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The four-part plan 
The government has launched an ambitious ICT strategy aimed at delivering 
better services in tough financial times. So how does it break down?

The challenges facing public sector IT have 
never been tougher, but the government’s 
new ICT strategy is ambitious enough to 
cope, Joe Harley, UK Government CIO, told 
PITCOM’s May meeting in the House of 
Commons.

National Audit Office estimates 
suggest that there are some 135,000 ICT 
professionals working in government 
today, including all internal and external 
staff – more than five times the number 
of people employed by Google worldwide, 
Harley said. Government spending on 
technology reached an estimated £16 
billion in 2008, he said.

“So we have to treat these very large 
numbers with respect, and it is up to us 
to ensure we get good value for money 
in a very challenging fiscal position,” 
Harley said. “It is absolutely right we drive 
down costs of IT and create a common 
infrastructure across government. On 
the external side however, there are 
big demands, the public have higher 
expectations – we want to deal with 
government when we want to, and we 
want to deal with things online.

“So what are we going to do about it?”
To respond to the challenge the 

government’s new ICT strategy takes 
a four-pronged approach, he said. The 
key parts are reducing waste and project 
failure, and stimulating economic growth; 
creating common infrastructure; using 
ICT to enable and deliver change; and 
strengthening governance. And all four 
parts are focused on delivering better 
public services, Harley said.

For part one – reducing waste and 
project failure, and stimulating economic 
growth – some of the key actions to be 

taken included the creation of an asset 
register of all government ICT projects 
and services, “because if you don’t know 
what assets you’ve got, you don’t know 
what you’ll be able to reuse,” he said.

The plan also aims to reduce ICT 
procurement cycle times and break major 
procurement projects down into smaller 
lots where possible, to reduce project risk 
and help open the government ICT market 
to small businesses (SMEs).

There is also an intention to create a 
level playing field for the use of open 

source software in government by 
forming a cross-government open source 
implementation group – “open source has 
been around a while, but has tended to 
be deployed in the infrastructure layer.”

Under part two of the plan – creating 
a common infrastructure – many of the 
actions planned relate to standards, 
Harley said. 

“If we want to do things in common, 
we need common standards, and we will 
be mandating these standards so we can 
enable interoperability.”

The government is also working on 
a cloud computing implementation 

This report is available free at www.pitcom.org.uk

May 2011:  
Delivery of  
the Government’s 
IT strategy

We are moving towards a cloud environment that 
is going to radically change how services are 
delivered. 

strategy, he said. “I am very excited about 
this, because I believe we are moving 
towards a cloud environment that is 
going to radically change how services 
are delivered. We have been doing a lot 
of work behind the scenes and by the 
summer we will have a strategy for all.”

Part three of the plan – using ICT to 
enable and deliver change – is the part 
focused on moving towards more online 
services, in line with the ‘digital by 
default’ approach promoted by the UK’s 
digital champion Martha Lane Fox – and 

is where “innovation comes through, and 
real value is delivered”, Harley said.

The plan would look at making citizen-
focused transactional services ‘digital 
by default’, where appropriate he said. 
“We will be having a look at that, and 
will mandate channel shift in selected 
government services.” 

Under part four – strengthening 
governance – a new ministerial committee 
has already been established to oversee 
the efficiency and reform agenda. “We 
now have ministers actively involved in 
the IT agenda, which I really welcome. 
I would much rather have ministerial 
interest and oversight, than disinterest.”

The government has also set up a chief 
information officer (CIO) delivery board, 
with CIO representation from  the large 
delivery departments, Harley said. “I’ve 
come to the view that to get strategy 
executed, we’ve got to use and leverage 
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Executive summary

•	 The	challenges	facing	public	sector	ICT	have	never	been	tougher.	In	response,	the	
government’s new ICT strategy takes a four-pronged approach: reducing waste and 
project failure, and stimulating economic growth; creating common infrastructure; 
using ICT to enable and deliver change; and strengthening governance.

•	 The	 plan	 aims	 to	 reduce	 ICT	 procurement	 cycle	 times	 and	 break	 major	
procurement projects down into smaller lots where possible, to reduce project 
risk and help open the government ICT market to small businesses (SMEs).

•	 Other	elements	include	creating	a	level	playing	field	for	open	source	software	
in government; produce a cloud computing implementation strategy; and will 
mandate channel shift in selected government services. 

•	 No	new	money	is	available	for	implementation,	but	ministers	are	determined	
to drive the strategy through, with a greater level of mandation and intervening 
to stop or reshape projects that do not comply.
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the capabilities that exist in government 
today.”

All this work was leading towards a 
strategic implementation plan to be 
published in the summer, though among 
the plan’s many challenges was the 
fact that there would be no new money 
available for implementation – it will all 
have to be found from within existing 
departmental spending, he said.

In a question and answer session, 
one delegate said various strategies to 
overhaul government ICT had been put 
forward in the past, with similar aims 
– so why had they not already been 
implemented?

In response Harley said that this 
time, there would be a higher level of 
commitment to deliver real change. “I’ve 
seen great determination in the ministerial 
involvement, and this time we are 
introducing a greater level of mandation 
– the current economic climate requires 
that we do things differently, there are 
now tough measures and controls which 
we did not see in previous years– and 
we can intervene and stop or reshape 
projects that are not complying.

“I think we are on a different agenda 
here, in a different fiscal situation, so I am 
optimistic about it, and about our ability 
to get things done.”

The question of the poor reputation 
of government ICT projects was also 
raised.

“We all want to reduce the risk of projects 
failing, but I really believe government are 
learning these lessons and have made big 
improvements over the years.

“IT success stories don’t tend to hit 
the press, but I know there are successes 
going on every day in government IT. I think 
we can all talk more about the successes 
that are in government day in and day out, 
and work hard on the reputation side.

“We need to talk up what we are trying 
to achieve here.”
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