (CamSIS, CUFS etc) are done so without actively 
seeking Faculty input (or at least not until it is too late to make changes to the systems).  

Whether the University at present has the right balance between centrally and departmentally 
managed provision 

Law currently has two Computer Officer posts funded by the University and a third part-time Computer 
Officer post which is externally funded. There have been some substantial difficulties however over the 
past two academical years following the loss of the Faculty’s website developer position.  

The Faculty has a fantastic computer team who provide a truly excellent level of service and support to 
students, staff and academics. They are motivated and professional and strike exactly the right balance 
between proving support and meeting staff needs. They are able to keep abreast of hardware and software 
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developments and upgrade the Faculty’s provision as necessary, while working within the relevant 
Faculty budgets. The Computer Officers were singled out for particular praise in the General Board 
Review of the Faculty last year in which the Review Committee commended the team for their “annual 
survey of student IT use and benchmarking of the Faculty’s IT provision against that of leading US 
universities”. Having a dedicated computer team on site enables staff and students to carry on with their 
work easily without encountering long delays while support is brought in centrally.  

We strongly believe that the current balance of dedicated IT support within the Faculty, with the 
provision of central support where necessary, works very well indeed. If this balance were to shift to more 
centralised provision then there is no question that the Faculty would lose out enormously.  

Whether the design and implementation of large IT systems adequately reflects the needs of users, 
and if not, suggestions as to how this can be improved 

Typically, the systems with which the Faculty has encountered major problems have been those put in 
place by MISD (for example, CAPSA). They do not always reflect the needs of the end user, but rather 
the needs of the provider. The end users appear to be overlooked until it is too late, and then the 
University can be left with a system that simply does not work.  

The VOIP telephone system is a recent example that was initiated by the UCS and was rolled out 
effectively, with relatively few problems. It might be helpful if MISD could replicate the UCS’ approach 
to such matters.  

In terms of improvement, there is strong feeling that bringing in a team of expensive external project 
consultants to consider such issues when they do not know the University’s procedures would not be 
helpful.  

Whether we have the right arrangements in place for the effective and efficient organization of 
computing support staff, and whether more can be done to provide appropriate career structures 
and opportunities 

We perceive that adequate support is there in terms of providing appropriate career structures and 
opportunities for our computing staff. Andrew Gerrard, Head of the Computer Office at the Faculty, 
ensures that the team is supported in its professional development and made aware of any appropriate 
opportunities. This is done with the full support of the Faculty.  

Whether there is scope for cost savings and/or service improvements through greater sharing of 
services, or out-sourcing 

Andrew Gerrard has been instrumental in leading a project aimed at funding a network-attached storage 
solution for the Schools of the Arts and Humanities and the Humanities and Social Sciences. This should 
provide cost savings due to the scale of the project but more importantly has provided a means for the 
Computer Officers across the two Schools to collaborate and contribute to the project.  

Our computer team will always consult with colleagues in the UCS or IT-related newsgroups if problems 
come up, in case others have had similar experiences and have found suitable solutions. More interaction 
of this sort across institutions would be extremely helpful and should be encouraged.  
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The need for a more coherent IT strategy across the University.
I believe that the University could operate more efficiently and more effectively with a more 
coherent and a more user-focussed IT strategy. Present working is both fragmented and 
system focussed. University systems contain a great deal of information that could be 
applied to serve its members much better. A coherent strategy that focussed on the 
information needs of the members of the University, in addition to reporting and 
compliance needs, should lead to information systems that support the organisational 
goals of the University (such as improving the balance in grant income and increasing the 
total grant income) in such a way that individuals can readily understand how their actions 
can affect the performance of the University and see how actions they have taken have 
produced the desired benefits (or not). This may not require changes to the systems 
deployed so much as different attitudes to the use of the information the systems contain.

