
ICARDA’s Response to the Recommendations of the

Center Commissioned External Review of Information Technology and Systems, Information Services and Knowledge Management in ICARDA

ICARDA’s Board of Trustees commissioned an external review of Information Technology and Systems, Information Services and Knowledge Management in ICARDA. The review panel, comprising Peter Ballantyne and Paul O’Nolan, visited the Center from 8-18 March 2009.  They also contacted some ICARDA outreach staff and selected Center Board members. 
The Panel submitted their first draft report on 9 April 2009, which was reviewed by ICARDA for factual corrections.  That first report contained a total of 73 recommendations.  The Center requested that the Panel identify their principal recommendations and, if possible, cluster them thematically.  

In response to these comments, the Panel submitted their final report on 17 April 2009, with 23 key recommendations, which are listed at the front of the report with page references.  The Center’s responses to these key recommendations are provided below. 

The Panel’s report also includes a number of secondary recommendations and suggestions for action by ICARDA, which the Center will consider, but which are not formally addressed in this response. 

Preamble
The Board and Management of ICARDA wish to thank and express their sincere appreciation to the Panel for their highly professional and thorough report.  They have managed within the short time that they spent at the Center to capture the main issues, and have provided fresh ideas and approaches that will assist ICARDA is strengthening this important element of the Center’s operations. 
ICARDA particularly appreciates the Panel’s recognition of the challenging IT environment in which the Center operates, given its location, and the Panel’s consideration of the wider context associated with the current CGIAR reforms and the developments that are transforming information and communication technologies globally. 
ICARDA generally accepts most of the recommendations of the Panel, and where we have some reservations the rationale for these is indicated. The major challenge to implementing many of the recommendations is the additional resources required.  
Responses to Recommendations

Information Technology Management
Key Recommendation 1: The Panel recommends that ICARDA commit itself to the greatest possible increase in its connectivity, not a marginal improvement, if necessary by seeking special funding for this.
Response:  Accepted.  This has been given a high priority in the Center’s capital budget for 2009. Action is underway and it is expected that a new fibre optic cable will be in operation by mid 2010. This will increase ICARDA’s bandwidth from 2 to 8 MB. 

The Center appreciates the very thorough analysis that the Panel has made of the options for increasing the Center’s connectivity and the secondary recommendations made by the Panel with regard to re-establishing connectivity to the Syrian Higher Education and Research Network (SHERN).  These are currently the subject of discussion with the Ministry of Higher Education in Syria. 

Key Recommendation 2: The Panel recommends that ICARDA set a target date for the adoption of a consistent set of practices for the management of all digital research information and that progress be reported regularly.

Response:   Accepted. ICARDA will develop the necessary set of practices to improve the management of all digital research information.  The Center has set a target date of 31 December 2010 for the adoption of these practices. Progress will be reported regularly to the Center’s management and Board. 

With respect to the supporting recommendations on data centers and storage, these are under consideration but are subject to availability of capital funds.  The Center is already developing a chargeback system for various functions in the Center, including charging research units server hosting fees and data center costs, and the Panel’s recommendations in this regard are noted.   
The Center also agrees with the Panel’s recommendation to strengthen its efforts to ensure that all ICARDA’s digital information is totally moved to network storage, and support these efforts by official policy.     

The Center agrees that ICARDA scientists should be involved, via an IT users committee, in the development of data management policies including chargeback.  An IT Committee already exists and will be involved, through regular meetings, in the development of best practices. 

The Center will also ensure that information management and IT system development & maintenance functions are clearly separated. CODIS will prepare an information management strategy as part of its three year plan, which should inform system planning and development in the IT area.  

