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Introduction

A way to fund the continuing development and maintenance of RELOAD is needed. A five year support plan would enable the project to be established on a secure basis and its viability after that term established. If RELOAD is thought to be viable in the longer term a future support model can be established during the five year term; possibly based on a further iteration of this model.

It is not the purpose of this paper to discuss the future management of the project but to present a potential way of raising the necessary funds.  It is also not intended to discuss the range of possible methods for funding the project as this has been done elsewhere but to present a specific way forward.

Costings for a five year plan

To support a developer with on-costs at a university is likely to require £80,000 a year or a lump sum of £400.000 for the full five years;

· Salary of developer





£30,000

· On-costs associated with developer


£20,000

· Hardware with  support and backup 


£10,000

· Travel and subsistence (attending conferences) 
£  5,000

· Management, outreach, etc.



£15,000

Who is affected if support for RELOAD is not  continued?

In the short term no-one will suffer if RELOAD is not maintained and developed because is exists and it works.  This means that there will be no urgency among the user community to do any thing about the removal of development and maintenance from RELOAD and so they are unlikely to provide any funding.  

In the long term problems will arise because the package is not finalised and also needs extension so continued development is necessary.  The underlying specifications are changing so there a need to move the product on.  For many of its applications there is no alternative and without continued support although RELOAD will remain useful for a while developments will overtake it and its fit with other applications will be lost.  Hence in the long term the removal of support will affect those who are managing content packages but these do not tend to be people with influence or large budgets.  

It is important to note that users of RELOAD are just that; users.  The community who use RELOAD are not software developers and as such are not able to be and do not wish to be involved in the development of the system.  This is very different from other user groups such as those supporting Firebird (www.firebirdsql.org/index.php?op=ffoundation) so that a membership model as used by the Firebird foundation is unlikely to work.

All the above means that the way forward will not involve any funding from the users of RELOAD  However because of their numbers users and potential users will still have an important role to play.

Other than users a second group is affected.  That is commercial or other developers  who have incorporated RELOAD into their product, or who rely on RELOAD as a platform or add-on.  Because RELOAD is important to their business and to their bottom-line they are much more likely to be willing to provide funding for the continued support or RELOAD.  The issue here is to identify this group and offer them something to attract that funding.

What does RELOAD offer potential funders?

RELOAD has a good reputation as being reliable and easy to use.  It is well established and will have a secure future if five year funding is sorted out, this will make it even more attractive to users.  It is used as a  reference model for IMS content packaging and is seen by many as the easiest way to put content into their VLE or CMS.  For certain elements of the package it is the only software available.  This means that some users are reliant on it.  All this leads to it having a large (though unquantified) user base.  Figures which are known are that over the last year the RELOAD site attracted an average of 6000 unique visitors a month and RELOAD was down loaded 1500 times a month.  These visitors are worldwide.

Part of RELOAD's current attraction is undoubtedly that it is free and as an established open source product it is not feasible to transform it into commercial product.  This is reinforced by the commitment of those involved in RELOAD to the open source model.  So commercialisation of the project is not an option either for the RELOAD team or a commercial IT vendor.

Because RELOAD is not currently owned by any commercial developer it is currently trusted as being a neutral product which will work well with any platform. In finding a way forward it will be important to ensure that not only does this remain true but that it is perceived as remaining true. 

Proposed funding model

The considerations listed above lead to the suggestion of sponsorship as the most effective way to secure future funding for RELOAD.  Sponsors would display their name and logo on the RELOAD site and have a link direct to their site, similar to the way the sponsors for Firebird do, also they can display a logo on their own site advertising their support (See Appendix).   At any event at which RELOAD is presenting or being presented the sponsors' logos will also be displayed and RELOAD materials would carry sponsors' logos. Members of the academic community are accustomed to seeing the names and logos of funding bodies such as JISC etc. displayed so it will not be unusual to see the names of sponsors.  

Why would any one want to sponsor RELOAD?   There are two benefits to be gained from sponsoring something; one is to enable something the sponsor wants to continue and develop to do so, the second is where the sponsor gets their name associated with some event or organisation gaining exposure  and cachet because of the association.  

