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UNOCKING THE POTENTIAL OF PUBLIC SECTOR INFORMATION

PRESENTATIONS

CHAIR’S WELCOME AND INTRODUCTION 

Professor Richard Susskind OBE (Former chair of the Advisory Panel on Public Sector Information)

Professor Susskind gave a general introduction to the programme and reflected on his experience of the work of the Office of Public Sector Information. The work is about recycling the information collected and produced by many thousands of organisations within the public sector. He stressed the point that value is not just about income generation. In reality value may be commercial but it may also be creating new opportunities for people to use and modify existing public sector information.  There are many changes taking place, both in relation to how information is communicated – Web, etc – and the public’s expectation for access; they feel they have a right to get to information in the public sector. There remains unfinished business concerning agreement on charging policies.

WHERE ARE WE NOW? CHARTING SUCCESS AND NAVIGATING THE CHALLENGES

Carol Tullo, Director, Office of Public Sector Information (and Director of Information Policy, The National Archive)

The OPSI used to be a division of the Cabinet Office, but around two years ago was transferred to be a part of The National Archive. (I had previously met with Carol and her team on SCA business when they were a part of the Cabinet Office).

Carol’s positioning paper was intended to bring everyone up to speed on the role and successes of the OPSI. The public sector has a duty to make information that it has collected, produced, reproduced or disseminated as freely available as possible. It is the business of government to encourage re-use. It is a building block of the knowledge economy. OPSI has the responsibility to lead and transform information management. This involves developing and advising on policies for re-use, leading compliance on PSI regulations, getting ‘traction’ to show how it is possible to innovate through e-services and to deliver effective official publishing services. OPSI’s aim is to “unlock the potential of public sector information and they work to find where is the best place for them to apply their effort. The roles of OPSI may be defined as:

· Shaping

· Pioneering

· Standards setting

· Providing

· Influencing.

The UK Report on the Re-Use of PSI 2008 is the latest update on OPSI’s work. It covers the tracking of progress; UK position within the international landscape; identifies successes and challenges; examples of best practice; new initiatives and what should be the next priorities. Two key tasks to be concluded are:

· Review of business trading funds and possible future business models

· Building a community of practice within local government.

A key responsibility has been contributing to the development of the 2003 EU Directive and the implementation of the Re-use of PSI Regulations SI1515. In addition a guide to best practice has been published.

The Directive has been useful in enforcing OPSI’s influence in policy and decision making; providing a benchmark for raising standards and created a common language. The current UK policy and priority frameworks are summarised in Commercial Use of Public Information and the Power of Information.

Carol summarised the successes of OPSI as follows:

· Mediation workshops with OFT to support enforcement

· The create of more than 15,000 Click-Use licences providing ‘roam around’ information access

· Ministerial leadership for the PSI agenda

· The Power of Information taskforce (See Richard Allen’s presentation later)

· The Show Us a Better Way competition

· The Advisory Panel on Public Sector Information

· The Information Fair Trader Scheme
· The OPSI Unlocking Service
Challenges for OPSI include the variety of different information trading models across the public sector, ambiguity about what information an organisation has a duty to disclose; capacity at OPSI and better understanding of the impact of PSI on the UK economy.

Carol ended by summarising the importance of encouraging public sector organisations to embrace the value of public access to information, encouraging citizens to recognise the value and enable the re-use and exploitation of the information by citizens. She hoped the conference would provide challenge. 

POLICY WORKSHOPS

Delegates had the choice of attending one of three workshops. These covered:

· PSI: Opportunity or threat?

· PSI: Regulation and resolution

· Freeing up information, benefiting local communities

The feedback was in the form of very short bullets as follows:


GROUP 1 – Opportunity or Threat?

· Threats: misuse, misrepresentation; confusion; impact on public sector bodies

· Opportunities: Market for information; ownership; maximizing the use of information

GROUP 2 – Regulation and Resolution

· Transparency

· Keep it simple

· More clarification

· Pilot licences for re-use

GROUP 3 – Freeing Up Information

· The public value of re-use of council information (my question)

· Inconsistencies between local authorities

· Investment in records management

· Variable levels of sophistication in the management and use of information

MORE PRESENTATIONS

SERVICE TRANSFORMATION AND THE RE-USE OF PSI

Dr David Pullinger, Digital Policy Director, Central Office of Information

David began by explaining that he has responsibility for setting standards for information across the whole of the public sector. He leads a trans-government strategy directed at the personalisation of choice; the creation of a leaner/meaner public sector and improved shared engagement with processes. His purpose is to find ways to deliver services that are personal to the individual, but “what does choice really mean within that context?” A new paradigm of information provision is emerging with Web-based services, for example trusted information and transactions on Direct Gov.
However, choice and personalisation can mean different things. It means providing services where people go on the Web (e.g. the virtual drug bus in Habo Hotel or services in Second Life. It means enabling others to deliver the services for government – see for example the work of the Power of Information Taskforce in seeking new ideas.

