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The value of small area data

Community Insight Australia: enabling access to public datasets
Community Insight Australia (https://communityinsightaustralia.org/) is a new software that enables users to visualize public and private datasets. It allows users quickly and easily to access location-based information for location-based decisions.
[image: C:\Users\PC User\Pictures\Community Insight Australia\CIA snapshot - Brisbane- unemployed and looking for work.png]
In Australia, it is currently difficult to gather data about any given community, let alone several communities at once. Community Insight Australia makes a large collection of data easy to access, understand and use. This collection includes all publicly available data that can be mapped, in combination with an organisation’s own datasets. The software also allows users to draw around an area on a map and see all the information available on the people who live there. Information is provided in heat-maps, comparative dashboards and detailed reports, all of which are designed to be used and reused. The software is particularly useful for targeting services to particular communities, and tailoring those services to the needs of people who live there.
[image: C:\Users\PC User\Pictures\Community Insight Australia\CIA snapshot - capital city dashboard.png]
The platform is designed to serve subscribers who make important decisions about services for communities. It does not require any statistical skills to operate. If they can read a map, they can access all the information we have.
Community Insight Australia is a translation of the English tool, Community Insight, which was launched in 2013.The Australian version is currently in its Beta version and foundation subscribers include government and not-for-profit organisations delivering services to vulnerable people (https://communityinsightaustralia.org/join-us/foundation-partner/).
Datasets of high value to our subscribers are:
· Aggregated by small area: it is not necessary to know the addresses of individuals to make evidence-based decisions for communities
· Granular: the smaller the granularity, the higher the value for decision making
· Easily accessible: if datasets have a hyperlink, they can checked by anyone who wants to verify their origin and accuracy
· Related to the most vulnerable people: the more vulnerable the person, the more they benefit from providers better serving them.
Community Insight Australia operates as a social enterprise and from our perspective we have several recommendations that will enhance the availability and use of data in Australia. Our recommendations are based on our own experiences over the last two years.



Recommendations
1. Promote small area datasets as a good way to release data while maintaining confidentiality
Custodians are rightly concerned with maintaining the privacy of the individuals that are the subject of their data. Many datasets are a collection of information pertaining to individuals, such that each person has a number of fields of information relating to them. One of these fields is often their address. We have found that data custodians are reluctant to release datasets that contain address information, or if they do release it, it’s aggregated into such large areas (like states) that its spatial value is lost. One way to solve this problem, and still maintain confidentiality, is to aggregate addresses into small geographical areas. 
For many government, community and commercial organisations, information aggregated into small areas can be used to make their work much more efficient and effective. As technology to process, display and analyse small area datasets advances, it becomes quicker and easier to use this information to add value to important decisions. Aggregating fields of information by grouping individuals who live or work in small geographical areas can protect the identity of those individuals. A minimum field (e.g. <15) can be set for small counts to protect the identification of individuals. 
Custodians should consider small area aggregation as an option for their datasets and be able to access resources to help them publish in this manner.   
2. Identify and clearly signpost the people and resources within government that can educate data custodians about how to release data
We have found that we are educating data custodians about how to release data in a way that is valuable to external organisations, but maintains the confidentiality of the data subjects. It would be great if this role existed inside government. It took us over a year to connect with the regional dataset team in the ABS, who can help data custodians with their releases, but may not have the resources to do so. As well as having resources to assist with data release, custodians need to be able to locate those resources easily. Contacts and resources for data custodians should be clearly signposted in obvious places like data.gov.au and its state equivalents. These resources should include clear and accurate information on legislation and policy around data release and should be public, so that internal and external agencies can have informed conversations.
3. Identify and clearly signpost the people within government who can approve or advise on data release for custodians
One of the most significant barriers to data release is the lack of clarity around governing legislation and policy. This is compounded by a cultural reluctance to share information. Agencies are risk averse around releasing data and lack confidence in what might happen to their programs and clients as a result of the data being used. A government authority that is familiar with the legislation and policy and can advise on release would solve this issue. This proposed authority would have a different role from that of the open data policy teams who advocate for the release of more data. The proposed authority would need to understand the minutiae of the relevant laws and policies, and the technical processes of organizing and releasing data that can help custodians to comply. 
4. Include someone with technical skills in open data policy teams
We have found that those in government advocating for open data and those in government who are custodians of data are not connected to each other, and that we are playing this connecting role from outside government. To date, the role of open data policy teams has focused on advocacy while the needs of data custodians in terms of making their data open are quite technical. Open data teams are doing a great job and we’re seeing a lot of great policy released, but in order to implement these policies, the teams need to include or work closely with those with the requisite technical skills. Open data policy teams need to include people with the capability to actually help custodians open their data. Over time, this should include a cross-over of technical processes and knowledge between custodians and open date policy teams so that the process of opening data becomes more efficient and less costly. 
5. Work with local governments to retain data in smaller areas
In several states, local governments are merging to create larger jurisdictions. We run the risk of losing richness in data categorised by local government area as part of this process. As the mergers progress, collectors and custodians should make efforts to maintain as much as possible the smaller data collection areas in their new systems. This data would be able to be aggregated to the new Local Government Area, but could still be split into the previous smaller councils for analysis.
6. Make it easier to request datasets
It is currently very difficult to find the appropriate person within a government department to contact about a dataset and then figure out the correct process to request the release of that dataset. Most of the processes available assume that the data is being requested for a one-off use and ask us to detail the intended use of the data before it is released. We have found that there is usually no process for requesting that datasets be released publicly. It would be more efficient and transparent to have a single point of contact in each government department that can direct traffic to the right custodian or a publicly available list of data custodians with a description of their data.  We envisage this role to be analogous to a freedom of information officer.
7. Encourage custodians to remove barriers such as logins to see particular datasets
Some custodians require users to log in to access their datasets, for example Transport for NSW https://opendata.transport.nsw.gov.au/. This means that when a data point is referenced, there are several more steps to checking its source, which means people are less likely to do it. To encourage evidence-based decisions, we need to allow decision-makers to quickly view raw data.
8. Create a process to standardise the definitions of state data
The collections of the productivity commission have created standardisation for a lot of state data. 
Commencing a dialogue about standardizing other data collections would be the first step in a long process of using the same definitions, collection timeframes and geographical categories across all state data. 
Comparable state datasets would enable linkage projects, help states learn from each other and also make life easier for organisations that work across state borders.


