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1. Introduction 

 
1.1. The Association of Accounting Technicians (AAT) is pleased to have the opportunity to 

respond to the Cabinet Office consultation paper on “Better use of data in government”1 
published on 29 February 2016. 

 
1.2. AAT is submitting this response on behalf of its membership and primarily for the wider 

public benefit. 
 
1.3. In responding to this consultation paper (condoc) AAT has focussed on: 

 
1.3.1. the principles that promote a free and open society that protects the rights of 

individuals 
1.3.2. the operational elements of the proposals and the related practicalities 

associated with implementing the measures outlined in the document. 
 
1.4. AAT has added comment in order to add value or highlight aspects that need to be 

considered further. 
 
 
2. Executive Summary 

 
2.1. AAT welcomes the proposals in this consultation which fall into three groups: 

 
2.1.1. Improving public services 
2.1.2. Tackling fraud and debt 
2.1.3. Allowing use of data for research and official statistics. 

 
2.2. In principle, AAT strongly supports the intention in the overarching objective outlined in 

paragraph 1 (condoc): 
 
“Government needs to do more to unlock the power of data. Information is the key to 
sound decision-making and efficient operations for all organisations. Proportionate, 
secure and well-governed sharing of information between public authorities can improve 
the lives of citizens, support decisions on the economy which allow our businesses to 
flourish, and improve the efficiency and effectiveness of the public sector.” 
 

2.3. AAT recommends that in preparing the Code of Practice (CoP) primary consideration 
should be given to protecting against the unlawful disclosure of data by introducing the 
new criminal offence for each and every scenario. (3.38, below). 
 

2.4. AAT further recommends that the new criminal offence should encompass unlawful “use” 
as well as unlawful “disclosure”, as an employee of a public authority could use the data 
without actually disclosing the data. 

 
  

                                                      
1 “Better use of data in government” 

Association of Accounting Technicians 
response to the Cabinet Office consultation 
paper on “Better use of data in government” 
 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/better-use-of-data-in-government
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3. AAT responses to consultation questions 

 
Improving public service delivery 

 
Question 1.  Are there any objectives that you believe should be included in this 
power that would not meet these criteria? 

 
3.1. AAT is not aware of any objectives that should be included in this power that would not 

meet the criteria. 
 

Question 2.  Are there any public authorities that you consider would not fit under 
this definition? 

 
3.2. In its response to this particular question AAT is commenting from an operational rather 

than legal perspective, the broad and comprehensive definition in legislation of a legal 
authority as “a person who exercises functions of a public nature” would appear to be 
sufficient to encompass all relevant public authorities, which can then be considered and 
evaluated to make sure they are the ‘right’ bodies that are suitable for inclusion in the 
schedule. 

 
Question 3.  Should non-public authorities (such as private companies and 
charities) that fulfil a public service function to a public authority be included in 
the scope of the delivering public services power? 

 
3.3. In principle, AAT is strongly against non-public authorities being included in the scope of 

delivering public services power because the persons working for them are not civil 
servants, which means they may potentially be viewed by the courts as being ‘used as 
scapegoats’ and therefore less accountable for their actions than their equivalent public 
authority counterpart.  
 

3.4. While it would be possible to extend the laws to include non-public authorities, the risks 
of data breaches and the potential widespread damage to the citizens (that these 
proposals are trying to help) will significantly outweigh the benefits that might be 
achieved.  

 
3.5. AAT acknowledges that there will be exceptions to this principle, the case of fuel poverty 

is a good example (see 3.9, below). In these exceptional circumstances non-public 
authorities and their employees should be required to acknowledge their joint and 
several criminal liabilities in the event of unlawful disclosure or use of the data. 

 
Question 4.  Are these the correct principles that should be set out in the Code of 
Practice for this power? 

 
3.6. AAT agrees that these are the correct principles (44, condoc) that should be set out in 

the CoP for this power. 
 

