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Introduction

1.    This circular invites further and higher education institutions to submit funding proposals for a range of new developments in core middleware, with a specific focus on inter-institutional authorisation and related topics. This will encompass a wide range of activities, from the development of new tools and technologies to the testing and evaluation of improved national middleware services via institutional deployment of such tools and services. 

2.    Funding is available on a scale of £3 million over three years (up to £1 million p.a.) from the date of award. Shorter projects offering early payback in the form of deliverables which can be tested in service are also welcome and will be favourably considered.  As a general guideline it is anticipated that most projects will be awarded funding of between £50,000 and £300,000 depending on the extent and complexity of the work involved, although exceptional cases will also be considered.  

3.
The deadline for receipt of proposals is 12 noon on Wednesday 3rd March 2004. Projects should commence as soon as possible, ideally April 2004. A town meeting will be held in London on the morning of Friday 6 February 2004 to provide a forum for discussion of the call and its subject matter. 
Background

 

4.
Key to the development of a secure environment for the UK academic community are robust authentication and authorisation services for staff and students accessing datasets and other sources of electronic information. 

5.
With this in mind, the Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC) has, for several years, funded the Athens national service to provide a single-username/single-password access management system for the UK academic community.  Athens is now being used by substantial numbers of students, staff and researchers in the education and health sectors of the UK and Ireland.  The contract for the Athens service has recently been renewed and now runs until 31 July 2006 (with an option for a possible two years' further extension).

6.
Athens, however, does not in its present form fulfil all of the access management needs of the JISC community.  For example Athens is not designed to support e-learning environments shared between multiple institutions, nor does it answer the requirements of collaborating groups of researchers distributed across different organisations (“virtual organisations” or VOs).

7.
In June 2002 the JISC, through its Circular 6/02, funded a programme of development designed to investigate next-generation authentication and authorisation tools aimed at meeting the needs of the community for at least the next five years.  Although a few of the longer projects from that programme will continue to run for some months yet, the majority of the projects have now been completed and their results form valuable input to this call.

8.
Following on from this programme, the JISC now wishes to take forward the development of next generation access management services for the UK further and higher education communities.  This call addresses development work in core middleware:
 requirements of the extended service environment, development of new capabilities, and convergence between research and production technologies.

9.  
In parallel with the programme outlined in this call, and separately funded, a number of the key JISC services will be working on the migration of the existing national service environment to the next generation of middleware technologies.

Collaboration with the National Science Foundation  

10.
The JISC has in the past collaborated with the US National Science Foundation (NSF) on a number of programmes of mutual interest.  In recent months discussions have taken place between the two organisations with a view to further collaboration in the middleware area.  Specifically, the JISC now plans to coordinate its middleware programme with the established and successful NSF Middleware Initiative (NMI), and in particular the set of projects known as NMI-EDIT (where EDIT stands for Enterprise Desktop Integration Technologies).

11.
Outputs from the first two years of the NMI-EDIT programme consist, among other items, of software, services, best practice documents and policies.  The software developed in this programme notably includes OpenSAML, an open source library for the OASIS-specified Security Assertion Mark-up Language (SAML),
 and Shibboleth,
 a framework (largely formulated in SAML) for managing access to web resources with particular emphasis on privacy protection.

12.
Shibboleth is now being deployed by a significant number of major universities in the US and is being actively investigated as an access management mechanism by increasing numbers of content suppliers.  Early experience has shown that Shibboleth is attractive not simply as a means to control access to resources licensed from external suppliers, but also for managing access to on-campus resources.

13.
In addition, although initially designed solely for the web environment, there are proposals to extend Shibboleth to interface with several other technologies and protocols.  Examples include remote file access (via the WebDAV protocol), instant messaging, video over IP and streaming video.  It is therefore emerging as a versatile general-purpose access management framework.

14.
A subsequent NSF award dating from October 2003 is funding several new strands in the NMI-EDIT programme including intra-institutional (role-based) authorisation, credential conversion, and middleware diagnostics.