Users of data
When public data is made available, its value is often limited by the assumption that its audience is individual community members making personal decisions. The My School website is a good example of this (myschool.edu.au). While this in an important audience, it’s not the only one. At the other end of the scale, Transport for NSW (https://opendata.transport.nsw.gov.au/) has assumed that the primary audience for their data is app developers, which creates barriers for other users to access their datasets. 
To maximise the value of data, it needs to be available or adaptable to the broader range of audiences that want to use it. Any publisher of data should check that it’s easy to find and download their raw data, before tailoring it to a specific audience.
We take raw data and make it meaningful to organisations making location-based decisions for people in need. Users of our data platform include government departments and not-for-profits. These organisations are important consumers of public data and use it to make valuable decisions for services in our communities. 
It’s interesting that the scope of this Productivity Commission inquiry looks to “provide examples of public sector datasets that would provide high value to: 
· the public sector, 
· research sector, 
· academics and 
· the community.”
Missing from the list are not-for-profits and commercial businesses, organisations that are increasingly delivering government services. These organisations could vastly improve their service planning and delivery if they had better access to public sector datasets.
Uses of data
Examples of decisions that could be improved with better access to spatial data
sara – proposing A PARENTING SUPPORT PROGRAM
Sara is proposing a new parenting support program in response to a WA Government tender. The government wants to target young families by providing weekly support and connections to local services. Sara’s organisation has a strong presence in Belmont, East Vic Park, Kelmscott and Morley, so she defines each of the areas in Community Insight Australia. 
[image: Screen Clipping]She can see that, of the four areas, East Vic Park has the highest percentage of children under 5. She uses the heat map to find out that there are 1010 children under 5.
[image: Screen Clipping] She also discovers that there are 616 households that do not own a car. 
[image: Screen Clipping]She designs her program to cater to the community of East Vic Park and builds the cost of a mini-bus and children’s car seats into her budget.
Sara can do all of this using data from the census, but she wishes she had access to child protection information for each of the areas under consideration so that she could target the area where a parenting support program could most help families with young children at risk.  
Ari – evaluating the tender
Ari works for the WA Government and is evaluating the responses to the tender for parenting support programs mentioned in the above example. He makes a shortlist of the top proposals, and then defines the areas each proposes to work in. He downloads a report on each of these areas and judges each tender on whether it meets the needs of the community proposed. The parenting program is part of a government-wide push to intervene earlier with children who develop anti-social and criminal behaviour. He wishes he could easily map the home suburbs of the children appearing in children’s court, so that he could target communities where youth crime is a particular problem. If he’d had access to that data as he wrote the tender, he could have asked organisations to propose programs in those areas from the start.
Jane - Buying new properties for community housing
Jane is on the assets management team of a community housing organisation. They are doing a strategic review of properties they own, trying to decide where to sell and where to buy. She creates ‘neighbourhoods’ by drawing around the areas they currently own in and areas they are considering investing in. She uses the dashboard to compare the economic descriptors of people in these communities and their median house prices, which informs the team’s discussion on the trade-offs between where they can afford to buy and where their tenants will thrive. Part of the work of the organisation is to support homeless people into housing. Jane wishes they had access to the areas where specialist homelessness services are in greatest demand, so that they could look for properties that didn’t ask people to relocate too far away from their support networks.
Additional Examples of high value datasets for the public sector, researchers, community organisations and individuals
· Contracts. These must be machine-readable. While it is nice to see the signatures on the contracts, it’s more useful to be able to scan the contracts for key words. Contracts are often very long and their use is maximized if users can navigate directly to the part of the contract that is relevant to them. For this to occur they must be machine-readable. Example: The Newpin Social Benefit Bond Deed of Implementation is a 90-page contract that is publicly available, but the PDF is not searchable (link to PDF: http://www.community.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/328028/Newpin-SBB-UCB-FACS-Implementation-Agreement-as-at-30-June-2015.pdf available for download on this page: http://www.community.nsw.gov.au/for-agencies-that-work-with-us/our-funding-programs/social-benefit-bonds/newpin-social-benefit-bond).
· Report on Government Services (ROGS) (http://www.pc.gov.au/research/ongoing/report-on-government-services). The recent cuts to the scope of data reported in the 2016 Productivity Commission’s Report on Government Services are severe and alarming. The change from 2015 to 2016 is drastic – 286 data tables in the 2015 Community Services chapters reduced to 5 in 2016. Particularly missed are the data on unit costs – they were really useful for state governments benchmarking the cost of their services and signposted who they should be learning from. The data made a very rich time series, which enabled analysis of change over time. We had hoped that the ROGS data would become more granular over time so that we could map it at a sub-state level - it now appears we can’t access it at all!
image1.png
@Commumtylngght HOME NEWS SUPPORT CONTACT LOGOUT

