
The release of Open identifiers as part of the government’s recently-announced
Public Sector Geospatial Agreement, is a step forward, but there’s still more to
do to unlock the value of the UK’s geospatial data, say the Open Data Institute’s

Jeni Tennison and Leigh Dodds

PSGA: so far, so good

The announcement by the Geospatial
Commission of the new Public Sector
Geospatial Agreement1 included details
on some significant changes to the UK’s
geospatial data infrastructure.

The new agreement, which came into
effect on 1 April 2020, is accompanied by
further announcements about the outcomes
of the “OS Open MasterMap” programme
which was launched in 2018. The programme
was intended to deliver on Government plans
to Open up more mapping data: a move
we welcomed at the time. Over the course
of the programme, we have participated
in the Customer Advisory Group which has
provided advice to Ordnance Survey on

their implementation. The programme has
included the development of a new data
portal for accessing OS Open data and a
new range of APIs and datasets. The data
hub is still in beta but is due to be officially
launched in the summer, at which point
it will be the primary means of directly
accessing OS data.

We are particularly pleased to see the
release of Open datasets for key identifiers,
like UPRNs and street identifiers and a
clearer policy on how derived datasets can be
enriched with those identifiers.2

Linking key datasets
We have repeatedly advocated for Open

identifiers, most recently in our paper on the
UK’s geospatial data Infrastructure.3 Having
authoritative identifiers for properties and
streets will help to link together key datasets
across the public and private sectors. For
example, currently the Ministry for Housing
and Local Government publish energy
performance certificates for properties,
and the Land Registry publishes price paid
for properties, but joining those datasets
together is difficult and time-consuming
because the addresses they use tend not to
be provided in the same form. If they both
use UPRNs, this task becomes a lot easier. We
get the most value from datasets when they
can be easily combined.

44 May/June 2020 // www.GEOconnexion.com

PUBLIC SECTOR



The revision to derived data policies, to
allow publication of property extent data
created from OSMasterMap should support
the publication of additional Open data. The
changes will enable other organisations,
particularly the Land Registry and local
government, to publish datasets that
describe the geospatial extents of properties
(which are useful for planning permissions)
in addition to including identifiers for them.

Easing restrictions
Derived data restrictions stop public bodies
from publishing or sharing some data they
create using data from Ordnance Survey.
Either because of the restrictions themselves
or because those restrictions are complicated
to understand so public bodies err on the side
of caution. Relaxing some of these derived
data restrictions enables public bodies, and
particularly local authorities, to publish more
Open data, and to be more confident about
making devolved decisions about how to
strategically use data to achieve their goals.

We look forward to seeing these changes
leading to the publication of additional Open
data. As a result of their proposed migration
from being a trading fund and the removal
of derived data restrictions, we hope to see
the Land Registry announce changes to the
licensing of its geospatial datasets such as
the National Polygon Dataset.4

Our recent survey5 showed local
government struggles to publish data. So it is
likely to need further support and guidance
to enable the value of these changes to
be felt more widely. We hope that the
forthcoming Geospatial Data Strategy will
explore strengthening their capacity, given
so much useful geospatial data is stewarded
by local authorities.

Over time, we expect to see a range of
new products, services and analyses using
geospatial data from local authorities and
beyond, helping to digitise the planning
system, understand the impacts of a
changing climate, or help local authorities
assess safer routes to schools

The Ordnance Survey Data Hub, currently in final trials with 200 customers, will replace its current online ordering
systems with a single mobile-friendly platform

The Open Standards Board has mandated that Open Identifiers will now be the standard way of referencing and sharing
information about properties and streets across government

PSGA AT-A-GLANCE

The Public Sector Geospatial
Agreement (PSGA) currently covers
nearly every public sector body
in England and Wales. It replaces
the PSMA for England and Wales,
providing very similar rights of use,
and could replace the OSMA for
Scotland shortly. Under the new
agreement, Ordnance Survey will
introduce new data, access and
freedoms over the first three years of
the ten-year contract.
• New data: OS data will be expanded
to create a deeper and richer
picture of our built and natural
environment. It will help customers
draw new insight from information
such as the age of buildings and
rural land classification.

