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From time to time is this column I write about Australian computer industry success stories. They are many and varied, giving a total lie to the widely held perception that the Australian IT industry is derivative or in danger of being swamped by larger multinationals.

In recent months I have examined Technology One (financial software) and CorVu (business intelligence). In a month or two I intend to look at Mincom (software for mining and utilities). There are many other examples, but today let us talk about Aspect Computing.

If you have not heard of this company, you are not alone. Few people outside of the computer industry know of it, and even within the industry it has a surprisingly low profile. Aspect is now, by most estimates, Australia’s largest privately owned software company, with annual revenues of around $200 million and 1300 employees.

Aspect was founded in 1974 by Peter Draney and Lyndsey Cattermole, who remain joint owners and joint managing directors. Twenty-five years is a remarkably long time in the computer industry, and an extraordinarily long time for an independent Australian software and services company to stay in business.

Aspect’s operations are twofold. The largest part of its activities are its Australian systems integration and services business. Systems integration refers to putting all the bits together to make it work properly. Over the years Aspect has been very successful with a number of important behind-the-scenes jobs in a number of private and government organisations.

These include major systems integration deals with the Department of Defence, Coles Myer, Australia Post, the Victorian government, and a number of commercial organisations. Many of these relationships have lasted for years, with Aspect providing staff and expertise on a continuing basis, not just for specific projects.

That is most of the business, but it is Aspect’s other activity which has made it an international success story. A major part of the operation is the development and sale of Lansa, a software development tool for IBM’s AS/400 midrange computer.

Lansa has been widely recognised over the years as the best application development toolset for the AS/400. It has one many awards. It won Aspect the Australian Software Exporter of the Year award as long ago as 1991, and just last month it won IBM’s “Powered by AS/400e” grand prize at the worldwide AS/400 partners’ conference in San Diego last month.

It used to have a lot of competition in this area, from products like Synon, but it has seen them all off over the years. Now Lansa is the most widely used AS/400 development environment in the world, with major applications being developed in many markets, including the widely used e-Pack financial, ERP and electronic business application in Japan. Part of Lansa’s success has come because of Aspect’s decision from the start to make it capable of using the double-byte character set used by computers in most Asian countries.

Lansa’s success is interesting in view of the AS/400’s history. Many people believe the AS/400 is dead, swept away by the rising tide of Intel-powered Unix or Windows NT machines. Such is not the case. IBM has sold over one million AS/400s since the machine’s launch in 1988, making it the most successful non-desktop computer ever released.

The AS/400 continues to sell nearly a million units a year, and many small and medium-sized organisations still run their businesses on applications that run on the AS/400. In Australia, nearly 20 per cent of all commercial enterprises have an AS/400 installed.

The AS/400’s relative importance has declined, it is true. It simply gets no publicity. Few computer journalists write about it, or even know about it. But its users remain very loyal, because it is much easier to use than most computers. It was designed with a fully integrated database and operating system, meaning you could pretty well just turn it on and start computing.

This was a godsend to many organisations, who couldn’t afford a large IT department to run mainframes or complex Unix-based machines. AS/400s became very popular in manufacturing and distribution, and in the finance industry. Governments tended to stay away (a notable exception was the NSW Education Department), because they were not seen as “open” machines.

The AS/400 stumbled badly in the early 1990s in the face of the Unix onslaught. To its credit, IBM in 1994 completely redesigned the architecture around the PowerPC chip, and re-wrote the operating system from scratch. This meant that users’ investments in the architecture were maintained, while the AS/400 at the same time was able to match the price-performance of the popular Intel-based machines.

IBM was widely criticised at the time for investing resources in an “old” proprietary architecture rather than in Unix or Windows NT, but part of IBM’s success over the years has been because it has listened to its users, and the users wanted a better AS/400.

Lansa’s success is an indication of the AS/400’s continued popularity, and to Aspect’s software development capabilities. The Lansa team now operates as a separate division within Aspect, with over 100 staff in North America alone. The US head office is in Chicago.

Research and development still takes place in Sydney, but the operation has an increasingly international flavour. There are now plans to float off the Lansa division as a separate company on the US NASDAQ stock market.

Last week I spoke to joint managing director Peter Draney about Aspect’s success. Draney is one of the industry’s more popular figures, a jovial and unassuming man who seems at first an unlikely candidate as head of a successful computer company. But it’s amazing how often that is the case.

Draney ascribes Aspect’s success to nothing more than hard work and keeping it simple. “Our business philosophy is very simple is to keep quiet and keep growing,” he says. Aspect doesn’t advertise very much, preferring to put its money into sponsorships of such projects as Sailors with Disabilities. That’s very much part of the Aspect style.

I might often end a column like this with some throway cliché like “be prepared to hear a lot more about Aspect.” But don’t. They will just keep growing, quietly and efficiently.
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