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The Power Of Information Review and Unlocking UK Government Information – A Consultative Forum

JISC and the Office of Public Sector Information (OPSI), 18th January 2008

Introduction

1. JISC, in conjunction with OPSI, held a consultative forum on 18 January to explore the development of a re-use request webchannel, an initiative in response to Recommendation 8 of the Power of Information Review (POIR). The POIR, by Ed Mayo and Tom Steinberg, looks at how the government responds to the various trends loosely described as Web 2.0. The review stated the government should provide better access to the public sector information (PSI) it holds. 

2. Emma Beer, of the Strategic Content Alliance (SCA), facilitated the event and gave a brief background to the SCA. 

Background 

3. Recommendation 8 calls on OPSI to create a web channel to gather and assess requests for PSI. The aim is for the government to be more responsive to demand for PSI. OPSI is exploring the needs of users to ascertain how this service can be beneficial. OPSI held three events in January 2008 to engage various sectors including voluntary/third sector, academic and research and the information industry. 

4. OPSI is taking forward this recommendation and would ideally like to evolve the service to assist re-users in obtaining information/data and promote the accessibility of PSI. OPSI sought input from the academic and research fields to determine what the sector wants; what it believes OPSI should be aware of and what needs to be considered when creating the web channel; the timescales for delivering the project and information once the webchannel is in existence; and what formats should the information be available in. 

5. OPSI needs to assess the demand for PSI and establish a system to gauge this demand. Evidence must be gathered to validate effective arguments for developing various elements of the webchannel. 

6. FOI requests are one option for obtaining information. MySociety, a charitable group, is also nearing completion of their FOI website - Freedom of Information Filer and Archive, that will house FOI requests and responses. The Ministry of Justice and the National Archives are also working to support the MySociety initiative. Whilst FOI requests are an option for obtaining information, it is not an ideal method for many re-users. FOI requests do not provide all the information that may be needed, and do not allow for specification of formats and other details essential for re-use. Information from FOI requests may not be suitable for many users who want metadata, or annual dumps of data and XML mashups for re-use. 

7. The view was expressed that Government websites are built for civil servants and the public sector, and are thus not user-friendly making it difficult to find data/information. The Government needs to build websites that mirror the commercial sites created for the public. 

8. Finding PSI can be a difficult task. For example, government websites do not follow reliable naming schemes for URLs thus the main search engines such as Google, often cannot index the information. Users are sometimes unaware of the amount of information that is already freely available for re-use and accessible on the web. One difficulty is that people are not always aware of what information is available because it cannot be found from search engines. Government websites need to be built to consider search engines and that many users are unfamiliar with the internal workings of government and the public sector.

Working Group 1 – Barriers to the Re-use of PSI

9. The questions raised were who are the users of PSI? What information or data is available and do users know what is available? Does the Government understand the needs of users? The responses were similar to those discussed above. There is a need for intermediaries and/or partnerships to act as a go-between for re-users and government. These would be professional bodies, possibly for each sector of the community, such as the academic and research sector and would liaise with both parties to facilitate communication and offer advice and assistance.

10. The culture of Government is seen as a major barrier to the re-use of PSI. Departments have different mentalities on the issues around PSI, which can hind access to information and/or data. There needs to be change of attitude towards releasing PSI within government. There is also a tendency by government departments to withhold information, having a strong sense of ownership of the information and wanting to retain control. 

11. Does Government believe that information should be free? There are differing views on charging models and whether information should be free within government. There is an economic study, which has been carried out into the current charging models, the results of which are being reviewed by Ministers. 

12. Another barrier is that many users are not aware of what information is available for re-use. There is a large amount of information and data that is available to re-use for free, however, the people are often unaware of this and do not know how or where to access it. There needs to be greater promotion of the PSI that is available. 

13. The Web Continuity Project, which examines archiving and linking information in perpetuity, has provided solutions to maintain continuity of links within government websites to ensure information is preserved and can be found.