Key Recommendation 3: The Panel recommends that formal attention be paid by ICARDA’s HR department to IT skills development of ICARDA staff, and that this should be managed at a Center level. 
Response:   Accepted.  The new HR Director will establish annual staff development plans, at the Center level, based on the feedback and recommendations from the annual staff performance appraisal system.   The recommendation will be implemented on an annual basis commencing in 2010
The Center agrees with the supporting recommendations to develop an essential skills curriculum and an IT training policy, and to conduct an IT training needs assessment and orientation for new staff. However, it is recognized that this is dependent on obtaining additional IT training staff resources.   
Key Recommendation 4: The Panel recommends that CBSU be restructured, to separate and run IT Services as an internal business, with services provided on a utility basis with chargeback.

Response: Accepted.  Under ICARDA’s organization chart the Information Technology Unit (ITU) reports to the ADG for Corporate Services, and will be restructured to provide core services including MIS applications.  Responsibility for all telecommunications will be transferred to the ITU.
The position of the Senior Biometrician will be shifted to the office of the DDG for Research. 
A new IT chargeback system is in operation.
The target date for implementation of the recommendation is end of 2009. 

The Center has reservations on the secondary recommendations that ICARDA adopt the concept of an IT Service Catalog and adopt a PRINCE2 type project portfolio approach to managing IT projects.   The IT Service Catalog is part of the broader IT Infrastructure Library (ITIL), a set of concepts and policies for managing IT services, developments and operations, and would require additional training of staff and considerable documentation to put into service.  Similarly, adoption of the PRINCE2 approach would require considerable training; it is also a very expensive process, well beyond the means of ICARDA. However, the Center will investigate whether a simpler approach could be adopted. 

Key Recommendation 5: The Panel recommends that ICARDA develop a disaster recovery plan as a matter of urgency.

Response: Accepted. ICARDA appreciates the Panel’s direct remarks on risk management and particularly for alerting the Center to the key personnel risks.  A draft disaster recovery plan is already available, but will be further developed and enhanced, based on the Panel’s comments.  The disaster recovery plan will be a subset of ICARDA’s centerwide risk management plans to be completed in 2010.

Information and Knowledge Services

Key Recommendation 6: The Panel recommends that emerging work on knowledge bases and portals should be encouraged as vehicles to re-use and promote existing information, to better target specific audiences or communities, and as ways to encourage greater participation in knowledge sharing among staff and partners.

Response: Accepted. The Legumes Portal that is currently being developed is the first step in this direction. While some systems are being implemented, a broader assessment of needs will be carried out as part of a planned peer review, commissioned by the new Director of CODIS, which will assist in preparing CODIS plans for communication and information management.  A fully developed three year plan is expected to be completed and presented to the Center’s Board by April 2010. 

The Panel’s secondary recommendations on information and knowledge services are noted. An inventory of systems and services is already compiled by CBSU and will be posted on the Intranet.  CBSU and the MIS team are already investigating approaches to automating some processes currently handled by paper forms.  The HR Director is also involved in investigating areas where automation and efficiency can be improved.   
Key Recommendation 7: As part of any reorganization and strengthening of CODIS, the Panel recommends that additional professional staff inputs are mobilized to support emerging knowledge organization, access and dissemination tasks across the Center.

Response: Accepted. The newly appointed Head of CODIS will consider the capacity and capability needs for CODIS as part of the peer review of CODIS to be completed by the end of 2009.
ICARDA has also noted the Panel’s secondary recommendation that internal communication be addressed as a high priority by the new Director of CODIS. This is explicitly included in the terms of reference of the peer review and needs assessment to be completed by the end of 2009.

Key Recommendation 8: The Panel recommends that a separate assessment be made to determine the strengths and weaknesses of the scientific systems in use at ICARDA and how they can be sustained. This should explicitly consider system-wide implications, commitments, and opportunities.

Response:  Accepted. The assessment will be conducted with the active participation of the research programs, units and outreach programs to identify vulnerabilities and gaps, on the basis of which measures, plans and funding needs will be identified to close the gaps. The Center also accepts the secondary recommendation that ICARDA draw up standards and guidelines for overall data management. 

The target date for completion is 30 June 2010.