Australia

Cl Australia Demo Map  Dashboard  Reportsanddata  Myareas  Settings v  Siteadmin v
/O 25 Unemployed and looking for work i :0 k
h S
NAVIGATE 2 i The colours on the map show % of working age INFO
S & people unemployed and looking for i)
[ o | G ) Iz employment
8 ; < Py
idce Showing all areas at SA1 level

DATA ity il ; 0.0%t0 3.1%

9 @ g b5 \ %10 4.5%

g = b 2 5% t0 6.0%

o 8115 e “,@‘7 13 % to 8.6%

() % to 100.0%
| Ry Sou gnel ’ o
H 2 About the indicator
BER ol 7 3
v 2
/ Data for your areas 0,
X N f
~ D, _The Liniversity \ S -
" @ of Cieensicnd ¥ s
A E e ¢ L




image2.png
0} 0 pabe uoneindod

B ped Bupop

woy Aeme pakojdw3

100] pue pakojdwaun

29 ployasnoy Aasp

3 ployasnoy Apaai

00125 J0 Jeafk saybiH

Jauoeg & i ajdoad
Aysianun buipuapy
[Ejo pajuay
01j03UU02 JBUIBJU| ON
Ajwey ualed aug

10} paau yjim suosiad

1 1ad sajo1yan Jojojy

Capital Cities - the most central SA2
Adelaide City
Brisbane
Darwin

Hobart
Melbourne City
Perth City

Sydney City

Key  Value

[ e —

Small (compared with your other areas)

Medium (compared with your other areas)





image3.png
00 pae uoneindog

By ued upio

woy Aene pafoidiuz

/001 pue parojdwaun

s plouasnoy Aprosin

s plouasnoy Aprosin

oouos 1o 1eaf isauBIH

etoL patuay
omauuen 9w 0N

ey wased auo
10t paeu i suosiag

Iatoeg e i aidosy
Aysianun BupuaRy

|1 sad sapwan o1om

sally's Parenting Program
Belmont

East Vic Park

Kelmscort

Moriey

Key  Value

Very small (compared with your other areas)
Small (compared vith your other areas)
Medium (compared with your other areas)

| [——

Very large (compared with your other areas)





image4.png
Comparison Figures

Area

Australia

sally's Parenting Program
Belmont

East Vic Park

Kelmscott

Morley

(857)

(1.010)

(650)

(1,289)





image5.png
Comparison Figures

Area

Australia

sally's Parenting Program

Belmont
East Vic Park
Kelmscott

Morley





image6.png
CommunityInsightAustralia.org@