Whether the present management structure can be improved.
I believe the current structure with UCS and MISD is a logical result of historic differences 
in purpose (focussed on administrative compliance and reporting vs. infrastructure and 
academic activity), the nature of the work (supporting administrative processes vs. 
supporting academic processes) and the corresponding governance arrangements 
(reporting to Council vs.General Board). However, as technology has become more 
pervasive, many of the lines have blurred (in some cases to the point of irrelevance) and 
recently governance arrangements were modified to reflect this new reality with the 
formation of the ISSS. I do not believe that current working patterns lead to the optimal 
allocations of resource, but more important I find it hard to imagine how a more user-
focussed strategy can succeed without a coherent delivery organisation. I believe the 
University would benefit from a merging of the services and recommend that careful 
consideration is given to the governance arrangements for the combined operation.

Whether the University at present has the right balance between centrally and 
departmentally managed provision.
There is no doubt that the University is lucky enough to employ some very talented 
individuals in both central and departmental computer officer posts. However, I feel 
strongly that there are strong drivers for team working in IT support, to ensure appropriate 
technologies are used, to keep skills up to date in a fast-moving industry, and to provide 
security and resilience for systems and services. A few departments can afford sufficiently 
large teams, but most cannot. I would welcome consideration of cooperation among 
cognate departments to form IT support teams of at least 5-10 people. It may be helpful to 
separate the tasks of understanding a user’s situation and problems together with 
identifying likely solutions and sources of help, from the expert provision of those solutions. 
In arguing for this reform, I am not necessarily suggesting a monolithic central organisation 
so much as a federal model of support with teams achieving critical mass of skills. This 
model could be provided under a central governance, or by some other federal 
governance model (such as Schools).
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Whether there are aspects of the current level of service that could be improved.

I would argue that the University has moved from a Capability Maturity Model Integration 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Capability_Maturity_Model_Integration) level 1 to CMMI level 2 
over the last 10 years. By this I mean we have moved from unpredictable, poorly 
controlled and reactive processes (as typified by the CAPSA difficulties) to well organised 
project processes, but still largely working on a reactive basis. It should be possible for us 
to move to level 3 within the coming 10 years. This should result in processes 
characterised for the organisation (rather than projects) on a proactive basis. 

I would like to see the University develop a much greater skill-set in discovering and 
innovating to better meet user needs. I believe this will require new skill sets involving 
social science research, information skills and user experience design skills. I also think it 
will involve the development of a better understanding of the R&D to production pipeline 
with exploration separated from prototyping and piloting that in turn is separated from 
production. There should be clear criteria for progression from one stage to another and 
one of the criteria should be user consultation.

I also believe there should be much greater emphasis on sharing of information held within 
University systems to allow reuse and recombination to serve new purposes without a 
need to introduce a new standalone system. Publishing data interfaces can both enhance 
the ability to reuse data and provide a fire break in system integrations to make it easier to 
substitute a system without disrupting the integrations. For some data interfaces there are 
emerging open standards that will also reduce ‘friction’ for updating systems.

Whether the design and implementation of large IT systems adequately reflect the 
needs of users.

I believe this represents our biggest challenge for the next 10 years. I do not believe we in 
the University have the skills today to specify systems that fully reflect the needs of users 
and that offer a degree of usability that most of the members of the University have come 
to expect through their encounters with public web-based tools. In an ideal world, our 
systems would be defined with measurable fitness-for-purpose characteristics, data on 
performance would be collected and the system would be modified to improve that 
performance. Our immediate challenge is to establish a sufficient understanding of user 
needs that we can correctly determine fitness-for-purpose characteristics. Collecting data 
and using the data to improve processes are indications of CMMI level 4 and 5 
organisations. If we accept the experience of industry that it takes 3 years to move 
between CMMI levels (given concerted effort) and assume that this might translate to 5 
years in a university setting, this suggests a 15 year goal and the task should not be 
underestimated.

Meanwhile experiments  with professional user-experience 
consultancies suggest that the University has academic expertise in the research 
techniques applied by industry to elicit both explicit and implicit user needs. We don’t take 
advantage of that expertise in our procurements, nor do we use professional resources.
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Whether we have the right arrangements in place for the effective and efficient 
organisation of computing support staff, and whether more can be done to provide 
appropriate career structures and opportunities.

