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iiinnnsssiiiggghhhttt   

IT and technology policy in 
an election year 

With up to £21bn being spent each year on public sector 

Information Technology (IT), perhaps it’s no surprise 

that the main political parties have all begun to sharpen 

up their ideas about how to make better use of it. 

 Towards the end of 2009 we saw the leak of a 

draft government ICT Strategy onto the Internet. And in 

no time at all, the Conservative Party reacted by posting 

the leaked document online and asking people to 

comment on it. A short while later, the Conservatives 

updated the site with an outline of their own proposed 

approach to better use of Whitehall IT. 

 Far be it from CTPR and others not to lend a 

helping hand .... which is why we have teamed up with 

Ideal Government to run an “ideal government IT 

strategy” competition, complete with a £1,000 kitty and 

kindly supported by CIO, the NCC, Intellect, FIPR and 

various other organisations. We’ll bring the results of 

this competition in a future edition of this newsletter – 

as well as posting updates to our website. 

 This edition also continues our series of 

discussions with key opinion leaders on subjects of 

technology policy. We have an interview with Chris 

Huhne MP, the Lib Dem’s Shadow Home Secretary as 

well as a look at the European Commission’s latest 

initiative to help us establish “trust in digital life”, 

including some insights from its main backer, Jacques 

Bus. 

 We also take a look at the idea of e-markets 

and whether technology can enable us to re-think the 

way we define work, with consequential impacts on 

government policies around taxation and benefits.  

 As ever, we’re keen to hear from you – 

whether with feedback or great examples of where 

technology and public policy come together. 

  

Jerry Fishenden, Co-Founder and Director, CTPR  
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Almost every day the mainstream media 
seem to carry stories about how technology 
is undermining our privacy or challenging 
our democratic values. As we move towards 
“the Internet of things”, where almost every 
device will be online and transmitting 
information about both itself and its owner, 
we are entering an age where the 
challenges of retaining and enshrining our 
democratic rights are going to become 
increasingly important and increasingly 
complex. 

Take for example the near 
universal example of our mobile phones. At 
one time it was only a small handful of 
convicted criminals who were forced to be 
electronically tagged, with the ability to 
remotely monitor and track their 
movements. Today, most of us voluntarily 
carry mobile phones which achieve the 
same thing: wherever we go, wherever we 
move, our phones enable us and our every 
movement and pattern of communication 
to be tracked and monitored. There seems 
little to distinguish the average citizen any 
more from the criminal classes.  

Some of us may of course decide 
that there is a fair trade-off between the 
loss of our privacy and the facilities that 
modern mobile phones provide. But others 
may not. Yet technologies such as mobile 
phones have not been designed to offer us 
the option of preventing this remote 
tracking of our movements – unless of 
course we choose to switch them off. 

Technology is in danger of 
fundamentally altering the relationship 
between industry, the state and the 
individual. That is unless we decide we want 
to do something about it. This is an 
interesting illustration of how better 
designed technology might have enabled us 
to have the choice of whether we wanted 
our movements to be remotely monitored 
or not rather than the provider of the 
technology. Such choice is an important 
bedrock of our democracy that should 
ideally be enshrined in the way that modern 
technology is designed. 

So, is there an alternative? Could 
our electronic devices be designed to reflect 
the values of our UK and European 
democracy and help better safeguard our 
rights then was possible in the old paper 
age? 

Well, one group certainly thinks 
so. Entitled the “Trust in Digital Life 

Trust in our digital lives 

Partnership”, it aims to set out a vision for 
trustworthy digital products, including devices, 
applications, services and infrastructures. This 
EU-based partnership explicitly places the 
importance of the rule of law, security, privacy 
and our other core democratic freedoms at the 
centre of its rationale. Its aim is to ensure that 
emergent digital technologies are engineered 
from the ground up to reflect our democratic 
values. 

Kim Cameron, who authored the 
“laws of identity”, is widely credited with 
proposing innovative solutions to problems 
posed by the Internet of things, particularly 
those of identity and privacy. He’s a keen 
supporter of the partnership: 

“We need to work across the industry 
to ensure technology aligns with minimal 
disclosure principles – only ever passing over 
the absolute minimum of our personal 
information needed for a specific interaction. 
And ensuring we’re an active participant in that 
process, that we understand and have choice 
and control over what happens. I feel 
compelled to redouble our efforts to produce 
and adopt a better approach to the way digital 
technologies work. Based on a common, 
standards-based approach to authentication 
that will work securely and consistently across 
different web sites and environments.  We need 
to have a way of ensuring trust as well truly 
usable, intuitive visual interfaces.” 

