
and records where contractually necessary),

which Syn was thought to offer. This was

attractive, since PFSL did not want to com-

pete simply by undercutting prices. ‘We

don’t want to differentiate on price because

the lower you go the less quality you’re

generally going to get, by nature,’ he

explains.

The case against Syn, meanwhile, had

essentially been what Philpot calls the ‘fear

factor’ for the implementation of the solu-

tion, which was seen as more of a toolkit

offering than other choices. ‘It would have

been a lot easier for us to take a relatively

out-of-the-box solution to solve 85 per cent

of our needs, then just deal with the other

15,’ Philpot says. This was the view of a

majority of staff at the time. ‘During the

selection process we conducted a poll of 

a number of people, and Coexis wasn’t 

the winner. There were very few of us 

who were actually pro-Coexis,’ he says.

However, those who wanted to attempt the

Syn implementation were more ‘forceful’.

Philpot himself was strongly in favour of

STARS in their eyes

When Penson Financial Services Limited (PFSL) selected Syn, the clearing and 
settlement solution of a relatively small software vendor, Coexis, in 2005, ‘some
people thought we were mad’, says Alan Philpot, CEO of PFSL. It was, he believes,
among the riskier of the options PFSL was considering at the time, but it appears
to have reaped the benefits since.  
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different types of business through its old

systems had created first IT challenges and

then service and flexibility issues. ‘It really

meant that we couldn’t expand the business

into areas we wanted to.’   

‘In order to build a scalable, successful

clearing business we needed to make some

significant changes to our infrastructure,

and that was a strategic decision we took in

2005,’ he says. ‘We went through a rigor-

ous selection process, looking at every piece

of technology that we thought could sup-

port what we wanted to do,’ he says. 

PFSL narrowed its choice down fairly

quickly before choosing Coexis’ Syn, but

Philpot recalls that the eventual decision

was far from a unanimous one within the

organisation. He cites a number of reasons

for having chosen Syn. One was the person-

al relationships some at PFSL had with

Coexis employees, from past lives else-

where. Syn also had, Philpot claims, ‘phe-

nomenal functionality’. For example, PFSL

wanted a consolidated platform for different

models of clearing (but segregated books

PFSL is part of Penson Worldwide, one of

the largest institutional correspondent 

clearing houses in the world, along with 

the likes of Bank of New York Mellon’s 

subsidiary, Pershing, National Financial,

OMX, BNP Securities Services and Société

Générale Global Securities Services. Its strat-

egy over a number of years has been to

grow into the predominant player in the

space. However, since around 2005, much

of its plans for growth have hinged on the

technology underpinning its Solution for

Transaction, Administration and Real-Time

Settlement (STARS). 

The IT slant had been a product of 

lessons learnt in the years previous to this.

Alan Philpot, CEO of PFSL, himself joined

the business in 2003, finding ‘a need within

PFSL to reassess its technological capabili-

ties’. It had what he describes as ‘a false

start between 2003 and 2005, when we

tried to launch our clearing business with

inferior technology’. PFSL found that its pro-

prietary legacy software wasn’t able to

scale. Putting more throughput and more
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2009), but at the time, ‘we had the ability

to influence product development’. This

was also a reflection of the toolkit nature of

Syn as well as Coexis’ size. If a firm goes

with a larger supplier, Philpot suggests

there is a danger of it just becoming a

‘number’. 

Meanwhile, all of the technology sur-

rounding Syn is proprietary. ‘Part of our

strategy was to make sure we did some in-

house development and protect our intel-

lectual property. We were very specific

around our rights. The project took time,

effort and understanding, and sometimes

misunderstanding. So we wanted to make

sure some of the wrap-arounds on the out-

side are unique to us, if for example, our

competition chooses to use the platform in

future.’ 

