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1. Summary of main issues 

1.1 In a time of diminishing resources, local authorities need to find new ways to deliver 
services and achieve outcomes within budget.  Non-personal, when combined 
across organisations and places, can provide opportunity for better decisions and 
new solutions, leading to increased efficiencies in the council and better outcomes 
for citizens, communities and the local economy. 

2. Recommendations

2.1 Executive Board are asked to:

 set the policy that the Council adopt an ‘open by default’ approach to proactively 
publish all its non-personal datasets;

 endorse the ‘Leeds: The Data City’ manifesto (Appendix 1) as the direction of 
travel for the Council and one which will be promoted across the city;

 agree to the setting of targets for all services to publish open data on Leeds 
Data Mill, and;

 support the approach of the Council working across all sectors to get them to 
open their data for the benefit of the city as a whole.
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3. Purpose of this report

3.1 To provide Executive Board with the drivers for publishing council data and to 
recommend a particular strategic and policy approach to facilitate publication.

3.2 To update progress and achievements so far.

4. Background information

4.1 Open data is the publication of non-personally sensitive data.  It is made available in 
a format which enables members of the public to view it and data analysts, 
academics, businesses and web/app developers to easily re-use it and combine it, 
potentially to deliver better insights and solutions to our city’s challenges. For 
example, an independent analyst has used data published on Leeds Data Mill to 
provide insight into childhood poverty in Leeds, whilst another has interrogated road 
traffic accident data to identify the ‘Who, What, Where and When’ of casualties.

4.2 Opening up data which has previously been locked away can provide a boost to the 
digital sector resulting in new jobs and new services at little or no cost to the 
council.  Leeds has a vibrant and creative digital sector (best outside of London) 
that have the potential to do great things if they had access to data which has never 
been previously available.  

4.3 The Leeds Data Mill website is a data repository managed by the council.  The site 
however is not just for Leeds City Council data, but one for the whole city.  Leeds is 
pioneering in taking a multi-organisation, cross-sector approach to open data which 
is already being replicated by other cities and is a national exemplar. There are 
currently 27 different organisations publishing on the Leeds Data Mill including 
Yorkshire Water, Northern Power Grid and Heritage Lottery Fund.  Work is 
continuing to increase the number of publishers who can contribute.

5. Main issues

5.1 Transparency is high on the Government’s agenda at present and Leeds is one of 
the leading UK cities promoting the benefits.  The council is already fully compliant 
with the Local Government Transparency Code which outlines data which must be 
published, and the EU Public Sector Information Directive which was revised in July 
2015 states that all information which is generated in the delivery of services should 
be made available.

5.2 Publication of data has led to the reduction of Freedom of Information (FoI) requests 
ensuring work continues to be delivered within budget and frees up staff resources 
to concentrate on delivering front line services.

5.3 Key city outcomes such as the Breakthrough Projects can be supported through 
open data.  For example, data on street lighting columns, pedestrian crossing 
locations and timings, and public toilet locations can contribute to Leeds being the 
Best City to Grow Old in.  Additionally, work is continuing with the Sustainable 



Energy & Climate Change team to identify ways to improve energy efficiency in 
council buildings and contribute to reducing carbon emissions.

5.4 There has been much talk recently of the ‘Northern Powerhouse’, and with the 
launch in 2014 of TechNorth, a new scheme to co-ordinate existing digital 
technology expertise in the north of England, Leeds is well placed to take the lead in 
this area and to become the digital city of the North.  It is the home of the only UK 
internet exchange operator outside of London, and is the only city in the world 
(outside of London) with a physical Open Data Institute space. 

5.5 Leeds in seen by many as being at the cutting edge in the digital/data sector.  The 
University of Leeds secured £12m of funding which resulted in a state-of-the-art 
centre for data analytics and recently a further £4.2m to carry out pioneering 
research on how robots can improve the running of the city’s infrastructure.  These 
projects rely on data and generate data.  It is no surprise then that notable recent 
investment has come from the likes of Google and Sky, bringing with them new jobs 
to the city.

5.6 Opening up data enables individuals, SMEs, and larger organisations to create new 
and innovative solutions to some of city’s problems, provide an economic stimulus 
leading to job creation, and increasingly cements Leeds as a great place to live, 
visit, work, and do business.  