Information needs to be more systematic, existing within a national government infrastructure; otherwise it may fail to make connections, combining information for people in useful ways. Getting the data together is the easy part: it is much harder to present it in meaningful ways to citizens. Progress is beginning to be made on the integration of all public sector job ads into one shared space and also using the Web to support public consultations.

There are problems, such as lack of consistency of data for re-use; comprehensiveness (where is the data, what is the data?); the development and application of common industry standards. Aggregation is now becoming easier with new standards for re-use and with machine-processable information.

David ended by stressing the importance of the development of effective semantic web technologies since these will make it far easier to make useful connections. 

MINISTERIAL ADDRESS – THE POWER OF INFORMATION

Tom Watson MP, Minister for Transformational Government, Cabinet Office

The Minister started by saying that he sees PSI as the core asset of the new knowledge economy and that the implications of the current changes in the financial world made this fact more important than ever. The Power of Information Taskforce is therefore a crucial player in future government policy. 

The Show Us a Better Way initiative launched by Michael Wills (Information Minister) has produced a great number of good suggestions on how to re-use public sector information. These cover health services; information on crime; schools performance and the importance of ‘place’ information. This will make more information available that is better presented, personalised and re-usable.

A series of prototype mashups will be developed. Two thirds of the entries related to geo-spatial information for whether there would be no significant overheads to allow citizen re-use of the information. It would be a great way to get bright kids at school involved in public policy issues.

There is a data mashing lab as a part of the work of the Power of Information Taskforce and the public sector now needs to open up access to data and information – a significant change of attitude.

The existing trading fund models pre-date the mashup/re-use debate and it now seems far better to give the data away or charge only the marginal cost.

The Minister ended by reminded the audience that the idea of open source information was not new – the mediaeval manuscript was available to be copied by anyone with the right skills so that the knowledge could be shared more widely.

PUBLIC SECTOR INFORMATION AND THE WEB

Panel chaired by Professor Susskind:

· William Perrin, Deputy Director of Strategy and Policy, Transformational Government, Cabinet Office

· Nigel Shadbolt, Professor of Artificial Intelligence, Southampton University

· Professor David Rhind, Chair, Advisory Panel on Public Sector Information

Each of the panel members was asked to identify their key issue for the development of public sector information re-use. Nigel Shadbolt proposed the emergence of the semantic web that would enable “unanticipated re-use”. It is now possible to develop lightweight ontologies and together with the unique resource identifier (URI) the take up and re-use of public sector information will increase significantly. Mashing up will be more common and more widely used to effect: “The semantic web is here and is real; it is important to build a skills space to support this.

David Rhind said that there is a huge range of activity within the public sector and it is unclear how this will interface effectively for the private sector. It presents an inherent difficulty for government information providers. For example, public trust of census information is very low so that making the information available for re-use may not lead to new and effective services that the public will actually wish to use. The Power of Information taskforce does have a long-term change programme to progress such concerns.

William Perrin told the audience that changing behaviours takes time, but that trust and use are not always directly related; for example, the Tesco Club card which is widely used, but continues to causes concerning in the mind of the public over how the information gathered through the club card might be used. People do still use public sector electronic services: the public may have non-online choices, but people still tend to use the online services because of convenience and also take public sector information to exploit for their own uses – Student Room and MumsUK for example – despite the fact that data can always be interpreted in many different ways.

Critical to future citizen use will be Web integrity, aggregation capabilities, tools to enable re-invention and trust – as can be seen in people’s respect for OS, BBC, learning societies and universities. It would be great to see the international re-use of health care information such as NHS Choices, repurposing material for developing countries.

Also important is the ‘self-bootstrapping’ of Show Us a Better Way that shows the value of mass collaboration. The government needs to focus on social value: actions speak louder than words and there now need to be demos of some of the best suggestions received.

The Panel was then asked to identify their top wishes for future developments:

· Geo-tagging of public sector information

· The need for human capital to exploit resources

· How to unlock PSI from 100k organisations perhaps by making the terms of the Directive more mandatory

· New browsers and interfaces. Tying data to maps is often a successful way of enhancing access.

· The presentation of information for people to make decisions (personal pictures of the information)

· Overcome the problems of personal context, to make it possible to deliver useful packages of information to the individual

David Pullinger then commented from the floor that the concept of the personal picture is a useful metaphor of how to get the right information to the individual in the right form. Colour and patterns are useful for presenting statistical data and the work of the National Science Foundation in the US was recommended. David also said that his team is studying web-searching techniques. There is collaborative information seeking such as NetMums; a giant information co-operative that is a great tool for getting ideas across.

There ought to be a public service knowledge bank that extends widely across the public sector and provides blended information services.

William Perrin reflected that it is hard to develop evaluation policies for such services – to show the innovation multiplier effect. MySociety is a good example of success and also They Work for You, but what is the cashable value? Policy does not always get based on hard maths and it is currently hard to see how this will all develop in the future.

