“Policy options for geographic information from Ordnance Survey: Consultation”
Demographics User Group’s response
Introduction
The Demographics User Group (DUG)
 represents the views of major commercial companies – Barclays, Boots, Co-operative Group, E.ON, John Lewis, Marks & Spencer, Sainsbury’s, Tesco, The Children’s Mutual, and Whitbread – which make extensive use of geographical and statistical information.
We believe that it is important that the interests of many thousands of consumer-facing companies which use map and address information are given due weight in this consultation alongside the interests of other stakeholder groups.

DUG strongly welcomes the policy of Making Public Data Public, and the Minister’s intention “to make available for free and without restriction on re-use certain Ordnance Survey datasets”.

We urge the government to:
· Be led by the nation’s needs for geographical information infrastructure, before considering the implications for the Ordnance Survey (OS) as a supplier.

· Define the public task of producing what is required, and provide central funding.

· Make the resulting public data public, benefitting citizens, increasing the efficiency of both public and commercial organisations, and generating increased tax revenues from value-added resellers as they grow their businesses.
· Choose Option 2, releasing licensing constraints on large-scale data, and thereby transforming access to government geographical information.
Question 1: What are your views or comments on the policy drivers for this consultation?

The consultation paper unfortunately starts from the wrong place, seeking to position Ordnance Survey “at the heart of the geographic information innovation chain”. This follows in the path of the timid Location Strategy, which also focused on existing supplier organisations, rather than being demand-driven.
Rather, the emphasis should be on the strategic needs of government for geographical information, and the additional benefits to society of making this generally available:

· Public sector bodies – to improve the efficiency of their services.

· Commercial companies – ditto.

· Citizens – to improve our everyday lives, and to increase transparency.
· Resellers – to develop new services and hence increase tax revenues for government.

Currently, the use of OS information is severely constrained, not only by price, but also by the byzantine licensing arrangements, which cause many potential customers – including large commercial companies – to simply walk away, and seek lower quality, but simpler, alternatives.
Members of DUG hope that the pressure that has been building in recent years with such reviews as the OFT’s Commercial Use of Public Information, and the Power of Information, will finally trigger much-needed radical reform.

Question 2: What are your views on how the market for geographic information has evolved recently and is likely to develop over the next 5-10 years?

The market has been transformed in recent years. Faster and cheaper computing, the Web, Google Maps & Google Earth, and crowd sourced data are amongst the major factors on the supply side. On the demand side, many commercial companies have welcomed these tools when seeking to better understand local consumer markets. There has also been a huge growth in companies which are offering location-based services to their customers. These trends are almost certain to continue, and there is a great risk that the rich data held by OS will remain under-used.

Question 3: What are your views on the appropriate pricing model for Ordnance Survey products and services?

The starting point must be to define the “public task”, establishing what needs to be provided for the national geographical information infrastructure. (OS should then be one of the companies invited to tender to provide such information).

Once the information needed by government has been defined and commissioned, given that the marginal cost of producing further copies is near zero, it should be freely available to all citizens, organisations and companies – which already fund government through taxation.

It follows that this activity should be centrally funded. The sum involved in providing a national infrastructure is very, very small when compared to the spending of government as a whole, and would be more than offset by increased efficiency when delivering government and commercial services, and increased tax revenues from value added resellers.

The alternative, of Ramsey pricing, segmenting the market and charging each the maximum will pay, has lead to the current licensing nightmare. It has failed, leading to much frustration, and many wasted opportunities. We were also surprised to learn of the “substantial imbalance between public and private sector prices for geographical information”, which is particularly galling , with commercial companies angry that they are paying both through general taxation and also OS licensing : this should be rectified. It is not appropriate that a government body can exploit its monopoly position, whereas a commercial company doing the same would rightly be referred to the OFT.
Question 4: What are your views and comments on public sector information regulation and policy, and the concepts of public task and good governance as they apply to Ordnance Survey?

There is an urgent need for government to define the public task of providing a national geographical information infrastructure. Hitherto OS, as a supplier, has defined this itself.
The current situation where the chief advisor to government on geographical information is also the CEO of its major supplier should be ended immediately.

PSI regulation needs to be strengthened to prevent future abuse of power by OS.