RELOAD is in a good position to utilise both types of sponsorship.  The first because there are commercial companies which rely on it.  Sponsorship from a number of companies has advantages for both parties. For the sponsoring companies each company gets the continued development and maintenance of RELOAD for considerably less than it would cost them to do it themselves.  Because the funding comes from more than one organisation RELOAD would be seen to retain its independence and neutrality.  It might be possible for one of the benefits of sponsoring RELOAD to be to have some say in its development but this should be considered carefully because if the value of retaining not only its neutrality but the perception of its neutrality.  Companies sponsoring RELOAD to ensure its continued development and maintenance will also benefit from the second effect. 

The excellent reputation of RELOAD and the large number of worldwide visitors to its site put it in a strong position to utilise the second type of sponsorship as there should be organisations who wish to be associated with such a well regarded product and to get the level of exposure to a well targeted audience that it would afford.  

Implementation

A time scale will need to be drawn up for this plan which will largely be controlled by the time and personnel available. But the necessary stages are outlined below.

First Stage

It is impotant to gain clearer information about RELOAD users and site visitors.  This information will be important to potential sponsors i.e. these are the people you will be reaching and this is how many.  One way to do this would be to create a user community which will help to gain a greater understanding of the users.  This will also enable the discovery of any important or powerful users who have leverage of money or who have money themselves or who use RELOAD in their products and can be targeted later.

At this stage the profile of RELOAD should be raised by presentations and articles so  that when potential sponsors are approached they are more likely to recognise the name and its reputation.

Second Stage

Identification of potential sponsors.  A range of sponsors means that the perceived neutrality of the product is more likely to be maintained and that the sum to be raised from each is smaller.  A smaller sponsorship cost will mean that potential sponsors from the first group are more likely to see a benefit in supporting independent development and maintenance rather than taking it in-house. If the cost approaches that cost of doing it themselves why not do it that way and have control.

Potential sponsors fall into three groups;

· Commercial companies who need RELOAD for their products in some way examples include Harvest Road and Booz Allen Hamilton and others should be identified from requests for support and the user forum established above and the project team's knowledge.

· Agencies with objectives which are encouraged and supported by RELOAD.  This would include government agencies such as JISC, DEST, NLN and Becta and standards bodies such as IMS and ADL.     There may also be large users for whom RELOAD is significant and who have funds e.g. a university which uses it as a standard.

· Organisations who wish to be associated with RELOAD and to put their names before its audience.  These might include organisations who wish to be seen to support open source development.  The primary target should be companies that sell goods and services to the RELOAD audience, it will be necessary to think widely here.  Potential sponsors don't just include software companies but perhaps THES, educational publishers etc.  

In bringing together a range of potential sponsors some things to be considered will be potential rivalry between organisations and that the aims of the organisation are congruent with that of RELOAD and its team.

Stage Three

A package, or more likely packages, need to be put together with a range of sponsorship options tailored to different levels of sponsorship and different organisations.  It will be necessary to include in the presentation an outline of future plans for the development of RELOAD ; what  is planned and on what timescale so that potential sponsors who have an interest in the development and maintenance of RELOAD can see what they are buying into and what benefits they will gain.   For sponsors more interested in access to the RELOAD audience it will be necessary to approach with a specific plan showing what they would get for their money; i.e. exposure of their name to "n" number of specific potential users of their product for a specific cost.

At this point it will be necessary to consider how much potential sponsors likely to be willing to pay to either continue development and maintenance of RELOAD  or  to be associated with it.  This will lead to an understanding of the number of sponsors required.

Stage Four

Target and present sponsorship package to a select group in a few relevant categories.  At this stage is will undoubtedly be necessary to tailor the sponsor ship package to the sponsors requests.
Thereafter

Once funding for the next five years is established it will be essential to consider what happens after that and think about future funding.  It is possible that a pot may have been built up partly based on JISC's requirement that bid relying on open source software have to include an element for support of that software.  Unfortunately this will be unquantifiable and can only really be applied after it has been gathered in because it will be impossible to know in advance what bid will include support for RELOAD, how much and which will be funded.
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