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Standards – CLG think-piece for discussion at the Panel’s first meeting


1. Introduction

1.1 Putting the Frontline First: Smarter Government sets out the Government’s ambition to radically open up public data and information across the public sector. 
1.2 This depends fundamentally on standards.  They are the foundation for achieving data sharing and re-use.  As they also provide the “glue” to reliably link together information, standards underpin development of new and more innovative ways of combining and visualising data from multiple sources.
1.3 As Professor Nigel Shadbolt and Sir Tim Berners-Lee said in their joint letter of 11 November to the Prime Minister: 

It is important that data is easy to find and easy to use. Letting each agency set its own standards would create a mess that would undermine the benefits and create real barriers to the growth of new businesses and services.

1.4 This paper highlights several issues on which the Panel may wish to take a view: 
i. Does the panel agree that a priority is to develop standards for core reference data?   And does it agree that reference data should be built around the concepts suggested at para 3.3?
ii. This paper assumes that the Panel would want to devolve standards development and implementation to a number of organisations, operating at different tiers of the public sector.  Does the panel agree that any steps to improve and strengthen governance should be informed by a review of current arrangements?  

iii. Linked to (ii), this paper assumes that, in order to promote its work as widely as possible, the Panel will want to work closely with a number of external stakeholders.  What are the Panel’s views on the broader range and type of stakeholders in the Local Public Data agenda?
iv. The Paper assumes that, in order to maintain momentum, and raise the profile of its work, the Panel would also want to link development to topical, high-profile policy initiatives that involve data standards and sharing.   What are the Panel’s views on candidate policy initiatives? 

2. Standards – scope
2.1 In broad terms, we envisage that standards will be required in two main areas.   
2.2 First, are standards to capture and articulate the meaning, or semantics of data clearly, consistently and unambiguously.  We will need to ensure that public sector bodies are categorising and publishing their data using common, agreed concepts and terms.  The point is to enable end-users and consumers to:

· Cut through the complexities of how the range of public sector bodies (who own/publish the data) are structured and organised, to quickly find and understand data in context – e.g. by locating data relating to the place or policy topic they are interested in, irrespective of which organisation holds it, or where it is held and maintained.
· Exploit opportunities for reliably linking together data from different sources and organisations in new and innovative ways.  As part of this, consumers would require good quality information on data provenance – essentially meta-data covering guidance/advice on how to interpret results, the original source, update schedules etc.
2.3 Second, are standards defining common formats and structure, or the syntax for exchanging data across traditional organisational and system boundaries.   Standards have an important role here in drawing data out of silos.  Consumers expect to be able to retrieve and combine data from multiple sources easily.  Standards can enable them to do so.  
3. Standards for semantics
3.1 Data owners across the public sector will need to agree on the common concepts –these include the topics or subjects, the places and geography, and the time periods to which the data relate.  These concepts will form the basis of reference data.
3.2 Reference data standards and content are likely to be needed in two broad areas.  The first relates to particular public sector domains: crime, health, education and so on.  These domains will have data content and ways of managing and using that content that is specific to their particular lines of business.  
3.3 The second, and arguably more important area, is core concepts and information that cut across and apply in all domains, and to data held at all levels of the public sector.  We need to develop and embed lists of concepts and associated “things” for: (i) codes and official names for Government Departments, Local Authorities, and other public sector bodies; (ii) the geographic extent (jurisdictional boundaries) of those bodies; (iii) the functions and services they undertake; (iv) the performance management regimes and targets for holding service providers to account; and (iv) categories for budgeting, funding and spending.
3.4 Good quality meta-data is also essential – both for the concepts, and the “things” they contain.  The range and types of meta-data will vary according to the types of data being exchanged. For instance, meta-data about official government statistics may need to include more extensive information on the source, collection methodology, definitions for data items, and so on.  Likewise, meta-data on geographic information – such as boundaries on the map – may need to interpret change over time and any licensing terms.
3.5 There will be a core set of meta-data that applies to any dataset, from any organisation.  The Making Public Data Public agenda, and its data.gov.uk service has made significant steps towards gathering and publishing this minimum set, primarily (but not exclusively) for Central Government’s public data assets.
4. Standards for syntax
4.1 As we begin to publish more public data for re-use, it is essential that it, as well as the reference and meta-data about it, is made available in an open and consistent form.  This will ensure that data is re-usable for multiple purposes.
4.2 It could also provide a range of “spin-off” benefits. For instance, we expect development of standards to reveal multiple copies of the same information providing opportunities to improve data consistency and quality, reduce duplication and overlap and achieve efficiency savings.
4.3 Clearly, part of the standards development task is a relatively mundane, systematic examination of individual datasets to employ open, industry standards for structuring and sharing the content – e.g. through XML schema.  The move to LinkedData, and proposed adoption of the RDF standard is a clear driver and opportunity to pick up the pace and persuade data owners of the business case for making the change.
4.4 We should also bear in mind that “data”, and therefore standards, are not just concerned with numerical and quantitative information.  It will include text, images and other digital assets.

