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Mapping the future
Radical change is afoot at Ordnance Survey, with consultation underway on 
freeing up most of its data for all to use. But what are the potential pitfalls?

Freedom to roam
The announcement by Prime Minister 
Gordon Brown late in 2009 that the 
government intends to allow freer use of 
geographical and location data created 
by Ordnance Survey was the latest twist 
in a debate which has raged for decades. 
Small companies, public bodies and 
others have complained for some time 
that should not have to pay for digital 
maps and other information gathered by 
a public agency.

In the internet age, when so much 
information is available for free, these 
arguments have been gathering strength, 
and even before the latest announcement, 
a business review had been underway 
within Ordnance Survey to increase 
openness and efficiency.

 But while Brown’s new pledge does 
represent a shift in Whitehall thinking, the 
government is initially merely consulting 
on “policy options”, and the document’s 
timing just before a general election adds 
uncertainty as to which will ultimately be 
selected. This PITCOM briefing aims to 
help Parliamentarians understand the 
background to this ongoing debate.

Maps are important. In the public sector, 
it is estimated that 80% of all information 
collected, stored and used has at least 
some location element. Within all major 
organisations, ‘geographical information 
systems’ (GIS) – computer systems 
relying on or processing location-based 
data including maps, addresses and 
postcodes to link with citizen or customer 
data – are increasingly mainstream.

But these are not just ‘back-end’ tools. 
People relate to maps, and to information 

linked to their local areas. This means 
that map interfaces are extremely useful 
for organisations in communicating with 
their service users.

The problem for many organisations 
seeking to use official UK maps has 
been that in 1973, Ordnance Survey 
was converted to a ‘trading fund’. While 
remaining under overall government 
control, it is allowed to trade, making 
profits from selling goods and services 
to subsidise its own costs and pay back 
dividends to its ‘owner’ department 
Communities and Local Government (other 
such funds include the Meteorological 
Office, UK Hydrographic Office, HM Land 
Registry, Driver and Vehicle Licensing 
Agency and Companies House).

PITCOM was set up in 1981 to provide a bridge between Parliament and the IT industry. It is 
an associate Parliamentary Group, complying with rules for all-party groups.

It is hard for such a body to give away 
information for free. Nevertheless, even 
before Brown’s announcement, Ordnance 
Survey had been reviewing its pricing and 
licensing regime to reduce complexity 
and assist some users. This work has 
now been overtaken by events, but the 
underlying issues remain: how much 
information is it advisable to give away 
for free, given the costs of gathering such 
data, and the ever-more urgent need for 
public sector cost efficiencies?

The value of location
Geographical information systems offer 
great potential to improve the targeting of 
public services, increasing service quality 
and cutting costs.

Emergency access – at a cost
South Wales Fire and Rescue has developed an innovative system linking live 
vehicle location technology with map-based information to allow fire crews to 
access relevant data live as they speed to the scene of an incident.

The system uses Ordnance Survey (OS) MasterMap data to plan routes and 
highlight other relevant local information: as the fire appliance nears the scene 
this switches to detailed building and even room plans derived from CAD 
(computer-aided design) safety plans filed with the authority by owners of large 
buildings.

The OS data currently carries a significant cost for the authority. Andy Marles, 
Chief Fire Officer with South Wales, says: “We pay for the data through the 
mapping services agreement [a bulk procurement agreement for councils 
negotiated with Ordnance Survey and two other data suppliers by the local 
government Improvement and Development Agency http://bit.ly/5toGeU ].

“This saves us tendering individually [but] it is not cheap – in the tens of 
thousands. But it is vital to what we do and we have to have it, so we just pay 
up and get on with it.”

 
This report is available free at www.pitcom.co.uk
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Small firms that make use of geographic 
information have also pressed hard for 
reform.

In a 2009 ‘Foresight review’ paper 
written for the Association for Geographic 
Information (AGI), Michael Nicholson, 
managing director of Intelligent 
Addressing, highlighted several inequities 
he claimed were caused by current policy. 
These included:
•	 Substitution:	 	 wasteful	 activity	
duplicating public data “to circumvent 
draconian licensing terms”;
•	 Gold-plating:	 over-development	 of	
products by OS, which can meet increased 
costs by raising prices on monopoly 
products, skewing the market further;
•	 Lack	 of	 boundaries:	 because	 it	 is	
unclear what activities are permitted 
by public bodies, there is a significant 
disincentive for potential market 
entrants;
•	 Weak	 regulation:	 current	 governance	
arrangements are inadequate and could 
violate competition law; and
•	 High	overheads:	cross-licensing	within	
the public sector can become “extremely 
complex” and requires expensive 
administration, marketing and sales, 
even though it is “an essentially nugatory 
activity”.