15.
Against this background the JISC, through its Committees for the Information Environment (JCIE) and for the Support of Research (JCSR), intends to fund a number of proposals to advance its own programmes of work in the areas of authentication, authorisation and related applications. These will be chosen to complement the NMI-EDIT programme and will be coordinated with it.

Scope of Core Middleware Development 

16. 
Between April 2004 – March 2007, the JISC intends to fund significant core middleware development.  This will encompass a wide range of activities, from the development and evaluation of tools leading to improved national middleware services, to institutional deployment and use of tools and policies.  This development will draw on a range of experience gained from JISC development, including the AAA Programme, the Shared Services Programme, and the recently funded Shared Services and Middleware Studies.
  Work in this area is also expected to contribute to the core JISC Frameworks Programme.

17. 
The subject of this call is new developments in core middleware, with a specific focus on inter-institutional authorisation and related topics.  Application areas particularly targeted are:

i. Long-term stable inter-institutional collaborations, e.g. for consortia collaborating on e-learning delivery and sharing e-learning materials.

ii. Authorisation for Grid environments, with special emphasis on testing the emerging authorisation API for the Open Grid Services Architecture (OGSA) which is being pursued within the Global Grid Forum.

iii. Short-term and potentially transient collaborations (“lightweight VOs”) between groups of researchers in different institutions.

18.
Technology areas where development is felt to be needed include the issuing and management of user credentials and attributes; policy management; delegation; and trust management.  Proposals in any of these areas will be considered. The JISC does however wish to see certain specific technologies piloted and proposals to do so will be particularly welcomed.  These are:

i. Exploring the use of Shibboleth in inter-institutional e-learning contexts, with the Internet2 CourseID attribute
 being deployed to define course-related entitlements.

ii. Extending Shibboleth by incorporating the Permis
 decision engine into the target architecture: this is intended to serve two purposes, (a) to provide a test vehicle for policy-driven target authorisation decisions (which could include exploration of digital rights management scenarios); and (b) to provide a means of interfacing Shibboleth to the OGSA authorisation API.

iii. Extending Shibboleth to encompass other protocols, as detailed in paragraph 12 above, subject to coordination of any work of this kind with the NMI-EDIT programme.

19.
Proposers are encouraged to put forward their own ideas provided that they have demonstrable relevance to the headings above.  

20.
Apart from the general need to coordinate topics and workplans with the NMI-EDIT consortium, to ensure that the two programmes complement one another and do not duplicate work unnecessarily, it is important that all new middleware development funded under the present call should take account of new components under development in NMI-EDIT and especially the new middleware diagnostics strand.  On a broader international front, the intention is also to coordinate UK developments with similar activities in Australia and other European countries.

Timescales and Funding

21. 
Funding for this first strand of development is available on a scale of £3 million over three years (up to £1 million p.a.) from the date of award. Shorter projects offering early payback in the form of deliverables which can be tested in service are also welcome and will be favourably considered.  If the funding of shorter projects leaves space in the budget for later years, some new projects and/or extensions of funding for first-round projects may be considered at an appropriate future time.  

22.
As a general guideline it is anticipated that most projects will be awarded funding of between £50,000 and £300,000 depending on the extent and complexity of the work involved, although exceptional cases will also be considered.  Some funds may be held back for a supplementary round of awards in approximately one year's time.

23.
If suitable proposals are forthcoming the JISC expects to fund a range of development projects in institutions of varying size, mission and organisational complexity.  Applications from further education colleges, or consortia involving further education colleges, are encouraged since it will be essential to assess the usability of the new middleware infrastructure in as many contexts as possible.  

24.
Proposals may be submitted by FE and HE institutions funded via the UK funding bodies.  Proposals may be from single institutions or consortia.  Partnership arrangements may be developed outside the sector (for example with research council sites, commercial suppliers of IT products and services or publishers), though the lead body must be part of the FE or HE community and funds can only be allocated through the lead site.

25.
Institutions have a period of 6-7 weeks to respond to this call. The deadline for full proposals is 12 noon on Wednesday 3rd March 2004.   See paragraphs 40-44 below for further details of the bidding process.

