The need and challenge of multi-agency connectivity

A new trend is emerging from the complexities and challenges of the information age, one which is driven by a need to know, an understanding of the consequences of ignorance and an awareness that the data, at least, already exists. That trend is towards multi-agency connection.

There have been numerous reports over the last few years that highlight failings in providing services, protection or other action where information or coordination between multiple agencies is required. Cases such as Soham and Bristol have put a very human face on the consequences of keeping inter-agency data silo’ed. This tendency is understandable in the light of the Data protection Act (and the inter- and intra-agency paranoia that has arisen from it). To these concerns over privacy of personal information are added poor data source compatibility, sheer complexity and a lack of a framework in which operate. 
Yet set against this formidable array of reason not to create data connections between agencies are set public expectations. We live in 2005, where freedom of access to public sector information is enshrined in law; consequently the general public are becoming increasingly intolerant of failures to join up these systems; with the media always eager to expose such oversights. In an age where data and information flow so freely the silo mentality will have to be put aside.

The case for agencies to work together with their information to protect and serve individual members of the public is evident from the media cases. However the bigger prize may lie in trend analysis, correlation exploration and the evidence this brings for underpinning decisions on social planning, large scale civil engineering and other factors that affect populations of people. One can imagine anonymised data warehouses that pull data from police, NHS, local government, social services and other agencies, via trusted third parties that ensure individuals cannot be identified. Running against these warehouses would be software agents that seek out correlations; perhaps the effect of literacy rates on social deprivation or the impact of further speed limits on trunk roads on local economic indicators. Such information would be most efficacious in helping to inform decision makers, directing resources where they are needed, identifying ineffective strategies and highlighting trends before they become troubles. Building such tools is clearly non-trivial; however it is far from being beyond the wit of man. The technology exists, trusted third parties are in place and many of the analysis tools are already in use.
The Croydon Trends project is one such initiative that seeks to tackle the issues and there are others in Wandsworth, Islington and beyond that are emerging from the shadows. They hope to:

· more accurately determine need and inform policy

· create baselines, track impact of policies and adjust actions accordingly
· allow the effect of public sector policies to be seen more quickly

In the search for evidence-based public policy and citizen-centric services it will no longer be acceptable for our information (information about you and me, not just ‘them’) to remain unconnected. Indeed as we enter this new world our agencies - local and central government, police, health, education, DTI and the myriad bodies our taxes support - must learn that they cannot sustain the view that the safest approach is to not connect repositories of public information; the onus is on forward thinking agencies to instead consider how to connect them, safely and effectively. Instead of saying ‘No’ and hiding behind the DPA and arguable policy they must investigate the ‘How’; retaining our rights to privacy but ensuring that the vital knowledge to be created from this collection of existing information is acquired, understood and acted upon.
In a rational world multi-agency exchange of knowledge should be one of the next “big-things” in supporting strategy and practice in the public sector. The challenges are daunting but not insurmountable, the technologies exist and the risks of not doing so are evident. Are our decision makers ready to contribute to this rationale?
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