Towards Government 2.0:  an Issues Paper: Submission by the Bureau of Meteorology


Government 2.0 Initiative: 
Submission by the Bureau of Meteorology
Key Questions
On public sector information

How can we build a culture within government which favours the disclosure of public sector information?

What government information should be more freely available and what might be made of it? 

· For some agencies, like the Bureau of Meteorology (the Bureau), Government policy mandates the release (disclosure) of information: indeed the core business of the Bureau is to provide information to deliver the following Government agreed programs:
· Water Information (provision)

· Climate Information (provision)

· Observations (provision of data)

· Warnings and Weather Forecast Services (provision of information)

· In a further Program related to Water Information (Modernisation and Extension of Hydrologic Monitoring Systems) an incentive-based approach is used to facilitate cooperation with agencies holding water information.
· Within the Bureau’s policies and functional framework, the Bureau endeavours to maximise the national benefits of its information and data holdings, attaching priority to the effective distribution of data sets and products that deliver the greatest national value.

· As with most agencies, there is likely to be additional value available in Bureau data holdings, the potential of which will be realised over time by the Bureau and others.

· As a general policy, the Bureau would not withhold any information that prejudiced the delivery of its services to the Australian community. 
· Technological advances have been important in enabling the Bureau to overcome many of the practical barriers to releasing more data at an acceptable cost. The increased range and volume of data and information services now made available is evident on the Bureau’s website which is the most heavily accessed government site in Australia.
· The vast bulk of Bureau data and information is provided openly at no cost or to specific recipients at the incremental cost of providing requested datasets or information. The provision of additional, value added services is balanced against the Bureau’s primary objective: Informed safety, security and economic decisions by Governments, industry, and the community through the provision of information, forecasts, services and research relating to weather, climate and water. The Bureau is also aware of the potential of the commercial market to provide value added services and seeks where appropriate to facilitate access by that market to the Bureau’s basic data holdings and information streams (see also response below to Question 1).
On digital engagement
What are the major obstacles to fostering a culture of online engagement within government and how can they be tackled?

How can government capture the imagination of citizens to encourage participation in policy development and collaboration between citizens and government?

· The Bureau values feedback on its data and information services and uses various means to garner such feedback. Correspondence with users of the Bureau services is increasingly conducted through digital means, although the Bureau is yet to make extensive or systematic use of the highly interactive approaches mentioned in the issues paper.

· The Bureau’s reputation is in part built on the reliability and quality of its information services, and it seeks to enhance the application of digital technologies wherever they can contribute to a re-enforcement and strengthening of its services. At the same time, the Bureau remains conscious of the fact that standards and assured quality are not inherent characteristics of the modern digital world, and hence need the same level of attention as applied in a more manually intensive world of data and information processing.

· Government policy development is not a major focus for the Bureau although in several key areas of national interest the Bureau fulfils an important role in informing both policy and decision making directly and also indirectly through the provision of information to the public at large. 
Specific Questions

Question 1: 
How widely should policy to optimise the openness of public sector information be applied?  Should it be applied beyond government departments and, if so, to which bodies, for instance government business enterprises or statutory authorities?
· The OECD definition of “public sector information” admits all information that has been “touched” by Government, either directly through one of its agencies, or indirectly through a secondary provider. The key test for a given policy on openness is the level of net benefit to the nation, through both direct and indirect effects.
· Bureau policy attempts to optimise the return to the public on the investment made for acquiring data and delivering its services.

· This requires the Bureau of Meteorology to continually assess whether the public release of the data or information products that it generates or could potentially generate might advantage or disadvantage the private meteorological services sector, and whether the value (to the nation) of the public goods being made available outweighs the value (to the nation) of a private sector that might be advantaged by not having the data/products made freely available.

Question 2:  
What are the ways in which we build a culture within government which favours the disclosure of public sector information?  What specific barriers exist that would restrict or complicate this and how should they be dealt with?

· As noted previously, a culture of disclosing public sector information is an intrinsic characteristic of the Bureau of Meteorology. Indeed, the Bureau is more likely to be concerned with the consequences that arise from providing more data and information rather than less, including the perverse outcome of agreed services delivered by one part of the organisation being compromised in order to make more data and information available by another part.

· Inevitably such challenges surface when the capacity and capability of the Bureau’s infrastructure are stretched to meet burgeoning or peak load demands. Priorities must be set against Government policy and the Bureau’s agreed outcomes and outputs. Maximising the “disclosure of public information” (i.e. Bureau information) is not of itself an agreed goal for the Bureau.

