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Introduction – Setting the Scene

The Higher Education system and those who fund it have been concerned for many years about issues of wastage and duplication.  This is a concern shared by all jurisdictions worldwide and has witnessed a number of responses which have a similar pattern across OECD countries.  Within those similarities, however, there are some quite specific individual responses.

Australian Issues

In Australia the pattern of control of publicly supported or assisted institutions differs from that in nations of similar tradition, background, and culture.  Australian universities are, like many other social institutions, historically a product of the federated system.  They exist for the greater part under State law, but for the last quarter century state funding has been almost non existent. One of the main outcomes of this is a lack of effective coordination.

By the late 1980s concern about costs and the outcomes of this lack of coordination were rising.  The pattern in which a dozen or more universities would simultaneously seek funding from the Federal Government for a particular new piece of scientific equipment in a field such as geology simply drew attention to the problem that there were too many geology schools in the country.  There was no effective State mechanism to limit this and to make the outcomes more rational to society as a whole and the public purse.  Indeed, the evidence suggested that the only coordination that did take place was through a complex set of pressures from professional associations and societies.  It could be argued, for example, that the medical profession was instrumental in limiting the number of medical schools that developed in Australian universities.

The Dawkins’ reform agenda which was in full swing by 1989/1990 needs to be understood in the context of these concerns.  The apparently illogical rash of institutional amalgamations, and the termination of what was termed the binary system of higher education , can only be understood in terms of a national attempt at coordination. 

Thus it was that phrases such as the unified national system, and the use of financial resources to oblige structural alterations came about.  If institutions could not be obliged to be more coordinated by executive fiat, then at least the number of institutions could be reduced, homogenised, with the hope that in time the administrators of those institutions would themselves make more rational the number of occurrences of disciplines on offer in a particular region or catchment.

To some extent the Dawkins’ reforms succeeded, though they left much to the individual inclinations and directions of individual institutions.  It could, however, be argued at the end of the process that issues of duplication and wastage had only been attacked in the most indirect of fashions.

To complicate this Australia can be seen to have experienced greater cost pressures in some of the indispensable tools of higher education compared to OECD nations.  With tumultuous events in the Australian economy during the 1980s, including the floating of the Australian dollar with a subsequent loss of value, Australian universities and colleges experienced dramatic cost expansion in providing academic services, particularly library resources for expanding student numbers.  So grave was this problem that by 1990 a national review of university library provision was underway.  Commissioned by NBEET, the review's report (known as the Ross report) was published in 1990.

But again in contrast to developments in other countries, the national review, though it did lead to some specific outcomes, by and large did not produce the same kind of grand design that one associates with similar reviews in countries such as the United Kingdom (for example Follett).  There were other gaps in the national arrangements that were obvious compared to OECD competitors.  These include the effective dismantling of the only possible national science and technology collection outside the University system, and the specific lack of legislative programs to encourage greater sharing of resources in the community at large, such as the Library Services and Construction Act in the United States.

While it is true that the 1990s witnessed some notable initiatives on a national basis, such as the development of AARNet, and an impressively larger list of coordinated activities by the  Council of Australian University Libraries (CAUL) there was still no explicit recognition at a greater level of public policy of the need to act in a more concerted way in these fields.  

Thus it is that Australia has lacked a political champion such as Carl Bildt, former Prime Minister of Sweden, or Al Gore, Senator and then Vice-President of the United States with explicit and strong personal commitment to the development of networking technology and the concept of “wiring the masses”.  To the extent that national investment in research infrastructure, including high performance computing, can be a measure of national commitment, Australia does not fare well in such comparisons.  Similarly, in terms of investment in content, particularly networks of research libraries and national investment in science and technology information, there are some clear gaps in public policy provision in Australia. That these were not compensated for by any program that would facilitate and reward specifically collaborative behaviour is important in the context of what follows in this paper.

It is vital to understand that although we have made a point that investment in information infrastructure was comparatively more problematic in Australia, the general characteristics of the higher education system were notably similar to parallel developments in countries such as Britain, New Zealand, Canada, and to some extent the United States.  Investment in the early 90s rose, but not as quickly as student numbers.  Attending university became a question of mass participation rather than activity for an elite.  In the attempts to produce quality improvements in the system governments generally promoted more competitive aspiration among universities.  The internationalisation of education was driven as often as not by the need to make up resource gaps in domestic markets.  