Nicholson is Vice Chair of The 
Locus Association (http://www.
locusassociation.co.uk), a group of small 
firms lobbying for the development of a 
more competitive GI market.

“There is a lot of similarity between 

the situation as it relates to geospatial 
information, and the old utilities, which 
were state monopolies”, Nicholson 
says. “Almost without intending it, the 
system has created rationing of access. 
And if access is rationed, innovation is 
curtailed.

“It doesn’t really stack up – 35%-37% 
of private sector activity goes straight 
back as tax, so the important thing for 
the state is to make sure the right quality 
of information is provided, when it is 
needed.

“Core infrastructure information should 
be available to everyone on exactly the 
same terms, so Met Office value-added 
side should be buying the same core data 

In summer 2009, Scottish health 
authority NHS Lothian signed up to join 
the national ‘One Scotland Mapping 
Agreement’ with Ordnance Survey. Dr 
Alison McCallum, director of Public Health 
and Health Policy at the authority, said: 
“One of NHS Lothian’s main priorities 
is tackling health inequalities, and 
access to this mapping data makes it 
easier to identity and target areas where 
people have poor health” (http://bit.
ly/8NxAQ7).

Braintree District Council is one of 
many which uses GIS on its public-facing 
website, with a ‘LocalView’ mapping 
system helping residents report road and 
pavement defects, flooding, fly tipping 
and other issues (http://localview.
braintree.gov.uk/localview/).

Maps are also a powerful way of simply 
presenting useful data. The award-winning 
Environment Agency system ‘What’s in 
Your Back Yard?’ (http://bit.ly/7fWPPi) 
provides localised data to citizens on a 
wide range of topics including air pollution 
and drinking water quality.

Private sector firms are combining 
publicly available data with mapping or 
location services to add value and create 
new products and services, in a rapidly-
growing area of innovation. For example, 
software firm Agant has developed an 
iPhone ‘app’ which combines the phone’s 
satellite location (GPS) capabilities with 
National Rail Enquiries’ live train timetable 
information. The user sets his or her home 
station to find the current best time and 
location for the ‘next train home’ (see 
http://www.nationalrail.co.uk/iphone/).

However, many small firms have 
struggled to afford licensing costs for 
mapping data where this is held by 
Ordnance Survey, which typically run 
to several thousand pounds a year as a 
minimum, and this has helped bring the 
recent debate over cost and innovation 
to a head.

Access to Ordnance Survey 
Data: Pricing and Licensing

Currently, almost all geographical data 
gathered by Ordnance Survey incurs usage 
fees. Total revenues for the agency have 
remained steady at just over £100 million 
for the past three years (around £114m in 
2006-07; £117m in 2007-08 and £116m 
in £2008-09, with profits of around £16m 
last year). It does not currently receive any 

direct subsidy from government, though 
its indirect revenue from the public purse 
through data sales to public bodies is 
substantial, amounting to around half of 
its total income.

There are three main sources of data 
income for Ordnance Survey. These are 
direct licences sold to businesses for 
internal use, or to the public as retail 
maps; Collective Purchase Agreements 
(CPAs), where a group of organisations 
(such as central government bodies, 
under the ‘Pan-Government Agreement’ 
http://bit.ly/7eUldu ) club together to buy 
access to data for a fixed fee;  and partner 
agreements, allowing organisations to 
reuse data in their own products and 
services via Specific Use Contracts (SUCs). 
Local government has its own CPA called 
the Mapping Services Agreement (http://
bit.ly/6Cifoe).

Much debate has centred on the 
question of whether it is right to charge 
other public sector bodies for use of OS 
data. One source of pressure has been 
the Guardian newspaper, which since 
2006 has run a campaign, ‘Free our data’, 
pushing for freer use of government data 
generally, and of Ordnance Survey data 
in particular. 

Michael Cross, a freelance reporter 
involved in the foundation of the 
Guardian’s campaign, says it took a year 
before any government minister took the 
issue seriously – “at the beginning, it was 
a voice in the wilderness”.