IT as an industry is in constant upheaval. The rate of change in software and hardware 
(and the corresponding change in user expectation) is unparalleled in our history. This 
creates special challenges for the IT workforce if they are to provide the best service 
possible to their organisation and to retain their peer status and employability. One of the 
perverse consequences of a highly distributed workforce operating in teams smaller than 
5, is that many opportunities for peer learning are unavailable and resource cover for 
training and development can be difficult to arrange. 

 unexpected rewards to staff through open-source projects 
that require collaboration with teams at other institutions. In my view, the University should 
pay close attention to this staff benefit as it comes with significant institutional benefits as 
well. Whether open-source or commercial, the University will benefit considerably from 
collaboration with other institutions and significant staff development opportunities will be a 
highly desirable by-product.

Whether there is scope for cost savings and/or service improvements through 
greater sharing of services, or outsourcing.

I believe the future will involve much greater sharing of services and outsourcing. 
However, I also think we are currently poorly placed to analyse such opportunities and to 
make well informed choices. This is not surprising since many of the opportunities are only 
now emerging and few have an established track record. I think the most important action 
the University can take in the short term is to recognise the trend and the opportunity and 
to ensure that it develops the capacity to properly analyse options and take well informed 
decision.

An example might be Google Applications for Education. I think there are legitimate 
reasons for concern, both in completeness of the product and safety of the data, but I also 
think that the potential benefit is sufficiently large that we should be offering well-supported 
pilot deployment of a full-range of Google Apps services with a well planned benefits 
analysis programme.

Slightly safer options involve collaborative provision among academic institutions and we 
should be continuously seeking these out and evaluating them.

It is also possible that reorganisation into federal service groups could provide savings 
and/or improved service, but experience at other Universities suggests the theoretical cost 
savings may be elusive. Melbourne University is a good reference here. It might be better 
to think of such a reorganisation as providing a structure that can provide adequate 
support while saving money, rather than enhanced support while saving money.
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I am afraid that I find the remit and purpose of the Review very baffling, though I assume 
that it is primarily to save money, so the following comments are unstructured.  Most of 
them are from first‐hand experience, though some are second‐hand but collated from a 
good many other people, including the experiences of other large organisations. 
 
I have made some specific suggestions on areas where I believe that there are significant 
cost savings to be made under sections 3, 5 and 6. 
 
My comments in sections 2, 4 and 7 are where I think that there is a likelihood that the 
changes favoured by some people will waste money. 
 
 
1.  The Roles of MISD and the Computing Service 
‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐ 
 
There seems to be some misunderstanding of the roles of MISD and the Computing Service, 
which are not even remotely comparable. 
 
MISD performs a relatively narrow range of tasks, serving the centralised administrative and 
financial functions of the University and the users who work in those areas. 
 
The Computing Service performs and always has performed a very wide range of tasks, some 
of which are not strictly part of IT support at all, but which no other body else in the 
University provides.  An example is given below (on the teaching of mathematics etc.). 
 
Perhaps a quarter of Computing Service tasks are similar enough to those of MISD to 
consider some form of common support, but the bulk is a much closer match to 
departmental IT support.  Also, the commonality with MISD would be more efficiently 
catered for by MISD outsourcing its 'general' support to the Computing Service, which 
already needs to do it for the departments, colleges and its own servers. 
 
There are far more potential cost savings in merging the Computing Service and IT support in 
the departments than in merging the Computing Service and MISD.  And there are probably 
even greater savings in removing some tasks from administrative control and placing them 
under technical control, which does not necessarily mean the Computing Service.  I explain 
why this is below. 
 
