Leicester City Council IT Services

The IT service department of Leicester City Council (LCC) comprises some 104 staff. As part of the Town Clerk's Department, it provides a variety of IT support services. Within IT services there are seven areas of activity.

Customer Services operates a help desk for internal customers. It looks after the front office activities and directs requests to technical services.

Technical services maintains telephony and network systems. It also includes an end-user computing team which looks after PC problems and include network consultants. Within technical services, a separate systems support team looks after the AS/400 mainframes and Unix systems for Social Services and Education.

The operations teams supervises the production of reports and outputs from the mainframes and ensures 24 hours working of key production systems.

Development services maintains and enhances packages using MS-Access, Oracle, RPG and DB2-AS/400. Their main emphasis is on financial management, housing benefit and education systems.

Corporate Projects team includes two business analysts and IT trainers. 

Strategic Support manages the councils web sites as well as providing IT consultancy. 

IT contracts and security involves two people, one dealing with the data protection act and security, the other administering IT contracts.

The IT services department covers most user departments and many sites throughout the city. However, for historical reasons, Art and Leisure, Environment and Housing have their own local IT teams, although system support looks after Housing's AS/400 systems.

The help desk is managed using a Quetzal system. Calls are classified according to three levels of priority and the help desk is run on the basis of service level agreements developed by the customer service manager. As a member of a local government computing organisation, Leicester City Council IT services also uses nationally developed performance indicators.  While ISO9002 is not used as it is seen as too rigid and expensive for the council, standards for areas such as networking have been developed and Total Quality Management is being applied in operations. 

There are standards in terms of hardware and software for desktop PCs. Users have access to a limited set of functions, since:

 'if users fiddled around with systems it could cause problems'  (IT support manager).

The use of spreadsheets and wordprocessors is common. Finance download data from the Financial Information Management Systems into spreadsheets. Dataease has been commonly used throughout the council and many standalone databases in Dataease exist. This proved to be a problem during the Y2K project when a contractor had to be employed to review all the Dataease databases. End Users may use MS/Access provided they adopt IT defined standards.

IT staff are not treated differently from other staff. There is a clear equal opportunities policy and salary scales are set across the council. Therefore for IT salaries are below average. This has caused a problem with recruiting and retention. There are a considerable number of female staff and staff over 50.  

The council runs both an Internet site (http://:www.leicester.gov.uk) and an Intranet, both maintained by a Web team. 500 council offices have access to the Internet..  Public access to the Internet site is controlled through a central firewall. The system supports 3500 email users and 500 web users. Individual council employees cannot develop their own pages. This is done at the business unit level. In a recent relaunch of the web site, it was made more dynamic and is now driven by a database which stores web content. This makes it easier to maintain. Departments can add information by filling in a form which is then published. Thus skill in using MS/ Front Page is not needed. However, very little of the site is interactive. There is a need to make it more interactive and to provide more council services over the Internet to met government targets. A pilot purchasing site is being run for IT services. 

Unlike some councils (e.g. Birmingham, Norfolk and Lincolnshire), Leicester has not outsourced its IT services.

 'The fashion has run out of steam. We would only outsource if the service was bad' IT support manager.

However, all software systems are packaged systems - there is no in-house development of new systems. Business continuity planning (disaster recovery) is outsourced. There is a mirror AS/400 site at Meridian Park. Also the Internet site is outsourced to an ISP in London. The site is run using a leased line on a fixed cost, unlimited usage basis. By running the Internet site from London the council can plug into a 10 megabit link rather than relying on its own 5.2 Mb link.

Questions
1. Draw a diagram to illustrate LCC IT's organisational structure and discuss how it could be improved. 

2. Suggest some strategies for dealing with LCC's staffing problems. 

3. What are the advantages for LCC of buying rather than making computer systems? Consider a company known to you: Do they make or buy computer systems? What is their justification? 

4. Is it good enough to base your outsourcing policies on whether the IT services is good or bad? Find a council that has outsourced. Is there any indication why they outsourced and how they benefited? 

5. What does LCC IT understanding by 'End-User Computing'? Comment on their attitude to end-user computing. 

6. What are the benefits of a help desk system? 

7. What are the benefits of outsourcing disaster recovery? 

8. What are the benefits of locating their Internet site at a London ISP? 