14. Licensing is another barrier to the re-use of information. The licensing regime needs to be clarified and better presented. It can be quite confusing to know as to what licence is needed or even if a licence is required.

Working Group 2 - What public sector information are you most interested in?

16. Academics and researchers would like to receive statistics, not only in the form of tables, but representations of that data. Representational forms assist those who are numerically illiterate to understand. All figures/statistics that are published should also be available as data.

17. Users want data with metadata around the information, not just information. 

18. Data should be UK inclusive of the islands, Scotland, Northern Island and Wales with clarity of boundaries. It was noted that boundary changes have been a problem in the past and there needs to be more clarity about boundaries including boundaries for NHS Trusts, school zones, etc.

19. Some of the most useful information is basic information that can then be manipulated. It seems to be a complex process to receive even basic information. An example of basic information is lists of officials. Lists of officials are available on U.S. sites but in the UK, one must subscribe, paying a fee, to receive access to the UK Civil Service Yearbook. Online lists of civil servants should be available.

20. A great amount of information is available for free, but not available electronically. An example cited was some information at the Family Records Centre, which is not yet available online. Many people do not have the resources to physically visit such institutions. More needs to be done to ensure that all information is available electronically.

21. When supplying large amounts of information, the quality of the information must be maintained. A call for more information to be accessible should not result in a reduction of quality. 

22. A one-size-fits-all format does not work for everyone. Data needs to be available in a number of formats to suit the varying needs of users.

23. Context frameworks should accompany the data. Academics want a comprehensive picture not just a part of it. Information needs to be properly structured and indexed. However, there needs to be a distinction between contextualisation and the interpretation of data by civil servants.

24. There is a need for reliable, easily accessible information that is returned in the top few hits of a search engine. 

25. The information should be preserved and archived, the government needs to ensure that it is not lost. There is a need to look at trends across time and ensure information is available over the long term. 

26. Government websites should contain lists of their publications, preferably within a site index. The site index would be an alternate to a site map and would list all government department publications, and where publications are not available electronically, there should be information on how to obtain a paper copy. The site index would basically be a resource catalogue (similar to Information Asset Registers). 

27. Users want a resource catalogue that is cross-departmental, one that contains such resources as reports, publications, technical standards etc.

28. To encourage government to participate in making information available, incentives/punishments need to be introduced. As a deterrent to non-compliance, punishment in the form of fines, or naming and shaming, should be exercised. For example, collecting the numbers of Error 404 pages received on a government website and reproducing these figures in a league table to highlight the most offending departments.

Working Group 3 – How should rights and licensing issues be handled?

29. The current licensing regime is complicated and limits access to information. The licensing page on the OPSI website is too complicated, the user has to go through all the documents listed to perhaps realise that in the end they do need a licence. This regime was inherited from publishers but as we are now in a user-publisher world, it is not a model that works. The types of permissions should be standardised.

30. Many government sites are not user focussed with confusing and unclear language, for example, there needs to more clarity between the explanations of use and re-use and clarifications definitions. Within the POI Report itself, it is not clear whether academic institutions are non-commercial. An example of good practice is the Click-use Licence, which is written in plain English.

31. Academics have a general view that all information is ‘fair-use’ for them and do not particularly understand their own licensing issues. It was suggested that perhaps an academic licence be introduced, although this would introduce specialising. 

32. Intermediaries were also mentioned in this group suggesting that mediation between groups would be beneficial. The intermediaries would be information specialists assisting with clarifying and obtaining licences. 

33. If information was tagged this could lead to kitemarking for quality, presentation and access. 

34. The webchannel should contain a framework for all government departments and it should be a pro-active service stating, at the point of access, whether the information can be re-used, how it may be re-used and the costs involved. 

Break for Lunch

Wrap up

34. A number of themes had emerged in the morning session. The forum was based upon the fundamental question of what did OPSI need to know to build the webchannel? How did users want to use this service and what did users expect would be delivered?  

