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The public sector collects and maintains large 
amounts of data, which can be a valuable 
input to digital services such as transport 
planning, crime maps, or voting records of 
parliamentarians. The re-use of such public 
sector information is expected to lead to 
substantial economic benefits as well as 
increased transparency and efficiency in the 
public sector. Some countries have already 
taken action to open up their public-sector 
data collections for re-use. 
The European Commission has proposed a 
revision of the Public Sector Information 
Directive, which would oblige Member States 
to release public sector information for any re-
use, in machine-readable format and for 
marginal costs. The revised Directive would 
also apply to libraries, museums and archives. 
Issues that must be taken into account include 
licensing and copyright, personal data, data 
quality, cost of implementation and possible 
competition with private data-holders.  
Cultural institutions are worried about 
becoming completely dependent on public 
money if they lose the income from licensing 
their data. They are also concerned about the 
cost of verifying the intellectual property rights 
of their holdings.  
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Glossary 
Data portal: unified access point through which 
to find published data 

Linked open data: data sets which are 
connected to other data sets, for example by 
Semantic Web standards 

Machine-readable: a data set has sufficient 
internal structure for software applications to 
reliably identify individual elements 

Marginal cost: cost of producing and 
distributing an additional copy of a work 

Metadata: data which describe other data, and 
are useful for finding data collections of interest 
and for understanding the data 

Open licence: a licence which gives permission 
to access, re-use or redistribute a work with no 
or few restrictions. 

Public-sector information: information and 
documents held by public-sector organisations 
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Open data – a gold mine? 

Information, encoded as digital data, is a 
fundamental resource in a knowledge-
based economy, from which added-value 
applications such as online shopping, price 
comparison, social networking or navigation 
are being built. As the costs of data storage, 
data processing and analysis technologies 
have fallen, the quantity of stored data (1.8 
trillion gigabytes in 2011) and the number of 
applications has grown rapidly. Numerous 

http://www.w3.org/standards/semanticweb/
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companies and jobs have been created in 
this sector. Effective use of data can help 
organisations become more productive and 
create innovative new services.  

Economically, information has the 
characteristics of a ‘public good’: one 
person's use of a piece of information does 
not prevent others from using it, and it is 
difficult to prevent information spreading to 
others (although it can be made more or less 
exclusive through intellectual property 
rights). As the private sector has few 
incentives to produce such public goods, 
their production is often undertaken by 
public-sector bodies.  

Public-sector information  
The public sector produces and holds large 
amounts of data, commonly referred to as 
public-sector information (PSI). Typical and 
widely re-used examples of PSI are 
meteorological information, geospatial data 
and official statistics. PSI is produced and 
maintained by many different public-sector 
organisations, for example national, regional 
and local government, statistical offices, 
meteorological services, cultural and 
educational institutions.  

The PSI value chain typically involves  

 a PSI holder, the public-sector body that 
holds the data,  

 one or several re-users which add value 
to the PSI by processing it and re-using it 
to create services, and 

 end-users which benefit from the service.  

Re-users of PSI can be private companies, 
citizens and NGOs, as well as other public-
sector organisations using the data to 
improve their own efficiency.  

Economic impact of open data 
Improved availability of PSI for re-use, 
combined with the creativity of citizens and 
the private sector, can lead to economic 
benefits. Several studies have attempted to 
quantify the benefits of open access to PSI. 
Estimates of the potential economic value of 
PSI in the EU range from €28 billion to €140 

billion annually. However, measuring 
benefits is difficult, and there is no accepted 
standard methodology for estimating the 
economic impact. Robbin te Velde, a 
researcher involved in several studies, warns 
that estimates of the benefits may be far too 
high, and should therefore be treated with 
caution.  

Many studies conclude that pricing data at 
the marginal cost of distribution (which is 
practically zero if data can be downloaded 
through the internet) yields higher overall 
economic benefits than pricing the data at 
the cost of production. The elasticity of 
demand is high, i.e. lower prices attract new 
users.1 The government's tax income from 
increased economic activity should more 
than compensate the lost revenue from the 
sale of the data.  