The Partnership embraces the 
findings of the Advisory Board for Research and 
Innovation for Security, Privacy and 
Trustworthiness in the Information Society 
(RISEPTIS) (see  http://www.think-
trust.eu/public-documentation/public-
documents.html).   

Jacques Bus, Head of Unit of Trust 
and Security in the ICT Research Programme, 
which is part of the DG Information Society and 
Media at the European Commission, is a strong 
backer and advocate of both the RISEPTIS 

recommendations and the Trust in Digital Life 
Partnership: 

"The transformational nature of 
ICT, in particular of the Internet and the Web, 
forces us to rethink and re-engineer trust in 
our society. Our core democratic values, 
including security, trust and privacy, must be 
assured in the design, use and disposal 
process of digital infrastructures and 
products. The RISEPTIS report and the 
establishment of the Trust in Digital Life 
Partnership are important steps towards 
these goals” 

The programme is still in its early 
days. Although founded by four well known 
names (Gemalto, Microsoft, Nokia and 
Philips), its intent is to be open and collegiate 
and to welcome all new members and 
participants on an equal basis. A rolling series 
of workshops and conferences is taking place 
to help turn the vision into practical reality. 
The aim is to both expand participation and 
gain commitment and impetus behind its 
principles. 

Critics might point out that some of 
these founders have themselves created or 
contributed to some of the existing problems 
in the first place. However, CTPR welcomes 
this important recognition of the serious 
nature of the problem on the industry side – 
whilst awaiting the outcome to see how far 
this programme can really change the current 
model for the better. It’s good to see Europe 
taking a lead in this area and placing such an 

important topic on its agenda.  
 
 

  
If you would like to 

participate and help in this 
important initiative, please 

email the Trust in Digital 
Life Partnership at 

contact@trustindigitallife.eu 

http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=IP/09/952&format=HTML&aged=0&language=EN&guiLanguage=en
http://trustindigitallife.eu/Home%20Page
http://trustindigitallife.eu/Home%20Page
http://www.think-trust.eu/public-documentation/public-documents.html
http://www.think-trust.eu/public-documentation/public-documents.html
http://www.think-trust.eu/public-documentation/public-documents.html
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Q&A with Chris Huhne, MP 

Chris Huhne, MP is Shadow Home Secretary for the Liberal 
Democrats.  
 
Co-Founder and Director of the CTPR, Jerry Fishenden, met with 
Chris to talk with him about his views on Whitehall IT in general 
and, more specifically, his views on how it could be better used 
in often hotly contested areas such as national identity and the 
modernisation of the UK’s interception capabilities. 
 

Jerry Fishenden (JF): I couldn’t help 

noticing that “The Independent” 

newspaper led recently with a story about 

how at least £26bn has been wasted on 

public sector IT on just 10 projects. The 

UK seems to have become, as some 

academics have described it, “a world 

leader in failed IT projects” in the public 

sector. What are do you think are the 

underlying causes for finding ourselves in 

this situation? 

 

Chris Huhne, MP (CH): I was always 

shocked in my former role as Shadow 

Chief Secretary to the Treasury of how 

few public sector IT projects are delivered 

on time and to budget. But I think this is 

symptomatic of a wider problem. It’s the 

capability to manage projects that seems 

to have gone from the Civil Service, with 

IT a specific example. There appears to 

be a widespread inexperience of how 

best to work with contractors, to settle 

on a clear specification of a problem to 

which IT might be sensibly applied and to 

learn from experience.  

Of course, the private sector is 

not perfect either. It certainly has its 

problems. But the sheer dominance and 

scale of the public sector and its 

overwhelming influence in the UK IT 

marketplace means it has particular 

responsibilities – especially around 

encouraging competition and ensuring 

an effective market. The lack of effective 

competition is unhealthy and I think we 

see that reflected in the poor 

performance of public sector IT. 

JF: The Transformational Government 

agenda has dominated the last five years 

of UK government thinking around IT. 

What do you make of this programme, 

especially its apparent assumption that in 

order to deliver effective services the 

public sector needs to collect, aggregate 

and share large amounts of citizens’ 

private, personal information? 

 

CH: The Labour Party’s approach reflects 

its heritage, particularly that of the 

Fabian and Webb tradition. Namely 

that it’s the role of the State to 

provide solutions to problems and 

that if enough intelligent people in 

government get together problems 

will be solved. They do not have a 

liberal gene pool to draw upon. Whilst 

I think they have understood that 

markets can fail, and may require the 

moderating hand of government, they 

have been reluctant to accept that 

governments can fail too. As we have 

seen with the Transformational 

Government programme and other 

initiatives, bureaucracies can develop 

their own agenda, inimical to 

important UK values such as freedom 

and privacy.  