The Two Universities

With this background then let us turn to the main antecedent events for the two universities that are the subject of this paper and who intend to consort.  Both universities experienced great change at the time of the Dawkins’ reforms.  Indeed, QUT became a university as a former member of the advanced education sector as a direct result of the reform.  Between the two they accounted for all the advanced education components of the system to be found in the greater Brisbane area.  Interestingly, they also developed a broadly similar structural approach to the provision of information and academic services, that is they colocated the University Library, the University’s computing services, and some kindred elements in support of teaching and learning in the same general portfolio.  This model, often referred to as the converged model has been emulated in some other Australian universities with greater or lesser degrees of durability.

One of the particular aspects of the relationship had been the swapping of a campus from one of the antecedent institutions of QUT to Griffith University.  Both universities are good examples of Australian institutions which have grown rapidly, experienced strong competitive imperatives, and great challenges in the provision of information and academic services.  

In the absence of national public policy at an appropriate level, one might think that voluntary responses to the academic services challenge would develop.  However, all too often in Australian practice the capacity of individual universities, or rather individual officers within them to resist the logic of such initiatives has been decisive.  Thus it is that reviews of Faculties carried out at Queensland University of Technology could raise, from an academic perspective, the issue of greater levels of cooperation in library provision in a field such as law, which is taught at all three Brisbane universities, and find that the answer was that although overtures had been made, no concrete progress was in evidence.  Indeed, the only likelihood in some cases of securing the necessary agreement would be for the governing councils or incumbent Vice-Chancellors to agree on such a course of action. This did not eventuate, at least until this initiative.  

By 1998 the two universities had some experience of attempting to collaborate in the field.  While various possibilities were explored, including the possibility of a joint library system, very little concrete gain was made.  However, the continuing plunge of the Australian dollar and the challenge of providing appropriate levels of computing support and advice about network services to students encouraged the leadership of the information services areas at both universities to talk further.  Such conversations were also facilitated by strong collegial relationships among several of the key administrators in both areas.

By the time that serious discussion of an informal kind was developing, significant parallel developments and reforms had occurred in both Divisions.  The attempt to specify a similar library system has already been mentioned.  Also of note was an outsourcing reform process associated with the provision of library materials.  It is worth noting that a key figure contributing to this process was an external consultant, and discussions involving further reform with this consultant were an important foundation in what was to happen next.  

A key change question by 1998 was “how far can we go?”  It was transformation generated by such questioning which had led to some of the process reforms just referred to.  The willingness to pose this question, together with the almost congruent nature of the academic and information services structures of both universities, led to this initiative becoming more formalised.

It can readily be seen that a collaborative proposal which had as its main theme “how far can we go?” might come across the occasional challenge from a variety of interests with some stakeholding in the status quo.  Such stakeholding could vary from an academic area with no particular interest in seeing any change in the provision of service, through to individual and perhaps senior administrators whose role and responsibilities might be seen to be threatened by such a program.  

The pre-eminent task therefore became one of securing support for furthering the idea.  What began as a conversation between an interested external party with some familiarity with the workings of both Divisions, and the leaders of those two Divisions, escalated to a regular exchange of views among the parallel heads of department at both universities, with regular meetings of what became the Steering Committee for the Griffith University-Queensland University of Technology collaboration initiative from early 1999. Well supported by the enthusiasm and vitality of this group a specific agenda of activities developed.

A more formal collaborative program

The key milestones in the evolution of a more formal collaborative program are best illustrated in the following chronology:-

Table 1:  GU/QUT Information Services Collaboration – Chronology

Pre Collaboration Program Activities



01.06.95
Meeting of executive staff from GU and QUT Division of Information Services

06.11.95
One day workshop – executive staff – to explore cooperation

22.11.96
Information Services alliances meeting

07.04.97
Meeting of executive staff




Collaboration Program


June 1998
Raised prospect of more formal and structured collaboration with Vice-Chancellors