While many studies focus on the benefits of 
open data, only a few take the cost of 
implementation into account. The available 
evidence suggests that the benefits of open 
data access exceed the costs.2  

Societal impact of open data 
The societal impact of open access to PSI is 
related to the concept of open government, 
which aims to achieve transparency by 
giving citizens the right to access the data 
and documents of government. Open PSI 
can enhance public participation and 
support evidence-based policy-making.  

Experience and examples 

Several European countries, international 
organisations, municipal and regional 
administrations have adopted open data 
policies and established data portals.3 The 
UK makes 7 000 data sets accessible through 
a national data portal (data.gov.uk), and 
plans to release more data.  

Australia, New Zealand and the United 
States have also adopted an open data 
policy. The long-standing US policy of free 
access and re-use of PSI was reinforced by 
the Open Government Directive of 2009.   

http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/policy/psi/docs/pdfs/report/final_version_study_psi.docx
http://www.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=12687
http://www.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=12687
http://data.gov.uk/
http://www.whitehouse.gov/open/documents/open-government-directive
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However, a number of countries have not 
yet adopted open data policies. Divergent 
national rules and restrictive licensing 
conditions have been identified as a factor 
which prevents cross-border re-use of PSI. 
89% of respondents in the European 
Commission's stakeholder consultation said 
that PSI re-use has not reached its full 
potential in Europe.  

However, a number of countries have not 
yet adopted open data policies. Divergent 
national rules and restrictive licensing 
conditions have been identified as a factor 
which prevents cross-border re-use of PSI. 
89% of respondents in the European 
Commission's stakeholder consultation said 
that PSI re-use has not reached its full 
potential in Europe.  

Examples of successful re-use of PSI Examples of successful re-use of PSI 
Hundreds of useful web applications and 
mobile apps have been developed on the 
basis of PSI.  

Hundreds of useful web applications and 
mobile apps have been developed on the 
basis of PSI.  

Geographical and weather information Geographical and weather information 
Google TransitGoogle Transit provides public transport 
timetable information for more than 475 
cities. HandiMap is a mobile navigation 
application for handicapped users, based on 
public data from the city of Rennes. 
Buienradar.nl helps Dutch users avoid rain 
showers during outdoor activities by 
showing a real-time precipitation map and 
short-term forecast, based on data from the 
national meteorological office.  

Transparency 
Crime maps for England show the exact 
locations of reported crimes, and are used to 
improve crime prevention. Google Public 
Data Explorer and Publicdata.eu let users 

explore and analyse public data sets. 
Farmsubsidy.org lets users find out who 
received payments from EU agricultural 
policies. Offener Haushalt and ¿Dónde van 
mis impuestos? support the visualisation 
and analysis of national budgets.  

EU legislation and policies 

Legislation in force 
Access to PSI in the EU falls under the 
Directive 2003/98/EC (PSI Directive), which 
establishes conditions for the re-use of PSI 
on a transparent and non-discriminatory 
basis.4 However, the Directive does not 
establish a right to re-use PSI. Charges must 
not exceed the cost of data collection and 
distribution plus a reasonable return on 
investment. The Directive does not apply to 
public broadcasters, cultural, educational 
and research establishments. 

Directive 2007/2/EC establishes a framework 
for sharing geographic data between official 
agencies in EU Member States.  

Open Data Strategy 
In December 2011, the European 
Commission proposed an Open data 
strategy,5 following an impact assessment of 
the PSI Directive and a public consultation. 