But I don’t agree with the 

Conservatives’ view either, which 

seems to suggest the problem is one 

of small government versus big 

government. It’s not. It’s about the 

difference between good government 

and bad government. Even that most 

Thatcherite of Prime Ministers, Mrs 

Thatcher herself, could not roll the 

State back with any real significance. 

The issue is how we make government 

more accountable and stop it abusing 

Public Sector IT ... 
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Q&A with Chris Huhne, MP 
(continued from p4) 

its privileged position.  

 

JF: One thing that troubles me, having 

previously worked in the public sector 

myself, is that the senior Civil Service in 

general, with some honourable 

exceptions, seems to have become a 

shadow of its former shelf. Less willing 

to listen to outside opinion. Less willing 

to consult and learn in order to help 

advise Ministers on how to choose the 

most effective policies in order to 

deliver their desired outcomes.  

Whilst it clearly still has 

insightful thinkers that equal if not 

better those found in the private sector, 

the overall attitude has become more 

concerned with “getting things done” 

rather than on “getting things right”, 

which seemed to be its special strength 

in the past.  

Is that merely a reflection of 

the Civil Service adapting to a particular 

government, or something more 

significant that we need to be 

concerned about? 

 

CH: I think you’re right. The Civil Service 

has lost morale, lost prestige and lost a 

sense of its own importance compared 

to say 30-40 years ago. There is an issue 

here that needs to be fixed.  

Along with the culture of 

subcontracting, outsourcing and 

commissioning it seems to have also 

outsourced its thinking. We need to 

bring that back, to enable the Civil 

Service to help policymakers better 

understand the range of options open 

to them and to help achieve better 

outcomes – including recognising 

where technology and IT may not be the 

most suitable option for a particular 

policy. 

“bureaucracies 

can develop their 

own agenda, 

inimical to 

important UK 

values such as 

freedom and 

privacy” 

JF: Cybercrime remains a growing issue 

and one where the UK has been 

criticised in the past for lacking a 

coherent cybersecurity strategy. What 

do you think the UK needs to do? 

 

CH: I think the police are doing a better 

job on traditional physical crime. 

They’re getting better at tackling local 

crime and at sharing best practice. But I 

see two areas where we’re bad. 

Cybercrime and white collar fraud.  

I don’t think we’ll make 

progress in these areas until we see a 

change in the culture of the police, 

particularly the way in which it is not 

possible to directly enter the senior 

ranks of the police force from outside. 

That prevents them bringing in the right 

skills and expertise with the necessary 

seniority and authority. The police need 

to be able to bring into their senior 

ranks those with specialist forensic 

computing and forensic accounting 

expertise. And we need to make SOCA 

[the Serious Organised Crime Agency] 

more effective. 

We need to treat cybercrime as 

seriously as we do any other form of 

crime – it’s certainly not, as some call 

it, a victimless crime. Just because it 

takes place on line rather than on the 

street doesn’t make it any different to 

the victim who suffers as a 

consequence. 

JF:  IMP has been seen either as a 

necessary programme to ensure that 

the intelligence and law enforcement 

agencies have the necessary powers 

in an increasingly digital age to 

maintain their capabilities, or as yet 

another move to extend the powers of 

the State into entirely new areas by 

snooping on everyone as they send 

Interception 
Modernisation 
Programme (IMP) 
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Q&A with Chris Huhne, MP 
(continued from p5) 

private emails, browse websites and 

communicate with friends using social 

media. How do you view IMP? 

 

CH: I certainly worry about the judicial 

safeguards on IMP, and the possibility 

of erosion of privacy and civil liberties. 

But it is also a worry that IMP will 

potentially spend vast amounts of 

money on a temporary fix. I’m 

sceptical for that reason.  The 

techniques used by the intelligence 

and law enforcement agencies, 

needed to detect and track crime, 

change and modify all the time. We 

can’t assume the world will stand still. 

The opportunity we had during the 

era of the landline telephone, and 

initially with mobile phones, may have 

been the exception rather than the 

rule. Indeed, I think we may need to 

accept that the era in which the 

various agencies could monitor 

communications in this way is going 

and will not be replaced.  

There also needs to be a 

discussion of the opportunity cost and 

possible alternatives to current IMP 

thinking. Are we better spending £2bn 

to £12bn on IMP, or could it be spent 

to better effect on human intelligence 

resources rather than technically-

based intelligence? We need to have 

that discussion.  

