
The situation

It is often said that open source software is particularly suited to public sector use.  Not only, the claim
goes, does it offer considerable savings on license payments, use of open source software also reduces
dependence on a single commercial supplier (the so-called “lock-in” effect).  Faced with an ageing IT
infrastructure for both staff and the public across the city’s libraries, Birmingham City Council investigated
the realities of implementing open source technology.

Birmingham approached open source with a certain amount of scepticism, aware that its existing support
structures and staff were based on a predominately proprietary architecture.  The library service piloted
and rolled out the open source productivity package, OpenOffice, on its staff PCs and a full open source
desktop, comprising of an operating system and OpenOffice, on its public IT facilities.  The aim was to
find out how compelling the business case for open source was, and whether it could really offer equivalent
functionality to users.   As open source was being rolled out, Birmingham asked iMPOWER to undertake
a thorough review of the project and provide expert opinion on these issues.

The project

Some of the key learning points drawn by iMPOWER’s review were about the process, rather than
outcomes, of a first-time implementation.  In particular, the project showed that there were considerable
costs incurred around project management and in decision-making and configuration because of the
huge range of open source products available.

“Our implementation required more involved project management than we had first anticipated.  Treat
open source as you would any other IT project.  Strong leadership and communication is necessary to
make sure users feel comfortable with the change.”

 Les Timms
IT Manager and Open Source Academy Project Board Chairman

OpenOffice was found to be a suitable product for the majority of users who did not require advanced
functionality for databases and spreadsheets.  Against expectation, and with a small amount of training,
users took to OpenOffice very quickly.

The operating system trialled on the public PCs, Linux, resulted in a few technical hitches and needed
extra configuration, and it was eventually concluded that in its current state of maturity it is not yet suitable
as a complete replacement for Windows in the authority.