Question 3:  
What government information would you like to see made more freely available?
· No comment.

Question 4: 
What are the possible privacy, security, confidentiality or other implications that might arise in making public sector information available?  What options are there for mitigating any potential risks?  

· Government policy dictates the priorities for making Bureau data and products public. Issues such as privacy, security and confidentiality rarely affect decisions on Bureau information provision.

· As noted above, potentially adverse bearings on the private sector and issues of competitive neutrality are considered whenever the Bureau institutes a new data or information service.

Question 5: 
What is needed to make the large volume of public sector information (a) searchable and (b) useable?  And in each case, what do we do about legacy information in agencies?  How might the licensing of on-line information be improved to facilitate greater re-use where appropriate?

· The Bureau has investigated the use of the Creative Commons licensing framework in relation to its Water Information role and has concluded that it is an appropriate framework. The use of this approach in other information provision is to be investigated.

· Legacy datasets and the issue of enabling searching and deep “data mining” are in principle laudable goals. The Bureau has been slowly working through its legacy datasets to make more information available digitally, but such work must be viewed in terms of the expected value the data may return to society and the cost of making the data available as well as other competing priorities. The direct accessibility to Bureau data holdings is constrained by existing infrastructure and the degree to which free access to a particular data set can be argued as mandated from Government to support the delivery of a particular goal or outcome.
Question 6:
How does government ensure that people, business, industry and other potential users of government information know about, and can readily find, information they may want to use, for example, the use of a consolidated directory or repository for public sector information?

· No additional comment.
Question 7: 
Should governments mandate that information should be only kept and stored in open and publicly documented standards?   Could such a stipulation raise costs or reduce flexibility?

· The Bureau strongly supports the development and adoption of practical standards that enhance the usability and exchange of data. The Bureau works with the World Meteorological Organization on standards for weather and climate data, and is fostering innovation in water data standards.

· The purpose of a standard must always be clear – a standard that is not well founded on the principles and rationale for generating a particular data set and is applied simply for the sake of imposing a rule will likely lead to inefficiencies. 
· The setting and maintenance of standards generally require up-front investment, but if there is a clear purpose and need behind the standard, it will most probably lead to efficiencies and broader uptake of the data and information in the long-term.
Question 8: 
What approaches should the Government use to allow information to be easily shared?

· A number of points related to this question have been addressed already, including:

· The development of standards

· Investment in Government 2.0 infrastructure, developed and maintained by Government, for broad national use.
· Incentives for networks and data areas where there is either poor infrastructure or the barriers to sharing (costs versus returns) are high, which frequently applies wherever small data holdings are held by many bodies within multiple jurisdictions.
Question 9:
How can the initiatives and ideas of agencies be harnessed for the benefit of agencies across government?  How can duplication of effort be avoided? 
· It would be helpful to identify commonalities amongst data and information types across different government agencies, and also the commonalities in the sectors and areas serviced. For example the Bureau provides data and information of interest to agricultural agencies and emergency service organisations, with the consequent value of a cooperative approach in the delivery of government services to a common set of recipients.
· Mandate wherever possible that supporting infrastructure is developed for broad rather than specific use.
Question 10, 11 and 12:  
Are [these] complaints and appeals processes sufficient?  Are additional processes needed for government as it engages in the Web 2.0 world? 
What should government do to foster a culture of compliance with information and records management policies and best practice?

What recordkeeping challenges are posed by both the re-use of government information, and in the mechanisms of development of government policy and practice through interactive citizen engagement?

· No additional comment.

Question 13: 
How does government manage the costs and risks of publication of inaccurate information?

· A pertinent issue to record here is that the Bureau of Meteorology has a well developed and tested access regime (http://www.bom.gov.au/other/regime1.shtml), which provides a firm base for managing the risks of misuse of information, either inadvertent or intentional.

· In a number of areas it is important to recognise the Bureau’s role as the authoritative and in some cases the sole source of information, and that this role is not confused or jeopardised by information provided by others. This exclusivity is particularly important with respect to services and warnings where timeliness and clarity of message are critical.
· The international tsunami community is still grappling with the problems that can arise from the on-forwarding of information by media in ways that lead to confusion and destroy the integrity of the original watch or warning information, notwithstanding that it is all done with good intent.