Part of the problem is that it 

seems people get rolling on a set of 

tramlines with a firm idea in their 

head and it becomes impossible to 

persuade them of the need to revisit 

the underlying principles. I worry for 

example about the principle of always 

allowing the security community to 

have the right of veto over the use of 

interception evidence in court. To 

have such an absolute veto, regardless 

of circumstances, does not seem 

appropriate. 

“I think we may need to 

accept that the era in 

which the various 

agencies could monitor 

communications in this 

way is going and will 

not be replaced.” 

 

JF: The Liberal Democrats are on 

record as opposing ID Cards. I note it’s 

one of the core pledges in the Lib 

Dems’ Freedom Bill that they will be 

scrapped for everyone, including 

foreign nationals.  

But have you thought about 

life after ID Cards? There are still many 

problems relating to identity. Indeed, 

many cybercrime issues currently arise 

from the fact I can’t prove who I am 

when I’m online and I can’t prove who 

it is at the other end of the wire either. 

And I also can’t be truly anonymous or 

pseudonymous when appropriate.  Yet 

surely effective delivery and running of 

public services online will rely on 

helping tackle these issues of identity? 

Identity and life 
after ID Cards .... 

 

 

CH: I don’t think there is a single solution 

to this problem. A variety of approaches 

need to exist. Take online banking, for 

example, where my bank requires me to 

use a chip and PIN device when I’m 

online in order to authorise transactions. 

That’s the model they’ve currently 

chosen to adopt. Others choose a 

different approach. So I believe there 

needs to be different approaches and 

models evolving over time and 

government needs to accept it is just one 

part of that landscape.  

On the ID Card itself, it has 

never been clear how the card could 

achieve any of its claimed objectives, 

about combating terrorism and the like. 

Yet it is being developed at a high cost. 

Having no clear outcomes and high cost 

is not an attractive proposition for any 

public sector programme.  

And it’s not just the ID Cards 

and the related Act that we want to see 

abolished. I’m not convinced of the need 

to go ahead with the biometric upgrade 

for passports either. This has of course 

become complicated by the two 

requirements, for ID Cards and biometric 

passports, becoming so closely 

interlinked. But that should not stop us 

scrapping the upgrade of biometric 
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passports as well if, as it seems, it’s also 

an unnecessary cost with little benefit. 

 

JF: Finally, many of the issues we’ve 

discussed today seem to me to point to a 

failure of communication and 

understanding between IT experts and 

policymakers. How do you think that 

might be fixed?  

 

CH: Technology should never be an 

excuse for not having core principles, such 

as privacy and the right to individual 

space, underpinning policies. IT is 

currently badly handled – from the lack of 

understanding at a policy making level 

through to procurement and deployment. 

The IT industry may have liked 

the fact that the public sector has spent 

so many years bankrolling the invention 

of endless new wheels for the IT industry 

Q&A with Chris Huhne, MP 
(continued from p6) 

to then pick up and sell around the 

world. But this is not the role the UK 

government should be playing. The 

good, and the bad, of technology needs 

to be better understood at the 

policymaking level. We need to 

improve the Civil Service’s skills and 

capabilities.  

 

JF: What mechanisms do you think 

might bring that about? An updated 

Chief Scientific Adviser community with 

more technology expertise?  

 

CH:  I worry that scientists are often so 

keen on innovation and breaking new 

ground that they might exacerbate the 

problem! I think our approach needs to 

be rooted much more in a hard-headed 

consideration of issues such as time, 

money, benefit and cost. Given my 

background in economics, I think the 

Government Economic Service (GES) is 

an interesting model. Although led by 

the Treasury, there are GES heads in 

every department across Whitehall. 

They bring a strong, expert focus to 

matters of economics. IT needs to be 

much better integrated into that hard 

economic scrutiny.  

Wherever IT governance 

resides, whether the Cabinet Office or 

the Treasury, there’s one thing I can 

safely predict. The current role of the 

Treasury is only going to become ever 

more powerful given the need to get a 

grip on the public finances. Public 

sector IT, as much as any other area of 

expenditure, is going to feel the impact 

of that change over coming years.  

 

 

Policymaking and Information Technology ... 

 

The Liberal Democrat Freedom Bill is online 
at http://freedom.libdems.org.uk/  

http://freedom.libdems.org.uk/
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Where next for 
Govt IT? 
The UK public sector is currently spending as much as £21bn per annum 
on its Information Technology (IT). Yet critics maintain that an overall 
strategy is either missing, or misdirected. In the current economic 
climate, one thing seems clear: spending on IT without a clear outcome 
or consensus is no longer an option. But who owns the UK’s overall IT 
strategy? And how do we ensure it is fully integrated with the future of 
our public services? 

