
	

This	Policy	Brief	was	produced	by	Collins	Consulting		on	behalf	of	the	New	Zealand	Sustainability	Dashboard.	While	every	effort	has	
been	made	to	ensure	that	the	information	herein	is	accurate,	the	Collins	Consulting		does	not	accept	any	liability	for	error	of	fact	or	
opinion	which	may	be	present,	nor	for	the	consequences	of	any	decision	based	on	this	information.	
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Maximising	Value	from	
Sustainability	Data	
Sustainability	assessment	systems	such	as	the	
Sustainability	Dashboard	 rely	 on	 an	 ability	 to	
gather,	 analyse	 and	 report	 a	 wide	 range	 of	
data.	 Access	 to	 high	 quality	 data	 also	 helps	
guide	 investment	 by	 the	 agricultural	 industry	
and	 allows	 the	 industry	 to	 learn	 from	 its	
sustainability	initiatives.	

However,	 if	 data	 gathered	 as	 part	 of	 a	
sustainability	 initiative	 is	 not	 available	 for	
other	uses	by	other	parties,	then	a	great	deal	
of	 its	potential	value	can	never	be	realised	or	
even	explored.	

The	 challenge	 is	 how	 to	 facilitate	 and	
encourage	 the	multiple	 use	 of	 data	 in	 a	 safe	
and	cost-effective	way.	Any	approach	needs	to	
simultaneously	 relieve	 people’s	 anxiety	 that	
data	 could	 be	 misused	 and	 enhance	 their	
confidence	 in	 those	 who	 control	 its	 reuse.	
Ultimately,	 the	 rights	 of	 data	 providers	 will	
need	 to	 be	 clearly	 established	 and	 firmly	
respected.	 	 Technically,	 this	 requires	
appropriate	 data	 standards1	 and	 robust	
safeguards.	 	Most	 importantly,	 however,	 the	
solution	 requires	 trust	 among	 the	 relevant	
parties	and	high-confidence	relationships	that	
enable	(or	disable)	data	reuse.		

Using	Data	to	Promote	the	Common	
Good	

Data	 gathered	 as	 part	 of	 the	 Sustainability	
Dashboard’s	 case	 studies	 has	 been	 largely	
owned	 by	 the	 industry	 involved.	 	 These	
industries	have	generally	held	that	data	quite	
closely,	largely	out	of	commercial	concerns.	

The	 Dashboard	 project	 respects	 those	 quite	
legitimate	 concerns.	 Fortunately,	 our	 results	
show	 that	 even	 with	 those	 data	 restrictions,	

																																																													
1	See	policy	brief	“Pathways	towards	open	data	standards	for	agricultural	
sustainability	in	New	Zealand”	found	at	the	NZSD	website.	

the	 project’s	 goal	 of	 significantly	 enhanced	
sustainability	assessment	and	reporting	in	NZ's	
agricultural	sector	can	be	achieved.	

However,	 the	 project	 has	 also	 come	 to	
recognise	 that	 the	 broader	 goals	 that	 we	 all	
share	as	New	Zealanders	are	not	facilitated	by	
this	 limited	 availability	 of	 sustainability	 data.			
To	both	provide	security	for	data	providers	and	
maximise	the	utility	of	 farm	data,	we	suggest	
that	 the	 “data	 commons”	model	be	explored	
for	agricultural	sustainability	data.		

The	data	commons	model	recognises	that	with	
proper	protocols	in	place,	data	can	be	infinitely	
reused	 without	 diminishing	 its	 value	 to	
anyone,	including	the	initial	source	of	the	data.	
Data	becomes	a	common	pool	resource	rather	
than	a	private	good.		

The	 principles	 of	 a	 successful	 data	 commons	
include:	 an	 industry’s	 data	 can	 be	 used	 by	
others	without	diminishing	 its	value	 to	 them;	
data	 is	 technically	 secure;	 data	 reuse	 is	
controlled	 by	 a	 trusted	 entity	 and;	 no	 use	 is	
excluded	 if	 it	 adheres	 to	 the	 rules	 and	
principles	of	the	commons.	

In	 New	 Zealand,	 there	 is	 a	 community	 of	
people,	 including	 volunteers,	who	 have	 been	
developing	 the	 data	 commons	model.	 James	
Mansell	 produced	 a	 report	 for	 the	 NZ	

Sustainability	Dashboard	research	shows:		
	
• Farmers	are	willing	to	share	data	for	a	

variety	of	uses	
• Willingness	diminishes	as	“distance”	

from	use	for	on-farm	management	
improvement	increases	

• Farmers	more	comfortable	if	
“independent	stakeholders”	shape	
decisions	about	data	sharing	

• Control	over	the	principles	of	data	
sharing	is	important	



	 	
	 	

Other	publications	in	this	series	can	be	found	online	at	http://www.nzdashboard.org.nz.	
For	questions	or	comments	please	contact	jay@agribusinessgroup.com.	
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Productivity	 Commission	 in	 2015.2	 NZSD	
acknowledges	the	work	of	this	community.		