5.7 Leeds is currently seen as a front-runner on this agenda and seen as the exemplar 
due to its outward-looking approach.  Engagement with the digital sector has 
already led to the creation of some early prototypes which not only provide citizens 
with new services but also help the council become more efficient.  Increasingly 
however, other cities are seeing the value of opening up their data and it’s important 
that Leeds continues to stay ahead of the game if it wants to mark itself out as being 
the ‘best city for open data’ and reap the rewards which come with that title.

5.8 The council cannot rest on its laurels and leave this to a small element of the Smart 
Cities Team, it needs to continually lead, innovate, and shape the future direction of 
this agenda as a whole. Clear commitment is required from all services to 
proactively identify and publish any appropriate data and to continue to work with 
the ever growing digital sector to realise its potential.

6. Examples of the use of open data and progress so far

6.1 Using open data (cycle routes, accident data, traffic counts, air quality data), a 
developer has created a family friendly cycle app for use on smart phones.  It 
provides the cyclist with information on the safest and cleanest routes to cycle and 
allows them to share additional information such as places of interest along the 
route.  This is an example of how data which was originally collected for one 
purpose is being re-used to provide a new service which also promotes health and 
wellbeing.

6.2 The council has seen a reduction in FoI requests for the previous two quarters.  
Furthermore, evidence shows that the council has saved the equivalent of around 
£3,500 in officer time due to the publication of Business Rates data alone.  



Increasingly, the council does not have enough capacity to effectively deal with any 
significant rise in FoI requests which can take up to 18 hours to deal with each one. 
Leeds has seen a reduction in FoI requests, 5% last year, and continuing the trend 
with a 3% decrease in the 1st quarter of this financial year. On the whole, other 
local councils are continuing to see increases.  It is widely acknowledged that the 
work carried out so far in publishing open data has contributed to this decline.

6.3 ViaggiArt, is an Italian based visitor app promoting cultural attractions.  Its creators 
Altrama wanted to expand outside Italy and saw the UK as the best place to further 
their ambitions.  Leeds was chosen as their first pilot city for 2 fundamental reasons; 
the investment made in open data (Leeds Data Mill) and that “Yorkshire is one of 
the most important tourist destinations in Europe”.  The next step for Altrama is to 
find the right partners to start to market the app.  Trying to replicate the Italian 
model, the partner search will focus on companies and organisations managing 
airports, ports and stations, tour operators, car rental companies and public 
transport companies.  This is a new visitor app providing new services to citizens 
and visitors and was produced at no cost to the council through the combination of 
open data from different sources.

6.4 Doorda’s Streetwise.life (Appendix 2) website is using data from Leeds Data Mill to 
provide citizens with easy and intuitive access to planning applications, accidents, 
and places to eat combined with data from Zoopla, NHS & Trip Advisor.  This 
service is being offered at no cost to the council or the public and provides a ‘one 
stop shop’ for public and visitor information.

6.5 Ongoing work is taking place on the design of a new website (Appendix 3).  Using 
open data to provide parents with more information when they are applying for a 
new primary school place for their child. It will include detailed information on 
numbers of places available, subscription rates, and likelihood of acceptance based 
on the previous years’ data.  The end result is that it will enable parents to make 
better, more well informed choices, which can lead to more children being allocated 
their preferred options and result in less appeals and FoIs.

6.6 Journalists, academics, businesses, and independent analysts are using published 
data to create visualisations about the city.  Appendices 4a & 4b provide an easy to 
understand view of data which is available in the public domain and in an era of 
diminishing council resources can help council officers in their decision making.  
These analysts are civic minded and passionate about Leeds and are working in 
their free time to provide insight about the make-up of Leeds.

6.7 The council is working with an SME in Leeds to create a Leeds City Dashboard 
(Appendix 5).  Using data published on Leeds Data Mill, such as council spending 
and statutory notices, it will enable councillors, officers, and citizens to curate their 
own unique dashboard showing visualisations important to them.

7. Corporate considerations

7.1 None



8. Consultation and Engagement 

8.1 The Smart Cities approach, which incorporates open data, has been considered, 
reviewed and approved by the appropriate council officer boards and Lead Member.