Key Recommendation 9: The Panel recommends that value-adding services like portals are developed to extend the use of content in the various repositories; and that this content is structured and organized to facilitate wide re-use of the content across other ICARDA platforms.

Response: Accepted. This will also be assessed as part of a planned peer review of CODIS noted under Recommendation 6.  
The Center agrees with the supporting recommendations that the core ‘library’ and information management activities continue at the same level and intensity; that involvement in the networking and collaborative efforts should receive continued support; that the intermediate outputs of research should also be comprehensively captured in the ICARDA repository.

Further assessment of information management training and consultancies to determine the impact on the operation of NARS is considered beyond the scope of the upcoming peer review of CODIS.  However, it is proposed that this would be incorporated with in a planned future external review of ICARDA’s capacity development activities. 
Key Recommendation 10: The Panel recommends that systems and services adopt Center-wide metadata and standards to enable search, integration, exchange, and sharing of content.

Response: Accepted. The standard already adopted for the Research Data Repository and other systems would form the basis for further development of center-wide standards.

The target date for implementation is the end of 2010

Key Recommendation 11: The Panel recommends that ICARDA avoid further use of the term ‘knowledge management.’ It should instead use the terms ‘knowledge sharing’ and communication.

Response: Accepted. The Center agrees with the Panel’s supporting recommendation that that ICARDA moves on from “knowledge management” and its negative connotations.  It agrees that knowledge in and of the staff and partners is ‘the’ primary asset of the organization and should be captured, shared and put to good use through a wide range of knowledge sharing approaches.  

The Center also agrees with the Panel’s supporting recommendation that staff are actively encouraged to contribute to the development of searchable ICARDA information resources and are rewarded for successful efforts at institutionalizing valuable information.  This is discussed further under Recommendation 13 below. 
Key Recommendation 12: The Panel recommends that a knowledge mapping exercise is initiated with involvement of people from different parts of the organization. This should result in a series of practical actions with visible benefits.

Response: Not accepted.  Rather than conducting a knowledge mapping exercise, ICARDA is committed to development of a Center-wide information management strategy as one part of the overall strategy and plan of CODIS, which will be developed following the peer review and needs analysis that has been commissioned in 2009. Expected completion date is mid 2010.  
Key Recommendation 13: Linked to other knowledge sharing initiatives, the Panel recommends that the personnel assessment system is modified to explicitly ask staff and their managers to identify and reward different types of knowledge created and shared. 

Response: Accepted.  Contribution to knowledge management and sharing are already included in the staff performance assessments.  These are currently under review as part of the Center’s development of its HR policies.  Target date for completion: April 2010. 
Key Recommendation 14: The Panel recommends that content is captured, organized and made accessible in ways that will maximize its re-use across different platforms.

Response: Accepted. This has always been a long term objective but needs to be further addressed.  To be implemented by the end of 2010.  The first step in this is the CODIS review, and the development of an information management strategy (see response to Recommendation 2). 

ICARDA also notes the Panel’s secondary recommendations -- it is recognized that better and more inclusive approaches to the design, development and content management of the Intranet are needed. This will also be addressed as part of the information management strategy.
Key Recommendation 15: The Panel recommends that ICARDA make openness a ‘default’ setting for sharing content. 

Response: Accepted. Ongoing and relates directly to the preceding recommendations. An “Open Access” policy will be developed.
Key Recommendation 16: The Panel recommends that a document management system be put in place as soon as possible. The Panel also recommends that ICARDA develop corporate policies regarding document retention, disclosure and auditing.