Based	 on	 that	 report,	 in	 June	 2016	 the	 New	
Zealand	 Data	 Futures	 Partnership,	 the	 NEXT	
Foundation	 and	 the	 Biological	 Heritage	
National	 Science	 Challenge	 co-funded	 a	
blueprint	 of	 the	 conceptual	 thinking	 behind	
the	 idea	 of	 a	 data	 commons,	 the	 high-level	
design	features	that	will	make	it	work	and	the	
steps	 required	 to	build	one.3	 	 Those	partners	
and	others	are	now	moving	ahead	with	a	“bio	
data	 commons”	 that	will	 include	data	 from	a	
variety	of	sources.	

NZ	Sustainability	Dashboard	Findings	
Support	a	Data	Commons	Approach	

NZSD	 surveyed	 farmers	 and	 agricultural	
professionals	 about	 their	 attitudes	 toward	
data	sharing	as	part	of	a	wider	project	to	design	
a	 prototype	 online	 biodiversity	 assessment	
tool	adapted	for	NZ	farms.		To	inform	this	tool’s	
future	data	governance	strategy,	our	questions	
focussed	on	the	sharing	and	subsequent	reuse	
of	biodiversity-related	data.	The	survey	asked	
respondents	 to	 rank	 scenarios	 in	 which	 they	
would	 be	 willing	 to	 share	 anonymous	
information	 on	 the	 biodiversity	management	
practices	undertaken	on	farms.		

The	 models	 farmers	 ranked	 from	 most	
comfortable	to	least	comfortable	were:	

1.	 Having	the	flexibility	to	opt	in	or	out	of	
different	reuses	
2.	 Allowing	independent	stakeholders	to	
decide	on	reuse	
3.	 Allowing	others	to	reuse	data	however	
they	wanted	to	
4.	 Being	paid	for	data	reuse	
5.	 Restricting	 data	 access	 to	 only	 those	
who	submitted	it	
	

Figure	1	shows	these	results	graphically.	

																																																													
2	 https://www.productivity.govt.nz/sites/default/files/social-
services-draft-james-mansell.pdf	

The	 Dashboard	 team	 recognises	 that	 these	
results	 are	 a	 snapshot	 of	 views	 and	 that	
considerably	 more	 discussion	 and	 analysis	 is	
needed.		Nevertheless,	the	results	do	support	
some	 of	 the	 data	 commons	 principles.	 	 For	
example,	 the	 “independent	 stakeholders”	
concept	 was	 well	 supported.	 	 That	 concept	
could	 be	 aligned	 well	 with	 the	 idea	 of	 a	
commons	in	which	leadership	and	governance	
comes	 collectively	 from	 the	 people	 who	 are	
actively	 involved	in	developing	the	commons,	
rather	 than	 organisations	 with	 their	 own	
individual	vested	interests.	

In	that	sense,	the	governance	of	the	commons	
would	 be	 closer	 to	 the	 “enabler”	 end	 of	 the	
spectrum	 in	 Figure	 2	 below.	 	 Data	 would	 be	
collected	 by	 tools	 owned,	 in	 most	 cases,	 by	
individual	organisations.			However,	once	in	the	
commons	 the	 data	 would	 be	 a	 collectively	
owned	asset	governed	by	a	set	of	collectively-
developed	 rules.	 	 A	 data	 commons	would	 be	
much	 more	 like	 Mozilla	 and	 much	 less	 like	
Facebook.	

3	
http://www.biologicalheritage.nz/news/research-
stories/data-commons-project	

Figure	1	



	 	
	 	

Other	publications	in	this	series	can	be	found	online	at	http://www.nzdashboard.org.nz.	
For	questions	or	comments	please	contact	jay@agribusinessgroup.com.	
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Recommendations	

The	New	Zealand	Data	Commons	Blueprint	 is	
published	 under	 an	 open	 Creative	 Commons	
license	 so	 that	 other	 people	 can	 extend	 the	
conversation.		The	NZ	Sustainability	Dashboard	
is	supporting	that	effort	with	this	Policy	Brief.	
The	 mechanics	 of	 data	 sharing	 and	 the	
necessary	 standards	 and	 technical	 protocols	
are	addressed	in	other	NZSD	policy	briefs.	

However,	 the	 data	 commons	 approach	 is	
largely	 about	 human,	 i.e.,	 social,	 protocols	 –	
the	 conventions	 and	 procedures	 that	 govern	
the	 way	 relationships	 between	 people	 are	
managed.			

Based	 on	 its	 experience	 with	 industry	 case	
studies,	 the	 Dashboard	 project	 recommends	
that	these	social	protocols	be	developed	for	a	
limited	 set	 of	 primary	 sector	 data	 based	
around	 existing	 partnerships	 or	 communities	
of	interest.		

We	 agree	 with	 the	 Data	 Commons	 Blueprint	
that	the	first	commons	will	likely	form	around	
existing	 interests	 who	 can	 see	 the	 value	 in	
development	 of	 specific	 data	 sharing,	 reuse,	
and	 integration	 applications.	 	 Several	 of	 the	
NZSD	 industry	partners	 fall	 into	 this	 category	

and	 are	 good	 candidates	 for	 exploring	 the	
commons	model.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Contacts	
Kevin	Collins	
Collins	Consulting	
	
Further	Information	
http://www.biologicalheritage.nz/news/research-
stories/data-commons-project	
	
New	Zealand	Sustainability	Dashboard	Website:	
http://www.nzdashboard.org.nz/		
	

Figure	2	


