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In this column a few weeks go I wrote about how much software today is overfunctioned and hard to use. "Bloatware" is the word - software packages that grow and grow with new functionality until they collapse under the weight of their own complexity.

My particular bugbear is Microsoft Access, an unnecessarily complex piece of work that has a role as a development tool, but not for end users. I compared it to an old piece of software I still use, called Q&A, and a few people emailed me saying that FilePro and File Maker are some other current PC database products that are as simple and easy to use as Access should be.

Good software should be simple to understand and easy to use. Microsoft, and many other software companies, have forgotten this simple rule, if they ever knew it in the first place. Now, I am happy to report, I have come across a small Australian software company that has adopted simplicity as its key corporate objective. I am also happy to report that it is having great success with the idea.

Secure Interactive (secureinteractive.com) was founded in Sydney in 1997 by Christopher Plowman, a young Australian languages and philosophy graduate. He had started dabbling in rudimentary web design after he left university, almost as a hobby, and immediately found that he had an affinity for it. "It's just another language," he says.

After designing a few web sites he set up Secure Interactive. Less than four years later he has more than 40 staff and a burgeoning business. Secure Interactive has designed web sites for organisations as diverse as the Royal Agricultural Society, Bass Hotels, Clean Up Australia, Rivkin Finance and the NSW Jewish Board of Education.

Major recent contracts include the development of an Intranet for new mobile phone operator Virgin Mobile, and web development for Ozemail and News Limited. It is an impressive list of clients. But more impressive is how they have done it.

"The key is simplicity," says Plowman "Web sites should be easy for people to use, and easy for organisations to maintain. About 80 per cent of what people want to do with a web site is just additions, edits and deletions. The site is an information source for the organisations customers, and you want to keep it up to date.

"Too many people try to be too clever with web design. The sites become too cumbersome and too difficult to maintain, which rather defeats the purpose." Plowman says that he does not try to compete on functionality, but a glance at the sites his company has built indicates that they give nothing away in this area. There is no functionality like simplicity.

Plowman says that Secure Interactive's small size is also an advantage. "I think a lot of people are looking for alternatives to multinational software companies. They can put together large sites with a high degree of complexity and big budgets, but most people don't need or want that."

Eighteen months ago Plowman teamed up with Patrick Schmidlin, who now looks after the management aspects of Secure Interactive. Schmidlin is a Swiss national who spent a few years with startups in Silicon Valley, and who has been largely responsible for the company's increased professionalism, which is apparent as soon as you walk in the door of their impressive offices in the inner Sydney suburb of Woolloomooloo.

A sign of the company's growth is its practice of turning its philosophy into products. It has moved beyond web consultancy, and is now developing products that help other people build and maintain their own web sites. The first of these is a simple web content management tool called Modifi, which it developed internally to help it build its clients' sites. It is now used by a number of systems integrators, and has the potential to become an out-of-the-box web development product.

Secure Interactive has also developed Intrapack, which enables small to medium sized companies to quickly develop and Intranet, and is working on M-Site, which enables people to develop their own simple web site at a very low cost.

"Most of these low end web development tools are not very robust," says Plowman. "But a lot of people want a simple and inexpensive web development tool. Our web development jobs are typically worth between twenty and a hundred thousand dollars, and we were having to turn away some of this low end business. But as people grow and get used to the web low end becomes high end. We wanted to provide something that would get them started."

Also in the development stage is Grid Explorer, for "connecting earthlings". It is a communications tool for integrating email, chat rooms, bulletin boards, instant messaging, and potentially wireless and web TV.

There are a lot of small software companies around the place, and a lot of people with a lot of good ideas. The creativity of people never ceases to amaze me. But what Plowman and Schmidlin have done, and are doing, at Secure Interactive goes beyond creativity. Anybody can write software. Microsoft has shown that. But making it elegant and easy to use takes real skill. That is what these young men have done, and they deserve to be very successful.
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