It’s late 2009 and a copy of a draft new 

government IT strategy leaks onto the 

Web. In reaction, the Conservative Party 

set up a site where people can comment 

on the leaked document 

(makeitbetter.org.uk). 

For a while it’s unclear what will 

happen next. CTPR in discussion with 

Ideal Government decide that it’s time to 

take an open, crowd-sourced approach to 

find out what could or should be in an 

ideal government IT strategy. We secure 

agreement from senior representatives in 

all three main national political parties to 

consider the results. And gather support 

from CIO magazine, the National 

Computing Centre (NCC), Intellect and 

FIPR to contribute and encourage 

participation. A healthy if unusual mix of 

players. The online wiki collaboration is 

enhanced by a series of rolling round-

table discussions with an eclectic mix of 

players from across the private and 

public sectors, generating additional 

insights, content and practical 

implementation ideas for incorporation. 

Whilst all of this is happening, 

the Conservatives update their 

makeitbetter site with a section entitled 

“Our proposed approach”, which sets out 

some key principles and objectives for 

public sector IT that they would pursue 

should they come to power.  

Then, in late January 2010, the 

government publishes the official 

version of their new ICT strategy. It 

updates the former Transformational 

Government agenda, with its emphasis 

on identity cards and large state 

databases. However, the government 

had shortly before also brought out a 

wider strategy for public services 

entitled “Smarter Government”. It is not 

immediately clear how the two relate as 

they appear to have been developed 

separately rather than as 

complementary documents. 

One thing however is clear: the 

role of IT, its contribution to public 

services and its value (with anywhere 

between £16 and £21bn worth of 

expenditure each year) has become a 

key political focus. The Liberal 

Democrats may not (yet) have published 

a specific IT strategy, but their Freedom 

Bill contains many planks of policy with 

clear implications for the future 

direction and role of IT (see the 

interview with Chris Huhne MP on Page 

4 of this Newsletter). 

The difference between the new 

government IT strategy and the 

Conservative policy are significant. The 

former sets out a series of technical 

initiatives which it is claimed will save 

£3.2 billion annually from 2013/14. It is 

unclear whether the current IT budgets 

are to be frozen or cut in the interim. 

Cabinet Office Minister Angela Knight MP 

at its launch flagged some of its key 

objectives as being to: 

 

 Establish a Government Cloud or 'G-
Cloud' to enable public sector bodies 
to select and host ICT services from 
one secure shared network. 

 Reduce the number of data centres. 
Consolidating hundreds of computer 
data centres to approximately 10 to 
12 secure, resilient centres.  

 Create a Government Applications 
store similar to what has been done 
in the US.  

 Implement a common desktop 
strategy. 

 
There is however no analysis of public 

sector requirements over the coming 5-10 

years and the IT capabilities to support 

those requirements. The strategy appears 

largely infrastructural in nature, with no 

clear insight into the policy needs on 

which these proposals have been chosen.  

For example, it does not make clear 

whether government might achieve 

better results by going to the market to 

procure services and capabilities rather 

than to procure infrastructure. Its 
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  Where next for Govt IT? 
(continued from previous page) 

underlying assumption seems to be that 

government needs to specify and build 

out its own specific needs, without any 

public analysis of the information 

strategy that has led to that conclusion. 

It reads much more like an IT manager’s 

data centre operational plan than a 

government IT strategy. 

Turning to the Conservative’s 

proposed approach, this takes a very 

different model, setting out high level 

principles and objectives. Its 9 guiding 

principles are: 

 

 Does a policy or a business process 
need an ICT solution at all?  Should 
the government be readier to say 
“no”? 

 If yes, is there an off the shelf 
product that will deliver most of 
what’s needed?  Or a solution 
already developed for another part 
of government that can be 
adapted?  Can the policy or process 
be adapted to slash the cost of the 
ICT solution? 

 Where a new bespoke solution is 
needed, we will apply a 
presumption against a total project 
size of more than £100m, reducing 
risks to a more manageable scale, 
and opening up more opportunities 
for smaller and UK-based suppliers. 

 Is there an Open Source solution, 
saving development and licensing 
costs, and reducing dependence on 
long-term oligopoly suppliers? 

 Where any bespoke computer code 
is written for the government, 
unless it genuinely pertains to 
national security, why can’t it be 
released under open source 
licences? 

 Why can’t the front line be allowed 
to do their own thing, subject to 
common standards, especially on 
interoperability? 