• New access: A new OS Data Hub is
being launched this summer that
offers a single sign-on and more
streamlined experience. It merges
three OS online ordering sites into
one, and will provide a mobile-
friendly experience. Brand-new
APIs are being developed that will
allow users to realise the benefits
of the data quicker and more
cost-effectively. Reduced charges
for OS APIs, additional support for
developers, and free, unlimited
access to OS OpenData (download
and API) will also be on offer.

• New freedoms: Third parties will
have greater freedom to share
information and link datasets. In
conjunction with GeoPlace and
Improvement Service, OS will
publish Unique Property Reference
Numbers (UPRNs), Unique Street
Reference Numbers (USRNs) and
Topographic Identifiers (TOIDs) with
associated geometry, under open
terms, to allow the easier linking
and analysis of location-based data.

More information, including
membership and licencing terms
can be found at: https://www.
ordnancesurvey.co.uk/business-
government/public-sector-
geospatial-agreement
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Falling short
However, in some significant respects, the
Geospatial Commission’s announcement of
the PSGA falls short.

The new data hub provides a set of
industry standard APIs and services for
accessing a range of OS datasets and maps.
Use of the APIs includes a free usage tier – up
to £1,000 a month – that will allow some
businesses to access OS data for free for the
first time. The public APIs and free usage tier
will help businesses to develop and launch a
range of new products and services. The APIs
are designed to smooth out the transition
of prototyping, testing and launching a new
product or service.

The full set of terms and conditions
that govern the use of these new APIs and
the data they make available, are not yet
available. But the existing documentation
explains that they can only be used for
certain purposes. They can only be used to
build public-facing products and services and
not as a means to support internal uses and
analysis within an organisation. You can’t
use the APIs to develop internal applications,
to support a customer service application.
Or use them in back-office applications
of machine-learning and AI. Or simply to
improve internal management reporting and
analysis.

Free or Open?
Finally, there is little in the way of new
Open data. The original Open MasterMap
project scope said that “Significantly
more geospatial data will be fully open for
businesses and developers to use, free and
without restriction”. This is not the case. Free

access to data is not the same as Open data.
Ordnance Survey still restricts what can be
done with the geospatial data it stewards on
behalf of the UK.

It is good that Ordnance Survey now
offers APIs, reduced pricing, and a freemium
pricing model that will be more attractive
to developers. It is good for there to be
competition around the provision of these
services, and in particular an option that
gives better and more accurate coverage
of the UK than Google Maps. It is also good
to see that there will be “new, richer data”
available in future.

But the ability to unlock the originally
projected £130m a year requires more
organisations to use geospatial data, in more
innovative ways, not just more competition
within an existing market. That requires data
to be linked up and combined in flexible ways
and used within businesses to increase their
productivity. It requires Open data.

So while this is promising progress, we
feel a lot more work is needed to strengthen
our national geospatial data infrastructure.
We are looking forward to the publication
of the National Geospatial Strategy later
this year with the hope that it will provide
context for this announcement within a
larger and more ambitious long term vision.
We would like to see:
• A long-term vision for Ordnance Survey,
as the UK’s primary geospatial data
institution, that incentivises OS to ensure
that data is used as widely and well as
possible, for broad economic and social
benefits, rather than for short term returns.
The UK needs a strong mapping agency
and the Ordnance Survey needs to be

ssssustainable, in perpetuity. Charging for
sssservices rather than data is a step in the
right direction. But there’s a lot more to
bbbbe done.
• Clarity that the new ten-year PSGA
agreement does not preclude a
continued move towards a more
Open future for both existing
datasets and the “new, richer data”
referenced in the announcements.

• A commitment to ongoing
evaluation of the results of the recent
programme to ensure that value
is being unlocked, an engagement
plan to support that and further
changes to the pricing, terms of use
and derived data policies necessary to
deliver that impact

• A resolution – or at least a direction
of travel – to make address data Open
data. This data has an estimated
value of £992m–£1.32bn each year to
the UK economy, but was privatised
in 2013 with Royal Mail. Address data
is a key part of our national geospatial
data infrastructure and should be
available as Open data.

• Support for businesses, particularly SMEs,
to use geospatial data to help improve their
performance and productivity, whether that
data comes from Ordnance Survey or Open
sources such as OpenStreetMap.

• Support, guidance and investment in local
government to help them release further
geospatial datasets.
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The OS freemium pricing model will be more attractive to developers
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