Driving down the budget for project management software with a compatible low cost alternative to Microsoft Project

The UK desktop project management software is dominated by Microsoft Project. As in any marketplace, a near monopoly situation creates a lack of competition, stifles innovation and tends to keep prices artificially high – that’s just basic economics. In many areas, advances in technology bring prices down, computers, mobiles, DVD’s; however the cost of project software has remained very high for many years when compared to other common applications like Excel, Word and PowerPoint. It is the relative high cost of Microsoft Project that has hampered the more widespread use of specialist project planning software to casual users and made them turn to using spreadsheets that do not have the features to perform this function – other than colouring cells to simulate a gantt chart.

So it is good to see that new entrants over the years have begun to start a small but serious challenge to the Microsoft’s world-wide dominance in areas such as operating systems (with Linux), Office suites, Internet Browsers and the like. The challenge has now also been thrown down in the project management arena too. 

Kirklees make large cost savings promised by using Project Commander instead of Microsoft Project

Kirklees Council’s Technical Services Department had been using Microsoft Project for some years and back in 2003 began to look into the cost of providing project software and widening it’s use to assist in improving management and control. Up to that point the cost of providing more licences was one of a number of stumbling blocks to widen the use of an IT tool to aid project management.

What Kirklees needed was a way to deploy more use of project management tool without incurring extra cost for more licences.  

After a look at the marketplace in 2003 and Kirklees came across a UK based product, Project Commander. One of the unique facets of  Project Management Software Centre (PMSC) was the way they priced their product with a range of unlimited licences, where for a low one-off cost, companies and organisations can purchase a licence that offers universal use.

The initial cost of the licence was £3,000 and it was apparent that replacing Microsoft Project would be cost justified as it would give the opportunity to the department to spread use without the worry of the cost implication for each extra person.

Some of the personnel involved in the original introduction of Project Commander soon saw the benefit in cost of adopting Project Commander throughout the Council , but real benefit to improve project planning across all departments and activities at minimal cost.

In mid 2005, the Council upgraded their licence to one that covered the whole council and the next Department to come on board was Education and even allowed the use of the software at individual school level.

The Council did not see any real detrimental effect in replacing the software across all departments, the features were similar, the ease of use in fact brought an unexpected bonus that in-house training was able to be reduced from two days down to one. These benefits allowed the Council to spread the use of planning software into areas that would have not been cost justified before and also to users that would have been classed as casual users, and in normal circumstances  would not have had access to such appropriate software.

The suppliers are working with the Council’s Training Department now to provide on-line material, for all employees that cannot access formal training courses. This will allow more and more employees to use the software.

Kirklees reap the benefits of a change from Microsoft

In 2007, the Council  are now really reaping the benefits. Mike Pownall, IT Project Manager at Kirklees says “Prior to purchasing a Project Commander site licence, Kirklees Council were spending £26k per annum on Project software licences with a cost per seat of about £200. With Project Commander, our cost per seat has fallen to less than £1 per annum. We now just pay £1500 annual maintenance to cover the upgrades and support.”

 Helen Bennett also at Kirklees says “Project Commander has enabled more staff to have access to project software within the council for a small cost. This has enabled more staff to become competent at using the software to assist in project management. It does not have the same steep learning curve of Microsoft Project and therefore can be used easily and appropriately by staff. The functionality is similar to Microsoft Project and there can be transfer from one to another if required.”

Managing Director, John Fozard has commented “Project Commander has been around since 1995 and has over 3,500 client companies in the UK and over 30,000 users, so is well established with a firm pedigree especially in the construction industry with big named users like Carillion, Kier Group companies, Bowmer & Kirkland. We have even made it easy to transfer data with Microsoft Project as we can read a MPP file and write MPX files.”

Need Prince 2 compliance?

So should organisations change just because the features are better? Well, there also is a radical change in the way that PMSC price to the public sector. There are 3 types of licences for the public sector – Site/Departmental licence (£3,000) which covers a particular location (City Hall or all town centre locations) or a specific department (Housing); Organisation licence (£5,250) which covers a regional authority (a local authority) and a UK Organisation licence (£9,250) for a nationwide department (eg Home Office). PMSC have included PRINCE2 features in this version such as Issue & Risk Logs and unique Risk Bars  and will develop further elements such as Product Based Planning and Tolerance reporting in future releases and handling Project and Stage Plans.