Partnership and Project Outputs (Evaluation and Dissemination)

26.
The JISC will oversee and monitor the progress of funded projects. This will include recognition that in groundbreaking work there may be failures as well as successes, but that all such experience can provide valuable information for the community. It is also recognised that aims and objectives as well as the technological context can change, and that individual project objectives may need to be renegotiated over time. 

27.
The JISC will undertake programme level evaluation in partnership with the funded projects, which will be required to co-operate with the programme evaluation. Each project will be required to build in project-specific evaluation and (where appropriate, e.g. for software deliverables) testing activities in its project planning. The scale and nature of this evaluation and testing will naturally be dependent on the size and scale of project activity, and should be appropriate to programme aims. 

28.
The JISC will draw up an overarching dissemination strategy in partnership with the projects and other JISC initiatives. However projects will be expected to engage in project-specific dissemination to the FE and HE sectors as appropriate (see paragraphs on Public Relations).

29.
The JISC will look for phased outcomes as the projects progress. The nature of the project outputs will be expected to:

· provide a lasting benefit to the community;

· have a scale and nature concomitant with the level of funding provided;

· contribute to achieving the JISC's strategic aims.

30.
Projects will be expected to follow the normal JISC project management guidelines. These include IPR and copyright guidance, adherence to good project management practices, regular reporting and participation of projects in steering committees. A Programme Manager based in the JISC Development Team will provide management support to projects. Project management guidelines are currently under review but an up-to-date copy will be issued to funded projects. 

31.
As a general rule the JISC does not seek to retain IPR in the project deliverables created as part of its programmes. However funding is always made available on the condition that project outputs are made available, free at the point of use, to the UK HE and FE community in perpetuity, and that these may be disseminated widely in partnership with the JISC. In the case of core middleware it is extremely desirable that any software components of the deliverables are released under appropriate open source licences to ensure that they can also be freely shared with organisations and communities with which the JISC has close working arrangements.

32.
It is intended that the deliverables created as part of this programme will, as appropriate, be deployed by the JISC as part of a long-term strategy for providing access to community resources and where this is possible arrangements for archiving of deliverables will be set in place. However, wherever possible, projects will be encouraged to set in place mechanisms to ensure the continued availability and currency of deliverables after funding has ended.  In the majority of cases the JISC will not be able to commit to the long term delivery or maintenance of project outputs after the end of the programme, though guidance will be given about opportunities for continuation funding and embedding within institutions.

Evaluation Criteria for Proposals

33.
Proposals will be evaluated according to the following criteria: 

Quality of proposal and workplan – the extent to which the proposal addresses the issues and demands outlined in the call, and shows innovation as appropriate; the quality of the proposal will be assessed on the basis of the deliverables identified and the evidence provided of how these will be achieved including an assessment of the risks (30%).

Impact – the extent to which the project outcomes will be of overall value to the FE/HE and research communities; included in the assessment under this criterion will be the need for sustainability of the work at the end of the project funding period (30%).

Partnership and dissemination – the degree to which the proposal demonstrates an openness and willingness to work in partnership with JISC in forward planning, dissemination and evaluation, and the potential for extended partnership beyond the funding period (10%).

Value for money – the value of the expected project outcomes vis-à-vis the level of funding requested, taking into account the level of innovation, chance of success and relevance to the target communities (15%).

Previous experience of the project team – evidence of the project team's understanding of the technical and/or management issues involved, and of its ability to manage and deliver a successful project, for example through work done to date in the area or in related fields (15%).

34.
In the case of consortium proposals, the strength of the consortium will be considered. This refers to evidence of the commitment shown by the consortium partners to the consortium and the proposed project, and the degree to which the work proposed is aligned with institutional strategies and is shown to be embedded within the mainstream of the consortium. Proposers may wish to produce evidence such as partnership agreements, strategic plans, working papers etc. These may be included as appendices to the proposal and need not be counted within the 10-page limit. 