· For severe weather and flood forecasting the authority, clarity and integrity of the information provided by the Bureau is paramount. The risks associated with potentially conflicting information flowing from different sources are simply too great.
· In other areas where timeliness is not such an issue and the community has the ability to interpret and select from alternative providers, the Bureau of Meteorology may have responsibilities to provide an authoritative service, but not exclusively.

· The provision of climate prediction services for drought is a good example; similar information can be derived from a number of other Australian and international sources.

Question 14:  
What criteria might we adopt in ensuring that agencies make data available in a reasonable time-frame?  (And how might we define a ‘reasonable time-frame’?)

· Timeliness is a key characteristic of many Bureau information services, particularly for weather related and tsunami warning services, where minutes might be critical for minimising losses to life and property.

· No additional criteria are needed in such cases as the relevant degree of ‘timeliness’ is part of the mandate and mission of the Bureau.

· There are similar if somewhat less critical timeliness constraints on the provision of climate data; the community expects monthly summaries at the end of the month, not several months or years later.  They expect and can begin to access the data and information within 24 hours of month’s end.

· There are also similar aspects to the provision of water accounts and outlooks, and the legislated requirements in terms of the timeliness of such products.

· Providing access to delayed-mode datasets and the full complex of data, much of it sourced from beyond Australia, is a more complex matter. The international community has expended considerable effort to reduce confusion arising from the several versions of many datasets, often made available without sufficient metadata to make an informed choice as to the appropriate dataset to use.

· There is a commonly held view that providing options and choice to the users of data, (e.g. through accompanying metadata that describes quality) is preferable to delaying release until the quality of the actual data provided is as fully assured as possible.

· Orderly use of preliminary data, particularly through scientific testing, has indeed been shown to have advantages that far outweigh delayed release.

· However, inexperienced users are often more confused than informed users by the complexity of metadata provided with datasets that have not been quality controlled.  Hence the Bureau pays a good deal of attention to ease the barriers to access while at the same time promoting wise use of its data holdings.

· All of these issues have resource-value balances that are often situation dependent. On the one hand, a climate change related dataset benefits from extended periods of careful testing and refinement before release. On the other hand, modern weather prediction systems are fast data users and employ internal quality control and filtering mechanisms to reduce the risk of errors in the data affecting derived products. A reasonable time in the latter case is measured in hours; whereas the delivery of climate change data sets and products may take place over years with several iterations.

Question 15: 
It often takes quite some time to compile and create consistent and reliable data – especially for large data sets.  When is it appropriate to release limited and possibly less accurate data and where is it appropriate to wait for higher quality and more extensive data?  Where various principles are in some tension with each other, for instance quality and cost or timeliness, how should trade-offs be made?

· See response to Question 14.

· The Bureau takes care to understand the attributes of those datasets that can increase value for different sectors of the user community.

· The Bureau is conscious of the added value of multi-purpose, multiuse datasets, and the passage of time inevitably leads to growth in both.  Quality control, analysis and dataset integration improve as scientific knowledge grows, but the evolutionary nature of these improvements is not usually a reason for restricting early access, rather the reverse.
· An experience in the meteorological, oceanographic and climatological communities is that routing data through established data systems, such as employed in weather prediction centres, offers tremendous advantages since it inevitably leads to orderly archiving, data assembly and quality control during the relatively short period when the data have rich synoptic relevance and interest.

Question 16:  
What can we do to better promote and co-ordinate initiatives in this area?  How can we draw key departments together?

· The Bureau is already working extensively with other Government Departments and Agencies in a number of areas, for example:
· The Water Information Research and Development Alliance (WIRADA) is a joint undertaking with CSIRO that is pioneering a number of initiatives in the handling and distribution of water and related data.

· The Bureau is collaborating with Geoscience Australia in WIRADA and in the Australian Tsunami Warning System, both of which are using innovative methods for data handling and product dissemination.

· The Bureau has been routinely providing high value climatological information to the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry to support assessments for Exceptional Circumstances drought relief.

