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‘QUALITY OF INFORMATION’ TO BE SHARED BY GOVERNMENT ESSENTIAL TO AVOID DIRE CONSEQUENCES WARNS INFORMATION SOCIETY ALLIANCE IN NEW REPORT

The Information Society Alliance today welcomed Government and EU moves to share public sector data, but warned that sharing data on public services could have serious consequences unless the material has been valued, maintained and protected as an asset and the original reasons for its collection are taken into account. 
The Chancellor’s Autumn Statement highlighted government commitments to open-up public data in order to help stimulate the creation of innovative products and services and improve standards and transparency in public services. 

The Chancellor said the government would "make it easier for UK based firms to compete for government procurement contracts" as well as making it easier for them to "make new applications out of government data.

But the Alliance Report points to cases where the poor quality of publicly held information has had serious consequences where the failure to use and share information appropriately was at the heart of the Soham murders and in the death of Baby Peter. In the case of the Soham murders the Bichard Inquiry Report found that there was: “...not one single occasion in all of the contacts with Huntley when the record creation system [of Humberside Police] worked as it should have done”.

Research conducted by the recently abolished Audit Commission showed that only 5 per cent of Councils are regarded as having excellent data quality, with many acknowledging that their data problems are fundamental.  
No similar audits have been carried out of the files held by central government departments. But Freedom of Information requests indicate that over 10 per cent of records in the DVLA vehicle database contained errors and over 20 per cent of drivers could not be traced because of errors on that database.
The Detail on Open Data Measures in the Autumn Statement 2011 suggests that public sector information in the UK is already worth in the region of £16 billion a year and with the demand for public sector data and information across an expanding array of enterprises, sharing should be central to economic growth. 
The European Commission this week published a proposal on Open Data with the aim to update the Directive on the Re-use of Public Sector Information. The draft proposal for a revision of the Directive proposes to further open up the market for services based on public-sector information.
Information Society Alliance Secretary General Dr Edward Phelps said:
“Whilst Government should be applauded for its aim of opening up data on public services to save money and stimulate economic growth, it is absolutely essential that Government Departments understand the risks associated with data sharing and the procedures that should be followed.”
Guy Daines, Head of Policy, Chartered Institute of Library and Information Professionals and Chairman of the Alliance Working Group on Quality of Information said:

“The Government’s aim in releasing data to improve transparency, enable consumer choice and encourage innovation and new services are laudable. However they need to give urgent attention to the issue of information quality and ensure that the principles of good information and data management are embedded across Government and the public sector generally”.

Notes to editors:

The Information Society Alliance Report on the Quality of Information can be found at: http://www.eurim.org.uk/activities/ig/1106-QoI_ImprovingTheEvidenceBase.pdf 
The Report recommends that:

· Government departments need to ensure the information they collect and maintain should be clearly relevant to the service delivered and aligned to the objectives of the organisation, using collection and validation processes (complexity, time taken etc.) that do not get in the way of efficient service delivery. 
· Information should be a treated as an asset, to be valued, maintained and protected lest it deteriorate and become an inaccurate and insecure liability http://www.eurim.org.uk/activities/ig/0911-Value_Summary.pdf
· When information is re-used, the context in which it was originally collected needs to be understood, including its provenance: e.g. who collected it? Were they in a position to check its accuracy? Is it still valid and relevant? 
· The public sector needs to rebuild its skills to manage and to use information, at all levels, including technical and professional, as a matter of urgency. The skills needed are different to those for managing change or technology. 
· The demise of the Audit Commission and pressures for regulatory rationalisation, including for information assurance and data protection, suggest the need for a single authoritative and independent guardian of public sector information and information management standards, under the aegis of the Public Administration Select Committee. 

Open Data measures in the Autumn Statement 2011 can be found at: https://update.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/resource-library/open-data-measures-autumn-statement-2011 
The EU Commission proposals on Open Data can be found at: http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/policy/psi/index_en.htm 
The Bichard Inquiry Report can be found at: http://media.education.gov.uk/assets/files/pdf/b/bichard%20inquiry%20report.pdf and the quotation is taken from paragraph 14. 

The Audit Commission Report, Is there Something I should Know is available at:  
http://www.audit-commission.gov.uk/SiteCollectionDocuments/AuditCommissionReports/NationalStudies/20090730istheresomethingishouldknowrep.pdf
The detail of the FOI request relating to DVLA data can be found at: 
http://www.whatdotheyknow.com/request/statistics_on_the_accuracy_of_dv?unfold=1
http://www.whatdotheyknow.com/request/28714/response/74610/attach/3/FOIR1836%2010%20Annex%20A%20S22%20PIT%201.pdf
The Information Society Alliance (EURIM) (www.eurim.org.uk) is the policy studies group for Information Society issues. The Alliance organises working groups to look at ICT and related issues that Government, policy makers, officials and/or industry agree need to be addressed. The groups aim for peer-reviewed consensus and practical recommendations on what should happen. 

For more information on EURIM please contact: Dr Edward Phelps, Secretary-General, Information Society Alliance, edphelps@gmail.com copy to eurim@eurim.org or ring 0844 812 2577.
