
 Census Web Services Working Group (CWSWG) 

 
Inaugural meeting 

ONS, Titchfield 
23 March 2009 

 
Attendees:      Apologies:   
Chris Ashford (Chair)     Judy Hawkins 
Rob Dymond      Clive Jerome 
Simon Field      Kevin Trembath 
Callum Foster      Ann-Marie Meikle 
Justin Hayes      Sandy Taylor 
Mark Ireland      Richard Elliott 
Alan Lewis      Nikki Miller  
David Martin       Julie Hibbert 
Hugh Neffendorf 
Glyn Oldfield 
Paul Richards 
Paula Roddy 
Richard M Smith 
Humphrey Southall 
Sinclair Sutherland 
Stephen Alder 
Brendan Davis 
Oliver Duke-Williams 
 
 
 
 
1. Minutes of last meeting (preliminary ONS/data feeds network meeting) 
and actions arising 
 
The minutes and actions were noted and accepted. 
 
 
2. Introducing and establishing the CWSWG 
 
Discussions were broadly centred around the draft Terms of Reference (ToR) 
presented to the group. These were generally accepted with a few amendments and 
additions, viz. 
 

A clear definition of “Web Services” at Section 3. 
Inclusion of comparisons of 2001 and 2011 data in Section 4. 
A list of exclusions. 

 
Issues addressed included broadening the membership to include representation 
from Local Authorities, and contacts should perhaps be established via the LGA. 
Wider representation via an ACD contact was also discussed. 
  
Action: Chris Ashford to consider additional group membership using contacts 
supplied or suggested by Callum Foster and Simon Field. 
 



The role of the group in educating and communicating what is meant by web 
services was also covered. A proposed addition to the ToR should cover this 
implicitly, with the notion of fostering a community of understanding to propagate 
ideas more widely beyond the core group. 
 
Action: Chris Ashford to update draft ToR. 
 
The relationship between this group and the short term ESRC funded Data Feed 
Network (DFN) was discussed, and it was agreed that further consideration was 
necessary to determine the scope of the Data Feeds Network in the light of its 
funding constraints and limited timescale.  A major outcome of the DFN was the 
establishment of the CWSWG.    
 
Action: Oliver Duke Williams to review future remit of DFN and report back to 
CWSWG in June. 
 
 
2.1 Communication 
 
Discussions involved establishing the means to allow for continuous communication 
between members of the group in order to discuss and address issues that can be 
done more immediately or conveniently than at scheduled face to face meetings.  
 
There should be a private website to provide a discussion forum and an area to 
store documents and work collaboratively to jointly develop ideas, develop 
proposal, technical specifications and supporting documentation.  
 
Action: Brendan Davis to establish a sub-site of the UK Census output consultation 
website, featuring a wiki and forum, with access restricted only to members of the 
CWSWG. 
 
UK Census output consultation website:   http://www.ukcensusoutputs.net/ 
CWSWG development website: http://www.ukcensusoutputs.net/cwswg 
 
 
 
3. Reports from web services 
 
Brief verbal updates were provided by the web service groups represented at the 
meeting (CAIRD, ONS I-Dissemination, NeSS, and NOMIS). These provided updates 
on the recent activities and current progress of each service, and highlighted a 
number of useful topics and issues covered in discussions scheduled for later in the 
meeting. 
 
SDMX was seen by most as the basic technology for web feeds and was being 
adopted internationally.  An alternative approach, using DDI, had been considered 
by CAIRD but this was though to be of most benefit when using unit data.  Some 
participants at the CWSWG had attended recent training in SDMX. ONS were 
embarking on a three month project to develop a proof of concept using SDMX and 
API solutions, to determine the feasibility of establishing related web services for 
the 2011 Census.  NeSS already has its own API based services (not SDMX) and is 
due to shortly launch a lite version of the API in response to user feedback that 
found the full service too complex. NOMIS and CAIRD both reported issues with 
handling geography hierarchies in SDMX and this is a key aspect that requires 
further investigation if SDMX is to be adopted for an ONS service. 
 
 

http://www.ukcensusoutputs.net/
http://www.ukcensusoutputs.net/


4. Workshop  Understanding Census requirements 
   Meeting requirements with SDMX/DDI 
    
Discussions extended over three sessions covering many aspects of the Census 
requirements and how SDMX may help to meet these. Many specific issues were 
covered while discussing the general suitability of SDMX, its strengths and 
limitations, and the areas in which SDMX could be used and then supplemented to 
provide additional functionality through user applications. Concerns about the way 
in which geography breakdowns would need to be approached when using an SDMX 
registry were voiced, and some discussions involved handling geography in user 
applications. 
 
Wider discussion covered the general principle of an API and the API calls and filters 
that might be needed. The idea of developing an ONS API that functions as a 
superset of the basic SDMX registry was discussed, and it was agreed that more 
work was needed to evaluate SDMX to ensure that we ask it to do what it is good 
at, and not task it to do what it cannot or should not be used for.  
 
It was agreed that group members should engage contacts with people who have 
more practical experience of using SDMX and report findings via the website (see 
2.1) and perhaps contribute to a future paper presented to the group. It was 
suggested that perhaps these experienced users might be invited to collaborate 
with the group as a source from which to learn and help develop standards. 
 
Throughout the 3 sessions there was much back and forth discussion of topics that 
have been captured and will be used to headline areas for discussion and 
development when the CWSWG discussion website is established. 
 
The website should also include user case studies supplied by group members. 
These should function as a resource for partners to assess, analyze, comment on 
and co-develop solutions and ideas to determine areas in which SDMX might fail to 
meet these user requirements, and to propose possible solutions or extensions.  
 
To address the current shortfall in practically applied experience of DDI, a meeting 
should be set up with an experienced expert prior to the next meeting with 
Eurostat. 
 
 
Action: All – engage contacts with experienced SDMX users. 
Action: All – develop and submit user Case studies. 
Action: Paul Richards to arrange meeting with experienced DDI user, attended by 
Mark Ireland, Rob Dymond and Simon Field. 
Action: Brendan Davis to establish SDMX forum and supporting pages in website 
(see 2.1) for discussion. 
 
Question for group members: Should the website discussion forum be open to 
experienced experts who are not group members? 
 
 
5. Date of next meeting 
 
The planned date for the next meeting is 24 June 2009, to be held in Titchfield. 
Group members will be notified of any changes to the planned date. 


