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As it celebrates its 60th anniversary, SITA believes its reinvention as a single
organisation is paving dividends for the air transport community

he phrase co-operative has echoes

of something rather quaint. Co-

operatives are defined as organi-

sations for mutual benefit, serving

mernber interasts, rather than the
motive of making money.

It seems incredible that SITA, one of the
industry’s oldest technology suppliers, is not
only reinventing itself around its original co-
operative roots, it is embracing the concept.
“Back in 2006 co-operatives were seen as a
deeply unfashionable end of the economic
spectrum,” says Paul Coby, chairman of SITA
and British Airways chisl information officer,

Coby, who joined SITA'S board in 2001 and
became its chair two years later, could ses a
crisis of identity developing at an organisation
that was founded by airlines in 1949 to trans-
port their data and information safely and offi-
ciently around the globe,

When Coby joined the board, SITA had
been divided into two for a vear: one not-for-
profit part to run the global data network and
a for-profit part to develop IT solutions and
products, But the big idea was not working,

“People were convineed SITA had “had it",
they just didn'l ses the relevance of SITA any-
more, SITA board [mestings] could be some-
what tense occasions, where people com-
plained about its services, costs and lots of
other issues,” recalls Coby. With its move to a
more commercial role, SITA had lost the con-
fidence of its original customers that it was
truly representing their interests.

In 2006, SITA <onsolidated itself apain
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‘“Risa uniua model that
maybe other industries
should use”

FRANCESCD VIOLANTE
Chief executive, SITA

under the “one SITA" banner. “What is key
for SITA is the fact that its structure makes it
uniquely responsive to the air transport indus-
try,” says Coby. Its strategy is directed by a
board made up of 35 non-executive directors
from SITAs top 20 customers in the previous
vear, nine regional representatives and one
seat held for an airport grouping. Interestingly,
this can include competitors in other fields
like Travelport president Gordon Wilson and
Wolfgang Gohde, chief executive of Lufthansa
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| Systems, but they do not sit on the smaller

supervisory board. “To have 30 decision-mak-
ers gvery quarter in the same room is some-
thing to be absolutely welcomed,” says Coby.
“It gives us fantastic engagement.”

But does it have the business agility to take
quick decisions, if necessarv? “The structure
we've got works pretty well,” savs Coby, The
main board provides the oversight and the
overall strategic view, while an 11-person
supervisory board looks al mergers and acqui-
sitions, detailed market share plans ete.

“The single objective of ‘one SITA" was to
ensure the customers could really lead and
shape the direction of the company,” says
Catyy. But the question is whether a co-opera-
tive SITA can be truly commercial? There is
no conflict in its mission, he believes. "In a

| world where our principle competition has

been bought up by venture capitalists, we are
In a position to take a long-term view of what's
required for the air transport industry. Our job
is to provide commercial, cost-effective, com-
petitive products that peaple want and then
invest in the business. We have reburned 500
million in price reductions on the networks in
the last few years. It is all about creating value
for the air transport industey and not about
creating value for a group of investors.”

And the co-operative model could have
wider relevance too, believes Francesco
Violante, SITA's chief executive. *Tt is a unique
model that maybe other industries should
usa. " But it is not just being & co-operative that
is important, it is being a key supplier,
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