New collaboration puts
open data first
As the sector grapples with how best to enhance data and digital capabilities, a new
tie-up between Proserv and Intelligent Plant aims to sync their expertise in controls
technology and data analytics, while maintaining commitments to open data principles.

O

ne of the key findings from last year’s
UKCS Data & Digital Maturity Survey
was the extent to which the embrace
of digitalisation within the oil and gas
industry is as much about culture as it
is about hardware and software. Author Deloitte notes
that: “Full digital transformation requires a holistic
approach that also encompasses data, innovation,
people and culture.”
Moreover, despite widespread efforts (and successes)
in fostering collaborative relationships – the OGUKDeloitte Industry Collaboration Index showed a slight
increase to 7.1 in 2020, compared with 7.0 in 2019 – the
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Survey also noted that models had not yet emerged to
fully enable this in the digital space. The authors add
that: “The complex nature of the oil and gas supply chain
means that collaborative digitalisation is the critical next
stage in the industry’s journey.”
The findings are echoed in the experiences of Proserv
Controls digital innovation manager Stuart Harvey
and Intelligent Plant founder Steve Aitken. “I think a
lot of companies that put people in roles that have the
word ‘digital’ in their job title can affect the culture in
organisations… There’s a perception that people like
me have all the answers and that isn’t true,” Stuart
explains. Reflecting on the nature of what real digital

strategy

improvement.

maintained

need it

Results related to the value drivers for digital provide a clearer picture of the fact that
organisations are prioritising data, even if the reality for those further down the organisation is
that there is still some way to go.

THE TOP DIGITAL VALUE DRIVERS RELATE TO DATA
Respondents were asked to rank eight digital value drivers in order of importance.
Overall score out of 100 was assigned based on average rank.
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Left: Monitoring the performance
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innovation looks like, he adds: “For me, the way digital
transformation success should be measured is by the
number of engineers that come forward every month
and say: ‘I’ve got this idea, can you help?’ Because at
that point, congratulations! You have created demand
within your organisation.”
It was discussions like these that led Stuart and
controls technology company Proserv to form a
unique ‘strategic alliance’ with Steve’s award-winning
software engineering firm, Intelligent Plant (IP).
Announced in December 2020, its stated aim was to
combine Proserv’s expertise in control systems - the
source of industrial data – with Intelligent Plant’s data
connectivity and analytics, where value is extracted.
One of the main differentiators, the two stated,
would be a commitment to transparency around data
access, while also ensuring essential security levels are
maintained.
2+2=5
What does that mean in practice? In essence, the
alliance is about expanding the capability of what the
two firms can offer as part of their services, while
retaining the principles that make their businesses
distinct. For Proserv, this meant finding a partner who
would be comfortable and flexible enough working
with the wide array of data output from its various
control systems; for IP, it was about ensuring that a
controls vendor was committed to an open-access

“Our fundamental
differentiation
in strategy needs
to be making
this data open.”

Proserv Controls
Digital Innovation Manager
Stuart Harvey
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Intelligent Plant
Founder
Steve Aitken