 
2.  Departmental IT Support 
‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐ 
 
This is also very heterogeneous, and a significant proportion of it is taken up in dealing with 
the problems caused by the centralised administrative and financial systems.  There are 
several ways that those problems and costs could be reduced,   

 
 
An equally serious problem is the amount of IT support that is provided by PhD students and 
research staff, often 'off the record'.  I have known students who abandoned their PhDs and 
research staff who have resigned because they were not being left enough time for 
research, due to incessant demands to provide IT support.  Obviously, addressing that would 
need to start by a serious investigation. 



 
 

 
There is also a lot of time wasted in a few departments and groups because of the lack of 
cooperation with the Computing Service and other departments.  IT support staff cooperate 
better than most other groups in the this University, but there are a few departments and 
groups that are very isolationist. 
 
In this context, it should be noted that the current PD33 scheme is not reasonable, and most 
IT support staff could move between similar departments and similar roles far more easily 
than is currently permitted.  Indeed, it can be argued that they have a right to do so when 
faced with redundancy, because the University and not the Department is the body 
corporate. 
 
 
3.  Reducing IT Staff Costs 
‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐ 
 
One possibility would be a single IT support service for the 'generic' 
support for Departments, Colleges, MISD, the Library etc.  This was one of the things hinted 
at in the Swinnerton‐Dyer report, which contained some very good points, but regrettably 
got the politics wrong and so sank almost without trace.  The following are some key 
aspects: 
 
    a) It should cover most areas where several organisations (i.e. departments etc.) need the 
support, and where there is enough commonality to make sense, but it should not attempt 
to cover anything better done elsewhere.  For example, it should not cover MISD's support 
of CUFS or the Library's online provision. 
 
    b) Many of its support staff would be on long‐term secondment to various organisations, 
upon arrangement between the organisation and the service.  That would increase flexibility 
and reduce waste, and has worked well in the past. 
 
    c) It should be set up and managed to deliver what the organisations need, and 
independent enough to enable it to manage its resources to deliver that.  The Computing 
Service is a reasonable model in this respect. 
 
    c) It needs to be strongly 'technical' and not 'administrative', both in order to achieve the 
above and in order to track future developments before the requirement becomes obvious.  
Some more detailed reasons are mentioned in the sections below. 
 
    d) It needs enough flexibility to be able to experiment with appropriate speculative 
projects.  As has been pointed out, many of the Computing Service's most successful 
deliveries started that way. 
 
    e) It needs to be integrated with the organisation that provides the University's central 
infrastructure (currently the Computing Service). 
 
Such a service would clearly take over the Computing Service and retain almost all of its 
staff, but I regret to say that I do not regard the current structure of the Computing Service 
as being appropriate for it. 
 



 
 

It would be a failure if it were incorporated into the central administrative structure, 
because it would not be wholly oriented to serve the University's departmental and similar 
needs. 
 
 
4.  Outsourcing, External Consultancy etc. 
‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐ 
 
While this appears to provide opportunities for cost‐saving in IT procurements and services, 
that is rarely realised in practice, whether in academic, government or commerce.  Indeed, 
the usual result is the overall cost to the customer actually increases, by increasing the 
overheads in other parts of the balance sheet.  The reasons are well‐known. 
 
The following are some of them: 
 
    a) Where cost is a main criterion, the providers promote what is most profitable for them, 
which rarely matches the customer's needs particularly well.  This results in hidden costs, 
where some of the customer's uses have to be met by special, extra purchases or wasted 
time by the customer's staff. 
 
    b) Because good support is expensive, the cheapest providers will usually claim to provide 
it but not deliver it to an appropriate level. 
This results in hidden costs, where customer's staff who are employed to do something else 
have to waste time providing it. 
 
    c) Where the cost savings are met by reducing senior technical positions, there is nobody 
left who can take care of the customer's interests in the negotiations.  However 
conscientious administrators are, they simply do not have the technical expertise to do the 
job.  We have an extreme example, locally, in the Cambridge Guided Busway, where that 
was precisely the cause of most of the technical problems. 
 