 Why can’t we put citizens in control 

of their own personal data? 

 Is there a powerful reason why 
outside organisations and the 
public should not have open access 
to government data? 

 Why shouldn’t all government ICT 
contracts, outside the national 
security arena, be made totally 
transparent? 

 
These are followed by a set of 

“practical steps”.  

Both approaches raise questions 

about who actually owns government IT 

strategy. Is it merely the technical 

community, focused mainly on short-

term tactical changes and operating 

largely at arms-length from 

policymaking? Or does it better sit 

within the highest levels of 

policymaking, both informing the 

policies as well as helping in the re-

design of the UK’s public services? If the 

latter, who is there to direct the 

technical community on the work they 

should be doing and to ensure it is 

focused on the right strategies and 

outcomes? 

As the CTPR Ideal Government IT 

strategy competition wiki makes clear, 

we believe it important to define more 

clearly exactly what the role of 

contemporary technology should be in 

the UK’s future public services. We 

believe there need to be changes across 

the key areas of governance, 

architecture and procurement .   

What we currently lack in the UK is 

a crisp, short high level IT strategy 

based in public policy combined with 

the detailed steps to deliver that 

strategy. IT should be helping to re-

design and re-think our public services, 

remodelled around the needs and 

priorities of the citizen and: 

 

 helping deliver better quality, more 
timely and appropriate public 
services 

 demonstrating value for the 
taxpayer 

 enabling academic research, 
innovation and creativity to play a 
more active and beneficial role of 
wider benefit to UK society 

 enabling and supporting innovation 
(from public services to businesses) 

 enabling simplicity (in 
administration) and helping reduce 
and remove bureaucracy and 
nugatory costs (eg in particular 
around the high frictional costs of 
tax collection and welfare payments) 

 delivering year-on-year savings in 
the cost of the public sector.  

 
The opportunity to cut 

administration costs is 10 times larger 

than the opportunity to cut IT spend. The 

savings opportunity if we streamline or 

reinvent public services is 10 times as 

large again. This should not be about IT 

in splendid isolation: but about its 

integrated role in the way we operate a 

21st century UK. 

Whatever the shortcomings of the 

current approach, it’s healthy that so 

much attention is being given to the role 

of IT in our public services. We believe a 

better model is likely to evolve. In fact, 

given the UK’s current economic 

situation and the state of public finances, 

it is essential.  

 

 

The CTPR/Ideal Government IT 

Strategy wiki can be found 

online at 

http://wiki.idealgovernment.co

m/IdealGovernmentITStrategy 

http://wiki.idealgovernment.com/IdealGovernmentITStrategy
http://wiki.idealgovernment.com/IdealGovernmentITStrategy
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  Could e-markets 
tackle poverty? 

A recent event at the RSA looked at how 

we might use online markets more 

effectively to ensure we create value and 

opportunity for the low-paid and 

unemployed. This was an interesting 

opportunity to see how modern 

technology could be helping 

fundamentally change the way we think 

about aspects of UK welfare and social 

policy. 

E-marketplaces have developed 

exponentially in the last 15 years, and 

financial institutions now turbo-trade 

billions worth of assets every day. But the 

benefits of these new marketplaces are 

primarily concentrated at the top levels of 

the economy, and have neglected the 

resources that people at the bottom of 

the economic pyramid could sell.  

A new generation of marketplace 

could utilise the time, potential and skills 

of the less well-off or unemployed – 

simultaneously creating value for the 

individuals concerned, and flooding the 

market with hitherto untapped products 

and services.  

Creating ‘modern markets for all’ 

should now be a priority, but the private 

sector can’t work alone to create the 

marketplaces needed. So the discussion 

looked at how policymakers might make 

modern, inclusive marketplaces a priority 

across multiple sectors at the bottom of 

the economy. 

The speakers at the event were 

the Rt Hon James Purnell MP, Wingham 

Rowan (project director, Slivers-of-Time 

Working) and Jerry Fishenden (co-founder 

of the Centre for Technology Policy 

Research). The session was chaired by 

Matthew Taylor, chief executive of the 

RSA. 

The session provoked an 

interesting Q&A, with most sympathetic 

or enthusiastic about the idea – and 

some concerned about how it would 

integrate with the complex taxation and 

benefits system we have in the UK. 

CTPR asked Wingham Rowan 

to outline the ideas behind his approach 

to tackling these complex issues that sit 

on the fault line between technology 

and public policy. 

“... this is about how we trade our time in 
the twenty-first century ...” 