5. Issues for consideration and possible next steps
5.1 In their advice to the Prime Minister, Sir Tim Berners-Lee and Professor Shadbolt indicated that we should move to “establish minimum common standards for the publication and representation of public data - machine readable, reusable formats - with a commitment to adopt Linked Data standards by given dates”.

5.2 In taking this forward, we should ensure that standards for both data semantics and syntax are designed by the community of interest, for the community of interest.  This conventional approach should ensure that outputs are appropriate, relevant, accurate, well-understood and supported, and, most importantly, actually used in real-world solutions. 
5.3 Good governance is key.  We will need clear structures which both evangelise and promote the benefits of standards-based solutions, and manage/control their evolution in an open, transparent and collaborative fashion.  These structures will need to operate in the interests of all parties, at all levels - from senior policy makers at the centre of the public sector, through to practitioners and those responsible for individual datasets.  
5.4 Importantly, the structures should also facilitate effective collaboration between: (i) central, regional and local public sector institutions; (ii), the public sector and its suppliers of information technology; and (iii) data owners/producers in the public sector and innovators/developers of solutions which use that data.  Annex A lists several examples within Government of where established governance structures are facilitating strong collaboration, and delivering solutions based on open standards.   
6. Possible next steps 

6.1 Given the importance of this agenda, the timing is right for considering a review of the governance arrangements within and across existing bodies and structures. As a first step, we suggest that the Panel would want to understand the current landscape of standards bodies and initiatives. This could help the Panel take a view on how existing governance structures could support its work on Local Public Data standards agenda.  

6.2 Alongside this, the Panel may wish to consider tapping into high-profile policy initiatives.  There may be good opportunities here to showcase data standards, and test and develop best practice around standards design and implementation.  Professor Shadbolt and Sir Tim Berners-Lee have suggested to the Prime Minister that a good starting point is to plug-in to initiatives in health, education, police and justice.
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Annex A

Some examples of standards-related initiatives within Government

· The CIO council’s work to define an Information Architecture for the Public Sector

· Work led by DEFRA to embed standards as a central strand of the Location Strategy implementation plan.

· Work in ONS on standards for National Statistics and data held in NOMIS – with some established solutions, such as their Neighbourhood Statistics Data Exchange. 

· Work within other central departments to embed standards across their business domains.  DCSF and Department for Transport are two that we are aware of; plus, of course, there is CLG’s own work on the Local Data Exchange.

· Sector-led initiatives to encourage sharing of knowledge and best-practice.  Alongside the independent Local e-Government Standards Body (LEGSB); two examples are the Electronic Service Delivery (ESD) Toolkit, and communities of practice provided by IDEA

· A whole range of initiatives and projects that are already striving toward more open data sharing.  These range from activities within specific public sector organisations, particularly Local Authorities, through to formal programmes involving a number of bodies working together around common aims.  Examples in CLG include Total Place, Civic Health,  and improving Local Spending Reports