· Government departments and agencies could be brought together to actively develop appropriate common standards and protocols. Properly resourced, such collaborative efforts could produce savings/efficiencies and enhanced productivity.
Question 17: 
What sort of public sector information should be released under what form of copyright license?  When should government continue to utilise its intellectual property rights?   
· See response to Question 13

· The Water Act gives the Bureau the right to publish information based on data collected from a range of organisations (~240) across Australia. However use of water information is limited to 'normal usage', which includes downloading, copying and printing for internal or personal use. An open licensing system, such as Creative Commons, will facilitate downstream use of the Bureau's water data and information products, and considerably simplify data licensing arrangements by reducing the range of licences potentially required with data suppliers. The Bureau will be encouraging organisations providing water data to adopt the Creative Commons Attribution (CCA) licence, and Bureau systems disseminating water data and information products will use CCA as the default licence.

· The use of CCA licences for information delivered freely will be explored, including the policy in relation to commercial use of such data. Conditions for commercial use of Bureau data holdings may differ across the various Divisions within the Bureau. The use of CC for information subject to specific Access Agreements will also be reviewed. There is little precedent here with other entities using the CCA licences for these types of data.

· The Bureau also has to consider carefully how and when it can use data and information received from other countries and entities, as there may be accompanying conditions or restrictions. While CC is an explicit outcome for Government, IP remains coveted in a very traditional way by most other entities in science. Information produced through collaboration is usually subject to terms agreed upon by the collaborating parties, which are often restrictive and not suitable for CCA licences. CC licensing presents particular issues for research. After the Bureau has finalised its internal assessment of all the issues involved, the suitability and scope of applicability of a Creative Commons framework will be further reviewed. Whatever the outcome, there will be costs involved and a possible requirement for legislative support. 
· Specific and centralised Commonwealth FMA Agency advice on the use of CC within government agencies would be useful, along with guidelines on how to manage issues relating to use of special conditions, as well as a summary of the risks and legal issues. There is a possibility that CC is becoming a favoured approach without enough consideration being given to an assessment of the risks. Agencies are currently getting their own separate legal advice in this area, which is likely less efficient than a more centralised whole-of-government approach.

Question 18:
When should agencies charge for access to information?  Should agencies charge when they are providing value-added services?  What might constitute ‘value added services’ (eg customisation of information)?  In what circumstances should agencies be able to recover the costs of obtaining the information or providing access?  A common model in the private sector is ‘freemium’ distribution whereby many, often most, users are supplied with some product or service for free whilst others pay for use in large scale commercial enterprise (for instance AVG anti-virus) or for some premium product (for instance Word Web).  Are there similar models for public sector information and/or do they merit further consideration? 
· As previously noted, Bureau data provided via the Bureau’s website is generally provided free of charge, while some other data and information services are provided with the charges levied based primarily on the resources required to provide the services, i.e. on a cost-recovery basis. 

· Registered User Weather Information Services involve a connection fee to Bureau data and information streams in order to recover service costs (i.e. costs of establishing an access agreement, and any additional equipment and installation costs) and then a regular service charge to cover maintenance and any ongoing operational and administrative costs.

· In a number of areas registered user approaches are proving effective not so much for the costs recovered but as a way of ensuring feedback on the quality and value of the data provided. The Australian BLUElink project (http://www.bom.gov.au/bluelink/) is such an example.

· There will be a substantial cost to open up access to all data via open standards services and to address the wide range of issues that arise for such an approach. Careful consideration would have to be given to the purpose of such an undertaking versus the potential benefits that might be derived. There is a level of complexity in data sets at which associated costs militate against open access and use.

Question 19:  
How can government take advantage of public private partnerships to increase access to public sector information without unduly constraining opportunities for third parties to use and reuse the information?

· No comment.

Question 20:  
How can government take advantage of public private partnerships to increase access to public sector information without unduly constraining opportunities for third parties to use and reuse the information?

· The Bureau of Meteorology has a strong dependency on the international exchange of data and information within the aegis of the World Meteorological Organization (WMO). Two initiatives, the WMO Information System and the WMO Integrated Global Observing System are of particular relevance: http://www.wmo.int/pages/prog/www/WIS/index_en.html http://www.wmo.int/pages/prog/www/wigos/index_en.html. 
Many innovations are contained within these frameworks and WMO is actively developing and implementing open standards within its domain.

· The Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission’s International Ocean Data Exchange programme (http://www.iode.org/) is another related area where innovations in data, product and service provision are being pioneered.

· The Bureau’s Water Division too is examining arrangements within WMO as well as other spatial data initiatives (e.g. OSGeo-AusNZ, OGC Services)

Question 21: 

How can best practice be facilitated, identified, rewarded, and further propagated?
· The above-mentioned international and intergovernmental forums provide ideal routes for developing and agreeing broadly based standards.