Question 5: What are your views on and comments on the products under consideration for release for free re-use and the rationale for their inclusion?

The proposed small and mid-scale mapping should be available in both raster and vector formats in order to increase usage.

Code-Point’s postcode grid references are vital for many users, from large organisations through to individual citizens. Boundary-Line is of great value to public services organisations and citizens (but of less interest to commercial companies).

However, although the compromise Option 3 (see below) sounds superficially attractive, we believe that making only a limited range of information available will fail to maximise the potential benefits, and lead to continuing dispute about OS’s role.
Question 6: How much do you think government should commit to funding the free product set? How might this be achieved?

The information defined in the public task as part of the national information infrastructure should be financed out of taxation, in the same way as other public goods such as roads. Information has the happy characteristic of its marginal cost being zero.
Question 7: What are your views on how free data from Ordnance Survey should be delivered?

The report is right to emphasise a range of methods, including online viewing, online downloading, API, and DVD. All this is well-trodden ground, and should be relatively cheap to implement. Licensing should use the established Click/Use approach or the more recent Creative Commons.
Question 8: What are your views on the impact Ordnance Survey Free will have on the market?

Users of all types will benefit. The numbers of users and uses will increase dramatically, in much the same way as usage of the 2001 Census rocketed when it was made freely available for the public good. Awareness amongst users will also rise, and create new markets for additional value-added products.

Existing resellers are already well placed to focus on value-added services. It is striking that, when the 2001 Census became freely available, existing resellers flourished as they identified new value-added opportunities. We anticipate that many new start-up companies will also be set up to explore innovative opportunities. In particular, it’s easy to envisage new services being offered to the general public, for example a crowd-sourced approach to illustrate bridleways and footpaths in the countryside.
Question 9: What are your comments on the proposal for a single National Address Register and suggestions for mechanisms to deliver it?

There has been user demand for a definitive National Address Register for at least 10 years. The economic benefits of better addressing and data matching are potentially very significant in commercial companies alone, and even more so in government. Previous efforts to produce a definitive national address register have foundered on issues of the ownership of intellectual property by different parts of government.
The report does not refer to the fact that the Office for National Statistics is currently compiling a special address register for the 2011 Census in England and Wales, buying information from the Post Office, Ordnance Survey, and the Local Government Information House at an estimated cost of £12m.
However, due to these three public bodies each defending their own intellectual property, this definitive register will not be available for any other purposes, not even within ONS, let alone other public bodies or the wider economy; nor will it be updated. This failure of public bodies to operate for the public good in England and Wales is scandalous, and in sharp contrast to Scotland, where a national address register is being created. The Chair of the UK Statistics Authority, Sir Michael Scholar, has called for public bodies to finally stop vying over intellectual property
 , and the Chair of the Public Administration Select Committee, Dr. Tony Wright, has supported this view, calling for a single definitive regularly updated national address register
.
ONS’s creation of a definitive register presents a golden opportunity. OS’s address information should be made available for a National Address Register free at the point of use, and the maintenance of the file currently being created by ONS should be put out to tender for maintenance after the Census in March 2011.

Question 10: What are your views on the options outlined in this consultation?

Option 1: Current Business Strategy

We are surprised that this has even been mentioned. The current strategy has been overtaken by the Prime Minister’s new policy statement of Making Public Data Public.

Option 2: Release of licensing constraints on large-scale data

We favour this option, which will maximise access and re-use of data. Current competitors and partners will have a head start in offering new value-added services in a much bigger market: the experience of the Census Agencies suggests that they have little to fear. The need for regulation will be minimised.
Option 3: Staged transition from current business strategy

This option has the natural appeal of an apparently pragmatic compromise, and also correcting the substantial imbalance between public and private sector prices for geographical information. It is, however, very limited in not offering vector data. Also, its implementation is likely to prove to be a messy halfway house, with further debate and dispute about the boundaries of OS’s activities, and would necessitate burdensome heavy-touch regulation.
Question 11: For local authorities: What will be the balance of impact of these proposals on your costs and revenues?

Not applicable.

Question 12: Will these proposals have any impact on race, gender or disability equalities?

Some social policy benefits might arise through geographical analysis of statistics about these three categories of the population.
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