Jerry Fishenden (JF): Wingham. You’ve 

set out some very interesting ideas, 

challenging the way policymakers need 

to think about how technology can 

enable us to fundamentally re-think 

public policy. What’s the core of this 

idea about e-markets? 

 

Wingham Rowan (WR): Ultimately, this 

is all about how we, the workforce, are 

going to trade our time in the 21st 

century. Very broadly: the 18th Century 

was mainly about working for yourself 

on the land, the 19th Century saw a 

shift to working regular – often overly 

long – hours for an employer. By the 

20th Century employment was more 

humane and facilities like flexible 

working, part time jobs and job shares 

became widespread. 

 

JF: You call it “slivers of time working”. 

What do you mean by that? 

 

WR: A Sliver can be an hour, a day, a 

week or more. Our mission is to allow 

the person who wants to work in that 

time to be available to multiple 

employers on the person’s own terms. 

Employers, or their customers, can see 

everyone who is qualified, available, 

contactable in time and willing to do a 

particular booking. Everyone is priced 

uniquely for that particular 

requirement. It’s hugely complex 

behind-the-scenes but Slivers-of-Time 

technology is simple to use. We 

operate markets for local authorities 

and parts of the NHS in London, 

Yorkshire and East Anglia. But we 

believe this kind of market hasn’t even 

begun to show what it can do yet. 

We’re campaigning for central 

government to understand its pivotal 

role as catalyst for this new kind of 

marketplace.  

 

JF: We heard in the Q&A session at the 

RSA that some people wondered why 

you think government needs to be 

involved at all. If this is such a great 
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idea, why can’t you just run with it without 

needing any government involvement? 

 

WR: Let me be clear up front: these 

markets wouldn’t be funded, designed, 

built or operated by government. We’re 

not looking for government funding or 

handouts. But government would be the 

catalyst. It’s exactly the model used to get 

the National Lottery off the ground. John 

Major’s government bestowed the 

authority and support of parliament on a 

putative service and let the private sector 

compete to deliver it.  

Think of these proposed markets 

as a regulated public utility, on a par with 

the water supply, road network or national 

currency. We call them NEMs (National e-

Markets). Crucially, they are underpinned 

by all the mechanisms and authority of the 

state. And government buying goes 

through them into local communities as 

the default option.  

 

JF: So this is about government being an 

enabler rather than a participant or 

funder? 

 

WR:  Creating this co-ordinated platform 

for micro-trading would require some 

seriously joined up thinking. Government 

is launching marketplaces all the time, it’s 

too big a force in the economy not to. But 

there’s no coherent marketplace strategy.  

The Department of Health is launching 

“... our out-dated idea of work, a legacy from 
the industrial revolution, is preventing us 
making the necessary changes ...” 

markets for Social Care, DCSF will need 

another to provide breaks for parents of 

disabled children, and so on. 

This is reminiscent of the early 

days of electricity supply. There would 

have been a time when each 

government department would have 

debated what sort of generator to buy 

to keep their lights on. Households and 

companies were doing the same.  

Then it became clear that you 

could have a national grid that created 

cheap, universal, standardised supply 

for everyone, not just government 

departments. But only government 

could initiate that national grid. It 

required dams, permission to put pylons 

across land, a legal framework for 

operators and so on. 

JF: The key issue I heard raised is the 

unforeseen impacts of existing 

government policy on making this idea 

viable.  

For example, the way in which 

the taxation and benefits system makes 

it difficult for people to take advantage 

of this new kind of approach – because 

current government policy is predicated 

on “work” meaning, essentially, a 35-

hour week, 9-5 type day. So is that out-

dated legacy, from the industrial 

revolution I think, preventing us from 

doing the right thing? 

 

WR: You’re right in that policymaking is 

out of step with both technology and 

the way people increasingly want to 

work.  

The markets required to 

deliver this vision are technologically 

viable. Independent surveys have 

shown this is the way people want to 

work – as many as 13.7m each year in 

fact.  

The right framework from 

government would make them 

attractive to finance for the private 

sector. What’s missing is 

government’s willingness to allow its 

authority, mechanisms and buying 

power to integrate with a coherent 

approach to the possibilities of e-

marketplaces. If Whitehall ever does 

travel that journey, Public Services 

could be an integral part of the vision. 

 

JF: So this is a question at the core of 

what CTPR looks at: how we enable 

twenty-first policymaking and 

policymakers to understand the art of 

the possible in our technical age. Both 

the beneficial and the toxic. How do 

you think you can best break through 

this barrier? 