The key to success is to ensure that the specification and management of any central 
purchasing is done by someone who knows the University's requirements, is technically 
knowledgeable to a high level, and is senior enough to have most recommendations 
accepted.  The people in charge need the ability and authority to judge when a potential 
supplier's claims are not plausible, and when a supplier should be taken to task for not 
delivering on an agreement. 
 
 
5.  Procurement and External Provision 
‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐ 
 
The University wastes a great deal of money on IT procurement, by buying inappropriate or 
overly expensive equipment and services, and the new, centralised rules attempting to 
improve this may well have made the matter worse.  This section is a collation of personal 
knowledge and reports from many other people. 
 
    a) It is common for the preferred suppliers to be significantly more expensive than other 
sources.  The most extreme case was when the central purchasing scheme's preferred 
supplier of printer paper was three times as expensive as buying the same paper over the 
counter from a Cambridge office supply company. 



 
 

 
    b) In other cases, the supplier's product may not actually meet the requirement or even 
the claimed functionality, leading to hidden costs in wasted staff time, fixing up the defects.  
Even with a flexible scheme (which the current one is not), negotiating variations wastes a 
lot of time. 
 
    c) Centralised purchasing and preferred supplier lists can only work when the requirement 
is a standard commodity; no organisation that I know of has ever saved money by applying 
them to heterogeneous requirements.  Unfortunately, the University's IT requirements are 
very variable. 
 
The reason for this is that the list of preferred suppliers is chosen primarily by administrative 
staff, who lack the appropriate knowledge and expertise.  The key to saving money by 
centralising purchases of equipment and services is exactly the same as for doing so by 
outsourcing (see section 4 above). 
 
I regret to say that I do not regard the Computing Services Software Sales as a great deal 
better. 
 
 
6.  Large IT Systems 
‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐ 
 
I am very puzzled by this, as the University does not have any large IT systems, and very few 
medium‐sized ones.  The actual network is large, but is rarely described as a system. 
 

 
 

 
 

 
The only current such project is the West Cambridge machine‐room, which will probably hit 
the same difficulties.  At a smaller scale, this problem is widespread in departments, and is a 
major factor in the University's very poor energy efficiency in the use of IT. 
 
There is a simple solution, which would not save money in the short term, but might well do 
so in the medium term, by reducing the electricity and tax bills.  That is to provide such 
expertise as part of coordinated departmental IT support.  I must stress that I am talking 
about a moderately senior technical position; neither a junior nor an administrative one will 
help. 
 
For many reasons, it would be a serious mistake to locate such a post in EMBS; they are not 
skilled in this area, and it would merely waste money and increase overheads. 
 
 
7.  Teaching of Mathematics, Statistics, Numerical Analysis, 
‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐ 
Software Engineering, Computer Algorithms etc. 
‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐ 
 



 
 

One task that has always been performed by the Computing Service is teaching of and giving 
advice on mathematical and statistical skills to graduates from other disciplines.  It is 
extremely common for PhD students or research staff to need to use techniques that were 
not covered in their degrees, especially in the Humanities and Biology, but also quite 
commonly in Engineering, Chemistry and Physics. 
 
This has reduced over the years, but never entirely vanished, and the need is greater than 
ever.  Indeed, I recently discovered that even elementary use of matrices is no longer part of 
the basic mathematics A‐level, but only the extra syllabus. 
 
This is closely linked to the remits of CARET and the Institute of Continuing Education, but 
they do not have the skills to provide the actual teaching.  The Mathematics departments 
and Statistical and Computer Laboratories do, but do not regard it as part of their remit; 
after all, it does not contribute to the RAE or the teaching equivalents.  Some of it has been 
provided in the past by individuals within those departments, but I believe that all such have 
now retired. 
 
Increasing and maintaining the 'transferrable skills' of PhD students and research staff is 
obviously one of the keys to maintaining the University's effectiveness, and it is unclear who 
will do it if the Computing Service does not.  It is important not to remove the resources 
(mainly staff) from the Computing Service without ensuring that they are made available 
elsewhere. 
 
Note that this occurs at all levels, up to and including state of the art research and 
development in computing and IT technologies.   

