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Information at the Environment Agency  
Stefan Carlyle, Environment Agency 
 

 Stefan opened the forum by welcoming guests to the Environment Agency’s 
(EA) new headquarters, Horizon House. Stefan was joined by three colleagues 
who would cover various aspects of information at the EA: 

o Martin Whitworth would discuss the corporate direction for data, 
mapping, modelling and information. 

o Chris Jarvis on data sharing initiatives at the EA. 
o Alex Coley would present on the use of Linked Data within the EA. 

 

 Martin Whitworth began by explaining the critical nature of information to 
the Environment Agency, whether in modelling environmental risks and 
informing the design of solutions to them, or in fulfilling its core mission of 
reducing the impact of climate change and making the UK environment a 
better place for its people and wildlife. 

 The EA worked in conjunction with other bodies to achieve these aims, and 
so sharing information was important to activities such as partnering with 
local authorities on flood defences. 

 The EA used and collected a wide range of information and at different levels 
of quality and over different time scales.  

 This rich intelligence led to the EA proactively handling the equivalent of 
around 45 thousand FOI requests per annum. 

 The EA serviced the public’s interest in environmental information online 
through the ‘what’s in your back-yard’ service, which attracted 60% of the 
agency’s web traffic. 

 Due to this scale of activity the EA had found it effective to separate data and 
service management.  

 The DMMI team had noted a definite increase in the pace of innovation both 
internally, through a greater demand for analytics and externally, where 
more data was being released under the Open Government Licence. 

 Data sharing was also an important function to the EA, which saw in 
particular the UK Location Programme as a good route to increased co-
operation between the different arms of government. 
 

 Chris Jarvis then spoke further about data sharing at the EA, touching on the 
three topics of: the EA approach to data sharing; increasing the availability of 
information under the Open Government Licence; INSPIRE and its licensing 
obligations. 

 On the latter Chris’ primary objective was to support UKLP on access, 
security, licensing and compliance. 

 To reduce the burden on VARs engaging in the important area of property 
search market activities.  

 Historically EA had been good at aggregating data from diverse field work, 
and finding ways of improving the efficiency of doing so. In the future it 
would also be seeking out improved dissemination mechanisms.  This would 
allow it to transition to a situation where EA was not the default provider of 
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new services on top of its data, but facilitated much greater involvement by 
external developers. 

 The EA was also trying to build links with the academic community through 
EDINA in order to facilitate research through increased data sharing. This 
would be of long term benefit to all. In particular the academic community 
was interested in LIDAR (3D laser mapping) and flood risk mapping. 

 The EA was still aware of its duty to carefully contextualise elements of its 
data holdings when making them available. For instance poor interpretation 
of its flood risk mapping could result in erroneous conclusions about 
individual properties, with potentially serious impacts on their values.  Chris 
illustrated by showing how low-resolution flood-mapping applied to high 
resolution base mapping could lead to erroneous inferences being made. 
 

 Alex Coley introduced himself as having responsibilities in the EA’s 
contribution to the UK Location Programme and reporting on the 
implementation of European Directives in the area. 

 Tim Berners-Lee’s 5-star model for data publishing was gaining currency, and 
it could be observed that while the standard data.gov.uk model covered the 
lower levels, of publishing information in a reasonable format, more work 
was needed to make it easy for other government organisations to publish 
their information as Linked Data, and tie it in to other data sets.  

 Other needs included those for better update and maintenance, APIs, 
documentation by data-holders and enabling of interest driven projects and 
development. 

 On that basis EA was enthusiastic about the opportunities offered by the 
government’s new Standards Hub, co-ordinated through the Cabinet Office, 
which intended to deal with some of these deeper issues relating to business 
processes and develop cross-government solutions for INSPIRE and 
implementation of Linked Open Data. 

 For instance the EA has piloted these approaches through the data it 
collected on bathing water quality. This was the product of the work of 
numerous field agents across the country and required national level 
aggregation.  Much work had gone into simplifying the upload process so that 
complete data was available earlier, and hence could better inform policy 
decisions in the agency.   

 The EA had also developed a publication system whereby the data also 
appeared in high quality linked data format quickly. This embedded 
contextual information alongside the data, helping to resolve the 
documentation and API issues. The project had proven to be a successful 
learning experience for EA and its partner Epimorphics. 

 The lessons learned from it would be of use in formulating the EA’s approach 
to the Water Framework Directive. Also, they would assist in the phasing out 
of PDF documents as publication tools as far as practicable. 
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Journey to Open Data 
Tim MacDermott, Monmouthshire County Council 
 

 Tim began by discussing the opportunities which had brought 
Monmouthshire County Council to adopt an Open Data policy. 

 This followed a move to shared services which removed the post for a 
dedicated web manager. 

 As such the organisation looked for ways alternate ways to implement a 
forward-looking web-strategy. 

 The team at MMC held discussion with an intrapreneur consultant on 
possible elements of this. 

  This led to the development of a strategy focussed on Open Data that would 
see the organisation releasing more information. 

 This involved investigating the suitability of the Open Government Licence – 
which was found to be suitable, and which had now been adopted. 

 The team then successfully sought buy-in from senior management and legal 
clearance for the project, and this was forthcoming. 

