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Lessons for the ICT Industry from some critical but friendly LibDem Dragons

Knowledge based businesses underpin the UK’s economy both as industries that add value in their own right and as the facilitators for the competitiveness and modernisation of other sectors. Our public services too now depend on delivery over the internet.

On Monday 21st September, Liberal Democrat parliamentary candidates took part in a Dragon’s Den of prospective parliamentary candidates to grill three representatives of industry on information society topics at the Liberal Democrat Party Conference. Titled “Turning Challenges into Opportunities”, the workshop addressed important issues such as child protection, jobs of the future and delivering public services at lower cost.

Dr David Butler of Atkins reviewed the scrutiny of government IT projects, to ask whether the criticism they have been subjected to has been justified. 

Dr Butler said, “There is no such thing as an IT project: All such projects are a combination of people, process, technology and leadership. The key to stop IT project failures is to have the right information and ask the right questions at the appropriate time.”
Alan Beddow, PPC for Warwick & Leamington, “There has been a lot of talk about cuts in expenditure, when investment in infrastructure, skills and enterprise is vitally needed. IT can play a role through enabling improved public services to be delivered at lower cost.

“We need to ensure that there are the right skills in the workforce to boost the UK’s position as a leader in the global knowledge economy.”

Carol Woods, PPC for the City of Durham, said, “To engage with votes, they need to know what benefits the IT programme will bring. Voters want to hear about IT as a means to delivery cost savings and better services, not as an end in itself.”

Phil Kingsland, speaking on behalf of Nominet, urged the parliamentary candidates to give their time to participating in the Internet Governance Forum. The UK created the first national forum feeding into the International Forum taking place this year in Sharm el Sheikh, Egypt. Phil said “With society and global business becoming critically dependent on services delivered over the Internet, more than ever, Internet Governance is an issue that politicians need to understand and be involved in.

“By engaging in the Internet governance debate, MPs can make a positive difference to the lives of people through encouraging partnerships and coalitions that help deliver better access, child protection, prevention of fraud or other abuse.”
Sue Doughty, PPC for Guildford raised the issues of enforcement: “there have been some tragic stories of cyberbullying, but still no effective means of policing the online world. There are no police resources to deal with smaller e-crimes and fraud is still a great challenge.”

Another candidate commented on “the need to balance the freedom to speak about whatever you want online and ensuring protection from bad online behaviour.” The Nominet Best Practice Challenge has helped showcase examples where initiatives in the UK help address problems like these and contribute to making the Internet a trusted space, which everyone can be part of and has a positive impact on people’s lives.
Philip Virgo, Secretary General of EURIM, said that most other issues would be irrelevant unless the UK can create, attract and retain the wealth-creating jobs of the future. EURIM produced a paper titled A Flourishing Innovation Economy which highlighted how easily important knowledge based businesses can relocate out of the UK. Candidates should take out Associate Membership of EURIM and use the material produced during the exercises to update that report in their own campaigns.

Sue Doughty commented on the difficulty of getting IT companies to put their problems with regulatory overheads, planning permission direct to their constituency MPs and Candidates so that these can be raised via mainstream channels.

Summing up at the end of the Den, Chair-Dragon Alan Beddow commented on the need to address the problem of negative spin, whereby ICT projects suffered from publicity for their problems rather than their successes.
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