3.7. AAT recommends that further principles should be inserted into the CoP.   
 

3.7.1. Paragraph 8 of the condoc states that public authorities will “need to ensure 
compliance with the Human Rights Act 1998, in particular Article 8 of the 
European Convention on Human Rights”. In acknowledging this AAT notes that 
it would be a duplication, nevertheless the CoP should reiterate that “Everyone 
has the right to respect for his private and family life, his home and his 
correspondence.” 

 
3.7.2. AAT, further, considers that the CoP should acknowledge that there is a “Right 

to an effective remedy” (Article 13 of the European Convention on Human 
Rights) 
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3.7.3. Moreover, the CoP should include the principles and guidance for investigating 

and reporting complaints by citizens with a view to sanctioning the persons 
responsible. 

 
Question 5.  Should the Government share information with non-public sector 
organisations as proposed for the sole purpose of providing assistance to citizens 
living in fuel poverty? 

 
3.8. AAT considers it appropriate for government to share information with non-public sector 

organisations for the sole purpose of providing assistance to citizens living in fuel 
poverty, as outlined in paragraphs 45 to 48 (condoc), provided it is carried out in an 
appropriate way.  
 
Example,  
In the case of fuel poverty it would be appropriate for the government to share 
information with a citizen’s energy provider about that citizen’s entitlement to the rebate 
under the Warm Home Discount Scheme. It may not, however, be appropriate to share 
the information of a particular citizen with all energy suppliers as this may result in the 
citizen being pestered to change energy supplier. 
 

3.9. This proposal would be particularly helpful to vulnerable citizens who may not have the 
wherewithal to assess their eligibility to, and make a claim for, their rebate. There does, 
however, need to be the safeguard that is applied to non-public sector organisations to 
ensure the information is only used for the agreed purpose and a proportionate way to 
avoid issues arising such as given in the example 3.8 (above). 

 
Question 6.  Would the provision of energy bill rebates, alongside information 
about energy efficiency support, be appropriate forms of assistance to citizens 
living in fuel poverty? 

 
3.10. AAT agrees that the provision of energy bill rebates and information about energy 

efficiency support are appropriate forms of assistance to those citizens living in fuel 
poverty.  
 

3.11. AAT considers that it would be more effective and better received if the information 
concerning energy efficiency support came from the government rather than an energy 
supplier. In the case of the latter the received information may be perceived to be 
unsolicited advertising or promotional material and discarded. 

 
Question 7.  Are there other forms of fuel poverty assistance for citizens that 
should be considered for inclusion in the proposed power? 

 
3.12. AAT has not identified any other forms of fuel poverty assistance that could be provided 

in the context of the proposed powers in this consultation documents.  
 

Question 8.  Should a government department be able to access birth details 
electronically for the purpose of providing a public service, e.g. an application for 
child benefit? 

 
3.13. Given the proposed safeguards (para 18, condoc) AAT is of the opinion that it would be 

reasonable and that avoid unnecessary delays for a government department to directly 
access birth details. 
 

3.14. Furthermore, such an action would avoid incidents where citizens are asked by one 
government department to provide a hard copy of the birth details, already held by 
another department and which in order to comply with the request the citizens would 
either have to forward on request or even worse they might need to obtain from the 
General Register Office (another government department).  
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Question 9.  Do you think bulk registration information, such as details of all 
deaths, should be shared between civil registration officials and specified public 
authorities to ensure records are kept up to date (e.g. to prevent correspondence 
being sent to families of a deceased person)? 

 
3.15. Given the proposed safeguards (para 18, condoc) for the sharing of information between 

civil registration officials and specified public authorities to make sure records are kept 
up to date provided the information is required to fulfil one or more public functions (58, 
condoc) then AAT considers that the proposal is appropriate. 

 
Question 10.  Are there other measures which could be set out in the Code of 
Practice covering the proposed new power to combat fraud to strengthen the 
safeguards around access to data by specified public authorities? 