“What’s the opportunity for digital
technology? The truth is nothing,
unless people want to do it.”
approach to data, rather than the vendor-specific
protocols which are largely the norm across industry.
Reassuringly for IP, Stuart says this distinction is a
central component of Proserv’s digital strategy: “We
see time and again clients getting effectively locked in
by protocols and technology used on hardware and
software, which ultimately means a lot of the data that
comes out is closed,” he continues. “Our fundamental
differentiation in strategy in this space needs to be
making this data open.”
In that regard, the new alliance has been a meeting
of very similar ethics. IP’s main business has been in its
Industrial App Store, an online marketplace of apps and
web services that connect to industry standard data
sources without requiring a local installation. Just as
with mobile applications, clients can choose which apps
are relevant, connect them to their data sources, and
perform visualisation and analysis functions on their
time-series data (such as pressures, temperatures,
flow rates etc.) and/or alarm and event data (such as
outputs from monitors on SCADA systems). IP can
assist companies in making the most of their analytics
and insights – or customers can pick and choose apps
to manage the process on their own.
Linking IP’s app capabilities with Proserv’s pragmatic
approach to controls systems enables the two to offer
controls hardware and software, data analytics, or any
combination of the two. For Steve, explaining this to
potential clients can be like telling them ‘2+2=5.’ “Clients
really want end-to-end delivery and [IP] have always
focused on one part of that and deliberately not done
the other bits, for openness,” he adds. “Giving clients
this option that allows them to do effectively anything but also provides an out-of-the-box answer that works
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- I think this will be a brilliant thing.”
The hope is that their similar ethos, as well as their
commitment to keep the alliance philosophy agile and
“start-up style”, will be advantageous in offering flexible
solutions to suit clients ranging from SMEs to major
operators. As much as the two can deliver short-term
projects and quick results, it is also about developing
their open-data strategy over the long term. Stuart
notes that every conversation is valuable for both
companies because the relationship between smart
control systems and efficient and effective analytics is
only set to become closer as time moves on. “It doesn’t
matter if we have a joint conversation with a client and
all they do is buy IP apps, because eventually those
things will become joined up in a wider open market”
he says.
Local heroes
As much as it is about the solutions that Proserv and
IP can offer, the culture around data access within
organisations is arguably even more important. Steve is
keen to point out that the most valuable insights from
data - and from IP’s apps - will come from empowering
teams within organisations, rather than from external
providers delivering a project or a package of
technology: “Tools like apps require people, they don’t
do things on their own… If you really want to embrace
them, they’re not just added on top of what you do it’s about how they can fundamentally change what you
do,” he adds.
It’s only once that culture of innovation is
encouraged that truly transformative results can
be seen. They recall a recent project in which an
operator was able to achieve notable production

Above: Proserv subsea controls
system apparatus at its Great
Yarmouth facility.

efficiency improvements using an IP Alarm app – a
positive result that was completely unintended from
the app’s original use. Its success was down to internal
teams using their initiative to identify how tools like
this could change how they worked. Steve says: “They
were the heroes, and quite rightly so, we need to
allow more heroes to come forward and show what
they can do with this.
This perhaps gets to the crux of the discussion
around ‘digital transformation.’ If data and expertise
are warehoused – whether internally by teams or
individuals, or externally by vendor protocols – truly
disruptive changes are much less likely to happen. The
same goes for financial and leadership support, as Steve
continues: “A lot of clients struggle to justify the budget
to do stuff in digital because it’s seen as a separate
budget rather than the main budget. That means that
they have to justify the incremental cost on top of what
they’re already doing - and the assumption is that what
they’re already doing continues.”
Both Stuart and Steve identify procurement as an
area that frequently poses a barrier to those advocating
for new technologies and new approaches. The nature
of standardised procurement, while delivering price

competitiveness, can struggle to accommodate truly
disruptive technologies. Steve explains: “If you make
something that’s better and it’s defined as better, then
it doesn’t fit into standard procurement because it’s
not the same as everything else.” While both agree that
the North Sea is far more open to new ideas and new
thinking than many other basins, it remains a frustration
to achieving wider adoption of new processes.
The solution, of course, is not to try and disrupt
every process – rather that organisations should strive
to find a balance between implementing new ideas
(especially those of engaged, empowered employees),
and achieving repeatable results with reliable processes
and data. “We need to consciously create a balance,”
he continues.
Despite the obstacles that remain, the model adopted
by the likes of Proserv and IP is a step in the right
direction, particularly in light of the findings of studies
such as the Digital Maturity Survey. The technology and
the capability for digital transformations already exist
– the key will be in the people driving them forward.
“That’s the challenge,” Steve muses. “What’s the
opportunity for digital technology? The truth is nothing,
unless people want to do it."
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