35.
Notwithstanding the weightings of the evaluation criteria, proposals that fail badly on any one criterion may be rejected, and proposals showing exceptional strength in one or more areas with serious weaknesses in others may be funded. In making awards under this call the JISC will take into account the need for an appropriate, varied and affordable portfolio of projects and partners. It is not, therefore, necessarily the case that the projects with the highest raw scores will be those funded in all instances. 

Accessibility Issues

36.
In line with Government legislation and social exclusion initiatives, JISC is committed to providing resources that are accessible to a diverse range of users. In order to achieve this all software and IT resources including the project web site should meet good practice standards and guidelines pertaining to the media in which they are produced. 

37.
Advice and recommendations for ensuring that IT based systems, tools and resources are accessible by all can be found in the resource section of the Technology for Disabilities Service (TechDis, http://www.techdis.ac.uk). Further advice and consultancy is available from the TechDis Centre itself. 

Public Relations

38.
The JISC endeavours to ensure that a coherent message is given to the community covering the breadth and depth of its activities. Projects must adhere to JISC PR Guidelines. These include advice on developing publicity materials and producing press releases, and will be issued to funded projects.

39.
Each project must create a web page or web site to explain the project aims and objectives and to disseminate information about project activities and results. The Project Management Guidelines give guidance on the scope, content and design of websites. Where appropriate, project deliverables and core project documents may be posted on the website. As the project web site is primarily a dissemination vehicle, deliverables and documents posted are considered to be copies, and the masters will be deposited in the appropriate JISC repository. The lead institution or one of its partners must agree to host the website on their server for a minimum of 3 years after the end of the project and to assist JISC in archiving it subsequently. 

Bidding Process

40.
A town meeting for prospective bidders will be held on Friday 6th February 2004 from 10am – 1pm in central London. Attendance is free and on a first come, first served basis and is limited to two representatives from each institution. Please contact Nicole Harris by email (N.Harris@jisc.ac.uk) by Friday 30th January to book a place at this event, giving your name, job description and full contact details. The meeting will explain the context of the call in fuller detail, and will provide opportunities for those attending to put questions to the JISC panel. Your contact details will be shared with other attendees at the event. If you do not wish the JISC to use your information in this way please notify Nicole Harris when registering. 
41.
Proposals are limited to a maximum of 10 A4 sheets plus appendices, together with a letter of support from an authorised senior manager at the institution – in the case of consortium proposals, one from each member institution – and a completed cover sheet (see Appendix A). These should be sent to:

Ann Lloyd, JISC Executive, Northavon House, Coldharbour Lane, Bristol, BS16 1QD.

42.
An electronic copy of the bid, all appendices, cover sheet and letter(s) of support should also be sent to A.Lloyd@jisc.ac.uk  Both hard copy and emailed proposals must be received by 12 noon on Wednesday 3rd March 2004. Faxed or late proposals will not be accepted. 

43.
The content of the bids should reflect the evaluation criteria set out in paragraphs 33-35 above. To assist in the assessment of all proposals against a common baseline, proposals should be structured as follows: 

A.   Introduction – A brief outline of the nature of the work to be undertaken, the length of the project, the proposed start date (projects are encouraged to start as soon as possible) and a summary of how the project will contribute to the programme.

B.   Project description – A description of the intended project plan, timetable and deliverables, risks, and an explanation of how the detailed project outcomes will be of value to the JISC community.  Bidders should also include statements regarding IPR and sustainability issues.  

C.   Budget – A summary of the proposed budget which in broad outline identifies how funds will be spent over the life of the project, including a breakdown of funding across academic years (1 August to 31 July); staff costs, equipment and consumables, travel and subsistence (if applicable), dissemination, evaluation and other costs should be itemised and an indication of any institutional contributions (e.g. overheads, equipment, staff time) should also be provided.

D.   Key personnel – Names and brief career details of staff expected to contribute to the project, including qualifications and experience in the area of work proposed and evidence of any projects of similar nature successfully completed.

E.   Contact(s) – Contact details for one or more named individual for correspondence concerning the proposal (please include name, position, institution, email address, postal address, and telephone and fax numbers).