Maybe the best strategy is to create exemplars that others can see and follow. PSI ought to be seen in the same light as basic science policy, as a basic information infrastructure like schools and utilities. Economists do not seem to understand the value proposition. It is still hard to show what a good public service looks like. Public information really should be seen as infrastructure assets with supporting systems to optimize those assets. It could be very cheap. Look at the value already delivered by the OS. Public engagement using PSI has changed policies. For example Farmsubsidy.org has changed EU policy while They Work For You has highlighted the workings of the European Parliament.

The value of institutional repositories works now because of mandatory requirements 10 years ago.

THE WORK OF THE POWER OF INFORMATION TASKFORCE

Richard Allen, Chair of the Power of Information Taskforce, Head of Government Affairs, CISCO Systems

Richard was for some years an MP and played a significant role in the development of PSI policies, for example chairing the House of Commons Information Select Committee between 1997 and 2001. He gave a fast moving and engaging presentation on the work of the Power of Information Taskforce that cannot be done justice to here. 

Key points included:

· The importance of exemplars and enablers

· At the beginning of PSI and Web use, the task was just to get stuff on the Web

· Now we have a plethora on information and “should let a 1000 websites die”!

· Re-use abounds with a variety of new services appearing all of the time

· The POI Taskforce model for information supply sees access provided to the raw data; access to the data once analysed and then access to the synthesised results to enable interaction by anyone.

· Richard shows how the evolution of Parliament from the Eighteenth Century had seen a move from closed access to debate to the launch of Hansard to Hansard online and a range of derived services about the business of the House and the activities of MPs. Parliament UK and They Work For You are two obvious examples.

· The Show Us a Better Way competition produced 450 ideas and all will be tested out

· There are a series of questions that arise in the provision of PSI:

· Do enablers make discovery possible, remembering that many people really don’t understand the workings of government?

· Can the material be re-used legally?

· Is the data in the right form for re-use?

· If charged for is it at a price that does not exclude? Why cannot most stuff be open source? Is it not crazy that postcodes are not freely available for re-use in other mashups?

· Of course there are problems once re-use is made and groups become empowered to exploit the information. It is certainly not possible to control activities – see Patient opinion, for example.

· Unlocking creativity will come from information to support cumulative innovation within a knowledge economy (this was Richard’s closing quote!)

LIGHTNING TALKS (10 minutes only for each one)

ACCESS AND RE-USE OF PUBLIC SECTOR INFORMATION – A EUROPEAN PERSPECTIVE

Javier Hernandez-Ros, Head, Digital Libraries and Public Sector Information Unit, European Commission

Javier focused on what he called the ‘green-field site’ of PSI. PSI belongs to the country and it is important to optimize its value. The sharing of this information represents a public good that will succeed working through multiplier agencies and groups. How should this vision be achieved? By stimulating demand – identify, publish, promote – leave room for the private sector to work and get that balance right with government focusing on its core tasks. It can be the incubator of new services and sharing information is essential, avoiding exclusive deals. Re-users are multipliers and it helps that it is now getting cheaper to produce information. However, there is no free lunch and it is important to look at the whole value chain. Funding and charging may be necessary but the overall benefit to society is the critical indicator.

PSI: ENGAGING THE HEALTH SECTOR

Christine Gifford, Managing Director, P-PACT

Christine stated that PSI is not reaching outside of central government. The audience was invited to vote on a number of questions about their knowledge of the NHS and this showed convincingly that only limited information on the NHS is readily available to a group of people who are engaged in PSI! The Department of Health, while sending regular directives to Trusts on a whole range of administrative and operation issues has never sent any guidance on the use and re-use of PSI. There should be both carrot and stick with budgetary sanctions for failure to provide access to PSI. Barriers to this include poor information management and PSI continuing to be at “the bottom of the list”. The prevailing culture is that “this is my information”.

THE AVOIDING MASS EXTINCTION EVENTS (AMEE) PROJECT –THE WORLD’S ENERGY METER

Gavin Starks, Founder, AMEE

Gavin has set up a Web resource that intends to gather together in one place all energy data on Earth. He considers this to be the best approach to bringing about change in national and global policies. He has already clients ranging from DEFRA, SUN, the Irish Government and Radiohead! It is an open source project that provides APIs to other services to source the data. 160 developer keys have been issued so far. Success has meant scaling up can continue and all UN and all standards data are now being added to the database. To enable data portability, people can build their own front ends. It makes it possible for business to see their carbon footprint along the full length of their supply chain. The data and software are free. The business model is service based.

THE NATIONAL TRANSPORT INFORMATION INCUBATOR PROJECT

Professor Brian Collins, Chief Scientific Adviser, Department of Transport

How to mashup data sources for travellers? How to get information into facilities for people on the move? An approach called the Incubator Concept has been used to create prototypes such as My Event and My Journey; these have had just a three week time to market from creation! It demonstrates a fast way to innovate services. It calls for trust between collaborators. It is now being discussed with other organisations to take forward the model as a product.

CHAIR’S CONCLUDING REMARKS

The Chair said thanks to all and sent us on our way.

( Chris Batt
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