One problem for campaigners is that 

“there is a tendency for ministers always 
to see the OS as just a map shop, so 
whoever gets in, the danger is that it 
will just be sold off,” Cross says. “They 
ask – why should we be running a map 
shop? There are no votes in geographical 
information.”

But in recessionary times, there is an 
argument that this is exactly the right 
time to invest in the raw materials of the 
GI industry and free up the data, Cross 
says. The same is true of the postcode 
database held by Royal Mail, which is the 
subject of similar ongoing debate, Cross 
says. “The potential advantage to UK plc 
and the public sector is such that it has 
got to be seen as a national asset.”

There is a tendency for ministers always to see the OS as just a 
map shop, so whoever gets in, the danger is that it will just be 
sold off

4    2010



”“
Accessing and using digital maps 

at the same price as everyone else.”
In 2006, an Office of Fair Trading study, 

‘The Commercial Use of Public Information’ 
(http://bit.ly/45rQI7), agreed that: 
“Where a PSI [holder] is a sole supplier 
of information and is also engaged in 
making refined information products, 
there is a danger that it will . . . treat its 
own refined information operations more 
favourably than competing businesses.”

It said regulators must ensure 
businesses have access to data at the 
earliest point in its refinement that it is 
useful to them, and on an equal basis to 
any refined information operations run by 
the data holder itself.

Campaigners often cite the position 
in other countries such as the US, where 
publicly-held or gathered data is made 
available more freely. A paper by Joshua 
Tauberer, ‘Open data is civic capital’ 
(http://razor.occams.info/pubdocs/
opendataciviccapital.html), says the fact 
the weather risk management industry in 
the US is 50 times larger than in Europe is 
attributable at least in part to US weather 
data being made available at marginal 
cost and without licensing restrictions, 
for example.

How has UK government policy 
been evolving in response to these 
pressures?

One key milestone was the 
commissioning of a report from a group 
of Cambridge academics, ‘Models of 
public sector information provision via 
trading funds’, for publication alongside 
the 2008 Budget (http://www.berr.gov.
uk/files/file45136.pdf).

This proposed that prices should be 
set at covering only marginal costs – 

A question of derivation?
In responding to the 2009 OS business review, some public sector bodies pressed 
for greater freedom to reuse OS data, if such ‘derived data’ underpinned public 
services. One said: “If a public sector body uses OS base mapping to determine 
the co-ordinates of its service locations, it should be able to make this informa-
tion freely available without any licensing restriction.

“The same goes for information originally collected by the public sector body 
and supplied to the Ordnance Survey: OS should not be able to claim rights over 
that data simply because it has re-packaged it and sold it back to the body con-
cerned. Examples include gazetteer and rights-of-way information.

“In other words, we need a clear and restrictive definition of ‘derived data’ 
that specifically excludes information originated by a public body, even if it 
used Ordnance Survey base mapping as a way of identifying the relevant grid 
co-ordinates.”

Source: OS business strategy review, April 2009

The fact the weather risk management industry in the US is 50 
times larger than in Europe is attributable at least in part to US 
weather data being made available at marginal cost

the new costs of producing each new 
dataset – rather than fixed costs such as 
overheads: “the case for pricing no higher 
than marginal cost (which, for most digital 
data will be zero) on basic data products 
is very strong.” Reasons included that 
“there are likely to be large beneficial 
spill-overs in inducing users to innovate 
new services based on the data”.

Then in April 2009, the Office of Public 
Sector Information (OPSI) led a review 
of Ordnance Survey’s business strategy. 
This work has now been superceded by 
the new consultation process announced 
by the Prime Minister, but is likely to offer 
strong indicators towards any further 
actions taken this year.

The 2009 review had promised action 
in several areas by 1 April 2010, including 
to cut data fees; increase transparency 
of pricing structures; simplify licence 
terms; allow customers greater flexibility 

over use of licensed data; and provide 
evidence that OS commercial activities 
are operating on the same terms as any 
commercial rival.

Separately, and as a further step to 
combat criticism of its charging policies, 
Ordnance Survey unveiled ‘OpenSpace’, 
an application programme interface 
(API) which allows any organisation, 
including commercial enterprises, to use 
certain digital mapping tools on their own 
websites free of charge.

