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This year Australian software company Lansa marks its fifteenth year. Lansa is an Australian success story that deserves to be better known. It has hundreds of employees and thousands of customers around the world, with major operations in Japan, the USA and Europe. It has offices in a dozen countries and distributors in dozens more. Annual revenues are around $60 million.

Lansa – the product has the same name as the company – is an application development environment. Once it would have been called a fourth generation language (4GL), or a CASE tool, terms that are no longer used in the IT industry.
CASE was all the vogue when Lansa was originally developed. CASE stood for “computer assisted software engineering”, the idea being that you could generate software by using software. Instead of writing complex computer programs, you would state what you wanted, and the software would generate code for you.
CASE never really fulfilled its promises, and 4GLs became unfashionable. But Lansa kept growing, because it satisfied a real business need. To understand why, it is worth going back to the beginning.

Way back in 1974, which is almost prehistory in computing terms, a small company called Aspect was formed to help Australian organisations develop software applications. It was started by Pete Draney and Lyndsey Cattermole, who grew it over three decades and sold it to public company Kaz Computers in January this year for a tidy sum.
Aspect was what we call today a systems integrator. It helped people develop finished applications by helping them put together all the bits. In the mid 1980s it had grown substantially, but it was becoming frustrated with some of the tools they had to use to develop applications.

Much of Aspect’s development was on IBM’s System/38 minicomputer. The S/38’s main programming language was RPG, which was not easy to write. A number of RPG “generators”, or 4GLs existed, but none of them was terribly good, so Aspect decided to develop its own. The project was done in conjunction with S/38 user Colgate Palmolive, which provided the development machine on the basis that it was given the first copy.

That was in 1987. The original name was Lamda, which was an acronym for the exciting phrase “language to automate the maintenance and development of applications”. It was renamed Lansa the following year because “Lamda” had already been registered elsewhere in the world.
Lansa was an immediate success. It was much simpler and more elegant that the products it competed against, and when the S/38 was replaced by the IBM AS/400 in 1988 it shared that machine’s international success. The first US sale was made in January 1989, and the first sale in the UK the following month. In 1990 Lansa was enabled for double byte characters, leading to great success in the Japanese market.

Fifteen years on, Lansa has moved well beyond its applications development origins. “We have ridden every wave of computing,” says co-founder and CEO Pete Draney. “We were CASE, we were client/server, we were GUI, we were web-enabled. The latest version will still run the first lines of Lansa code, but the product now is vastly different to what it was in 1987.”

A key to Lansa’s success, says Draney, has been the company’s ability to attract business partners, usually software companies that have used Lansa to develop applications for the users. Around half Lansa’s business now comes through partners, and around half through direct sales to user organisations. Lansa now powers many applications suites around the world, and its evolution in recent years as a web development environment has made it a popular e-commerce engine, with a number of “templates” for specific uses.
Most of Lansa’s business is still on the AS/400 environment, which is now called the iSeries. I wrote about this remarkable architecture in this column a few weeks ago. In a world seemingly dominated by Windows and Unix, it has remained popular, because it is very easy to use and optimised for real life business applications.

But Lansa no longer runs on that platform alone. Because it now generates code in C rather than RPG, it can generate applications for virtually any architecture. The range of applications it now powers varies enormously, as a glance through Lansa’s customer magazine or website (www.lansa.com) shows.
Synon was spun off from Aspect as a separate company in July 2000. It had become quite distinct from Aspect’s business, and it already existed as an independent entity in the USA and Europe. Now that Aspect is part of Kaz, Lansa very much has its own profile and its own identity. In July Lansa Japan was formed as a joint venture with longtime Japanese distributor SEL.
I’ve tracked Lansa’s success over the years, first under the Aspect umbrella and subsequently as an independent company. It has done very well and won all sorts of accolades, but like many Australian software companies it is not widely known outside of its immediate community.
I am struck by this fact every time I write up an Australian software success story. Aspect is one of the better ones, but there are many others. One day I will work out why this country turns its back on its successes.
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