 
3.16. AAT is of the view that the primary safeguard around access to data is the “proposed 

new criminal offence for unlawful disclosure” (para 18, condoc) and in that regard the 
measures outlined in paras73-79 (condoc) are a proportionate response to combatting 
fraud. 

 
Question 11.  It is proposed that the power to improve access to information by 
public authorities to combat fraud will be reviewed by the Minister after a defined 
period of time. This time will allow for pilots to be established and outcomes and 
benefits evaluated. How long should the Fraud gateway be operational for before it 
is reviewed? 

 
3.17. AAT supports the proposal that the power is reviewed three years after it comes into 

force. However, it is likely that the power will be monitored on an ongoing basis therefore 
AAT would recommend that the Minister and the Information Commissioner’s Office 
keep their options open in the event that the ongoing monitoring indicates the need for 
corrective action and an earlier review of the powers. 

 
Question 12.  Which organisations should Government work with to ensure 
fairness is paramount when making decisions about affordability for vulnerable 
debtors who owe multiple debts? 

 
3.18. The consultation document states in para 8 that “Billions of pounds of debt is owed to the 

Government” which suggests that there is a significant number of vulnerable debtors 
who owe multiple debts. Given the scale of the issue AAT recommends that the 
government works with the HM Courts & Tribunals Service (HMC&TS) to ensure fairness 
when making decisions about affordability.  
 

3.19. Assuming that the HMC&TS will be dealing with a significant number of cases, as a 
result of identifying and pursuing these debts, then consideration will need to be given to 
the resource implications.  In response, AAT recommends working with the Money 
Advice Service which may also be dealing with a significant number of cases. 
 

3.20. When pursuing a citizen for multiple debts, care needs to be taken to avoid the citizen 
being, or feeling, victimised so that the citizen that does not take drastic action such as 
turning to suicide or criminality. The objective should be to help the citizen to see a 
positive future free of debts. 

 
Question 13.  How can Government ensure the appropriate scrutiny so pilots 
under the power are effectively designed and deliver against the objectives of the 
power? 
 

3.21. AAT recommends that the public authority engaged in the pilot be required to survey and 
collate information from affected citizens over the possible impact of a particular pilot on 
them, in order facilitate an internal review, or inform an independent third-party such as 
the Information Commissioners Office. 
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Question 14.  It is proposed that the power to improve access to information by 
public authorities for the purpose of better managing debt owed to government 
will be reviewed by the Minister after a defined period of time. This time will allow 
for pilots to be established and outcomes and benefits evaluated. How long 
should the debt power be operational for before it is reviewed? 

 
3.22. AAT is of the view that, where the powers are for the purpose of better managing debt 

owed to government, there is the potential for a high negative impact on affected 
citizens, and if this is the case the proposed review period of three years (para 93, 
condoc) is too long to allow negative impacts on citizens to continue unabated.  
 

3.23. AAT therefore recommends that this aspect of the powers is monitored on an ongoing 
basis by the public authority and reviewed by the Minister annually rather than after a 
defined period of time. 

 
Question 15.  Should fees be charged by public authorities for providing data for 
research purposes, and if so should there be a maximum fee permitted which is 
monitored by the UK Statistics Authority? 

 
3.24. Taking into account that in most instances the fee will be an inter-governmental 

transaction there would seem little benefit in levying a fee in the first place.  The situation 
would of course be different where the information was supplied to a profit making third-
party. 
 

3.25. AAT suggests that it may be better to provide guidance on how fees should be 
calculated on a cost covering basis so that the notional inter-governmental transaction 
cost appropriately reflects the savings made by one public authority of not having to 
collect the information compared to the notional inter-governmental cost which will 
contribute to the other public authority’s costs of collecting the information. This would 
avoid distortions within the budgets of public authorities if a maximum fee was permitted 
and it is set too low it could lead.   
 