Vice-Chancellors exchanged letters of support

November 1998
Members of Divisional executives briefed

April 1999
Steering Committee formed

September 1999
Advertised RPO for consultancy


Announced Program to staff of both institutions


Notified Unions

December 1999
Consultant selected

January 2000
Workshop facilitated by consultant to identify program scope, drivers, project candidates, strategy and action plans

March 2000
Consultant's Report on outcomes of meetings with Universities' management

July 2000
Briefing paper prepared for Vice-Chancellors

October 2000
Meeting of Vice-Chancellors and Registrar/Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Administration), Pro-Vice-Chancellors (Information Services) and Consultant

November 2000
Vice-Chancellors exchange of letters confirming support for the Collaboration Program and agreeing to appointment of a Program Coordinator

December 2000
Recruitment process for Program Coordinator


Proposal for funding forwarded to DETYA

February 2001
Program Coordinator commenced work on a two year fixed-term appointment. Advice that bid for DETYA funding was successful

It should be noted that there was rapid and mutual recognition that the greatest single threat to realising the potential that might be unlocked was the possibility that the governing bodies/decision makers at either institution might at any time become concerned that the collaborative program was in some way prejudicing competitive position.  A key target therefore became the development and refinement of the elements of the project to a point were the Vice-Chancellors of both universities would, in the same meeting, sign off on their mutual support for the program of activities.  

Key Program Elements

It was in the preparation for this signing off process that the main elements of the collaborative program took shape. 

These elements included:-

· a list of criteria for assessing potential candidates for collaboration

· a list of initiatives or targets of collaborative activity

· an overall strategy for the program

Assessment Criteria for Projects

The criteria for evaluating possible initiatives are set out in Table 2.

The first two, threat to sovereignty and brand are "go/no go" criteria.  A potential initiative that threatens institutional identity or brand is automatically excluded.  The next two criteria, prospect of success and cost benefit are more heavily weighted than the remainder.

Table 2:  Assessment Criteria for Projects

Selection Criterion
Title
Description

1
Threat to sovereignty
Does the candidate initiative impinge on the protection of individual identity, that is that which makes the University a separate and clearly defined identity as a university?

2
Brand
Does the candidate initiative materially affect an activity/process which represents what the individual university stands for, ie a uniquely branding characteristic?

3
Prospects of success
Does the candidate initiative demonstrate ease of implementation including a manageable timescale?  Does the initiative have a likely high staff acceptance?  Is it technically feasible, and are there any legal or regulatory issues which would inhibit its success? Is there risk in its implementation?

4
Cost benefit
Does the candidate initiative show clear prospect of a return on investment?  Will it more effectively utilise existing investments, improve staff recruitment and retention, create commercial or business opportunities?  Further, does it build on an existing base of expertise or activities, and does it enable other collaborative initiatives to develop?  Does the initiative spread/widen expertise in vulnerable service areas, ie managing the risk of specialist technical dependencies?

5
Improved service outcomes
Does the candidate initiative demonstrate a likely increase in the quality of services, and/or improve the level and scope of services, and/or improve access to these services?  Is the candidate initiative clearly demand driven? Are the outcomes easily demonstrated?

6
Cost reduction
Does the candidate initiative reduce costs of providing a service?  Further, is there an impact on overheads currently associated with the management, financing or technical support of existing separate services?

7
Competitive advantage
Will the implementation of the candidate initiative advance the prospect of recruiting and retaining students?  Will the implementation of the initiative advance the prospect of improving university generation of income from research and industry/community partners?  Are these claims sustainable/provable?

8
Innovation and scale
Is the candidate initiative an innovative or “out of the box” idea?  Does it look impossible or very difficult to achieve just in the one institution?

9
Strategic vision fit
Does the candidate initiative clearly serve the vision of realising improvements in infrastructure and services to staff and students through joint approaches to Divisional services?

Potential Collaborative Initiatives

Possibilities for collaboration across the range of services offered by both Divisions were reviewed.  These possibilities are listed by broad functional area in Table 3.  Using the assessment criteria, those candidates thought to offer the best opportunities were selected for inclusion in the Program.