 
Figure 1: Crime map from police in the UK 

http://www.google.com/intl/en/landing/transit/
http://www.handimap.org/index.html
http://www.handimap.org/index.html
http://www.handimap.org/index.html
http://www.buienradar.nl/
http://www.buienradar.nl/
http://www.buienradar.nl/
http://www.buienradar.nl/
http://www.buienradar.nl/
http://www.buienradar.nl/
http://www.buienradar.nl/
http://www.buienradar.nl/
http://www.police.uk/crime/?q=London,%20UK
http://www.google.com/publicdata/directory
http://www.google.com/publicdata/directory
http://www.publicdata.eu/
http://www.farmsubsidy.org/
http://bund.offenerhaushalt.de/
http://www.dondevanmisimpuestos.es/
http://www.dondevanmisimpuestos.es/
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32003L0098:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32007L0002:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:52011DC0882:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:52011DC0882:EN:NOT
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The proposal consists of three elements: 

 a revision of the PSI Directive 
 financing to support open data and 

deployment actions  
 facilitating coordination and information-

sharing across Member States 

The proposed measures aim to improve the 
functioning of the internal market, as many 
of the products and services based on PSI 
(e.g. travel information) have a cross-border 
nature. According to the Commission, the 
expected benefits are economic gains of 
around €40 billion, new products and 
services, and better participation of citizens 
in political and social life.  

The proposed revision of the PSI Directive:6 

 makes it a general rule that all documents 
made accessible by public-sector bodies 
can be re-used for any purpose, 
commercial or non-commercial, unless 
protected by third-party copyright, 

 extends the scope to libraries, museums 
and archives, 

 limits charges to the marginal cost of 
distributing the data, unless duly 
justified, 

 makes machine-readable formats 
compulsory, to enable effective re-use, 

 requires metadata and cross-lingual 
search facilities, and 

 requires Member States to establish 
independent regulatory authorities. 

The Commission's proposal includes many 
elements of the OECD recommendation on 
public sector information, which outlines 
policies for access to public-sector 
information based on the principles of 
openness, transparency and competition.  

Decision on the Commission's own data 
Commission Decision 2011/833/EU specifies 
that all Commission documents shall in 
general be available without restrictions or 
with an open licence for commercial and 
non-commercial re-use without charge and 
without requiring individual applications to 
be made.  

Support for Open Data Initiatives 
The Commission has funded various 
projects related to PSI through the 
eContentplus programme, and research and 
technological development in the area of 
linked open data through the Research 
Framework Programme. The CKAN software 
for cataloguing and distributing PSI, 
developed with EU funding, is used by the 
UK, Norwegian and Dutch governments, 
local administrations, and also in the 
European Commission's new data portal.  

The Commission proposes to continue 
funding R&D in data handling technologies 
and infrastructure for public and scientific 
data, to support a pan-European data portal, 
digitisation, technology innovation and 
uptake, to award prizes for successful PSI re-
use, and to improve access to capital for 
entrepreneurs in this field.  

EP involvement 

The proposed amendment of the PSI 
Directive will be adopted under the ordinary 
legislative procedure, and has been 
assigned to the EP Committee for Industry, 
Research and Energy.  

All EU institutions, including the EP, provide 
public access to their documents in 
accordance with Regulation 1049/2001. 
However, the purpose of this regulation is 
transparency rather than re-use of the data. 
The EP has set up a Register of Documents 
to enable access to its documents.  

No rules exist on public accessibility and re-
usability of the EP's data sets. EP data are 
currently not made available in machine-
readable format.  

Various websites (It's your parliament, 
Votewatch, Parltrack) provide access to 
information about activities of the EP and its 
Members, based on data which are 
extracted from the EP's public website.  

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:52011PC0877:EN:NOT
http://www.oecd.org/document/36/0,3746,en_2649_34223_44384228_1_1_1_1,00.html
http://www.oecd.org/document/36/0,3746,en_2649_34223_44384228_1_1_1_1,00.html
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32011D0833:EN:NOT
http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/activities/econtentplus/projects/index_en.htm
http://cordis.europa.eu/fp7/ict/programme/home_en.html
http://cordis.europa.eu/fp7/ict/programme/home_en.html
http://ckan.org/
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32001R1049:EN:NOT
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegistreWeb/search/simple.htm?language=EN
http://www.itsyourparliament.eu/
http://www.votewatch.eu/
http://parltrack.euwiki.org/
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Issues 

Personal data 
Personal data are protected under Directive 
95/46/EC, and should not be released as 
open data. However, there are concerns that 
individuals could be identified by 
combining information from several 
anonymised data sets.  