Question 16.  To ensure a consistent approach towards departments accepting or 
declining requests for disclosing information for research projects, should the UK 
Statistics Authority as the accreditation body publish details of rejected 
applications and the reasons for their rejection? 

 
3.26. AAT agrees that the UK Statistics Authority as the accreditation body should publish 

details of rejected applications and the reasons for their rejection.  
 

3.27. The rationale for publishing the details should be for transparency rather than 
consistency as some public authorities may, quite rightly, be more or less reluctant to 
disclose information depending on their attitude to the risks to their credibility of 
inappropriate disclosure. The publishing of details of rejected applications and the 
reasons for their rejection should be presented in a way that does not put pressure on a 
public authority to conform to the norms for disclosure. 

 
Question 17.  What principles or criteria do you think should be used to identify 
research that has the potential for public benefit, or research that will not be in the 
public benefit? 

 
3.28. AAT recommends that the principles or criteria should require the organisation 

undertaking the research to specify the objective of the research and explain how it 
satisfies the “public benefit requirement”2. 
 

3.29. Furthermore, that the research has a stated hypothesis that if proven, will result in either 
change to legislation or change to a public authority’s operation procedures. 

                                                      
2 The “public benefit requirement” is already defined in Charities Act 2011 s.4(1) and this could be used as the starting point for 
defining the term for research purposes. 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2011/25/section/4
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Question 18.  Is two years a reasonable maximum period of time for the duration 
of a notice for the supply of data to the UK Statistics Authority for the purposes of 
producing National and official statistics and statistical research? 

 
3.30. It appears from para 118 (condoc) that the notice for the supply of data would be issued 

by the Statistics Authority to a public authority (except Crown Bodies). While AAT is 
neither and on that basis can only offer the view that two years appears to be a 
reasonable maximum period of time for the duration of a notice for the supply of data to 
the UK Statistics Authority. 

 
Question 19.  If your business has provided a survey return to the ONS in the past 
we would welcome your views on: 

 
(a) the administration burden experienced and the costs incurred in completing 
the survey, and 
(b) ways in which the UK Statistics Authority should seek to use the new powers 
to further reduce the administrative burdens on businesses who provide data to 
the ONS for the purposes of producing National and other official statistics. 

 
3.31. AAT has provided survey returns3 to the ONS in the past and for those specific returns 

the administration burden experienced and the costs incurred in completing the survey 
were considered to be relatively negligible to an organisation of AAT’s size.  
 

3.32. The only feasible way for the UK Statistics Authority to obtain this information within one 
month of the end of the quarter (31 Dec 2015) was via a survey document. Although, it 
should be noted that this information would become available when AAT’s Financial 
Statements are published within nine months of the accounting period end. 
 

3.33. Businesses provide various public authorities with large amounts of information, for 
example: 

• payroll (PAYE) information about individuals to HMRC 
• business tax and corporation tax information to HMRC 
• business turnover and costs through VAT returns to HMRC 
• financial statements to Companies House 

 
3.34. In order to reduce the administrative burden on businesses it would be helpful if the UK 

Statistics Authority only required a business to provide information where it cannot be 
obtained from another public authority e.g. HMRC or Companies House. 
 

3.35. From AAT’s experience (3.31, above) if UK Statistics Authority needs the information on 
a more timely basis then an ONS Survey may be the only feasible option given that the 
information would only become available through another public authority (Companies 
House) many months later. 
 

3.36. Given that it is a mandatory requirement for trading companies to file their statutory 
accounts with HMRC in iXBRL4 format; it should be a possible for the ONS to access the 
required data that has been lodged with HMRC for its own purposes.  
 

3.37. An exception to the above would be in respect of where the UK Statistics Authority has a 
specific need for the information to be provided on a timely basis and waiting for the 
information to become available through another public authority many months later 
would not be practical, or where the company is non-trading and does not supply the 
required data in iXBRL format to HMRC. 