35. Once the request service was operational, demand would increase when the possibility of satisfying users’ needs was realised. However, it must be considered whether the webchannel could supply the demand.

36. Exemplars, possibly from each sector eg transport, would need to be on the webchannel to encourage further use and maintain interest.  

37. One of two strategies in developing the webchannel were discussed:

a) Building the service in its totality ensuring it is launched, and then tweaking it and correcting problems/implementing suggestions, or

b) Targeting a certain population, developing a service for their specific needs and once an efficient model is achieved, expanding it to include all other users.  

Option b was preferred. There is a belief that this would have more of a chance to work rather than building a large project and not meeting needs. If there were a successful prototype, this would encourage others to take up the service. 

38. The webchannel should have the following characteristics:

· On the start page, users request information or search for information on the site.

· Endorsement of other requests – users can endorse other requests, perhaps via a voting system, so there would be a grouping of requests. This also allows government departments to track the most requested information/data sets that users have a need for.

· Replies by OPSI – as an indication of their efforts and involvement. The status and progress of requests would also need to be noted.

· RSS feeds – should be available so others may know what has been requested, this promotes transparency and encourages utilisation of webchannel.

· Timelines – this may be a contentious issue - how long should it take for requests to be complied with; there must be constant communication with the user so the user is aware of delays/problems/issues.

· At the start of its life, the webchannel needs to display some information or lists of information available to encourage and engage users – a bare site to begin with may discourage users to take up the idea. 

· Format – how specific should the user be on asking for certain formats i.e. would the group like to see a drop down list of options to choose formats? The group responded it is best to do what is easiest at first to launch the site to encourage use of the webchannel, with formatting issues reviewed in the near future. 

· There should be a FAQs page, stating clearly and precisely what the webchannel can or cannot achieve.

· The webchannel should not be just a catalogue of information – it should serve the purpose of assisting with obtaining information. If it’s just a query service but does not actively help to obtain or find information, then it will not be successful. Users need an incentive to use it and the webchannel must be successful at finding/obtaining hard-to-find information. 

· Responses/trails of requests – users need to know that request has been serviced and the outcome of these requests, without going through lengthy trails.

· Multiple requests for same information – information obtained should be added to the site to avoid multiple requests for the same information.

39. The premise is that OPSI will play an active role in obtaining information from government departments.

40. The service will need to distinguish itself apart from an information service. It will need to filter out general enquiry questions not related to PSI, such as: I want to know the population of London? There is a risk of wasting resources if this is not resolved.

Next Steps

41. OPSI will be taking the contributions, suggestions and ideas from all three events into consideration when developing the service. We now have a clearer view of what users want from government information holders and how they envisage the request service will operate. The events s including this one, have helped the users/key stakeholders to understand and gain knowledge of OPSI’s plans for the re-use request services; and has proven that government and OPSI are committed to engaging users to create a service that is robust, effective and useful to key users. 

42. John Sheridan will circulate a copy of the Web Continuity Project that aims to ensure that all government links are connected and broken links are eradicated to ensure a continual e-service. This is another strand of the government/National Archives work with technology.

43. OPSI is committed to overcoming the barriers and will review the licensing regime.

44. The re-use request service will be delivered by the end of July 2008. OPSI has developed a discussion forum, a precursor to the request service, which receives requests and queries in regards to PSI. 

http://www.opsi.gov.uk/forums/forums/index.asp
45. The request service specification will be made available on the JISC wiki, where progress reports and updates will also be posted. Comments and feedback are welcomed on the wiki, which is at the following link: http://sca.jiscinvolve.org/
46. John Sheridan was invited to start a blog, however until Recommendation 13 of the POI report is finalised - which clarifies how civil servants should respond to members of the public in online fora, John will refrain from doing so, but would love to start!

47. The delegates were thanked for their attendance and input. OPSI would also like to thank Emma Beer and JISC for facilitating the event. 

John Sheridan, Head of e_Services, OPSI

Giorgia Meletsis, Executive Assistant, OPSI
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