 The next steps involved engaging with policy officers and other data holders 
throughout the organisation in order to surface relevant issues. 

 This included an audit of dataset to establish what was held within the 
council; and this identified 20 datasets. 

 An temporary Open Data Officer post was created in order to carry through 
many of the key actions required by the project. 

 This led to meetings with the dataset owners to help convert the datasets 
that would be made available to machine readable formats. 

 A further goal which the project had enabled Monmouthshire to achieve was 
reaching an Open Data authority standard on the Openly Local database of 
local authorities. 

 Further aspirations for open data included organising a hack day, publishing 
its data as Linked Open Data, and eventually looking at how to share its 
datastore solution with other authorities. 

 The major hurdles cleared in the project, knowledge of which could be of use 
to other public bodies included: changing the culture of the organisation 
through engagement with officials, and that this would be an ongoing 
process; that Open Data requires capacity within an organisation to liaise 
with officers and to ensure discovered assets are useable; that keeping data 
up-to-date is of key importance, and a significant challenge. 

 Other potential avenues the authority was looking to take included 
encouraging local schools to make use of data through the I.T. curriculum, as 
part of a broader intention to induce more high skilled digital industry within 
Monmouthshire. 
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Proposed revisions to the PSI Directive 
Tim Padfield, Matthew Pearce, The National Archives 
 

 Tim set out the timeline that revision of the Directive would likely follow: 
o Publication of the proposals by the Commission in December 2011. 
o Jan 2012, Explanatory Memorandum and UK comments to 

commission. 
o Jan 2012 – June 2012, Council working groups to consider the 

proposal. 
o Feb 2012 – UK Ministers asked for views. 
o June 2012 – Council of Ministers considers the proposal. 
o ?Spring 2013 – Directive adopted, published in the Official Journal. 
o 18 month member state implementation phase begins. 

 Reasons for the revision included: untapped business and economic 
potential; better governance and citizen empowerment; scientific progress 
and addressing societal changes in areas such as health and environment. 

 The first notable policy change lay in making re-use mandatory, in the sense 
that information which was accessible would be re-usable under licence, not 
at the discretion of the public body concerned. 

 Marginal cost pricing would become the default charging policy, meaning, 
where this held, that public bodies would recover only the costs of 
disseminating the material, not fixed costs involved in its initial production. 

 An exceptions process would be put in place for use in exceptional cases, 
particularly ‘where public sector bodies generate a substantial part of their 
operating costs ... from the exploitation of their intellectual property rights.’ 

 The exceptions process would be administered by an independent regulator. 

 The burden of proof that charges complied with this policy would fall on the 
public body. 

 The definition of public task was also changing, with ‘common administrative 
practices’ being removed from the purview of the Directive. 

 The redress process would be bolstered by requiring the ability to refer a 
complaint to an independent authority whose decision would be binding. 

 Encouragement would be given for public bodies to provide information in 
machine readable formats. 
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Copyright Review 
Steve Rowan, Intellectual Property Office 
 

 Steve set out the context in which the debate over future changes to 
copyright law were taking place. It was a controversial area with strong 
arguments and opinions on both sides of the debate. 

 The IPO had primarily a policy role with respect to the copyright changes, 
unlike its role in trade marks and patents where there was also an 
operational element. 

 Some had termed the review the ‘Google’ review owing to the fact that the 
internet had radically altered the technological landscape in which copyright 
operated since the inception of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988. 

 The review of copyright law came out the Hargreaves Review of intellectual 
property, which had issued ten major recommendations on the area. 

 In addition to adapting to changing technology, copyright required attention 
in order to deal with significant issues such as Orphan Works. For example it 
was estimated that ¼ of British Library holdings and 1/3 of the BBC back 
catalogue could be orphaned. 

 Other live issues for the IPO included the role of collecting societies in the 
copyright domain.  Particularly, there was strong public feeling around the 
lack of regulation over the activities of collecting societies. 

 The consultation favoured collecting societies adopting codes of practice on a 
voluntary basis – aimed at improving transparency and governance for both 
users and memebrs. However, the consultation explored the scope for 
backstop powers in the event that self regulation did not work.  

 A large part of the consultation had been dedicated to copyright exceptions 
and this had been very wide ranging. 

 New exceptions were being considered on private copying, e.g. enabling 
customers to put their CD collection on an mp3 player legally. 

 Parody was another area that could be simplified by introduction of an 
exception, and this could benefit the cultural industries, particularly 
television. 

 The consultation also explored extending existing exceptions – libraries and 
archives could already format shift for preservation purposes but changes 
would allow them to preserve more of their collecting – extending it to film, 
sound recordings and broadcasts.  

 Education was an area which could benefit from refreshed exceptions, as 
there was a significant lack of clarity in the sector about what was permitted 
under the current Act. 

 A text mining exception for research was a more contentious area, but one 
which offered significant potential for UK science and technology. 

 Public administration and reporting was another area in which refreshed 
exceptions could offer benefits. 

 IPO could potentially take on a role issuing official advice on the operation of 
copyright law. This could be of benefit in clarifying points where little case 
law existed, and uncertainty was detrimental to the actors involved and the 
economy. E.g. the educational sector. 
 


