Lord Adonis
National Infrastructure Commission
1 Horse Guards Road
London
SW1A 2HQ

Dear Lord Adonis,

We urge the Infrastructure Commission to consider data as infrastructure that is
fundamental to the operation of a modern society and its economy.

Data is infrastructure
Data is infrastructure. It underpins transparency, accountability, public services, business
innovation and civil society. Data such as statistics, maps and real-time sensor readings
help us to make decisions, build services and gain insight.
The data in our infrastructure is from across the spectrum of closed, shared and open data.

!
It is how we use data that creates value. Our use of data and hence the value we see from it
has increased significantly over the last few decades. This increase can be measured not
just in the number of apps on our smartphones but also in the increased productivity of our
farms, more eﬀective use of our transport networks and the growth in our connected digital
economy.
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The economic case for open data is strong with estimates that the value of open data from
the public sector alone is between 0.4% and 1.5% of an economy’s GDP. The economic
evidence will only get stronger as more organisations and sectors go open. The Royal
Statistical Society’s data manifesto prioritises open data as the core reference data on
which society depends, that also acts as a catalyst to release economic value from other
data sets.The UK has been a world leader in open data and the digital economy, we need
to accelerate now to continue that leadership.

We need to strengthen the UK’s data infrastructure now
As the OECD recently said “Physical infrastructure such as roads and bridges enables
benefits to ‘spill over’, for instance, by fostering trade and social exchanges. In the same
way, greater access to data also has beneficial spill-overs, whereby data can be used and
re-used to open up significant growth opportunities, or to generate benefits across society
in ways that could not be foreseen when the data were created.”
Data connects multiple sectors. Open weather data published by the Met Oﬃce will be
used by everyone from farmers to the transport industry to individual citizens. Mapping
data is published by the Ordnance Survey and then built on by organisations as diverse as
Google, the construction companies building HS2, and the home insurance industry. Data
is infrastructure for our cities and our nation across each and every sector.
Building a robust data infrastructure will require us to improve how we manage data as
assets, how we run the organisations that operate and maintain them, and to develop
guides that help us use, manage and secure data. It is as critical that we protect data that
needs to be kept private as it is that we openly publish data that should be open for
everyone to use. Both privacy and openness create trust.
This is more than data science, it is about data literacy across society. For citizens and civil
society, for the business community, from CEO to legal, accounting to technology and
across our public sector, from politicians and policy makers to practitioners in the civil
service.
We are not currently treating data as infrastructure. We are not giving it the same
importance as our road, railway and energy networks were given in the industrial revolution
and are still given now. We risk seeing data only as a tool for transparency when it should
also be an engine of eﬃciency and growth. We need to strengthen our data infrastructure.

The Open Data Institute, 3rd Floor, 65 Clifton Street, London EC2A 4JE, UK | http://www.theodi.org
The Royal Statistical Society, 12 Errol Street, London EC1Y 8LX | http://www.rss.org.uk

!

2
!

Data infrastructure will be a competitive advantage in C21
Strengthening our data infrastructure will require a technical and cultural transformation for
people and organisations across the economy. We need to become better at complex
societal problems like data privacy, learn how to keep data secure, strengthen funding
models to support data use and re-use, and develop new operating models.
The data infrastructure that we build will help us make better use of data and get more
value from it. Consumers will have more confidence in services from finance to retail, digital
businesses will be able to innovate and create new and better services faster, farms and
factories will be more eﬃcient and environmentally friendly, cities will make better use of
their road and energy networks and be better places to live, citizens will have better access
to education and healthcare, and democracy will improve as our governments continue to
open up.
The cities, countries and even continents that build the best and most open data
infrastructure will have an enormous advantage in the 21st century economy.
Just as our road, railway and energy networks are maintained for the good of everyone, so
should our data infrastructure.

We would welcome the opportunity to discuss these thoughts in more detail.
Best wishes,

Hetan Shah

Gavin Starks

!
Executive Director,
The Royal Statistical Society

Chief Executive Oﬃcer,
The Open Data Institute
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Who we are
The Open Data Institute (ODI) connects, equips and inspires people around the world to
innovate with data. It is independent, non-profit and non-partisan, founded in 2012 by Sir
Tim Berners-Lee and Sir Nigel Shadbolt. The ODI is based in London. The ODI Node
network operates in 20 countries across six continents.
The Royal Statistical Society (RSS) is a learned society for statistics, a professional body for
statisticians and a charity which promotes statistics for the public good. The society was
first founded as the Statistical Society of London in 1834, and became the Royal Statistical
Society by Royal Charter in 1887. There are more than 6000 members of the RSS around
the world, of whom some 1500 are professionally qualified as Chartered Statistician.
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