Data on offer includes maps scaled 
down to the OS ‘Street View’ level, plus 
administrative and electoral boundary 
data, and postcode look-up. Organisations 
making use of the service include 
community groups such as the Scouts, 
and public bodies such as Cotswold 
District Council’s planning department.

Some restrictions do remain, however. 
The data remains the property of OS; 
OpenSpace applications cannot be 
used for the internal administration of a 
business;  they must be made publicly 
accessible on the internet and not sold 
on; they are subject to usage limits; and 
the base data must not be downloaded 
or stored.

Nevertheless, OpenSpace is a first step 
down a path to greater freedom for map 
users: and further steps will be taken this 
year.

The way ahead
All eyes are now on the outcome of the 
new consultation process, announced 
by the Prime Minister and overseen by 
the Department of Communities and 
Local Government: ‘Policy options for 
geographic information from Ordnance 
Survey’ (http://bit.ly/7PXc0A).

The consultation, which runs to 17 
March 2010, sets out three main options: 
retaining the status quo (though with 
simplifications of the pricing structure 
as already announced in last year’s OS 
business review); releasing licensing 
constraints on most data; and a halfway 
house of removing constraints on some 
data while moving gradually towards 
further reform.

Under option two, the most radical, the 
paper envisages a split between a fully 

subsidised data gathering business and 
a separate product development and 
distribution arm, which would operate 
in a fully competitive environment, and 
most likely be privatised.

The paper suggests that any released, 
unrestricted data package, referred to 
as ‘Ordnance Survey Free’, would also 
contain OS ‘Code-Point ®’ data, linking 
postcodes to map locations. However in a 
reference to the situation regarding Royal 
Mail it says: “Although Code-Point ® is 
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being considered for release it should 
be noted that there are additional rights 
holders for the product in addition to 
Ordnance Survey and it will be necessary 
to obtain agreement from these third 
parties before the product can be made 
freely available” (para 7.13).

One possible solution would be to 
create a single national address register 
combing OS, Royal Mail, local authority 
and other relevant data to oversee release 
of postcode data, the report says.

Overall, the paper identifies several key 
benefits of freeing up more data. These 
include the improvement of government 
transparency and accountability, leading 
to better government decision-making; 
and innovation in the broader GI 
community.

Challenges would include filling a 
revenue gap for OS of up to £24m a year, 
plus new operating costs of up to £8m 
a year, at least in the short term. There 
is also a risk that some OS partners, 
distributors and competitors could be 
adversely affected by any data release, for 
example retail outlets selling maps. In the 
longer term, however, new commercial 
opportunities would outweigh these 
losses, the paper says.

It would be wrong to conclude, however, 
that the only potential challenges arising 

from removing data restrictions are 
financial. One leading analyst – Michael 
Blakemore, Emeritus Professor of 
Geography at Durham University – says  
data quality could suffer. 

“Giving everything away for free is not 
always the ideal solution.

“When NOMIS, the official labour 
market statistics service from the Office 
of National Statistics https://www.
nomisweb.co.uk ), went free, quite a few 
users felt the quality of service declined. 
You need to figure out what you are trying 
to achieve”.
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There are also signs that the culture of 
free information which has characterised 
what are still the early days of the 
Internet is beginning to change, Professor 
Blakemore says. “We need to look at 
what’s happened in the commercial sector 
over the past seven or eight years: we’ve 
been given the best free information we’ve 
ever had, but now the doors are starting 
to shut. Pricing models are unstable.”

Clearly a balance must be struck 
between price, innovation, ownership and 
regulation: no easy task, in the emotive 
field of public data.

Cease and desist
It is hard for any organisation to protect the copyright on digitised data, and 
location data is no exception. Many websites and campaigners have tested the 
legal limits of data reuse.

The issue came to a head in late 2009 when Royal Mail successfully applied 
for a ‘cease and desist’ order against a small group of open source developers 
operating as ‘Ernest Marples Postcodes Ltd’, named after the former Postmaster 
General who introduced post codes in the 1950s.

The group had obtained postcode data, and was offering free use to commu-
nity websites such as ‘Planning Alerts’ (http://www.planningalerts.com), which 
offered users email alerts of local planning applications.

Following Royal Mail’s action the site has been forced to cut operations or use 
incomplete data, though its owners hope the government’s new policy direction 
will see it back in legal operation this year.