 

 
 

 
 
  









 
 
 
Dear Jim 
 
I don't know whether you are still able to collect replies about the review of the IT 
infrastructure and support. 
 
I apologise that I have missed your official deadline. I was planning to email you before I 
went on holiday. 
 
Personally I feel strongly that having a Faculty IT Officer is vital for the best type of local IT 
web and desktop support within the Faculty. 
 
In the   we have informal arrangements with the   

, who share the same building, for backup cover if our IT Officer 
is away. And our IT Officer is happy to help provide the same reciprocal arrangement as 
needed. The IT staff in both Faculties have access to passwords in the event that emergency 
cover is needed. 
 
The   
have had previous experience of shared IT Officers in the past, and from what I can gather, 
going down this route would be a definite backwards step in terms of service, as conflicting 
priorities causes difficulties, delays and inefficiencies. 
 
What would be useful is the opportunity for more collaboration at IT Officer level, within the 
Schools using the same site, facilitating informal staff networking and the sharing of good 
practice. I believe that additional layers of management are not needed. This would only 
increase costs and slow down responsiveness to local needs. 
 
I hope that these comments are useful. 
 

 
 
‐‐ 
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Dr Jim Bellingham <jrb13@cam.ac.uk> 
Secretary of the School of the Physical Sciences 

 

 

31st August 2011  

Dear Dr Bellingham, 

Review of IT Infrastructure and Support: consultation response 

This letter forms my response to the call for comments published in the Reporteri.  
 

 
 

At the core of the debate over organisation of IT-related infrastructure seems to be the 
question of centralisation vs devolution. My comments below provide observations on this 
theme. 

1. Central availability of key infrastructure: offering, not requiring 

My feeling is that the example of the introduction of Raven is an excellent model that could 
be followed more widely. 

With Raven, the Computing Service introduced a service that was needed for websites 
throughout the University, namely the provision of a facility for the authentication of users, 
something that (speaking as a web developer) is not trivial to do in a user-friendly and 
secure fashion. 

                                            

i http://www.admin.cam.ac.uk/reporter/2010-11/weekly/6228/section1.shtml#heading2-7 



 

UCS did not force anyone to deploy it locally, but its benefits were obvious. It was well-
documented, easy to deploy locally, and as a result it is now fairly universally used. Here in 

, it enabled us to remove various custom-written code, reducing the support time. 
Moreover, adding user auth to new web applications is now extremely straightforward. 

Raven shows that a centrally-provided (but still optional) resource that is good will sell 
itself, and will reduce the requirement of local support to have to know lots about what is a 
specialist area. A solution which does not meet needs will not see uptake, and that lowers 
risk compared to a central solution that everyone is required to use. 

Central availability of key infrastructure of this type, but crucially without any requirement 
on local staff to adopt it, means that a good general-purpose solution can most easily be 
made available. It can be supported with minimal time requirement locally, whilst 
maintaining the flexibility for departments to offer more specialised services when required 
by users and where specialist knowledge exists to support it. 

Similar existing examples are the search facility, e-mail provision (which I regard as 
particularly excellent), web hosting, Streaming Media Service, etc. 

There are various areas of provision for which departments are commonly required to 
provide solutions, but for which time and resources are limited. Brief examples that come to 
mind are: (i) A large, centralised backup facility; (ii) Timetabling software (which if provided 
University-wide could lead to much better space utilisation); (iii) A supervision booking 
system (even though this is a college matter, there are certainly demands for online booking 
within Departments); (iv) A central blog-publishing service. There are no doubt many more. 

2. Central vs delegated: evidence-based change 

Clearly, any form of reorganisation creates risks and costs. It is right that we should 
consider the various options. But it is essential that any changes are evidence-based and 
undertaken after proper cost-benefit analysis. 

It is true that there is certainly duplication around the university. The very nature of the 
university (small ‘u’), with some 31 legally distinct colleges and many research departments 
practically guarantees some duplication. But within this there is considerable local variation 
that is required to support local needs. 