9. Equality and Diversity / Cohesion and Integration

9.1 Issues of equality and diversity, cohesion and integration will be considered at all 
stages of this agenda. The provision of open data enables more individualised 
solutions to be developed for specific needs. 

10. Council Policies and Best Council Plan

10.1 The council has aspirations to promote Leeds as being the ‘Best City for Open 
Data’.  Open data can make a positive contribution to the key council and city 
objectives.  Data is already being opened up to contribute to the city’s Breakthrough 
Projects and contributes to the council becoming a more efficient and enterprising 
organisation. 

11. Resources and value for money 

11.1 Funding for ‘Smart Cities: Delivering a sustainable City in the Digital Age’ was 
discussed and agreed at the Executive Board on 17th December 2014.  Part of this 
funding is to facilitate open data events which bring together service providers and 
technologists to help deliver new and innovative services and solutions to some of 
the city’s problems. The Information Management and Technology teams located in 
Directorates are there to support all service heads to progress this agenda.

12. Legal Implications, Access to Information and Call In

12.1 There are no specific legal implications or issues relating to access to information.

13. Risks

13.1 As in all research and development-type projects, some may fail.  Data may be 
published and work carried out by a developer which doesn’t provide any instant 
benefits.  This should be outweighed however against the potential that something 
may be delivered which could put Leeds on the digital map.  Benefits could also be 
less obvious, for example, the release of accident data could lead to a cycling app 
which improves health amongst citizens. To mitigate against this the majority of 
projects delivered so far have been low or no cost to the Council and have delivered 
benefit. The purpose of this type of approach is that the innovations are delivered by 
third party independents in the most part at their cost.

13.2 It important that there is buy-in from Members, officers, and senior management.  
This is a new area of work for many at a time when resources are stretched.  To 



address this issue it is important to promote the drivers and the potential positive 
outcomes of the agenda and to work with and support services who contribute.

14. Recommendations

14.1 Executive Board are asked to:

 set the policy that the Council adopt an ‘open by default’ approach to proactively 
publish all its non-personal datasets;

 endorse the ‘Leeds: The Data City’ manifesto (Appendix 1) as the direction of 
travel for the Council and one which will be promoted across the city;

 agree to the setting of targets for all services to publish open data on Leeds 
Data Mill, and;

 support the approach of the Council working across all sectors to get them to 
open their data for the benefit of the city as a whole.



15. Background documents1

15.1 None.

1 The background documents listed in this section are available to download from the Council’s website, 
unless they contain confidential or exempt information.  The list of background documents does not 
include published works.
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Appendix 2: Doorda’s Streetwise.life website 

This website has been created independently of the council and uses data published by 
the council (and others) to provide citizens with local community news and information.  In 
addition to the information already published, Business Rates and Planning Application 
data will soon be available. 



Appendix 3: Leeds Schools Admissions website

Website using open data published on Leeds Data Mill to provide parents with details 
about availability of pupil places for schools in their area.  This website, once launched, will 
not only provide information which can automatically answer Freedom of Information 
requests, but also help parents make better informed choices of which schools to apply for 
in future.



 Appendix 4a: Serious and fatal road traffic accidents in Leeds City Centre, 2013

An independent analyst has plotted road traffic accident data onto a map for the whole of 
Leeds.  The above visualisation shows serious and fatal accidents in the city centre.  
Viewing data in this way rather than in a spreadsheet format instantly shows accident ‘hot 
spots’ which can help council officers in their decision making. 

Appendix 4b: Life expectancy in Leeds

2001 – 2003          2008 – 2010 

An independent analyst has used HMRC open data to map life expectancy in Leeds over a 
10 year period.  Use of data in this way clearly visualises how, as a city, we are living 
longer and in which areas there is still work to do.  Use of data and visualisation tools in 
this way can help inform decision making and ensure resources are targeted in the right 
areas.



Appendix 5: Leeds City Dashboard

The Leeds City Dashboard provides visualisations of data published on Leeds Data Mill for 
a variety of audiences.  Publishing data and information as spreadsheets ensures we are 
compliant with legislation such as the Local Government Transparency Code.  This 
platform however, aims to go one step further and ensure data more accessible to all and 
contributes to the council’s value of being ‘open, honest, and trusted’.  