Response: Accepted.  This had been included in CBSU plans in the past.  An attempt to attract external funding to support development of such a system was not successful.  A document management system will be developed jointly by CBSU and CODIS, including corporate policies on document retention, disclosure and auditing.  The Center will enquire about systems and policies employed by other CGIAR Centers and discuss the possibilities of developing such a system as a joint initiative with other interested Centers, to share costs and pool resources. 
Target date for completion is end of 2010. 
Organization and Management 
Key Recommendation 17: While the Panel encountered plans and aims for different units, it recommends that a succinct vision, set of principles and mapping for all information systems and services should be developed to provide more clarity and overall coherence. 
Response: Accepted. The vision was already incorporated in the 2005-2008 IT MTP but needs to be revisited and further developed. An information management strategy should be part of the Communication and Information Management Plan 2010-2012, which is expected to be presented to the Board in April 2010.  
Key Recommendation 18: The Panel recommends that immediate steps be taken to ensure that each system and service is documented and has backup expertise and staff to sustain it.
Response: Accepted. Most of the implemented systems are very well documented, but others will also to be covered. The issue of personnel backup will to be addressed.  Target date for implementation: end of 2010. 
Key Recommendation 19: The Panel recommends that ICARDA commission an external audit of the institute’s experiences and practices in all aspects of information systems development to assess current practices and capabilities and where and how they should be improved; capture real lessons from experience; and provide guidance on how to improve software project management in general.
Response: Accepted in principal. First, ICARDA will assess whether such an audit could be undertaken by the Center’s Internal Auditor.
ICARDA agrees with the Panel’s supporting recommendation that core metadata on each proposed information system should be made available before proceeding with internal development.  

Key Recommendation 20: The Panel recommends that ICARDA identify and support information, IT and knowledge/communication champions across the organization to provide front line support, track demands and needs, and act as links between users and providers.
Response: Accepted.  The Center will encourage Directors and Unit heads to identify staff that show potential and/or interest in serving such a function, and will also ensure that such ‘champions’ are recognized as a community within the Center and provided the support and training needed. 
Target date for implementation: April 2010

Key Recommendation 21: The Panel recommends that critical committees are re-activated to engage more staff in guiding the directions chosen for different systems and services (IT, web communication, knowledge sharing, information and data management). 
Response: Accepted. To be implemented by the end of 2009.  

The Center also accepts the supporting recommendation, as indicated under Recommendation 20 above, that Communities of Practice that could act as communication, learning and coordination channels for related professionals working across different units should be activated as appropriate.

Key Recommendation 22: The Panel recommends that ICARDA separate responsibilities for ‘content’ curation and management from responsibilities for technical hosting and software development and support. This implies decentralizing some skills and responsibilities and transferring others.
Response: Accepted.  This also relates to the discussion of bottlenecks to Intranet development under Recommendation 14, and the restructuring of CBSU under Recommendation 4.  
ICARDA agrees that overall responsibility for content services and systems be within CODIS, with the proviso that they are managed in a decentralized participatory manner.  The final decision on responsibilities for content curation and management will be taken based on the recommendations of upcoming peer review of CODIS. 
Key Recommendation 23: With regard to the wider CGIAR, the Panel recommends that ICARDA develop ‘system’ scenarios for major IT and IM activities to set out options with and without appropriate and reliable common services provided across the CGIAR
Response: Accepted in principle.  Discussions on shared services under the reformed CGIAR are ongoing.  Such assessments of potential ‘scenarios’ will be conducted once the design of the Consortium Office and proposed shared services is clearer.  
The Center agrees with the Panel’s secondary recommendations that internal investments should be compatible with other CGIAR initiatives and available applications should be reviewed before any internal development takes place.   The Center also agrees that all systems developed within the Center should be made available to others Centers and partners as international public goods. This has been done in the past on several occasions, e.g., with the Meteorology Database and the Research Data Repository developed by ICARDA. The Plant Genetics Database was offered to and adopted by several NARS.

Finally, the Center fully endorses the Panel’s recommendation that ICARDA make explicit to other Centers and the CGIAR that it actively seeks synergies and opportunities to share in the development and use of useful applications and services. ICARDA expects reciprocity among Centers through a systemwide community of practice in shared applications and services.  [image: image1.png]
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