 

                                                      
3 Quarterly acquisitions and disposals of capital assets survey 
4 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/xbrl-guide-for-uk-businesses 
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Question 20.  What principles and factors should be considered in preparing the 
Code of Practice on matters to be considered before making changes to processes 
that collect, store, organise or retrieve data? 

 
3.38. In preparing the CoP serious consideration should be given to protecting UK citizens 

against the unlawful disclosure of data and in each and every scenario the new criminal 
offence for unlawful disclosure should be introduced, which is consistent with existing 
criminal sanctions provided for under section 19 of the Commissioners for Revenue and 
Customs Act 2005 et al as outlined in the paragraph 18 of the consultation document. 
The new criminal offence should encompass unlawful “use” as well as unlawful 
“disclosure”, as an employee of a public authority could use the data without actually 
disclosing the data. 
 

3.39. The new criminal sanction is the key protective principle and AAT notes its inclusion in 
paragraph 13 of the consultation document, however, its application should apply to the 
data once it is disclosed to another public authority and also to any data with which it is 
combined.  

 
For example: 
A public authority could obtain additional information which, if, combined with its existing 
data could suggest a pattern of behaviour. The combined information could be used to 
gain a superior bargaining position. It would therefore be appropriate for the combined 
information to also be covered by the criminal sanctions. 

 
 
4. Conclusion 

 
4.1. AAT is, in principle, strongly against non-public authorities having access to data. It is 

acknowledged that there will be exceptions to this principle. The case of fuel poverty is a 
good example. Therefore, in such exceptional instances the non-public authorities and 
its employees should be required to acknowledge their joint and several criminal 
liabilities in the event of unlawful disclosure or use of the data. (3.3-3.5, above) 
 

4.2. In respect of access to civil registration it makes sense for one government department 
to share information with another government department in order to avoid situations 
where citizens are asked by one government department to provide a hard copy of the 
information, which the citizens would then need to obtain from another government 
department. (3.13-3.14, above) 

 
4.3. The sharing of information is a proportionate response to combatting fraud provided that 

the primary safeguard of the “proposed new criminal offence for unlawful disclosure” is 
applied. (3.16, above) AAT suggests that the new criminal offence should encompass 
unlawful “use” as well as unlawful “disclosure”. (3.38, above) 

 
4.4. AAT recommends that care is taken when improving access to better manage debts 

owed to the public sector, in order to avoid the citizen being, or feeling, victimized so that 
the citizen that does not take drastic action such as turning to suicide or criminality. 
(3.20, above) The sharing of information should be used in a positive way such as to 
identify and alleviate social issues of over-taxation where taxpayers cannot meet their 
tax liabilities on an ongoing basis and a cycle of debt ensues. 

 
4.5. AAT recommends that in preparing the Code of Practice primary consideration should be 

given to protecting against the unlawful disclosure of data by introducing the new 
criminal offence for each and every scenario. (3.38, above) 
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5. About AAT 
 

5.1. AAT is a professional accountancy body with over 49,700 full and fellow members5 and 
80,500 student and affiliate members worldwide. Of the full and fellow members, there 
are over 4,200 members in practice who provide accountancy and taxation services to 
individuals, not-for-profit organisations and the full range of business types. 

 
5.2. AAT is a registered charity whose objectives are to advance public education and 

promote the study of the practice, theory and techniques of accountancy and the 
prevention of crime and promotion of the sound administration of the law. 

 
 
6. Further information 
 

If you have any questions or would like to discuss any of the points in more detail then please 
contact AAT at: 

 
email: consultation@aat.org.uk and aat@taxpolicyadvice.com  

 
telephone: 020 7397 3088  

 
Aleem Islan 
Association of Accounting Technicians 
140 Aldersgate Street 
London 
EC1A 4HY  

 
 

                                                      
5 Figures correct as at 31 Mar 2016 
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