 

WR: So, our proposal is this: that 

government should set up a special 

committee to look at the kinds of 

marketplaces now possible. It should 

ask: “are the British people able to 

Could e-markets tackle poverty? 
(continued from previous page) 
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trade whatever assets they might conceivably sell in the 

most efficient marketplace possible?” If the answer is “No”, 

the committee might then ask: “does government have a 

role in remedying that situation?” 

 

JF: You raise an interesting point. We do lack any effective 

forum where policymaking can be effectively, and 

independently and objectively, informed of the art of the 

technically possible.  

I called in my presentation for a body such as 

Parliament’s Science and Technology committee to help 

bridge this gap, enabling proper insight into technology both 

during the policymaking process and after in its execution.  

I do think we urgently need some kind of forum 

where policymakers and technologists can re-design public 

services for the twenty-first century. Failing that general 

approach, the idea of specialist committees of the kind you 

suggest might be a pragmatic first step. 

 

WR: Yes. It’s only when government steps back to consider the 

options it has available that it can really think about how it 

should be designing and delivering public services. Only then 

can you really consider how public services might look ten or 

twenty years from now.  

 

Could e-markets tackle poverty? 
(continued from previous page) 
 

More information on Slivers-of-Time Working can be found at: 
http://www.sliversoftime.info/. 
 
An audio recording of the RSA session on e-markets, referred to in the preceding article, can 
be found online at: http://www.thersa.org/events/audio-and-past-events/2010/can-online-
markets-tackle-poverty  

 

http://www.sliversoftime.info/
http://www.thersa.org/events/audio-and-past-events/2010/can-online-markets-tackle-poverty
http://www.thersa.org/events/audio-and-past-events/2010/can-online-markets-tackle-poverty
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 .... in the news 
..... UK government security failure 

will cause problems for a 
century, according to police   
Criminal gangs use stolen vehicle 
registration documents to sell cloned cars on 
the private market. 

 Original story online at: 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/848738
1.stm  

 

Hillary Clinton urges Nato to 
tackle cyber terrorism 
Hillary Clinton has urged Nato members to 
"modernise and strengthen" their alliance by 
factoring in new threats such as cyber 
terrorism. 

 Original story online at: 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/technology/ne
ws/7104720/Hillary-Clinton-urges-Nato-to-
tackle-cyber-terrorism.html  

 
UK Govt issues its “ICT 
Strategy” 
With a claimed £3.2bn savings a year and a 
focus on new infrastructure 

 See: 
http://nds.coi.gov.uk/content/Detail.as
px?ReleaseID=410599&NewsAreaID=2  

 
Labour’s computer blunders 
costs £26m 
Just 10 government IT projects alone have 
wasted £26bn according to a new study. 

 Original story online at: 
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/po

litics/labours-computer-blunders-cost-
16326bn-1871967.html  

 
Children spend 7 hours a day 
in ‘electronic life’ 
A new generation of “multimedia” 
children are spending an average of 
seven hours a day glued to smartphones, 
iPods, TVs and video games. 

 original story online at: 
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/lif
e_and_style/health/child_health/arti
cle7009738.ece  

 

Sir TB-L Open data launches 
(data.gov.uk) 
Sir Tim Berners-Lee has helped launch a 
new UK government site dedicated to 
opening up public data. But not (yet) for 
postcodes it seems ... 

 Original stories online at: 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/technology/8
470797.stm and 
http://nds.coi.gov.uk/content/Detail.asp
x?ReleaseID=410599&NewsAreaID=2  

 
Only 1300 ID cards applied 
for in Manchester  
It’s reported that the new National 
Identity cards are not proving as popular 
as hot cakes, with only 1,300 applied for 
under the new voluntary scheme in 
Manchester. 

 Original story online at: 
http://www.theregister.co.uk/2010/01/2
1/id_cards_q/  

 

Record gap between private 
and public sector pay 
Reports indicate that the pubic sector’s 
pay is now running well ahead of that of 
the private sector. 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/econ
omics/7036131/Record-gap-between-
public-and-private-sector-pay.html  
 

Conservative and Labour 
differences on cybersecurity  
The UK’s two main political parties seem to 
have major differences when it comes to 
the important matter of cybersecurity .... 

 Original story online at: 
http://www.theregister.co.uk/2010/01/15
/tory_cyber/  
 

Digital Econonmy Bill under 
fire 
Parliament's Joint Committee on Human 
Rights releases a critical analysis of the 
Digital Economy BIl. 
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa
/jt/jtrights.htm  
 

Tax staff expose IT failures 
The BBC reports that more problems have 
emerged with a new HMRC computer 
system which tells employers how much 
tax to deduct from pay. 

 Original story online at: 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/program

mes/moneybox/8500074.stm  
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