Table 3:  Candidate Initiatives

Information Technology Services

1. Shared infrastructure (eg dial in support to students, student access in general)

2. Joint network support (including desktop support)

3. Shared IT staff resources (particularly for those with high level, specific technical skills)

4. Joint procurement of hardware and software/partnering with suppliers

5. Shared Research and Development ( eg joint projects such as Smart Card)

6. Corporate applications/enterprise systems support and development

7. Joint staff development (particularly technical training)

8. Shared facilities (eg network bandwidth, computer rooms)

9. Shared business continuity resources (eg backup provision)

10. E-commerce, web development, web management

11. Brokering arrangements for students to acquire hardware/software - third party procurement – (eg laptop leasing)



Teaching and Learning/Flexible Learning Services



1. Joint procurement or leasing of AV equipment (eg digital TV) to create a high end installed base

2. Joint maintenance of this installed base

3. Sharing of facilities (particularly those with high capital cost and low usage eg videoconferencing, ETV video production facilities, video on demand)

4. Sharing of resources and expertise, including staff – possible assistance due to seasonal nature of work

5. Joint development of products (with different branding)

6. Joint development of benchmarks, QA processes, IP registers

7. Joint development/benchmarking of learning support (eg shared approach to information literacy training for staff and students)

8. Joint Call Centre operations

9. Joint academic staff development

Library Services



1. Seamless reciprocal access for students (including preferential document delivery arrangements)

2. Shared Research and development (eg performance measures)

3. Shared technical work (eg thin client trials)

4. Shared staff development (eg client service, front line training)

5. Shared development of library resources 

· joint procurement/licensing

· rationalisation of resources

· joint partnership with SWETS/Blackwell 

6. Joint development of software applications (eg information literacy applications)

7. Joint storage of physical resources

8. Joint copying/printing services

9. Joint virtual reference desk services

10.
24 x 7 shopfront.

11.
Single technical services operation

Enabling Initiatives

During the process of identifying the candidate initiatives, it became clear that some initiatives have critical dependency on others i.e. are enabled by them.  Not surprisingly, the enablers reflect broad areas of investment by the two universities, principally the IT architecture and corporate systems of the two.  Others however, will be critical to success.  These include adequate resourcing and administrative support and strategies to manage change including communication strategies and the addressing of any cultural issues.

Strategy

The broad strategy that has emerged is one in which some worthwhile initiatives which are relatively easy to do are tackled early, "to get runs on the board".  At the same time groundwork will be done on enabling initiatives – aligning IT architecture and increasing standardisation – to ensure that long term projects which are likely to give best returns are possible.

Roadmap

A roadmap has been developed to provide a visual representation of the candidate initiatives identified to date, underlying enabling initiatives, a view about the sequencing of candidate initiatives, and a view about the return on investment value of each.  (Attachment 1).  This "roadmap" is the most compact way to describe the program

The Current State of Play

With the appointment of a Program Coordinator in February, the Program is gathering momentum.  It has been given a significant boost with a DETYA grant of some $200,000 over 2 years.

A program plan has been finalised, together with a process for business case development for each potential initiative.

In line with our strategy, some more straightforward areas are being tackled early.  These include joint staff training and development, workforce planning and copying/printing services.  A protocol for staff secondments has been drawn up and we already have our first example of sharing a specialist position, that of Copyright Officer for both institutions.  We have a joint RFT underway for mobile telephone services and have used our joint purchasing power to secure a better deal when purchasing AV equipment.  Work is also underway on some of the technological enablers, including directory architectures, and on gathering data for longer term initiatives such as shared support services.

Two issues have emerged in the work done to date:-

· unplanned opportunities for collaboration do emerge and there is a need for a certain amount of flexibility in our approach

· some collaborative opportunities do spill over into other parts of our organisations and we may find ourselves "brokering" initiatives that will be taken over by others.

Conclusion

To those who question how this program differs from other examples of collaborative ventures in the higher education sector, our response is in scale and intent.  What we are attempting is a large scale program, intended to deliver significant service improvements and cost efficiencies.  In many areas of activity, taking a shared approach will become the way we do business.  While these are still early days, there is confidence that this program will deliver, particularly if we are open to novel approaches and willing to manage the risks inherent in joint service arrangements.  We are necessarily taking "the long view" and will be seeking to embed responsibility for collaboration in the roles of all managers over time.
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� Library provision in higher education institutions Canberra, AGPS, 1990.





