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Access Info Comments on IATI Scoping paper

1. The IATI scoping paper provides a very useful overview of the current challenges facing access to information about aid and proposes some valuable and viable solutions. Particularly welcome is the attention drawn to barriers to access aid information even where it is supposedly “available” and the recognition that the accessibility challenge is particularly acute in the case of local stakeholders and non-experts (e.g p.11)

2. Access Info agrees that availability of information should meet the needs of a range of users and that the standard to be developed should help ensure this. We also agree that it is wise not to try to get one mega database or web portal, but rather to ensure that existing reporting and publication formats are based on a common standard which will facilitate publication by information holders and which will ease comparability by users. 

3. We note that of the four mechanisms holding/publishing information surveyed, donor websites are - and are likely to remain - an important means of access for many stakeholders, as well as being a natural vehicle for communication between the public bodies and the public. Donor websites are the only on-line publication system for information about aid that is not exclusively accessible to expert or intermediate users. We therefore underline the importance of the finding in the IATI scoping paper that donor websites are the lowest performing on-line information provider (P.15). This is a concern and for this reason, retaining a strong focus on publication of information on donor websites is essential in the IATI process. 

4. Access Info’s research confirms given the current mechanisms for disclosing information, data-assembly for any user is a confusing and time consuming process (even where the search is, for example, for relatively simple information about funding from one donor to one recipient) (p.3)

5. Access Info’s research also confirms the need identified in the IATI scoping paper for more information in a number of areas, such as information about forward planned spending (p.3 and p.6) or contract information. 

6. Access Info agrees that there needs to be a shift in the reporting culture to one where donors proactively publish information (p.19). We believe that for some classes of information this can be achieved via website publication event absent/prior to the adoption of the future standard for classification of the information. For this reason we recommend that IATI works on defining the classes of information to be published proactively in parallel with the standard-development and not contingent upon it. 

7. Concern that there needs to be clarity when the words “data” and “information” and “documents” are used as sometimes they seem to be used interchangeably (and sometimes not). We would highlight that information needs cannot be met by ‘data’ and care should be taken to avoid giving this impression:  in many cases other forms of information are needed such as original documents (actual contracts), language translations, decision-making criteria and policies as well as many other forms of information which are not presentable through databases. 

8. Access Info agrees with the importance of defining a list of the classes of information to be published and the time line for doing so (Phase I and Phase 2 for example), however do not agree with the current proposal for which classes of information to be made available in Phase I and in our recommendations (below) we make proposals for how this to be achieved.

9. We note that in Paragraph 67 it is stated that “For all donors, there will still be a significant amount of information that is required by users, but not currently captured in a systematic way: for example forward planning budgets; sub-country geographic info;  output and outcome indictors; conditions;  harmonization data; project documents. Publishing this data will be more complex and challenging for many donors, and will depend on the flexibility of internal systems and processes. Further work is required to assess the impact and feasibility of this.” Access Info notes that some of this information, for example project documents, should in fact be readily available and although it may not be organised in one database or tagged, the documents exists and could relatively easily be posted on donor websites.

Recommendations: 
1. WHAT: More information to be proactively published under the IATI Phase 1. 


Appendix C outlines the first of two Phases in which information will be brought into conformity with the IATI standard. Phase 1 includes information which is “currently available in donor systems” and “would meet the basic needs of most stakeholders”. At present the classes of information identified for Phase 1 include basic project data, project classifications, and financial data. Information about conditions, results, project documents, and contract/procurement information are not included in the proposed IATI Phase I. 


Access Info notes that whilst tagging of these classes of information may need to be rolled out progressively, these classes of information are already held by donors, and could easily, cheaply and rapidly be made available via donor websites. Access Info therefore recommends that: 

· Consistent with Principle 1 of the Publish What You Fund Principles, many classes of information can and should be made available immediately. This information currently exists and is usually already captured in documents, which would facilitate simple uploading onto donor websites. For example, the various documents associated with the public procurement cycle (criteria, tenders, contracts, reports) all exists but our monitoring has found significant shortcomings in making them all available. 

· In order to further advance proactive publication and to facilitate monitoring of compliance, the IATI process should define not only how tagging will be applied, but in addition IATI should arrive at common definitions of the classes of information to be published and what they should contain. For example, the definition of what constitutes a “strategy” document, or a “contract” should be subject to common definitions which enable users to search for these classes of information with reasonable certainty of finding them. This is something that Access Info and Publish What You Fund are working on and will be proposing.

2. 
HOW:  Websites are an important way of accessing information 


Websites will continue to be one major source of accessing information. It is unlikely that donors (ministries, aid agencies, multilateral donors) will completely shift away from using their websites to present information to the wider world. This leads to a number of recommendations: 

· Donor country bodies engaged in funding and delivering aid should proactively publish on their websites all the information in the core classes of information, irrespective of whether this information has in addition been shared with national or international databases.

· Each donor country would benefit from having a single aid portal. At present it is extremely hard for a non-specialist user to identify where all information about aid funding and delivery is held, particularly when some of it is held by different ministries (foreign affairs, finance, trade, agriculture, health) or at different levels of government. This portal could be a new website or an extension of an existing one. In any case, it should be possible for a citizen or interested stakeholder to identify which bodies are engaged in aid activities in a particular country and to find their way to the relevant information. 

· Where information is held in national or international databases, the main donor country websites (or the aid portal) should direct users to the relevant databases, explaining how the information is organised, how the database can be searched, and how the database might help answer certain questions. At present many donor websites fail to make this redirection. 

Helen Darbishire, Eva Moraga, Lydia Medland

4 March 2009