44.
The JISC will consider these proposals and endeavour to notify successful bidders by the end of  March 2004. Projects should commence as soon as possible, ideally April 2004. JISC will expect to work with the selected projects to agree the workplan and to ensure that the project budget is appropriate and suitably profiled. It may be necessary to negotiate some aspects of the project objectives and content with the project teams in the interest of maximising the expected benefits of the programme as a whole. 

Further Information

45.
Technical enquiries about the programme should be sent to:

Nicole Harris, JISC, Strand Bridge House, 138-142 Strand, London WC2R 1HH 

Tel: 020 7848 1802, n.harris@jisc.ac.uk 

46.
General enquiries about the proposal submission process should be sent to:

  Ann Lloyd, JISC Executive, Northavon House, Coldharbour Lane, Bristol, BS16 1QD

 Tel:   0117 931 7124, A.Lloyd@jisc.ac.uk 
JISC Executive

January 2004

Appendix A

	Cover sheet for proposals (All sections must be completed) 
	JISC Middleware Programme 2004

	Name of lead institution/organisation 

	Name of proposed project 

	Project partners 

	Full contact details for primary contact

Name:
Position:
Email:
Address:

Tel:
Fax:

	Programme area(s) of proposal
(Please indicate the programme area(s) by reference to the sub-section numbering in paragraphs 17 and 18 of the Circular) 

	Length of project and total cost to the JISC over its life

	Cost of proposal to the JISC in each academic year (1 August – 31 July) 
  


	Proposed project start date 

	Outline project description

 




� JISC AAA Programme: Project Reports.<�HYPERLINK "http://www.jisc.ac.uk/index.cfm?name=aaa_docs"��http://www.jisc.ac.uk/index.cfm?name=aaa_docs�>.


� ‘Core’ middleware can be defined as the central services that are essential to middleware as a whole.  These are: authentication, authorisation, directory services, and identifiers.


� nmi-edit.  <�HYPERLINK "http://www.nmi-edit.org/"��http://www.nmi-edit.org/�> .


� openSAML.  <�HYPERLINK "http://www.opensaml.org/"��http://www.opensaml.org/�>.


� Shibboleth.  <�HYPERLINK "http://shibboleth.internet2.edu/"��http://shibboleth.internet2.edu/�>.


� NSF Press Release: Internet “Middleware” Gets $12 Million Boost from NSF.  <�HYPERLINK "http://www.nsf.gov/od/lpa/news/press/01/pr0173.htm"��http://www.nsf.gov/od/lpa/news/press/01/pr0173.htm�>.


� JISC AAA Programme. <�HYPERLINK "http://www.jisc.ac.uk/index.cfm?name=programme_aaa"��http://www.jisc.ac.uk/index.cfm?name=programme_aaa�>.


  JISC Shared Services Programme.  <�HYPERLINK "http://www.jisc.ac.uk/index.cfm?name=programme_shared_services"��http://www.jisc.ac.uk/index.cfm?name=programme_shared_services�>.


  JISC Shared Services and Middleware Studies. <�HYPERLINK "http://www.jisc.ac.uk/index.cfm?name=funding_middleware"��http://www.jisc.ac.uk/index.cfm?name=funding_middleware�>.


� JISC Frameworks Programme.  <�HYPERLINK "http://www.jisc.ac.uk/index.cfm?name=programme_frameworks"��http://www.jisc.ac.uk/index.cfm?name=programme_frameworks�>.


� Global Grid Forum, Open Grid Services Architecture.  <� HYPERLINK "http://www.ggf.org/documents/Drafts/default_b.htm" �http://www.ggf.org/documents/Drafts/default_b.htm�>.


� MACE CourseID.  <� HYPERLINK "http://middleware.internet2.edu/courseID/" ��http://middleware.internet2.edu/courseID/�>.


� PERMIS.  <� HYPERLINK "http://sec.isi.salford.ac.uk/permis/" ��http://sec.isi.salford.ac.uk/permis/�>.
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