The end result of the implementation

project was a success, with all institutional

clients migrated by Q1 2008 (IBS, April

2008). Former sceptics of the system had

been won round. ‘Six months down the

track after going live, we were suddenly

seeing the huge benefits,’ Philpot says. ‘If

we have the same conversations now with

the operations people, they love the plat-

form.’ They particularly appreciate the

exceptions-based approach, such that only

a problem trade needs intervention. All the

rest runs automatically. There are benefits

on the sales side as well. ‘When we are in a

sales process, we’re able to transition cus-

tomers much more quickly than our com-

petition, thanks to the flexibility of our solu-

tion.’ And an additional benefit of the func-

tionality of STARS is that the services PFSL

can provide on an outsourced basis would

be equally difficult for another firm to

develop in-house. ‘The level of customer

service we are offering now is very different,

so we’re talking to major players that we

couldn’t really have entertained with our

old technology.’ 

It had also been known for some time

that PFSL was looking for a solution to sup-

port the retail side of its business. Syn was

considered for this role too; as Philpot says,

‘to have retail and institutional on one plat-

form would be great’. But ‘the reality is that

the offering. 

Philpot also provides the context of the

choice of solution with his assessment of

the market as a whole. Many of PFSL’s

competitors, he claims, are ‘complacent’

with their technology. He believes that

none of the other big clearers have invest-

ed in their systems for the last few years,

naming Gloss, the system from Broadridge,

and GL Rims, now residing with Sungard,

as the other main technology players in the

space. ‘But we decided to take what we

deemed a riskier option to build something

unique, something we thought was highly

flexible and highly scalable,’ he says. 

The project started in 2005. ‘It was a

big challenge for us to implement the plat-

form,’ Philpot recalls. The main obstacles

when building a correspondent clearing

system with Syn in the middle were that it

needed to be multicurrency and multi-enti-

ty, but all feeding into one general ledger.

‘We didn’t want different platforms running

different clearing models, which is what

happens at other clearers,’ he says. He

describes the aim as a spiderweb around

the Syn core, with a huge amount of inte-

gration between solutions to be done.

These included the integration of ‘front-end

platforms, middleware, the back end, Swift

gateways, Crest gateways and reconcilia-

tion systems’. The result is a package of

best of breed platforms, for which the

foundation is Syn’s transaction processing

engine, messaging capability and flexibility

underpinning it. 

During the implementation, some

resistance remained. ‘The operations peo-

ple within PFSL didn’t like the platform;

their attitude was, “the management have

made another terrible decision, what are

they doing?”’ he recalls. Philpot indeed

adds that ‘sometimes I wish we hadn’t

made that decision, early in the project. It

took a lot of effort to keep it on track and

within budget.’ But there were a couple of

contingent benefits of working with Coexis.

‘When we took our decision in 2005 Coexis

was a small organisation,’ he says. He adds

that it has grown since (it was acquired by

GBST in 2008 – IBS December/January

IBS JULY–AUGUST 2009
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‘In order to build a 
scalable, successful clearing

business we needed 
to make some significant

changes to our 
infrastructure.’ 

Alan Philpot, PFSL



some initiatives with Syn and GBST,’ he

says. GBST’s home region of Australia and

New Zealand coincides with some of the

areas PFSL has announced it is to expand

correspondent clearing into. 

Overall, PFSL’s implementation of Syn

appears to have given it the flexibility and

scalability it needs to grow how it wants. It

also shows that, if successful, the old adage

that risk equals reward remains true, for

those bold enough to pursue it. 
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This will include increased scalability, as 

the number of correspondents is increased

(it had around 300 for securities clearing

operations in North America and the UK in

March 2009), but also function expansion.

‘We’re looking at expanding our asset sup-

port on the platform to make sure, particu-

larly for institutional brokers, we can offer

multi-asset coverage, and potentially clear-

ing in one currency across products.’ It

therefore continues to work with Syn, and

Philpot is happy with the acquisition of

Coexis by GBST. ‘We’re already working on

the functionality and the services are very

different’. So although he stresses that Syn’s

middleware and messaging capability are

made use of on the retail side, PFSL’s main

partner for its retail solution is 3i Infotech.

‘We did also talk to Coexis about it, but if

you try and force something to do what it

wasn’t primarily built to do, and there’s

missing functionality, that’s a big effort.’ The

3i Infotech solution was implemented in

2008. 

Penson Worldwide has a product devel-

opment roadmap for the next two years.
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