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by Email
Plans for a Public Data Corporation – Observations by the Demographics User Group
The Demographics User Group (DUG) welcomes the opportunity to discuss the idea of a Public Data Corporation which aims to “create an environment which enables the greatest possible use of data, but one which also identifies duplications and overlaps in current data supply to help reduce costs.”
Guided by the questions posed on the website, we would like to make the following points:
Demographics User Group. One of DUG’s objectives is “To represent to government the needs of commercial users of its demographic datasets, including statistics, lists, and map information” (see http://www.demographicsusergroup.co.uk/index.html The group’s 15 members are Barclays, Boots, Camelot, Co-operative Group, E.ON, Everything Everywhere, GlaxoSmithKline, John Lewis, Marks & Spencer, Nationwide, Sainsbury’s, Serco, Tesco, The Children’s Mutual, and Whitbread. However, we would emphasise that these are the tip of the iceberg of 2.3 million companies in the UK which can benefit from using information gathered by government in carrying out its public tasks. All too often discussion of Public Sector Information and “the private sector” focuses only on private sector resellers, not the much larger number of potential users.

Use made of Public Sector Datasets – now, and a wish list. Members of DUG already use a wide range of (usually geographical) datasets to make business decisions about investing in stores, target marketing, and market research. The ONS is the primary source, especially for the Census, and Neighbourhood Statistics. Whilst the range of government datasets and access has improved patchily in the last decade, easy access to the following would all further help businesses: the new National Address Gazetteer; map data covered by the Public Services Mapping Agreement; lists of individual records (e.g. Council Tax bands, house sales, planning applications, housing completions, valuation lists for business properties, county court judgments); and also weather data.
Making a success of a Public Data Corporation. The PDC should focus initially on a small number of key datasets to form a national data infrastructure. We strongly believe that in order to maximise the use made of government information, it must be free at the point of use – the Ramsey pricing adopted by Ordnance Survey, together with complex licensing, proved to be a nightmare. We are therefore attracted by a not for profit business model, learning from the experience of the Registry Trust. This would not however rule out raising some revenue by charging value-added resellers to advertise their services. We also believe that, given the ways in which Trading Funds have each grown separately over the years, there is likely to be scope for increasing efficiency and reducing costs – whilst ensuring that their data remains owned by government.
Yours sincerely,
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