On the other hand, Tim Berners-Lee and 
Nigel Shadbolt argue that individuals should 
have a right to access and re-use their own 
personal data, provided that they can access 
it as securely as their online bank account.  

Licensing  
Restrictive licensing conditions are 
considered as an obstacle by re-users of PSI. 
To remove these obstacles, more and more 
PSI holders use open licences, which allow 
the free re-use of data, with acknowledge-
ment of the source. France and the UK have 
standard open government licences which 
apply to their national data portals.  

Third party copyright 
Data cannot be released openly when they 
are protected by third-party copyright, 
which is often the case for cultural 
institutions. Copyright issues can also arise 
when public-sector bodies outsource data 
collection activities to private companies or 
combine public data with private data.  

Data quality 
The UK-based Information Society Alliance 
(Eurim) has warned of the risks arising from 
a lack of completeness and accuracy in 
released data and points out that the public 
sector needs competence in information 
collection and management. 

Opening public-sector data can, however, 
lead to higher quality if re-users identify 
errors and propose corrections to the data.   

Cost of implementation 
The implementation of open data access has 
both one-off costs (for changing to an open 
data infrastructure), and recurring costs (IT, 
hosting, foregone revenues). Recruiting and 

retaining highly qualified experts to manage 
the transition towards open linked data will 
also be a critical challenge for the public 
sector, which has to compete with private 
companies for top talent.7 

While the costs of implementation are borne 
by the PSI holder, only a small part – if any – 
of the benefits goes to the PSI holder, 
whereas the larger part goes to re-users and 
wider societal benefits. 

On the other hand, an open data policy, 
which allows for free downloading of data, 
can reduce costs for the PSI holder by 
eliminating the efforts of setting prices, 
processing applications for data access, 
managing licences, invoicing and payment 
processing.  A study on the pricing of public-
sector information has found that adoption 
of an open-access model is not very costly, 
since it consists mostly of changes in 
processes and organisation.  

Stakeholder views 

There have been very few stakeholder 
reactions to the Commission's proposal so 
far.  

The Dutch government has welcomed the 
revision of the Directive but is against its 
application to cultural heritage data. It 
opposes an independent regulatory 
authority, which is not in line with Dutch 
governance structures. It prefers a federated 
and distributed European data portal over a 
centralised approach.  

Cultural institutions 
Although only few cultural institutions are 
dependent on income from the re-use of 
information, such income enables them, in 
many cases, to finance the creation of re-
usable material and the development of 
services. Concerns have been expressed 
about becoming entirely dependent on 
public money. 

Cultural institutions, such as museums and 
libraries, which hold a lot of information 
with third-party copyrights, are concerned 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:31995L0046:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:31995L0046:EN:NOT
http://eprints.ecs.soton.ac.uk/23090/1/Times%20OpEd%20TBL-NRS%20Final.pdf
http://eprints.ecs.soton.ac.uk/23090/1/Times%20OpEd%20TBL-NRS%20Final.pdf
http://www.data.gouv.fr/Licence-Ouverte-Open-Licence
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/doc/open-government-licence/
http://www.eurim.org.uk/
http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/policy/psi/docs/pdfs/report/11_2012/models.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/policy/psi/docs/pdfs/report/11_2012/models.pdf
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about the cost of verifying the intellectual 
property rights of their holdings.8 

Disclaimer and Copyright 

This briefing is a summary of published information and 
does not necessarily represent the views of the author or 
the European Parliament. The document is exclusively 
addressed to the Members and staff of the European 
Parliament for their parliamentary work. Links to 
information sources within this document may be 
inaccessible from locations outside the European 
Parliament network. © European Union, 2012. All rights 
reserved. 

Private data holders 
Private holders of geospatial data have 
argued that the release of equivalent public 
data sets will damage their business. 
Mapmaker Falkplan tried to prevent the 
public release of the national database of 
Dutch roads, but lost the court case. 

http://www.library.ep.ec 
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European Public Sector Information Platform – a 
website with information and news about PSI 
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