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Accountancy and opacity: another Select Committee
and the Ordnance Survey
Richard Oliver

In Sheetlines 64 1 reviewed the investigation into Ordnance Survey by the House of
Commons Select Committee on Transport, Local Government and the Regions in the spring
of 2002." Subsequent developments have recently been reviewed by the Commons Select
Committee on Communities and Local Government (CLG): CLG now has what passes for
ministerial responsibility for OS. The investigation was prompted partly as a follow-up to the
earlier report, in particular the recommendation that there be a clearer distinction between
OS’s public service and commercial activities, and partly by the ending of the National
Interest Mapping Services Agreement (NIMSA) in December 2006. NIMSA was the last
relic of direct ‘public funding’ for OS. The report, issued on 2 February 2008, is not quite as
elaborate as that of 2002: all the evidence is in the form of written submissions.”> The OS
made two submissions: the second commented on some of the other evidence.

There is not space here to discuss the report and evidence in detail, and much must be
passed over. The main recommendation is that

In the interests of transparency, particularly given Ordnance Survey’s dominant market
position, we recommend that it seek to distinguish as clearly as possible in its annual
accounts between the activities it undertakes purely because it remains a quasi-
governmental national mapping agency and those it conducts on a firmly commercial basis.
We accept that the absence of public funding and the requirement wholly to fund itself place
Ordnance Survey in a unique position, which will make a total separation of its activities
difficult to achieve.’

Practically all the submissions ask for this accounting separation, and it is evident that there
is a strong desire for access to ‘unrefined’ as well as ‘refined’ data such as OS MasterMap:
OS’s view is that this not really practicable, and that ‘unrefined’ data and its ‘public task’ are
by no means the same thing.* The associated accounting opacity seems difficult to defend in
an age of increasing ‘cost centres’ and attention to productivity. Greater openness might
make the status quo easier to defend, or at any rate explain.

Neither the Select Committee nor OS comment on much of the evidence, and indeed
charity demands that some of it be characterised as misunderstanding rather than
misrepresentation. (OS refers to ‘speculative assertions’.”) Though there is a strong element
of complaint about OS’s commercial attitude, and some good invective, it is difficult to gain
an impression that, should OS continue on its present basis as a wholly self-supported trading
fund, there is any real alternative to its present price structure. The present arrangement may
be unsatisfactory for those who believe that OS data is overpriced, or that a substantial
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