Question 22, 23, 24, 25, 26: 
Have you engaged with the Australian government via a Web 2.0 channel?  Which one/s?  If so, why and what was your experience?  If not, why not?  What can be improved?
How can government capture the imagination of citizens to encourage participation in policy development and collaboration between citizens and government?

What sort of privacy issues might dissuade individuals from engaging with government via collaborative technologies? What sort of steps can we take to ensure that personal information is used appropriately? What options are there for mitigating any potential privacy risks?

How can government make it easier for people to engage on policy and other issues and make sure the opportunities are as open and accessible as possible?  

What trade-offs must be considered between government using commercially available and popular online platforms and ensuring inclusive participation with all members of society and how should those tradeoffs be made?

· No comments
Question 27: 
How can public servants comply with the APS values
 and other protocols whilst still participating in online engagement?   Should existing rules including legislation be changed and/or adapted to facilitate greater online engagement?

· The Bureau welcomed the release of the APSC Interim protocols for online media participation.
Question 28:

How does government provide sufficient room for personal debate and passionate dissent but still ensure appropriate levels of moderation in online forums?  Should moderation be ‘outsourced’ and if so in what circumstances and how? How might volunteers from the commenting community be selected to moderate?

· No comment

Questions 29, 30 and 31
What are the barriers to fostering a culture of online innovation within government?  Which of those barriers should be maintained in any Government 2.0 initiatives?  Which of those barriers should be removed?  How should this be achieved?  What different norms can or should apply to Government 2.0 efforts?
To what extent can government assist the uptake of Government 2.0 by centrally providing standard business management guidance and tools to avoid agencies having to ‘reinvent the wheel’ when considering their own online engagement guidelines?
How can government engage with individuals and stakeholders to support the development of innovative policies, programs, practices and service delivery?  Are there good examples of where this is happening?

· The Bureau of Meteorology does not at present use blogs or similar communication mechanisms widely to interact with the public. There are a number of sites maintained by others that research and service staff use for the informal exchange of information but in doing so they are not directly imparting official weather services or related Bureau policy.

· The services the Bureau provides are consumed by the public at large, as well as specific sectors such as aviation, agriculture and emergency services. Any technologies (e.g. a suite of centrally provided Gov 2.0 tools) that could improve the Bureau’s ability to poll these communities in a way that would provide objective, representative feedback would be welcomed.
Question 32: 
To what extent can we promote such an approach in the public sector and are there any examples of emerging practice?  
· The Bureau often uses prototyping to test new or enhanced service provision from existing data.

· The Water and the Land web service grew from initial prototypes that were tested with available data and interactions with the agricultural community.

· The very popular weather radar services delivered through the Web grew from experimental practices that were adapted and refined based on user feedback.

Question 33:
How can such expertise be governed so as not to unduly stifle innovation?

· The Bureau operates in a service environment where risks to the flow or quality of information, including severe weather warnings, are always being reviewed. Innovations are introduced on the basis of efficiency or possible productivity gains, and the risk of service failure or degradation as a result of the innovation is always assessed.

· The Next Generation Forecast and Warning System, supported by the Government in the 2009-10 budget, is an example of high-end innovation in service provision with a significant IT element.

· The Australian Water Resources Information System is another highly innovative project that will revolutionise the way water information is managed and provided to the public, and which is likely to have spin-off benefits for the provision of other Bureau services, e.g. climate and oceanographic data and information.
· Both innovations are driven by Government agreed objectives for enhanced service delivery and take account of other Government stakeholders, e.g. emergency service managers.

Question 34: 
To what degree is the opportunity for Government agencies to participate in the Web 2.0 world inhibited, or severely compromised, by issues such as security?   How might this problem be overcome,  in general and by individual agencies,  within current legal and policy parameters and how might these parameters be changed to assist in overcoming these problems?  

· Not regarded as a major issue for the Bureau.
Question 35: 

What role could the proposed OIC play in encouraging the development of Government 2.0?  Are there practical recommendations the Taskforce might make about how the OIC might best fulfil its functions in relation to optimising the dissemination of Government information?

· The Director of Meteorology is accountable and responsible for the water, weather, climate and related information services provided under the Meteorology Act and the Water Act.  Were the OIC to have a mandate and government outcome that overlapped or even conflicted with that of the Director of Meteorology, then there would likely be issues to resolve. 
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