The provision of a central Desktop service (where a single central IT unit designs and rolls 
out Windows installations), as seemingly favoured by some large businesses, would seem to 
me to be a solution that would not work within the University and should not be considered 
(not that I have seen proposals for this, however). This kind of model would almost 
certainly be a case where centralisation is only superficially attractive and would not stand 
up to cost-benefit analysis. The needs of different University departments are too diverse. 

My own . 
Packages such as , that are heavily used here, are not routinely found in many other 
areas of the University. They require specialist knowledge to maintain, as well as the 
building up of relationships with staff who regularly use such software. Accordingly, when 
compared to the ‘big business IT Unit model’, the  shared service forms a 
logical organisational unit for building up such knowledge and running a large number of 
desktops. 



 

Commentators partaking in the debate on forum.cam.ac.uk on the IT review rightly identify 
the risk of reliance on individuals requiring large amounts of specialisation in many areas. 
My comments above with regards to the example of Raven offer one partial solution to 
lowering this risk and cost. 

Clearly this is a difficult issue, and getting the balance right only increases the need to ensure 
that the benefits, risks and costs are determined up-front before decisions on forms of 
centralised reorganisation are taken. 

More central provision of useful resources (even if that means higher initial costs) that can 
be ‘pulled in’ locally, but developing and supporting the specialist areas that are 
Department-specific ) would in my view be a 
logical way forward. 

3. An ‘internal web development company’ – centralised availability of staff 

The increasingly competitive global environment in which the University exists means that 
the need for high-quality web provision, at all levels of the University, has never been higher. 

Every Department and college has the need for web development services. I think there are 
dangers in centralisation here because a one-size-fits-all solution fails to facilitate innovation, 
and there are so many different competing web technologies, which means that a central 
platform would simply fail to work because 90% of stuff wouldn't work with whatever 
platform is chosen. Furthermore, a single platform creates lock-in which is dangerous at a 
time when the web environment is changing so quickly. So a delegated approach is sensible. 

However, web development (programming) and web design (graphical design) are both 
specialist areas which an IT person skilled in, say, Windows Server/Desktop management, 
would not be expected to have. They are fundamentally different disciplines. 

Furthermore, web development is an increasingly complex area, covering a multitude of 
different disciplines, including: graphic design, XHTML/CSS coding, usability, accessibility, 
security, scripting/programming, database connectivity, search engine optimization (SEO), 
scalability, DNS, URL design, authentication control, documentation, AJAX, the mobile 
web, etc. Many of these are not trivial, and all require time and skill to develop to a level 
which could be regarded as giving a professional external appearance, hence the existence of 
web development consultants and firms which charge prices accordingly. 

Significant amounts of web development/design are also something that (in particular 
smaller departments) probably don’t need done on an ongoing basis. Upgrading the design 
of a site or redoing its internals is an every-three-years type job, which when done, only 
needs the site to have its content updated, and a general IT person ought to be able to keep 
an eye on things (and give simple help) even if they're not specialist. 

Because this is specialist, and not ongoing, people are often approaching companies / 
freelancers to do this work. I am certain this happens,  

 

I have long argued that UCS ought to have a set of 'internal freelancers' as it were - basically 
an internal web development unit that departments can buy time out of at cost price. This is 
the same model as the Finance Staff Bureau in the UAS: 
http://www.admin.cam.ac.uk/cam-only/offices/finance/bureau/ 



 

The benefit of this would be that a pool of people who understand how the University 
works (e.g. knowing about Raven natively, knowing about University structures and 
policies, etc.) would be available. They wouldn't cost the levels that commercial companies 
charge. They could also help bring a bit more unity to the web provision around the 
University. 

It seems to me this ought to be another case, like Raven, where no-one is forced to use it, 
but over time it would become an obvious 'first port of call' that saves money and time, and 
which reduces the need for local support to have specialist knowledge in many areas. It also 
should be less politically contentious than attempts for without-exception centralisation. 

 

I hope the above points are helpful. 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 




