THE INTEROPERABILITY CHALLENGE (part 2)
Cooperative Federalism, social inclusion and interoperability
Richard Vines and Dean Lombard 

In the last Noticeboard Richard Vines and Pere Ruka
 began a series of articles about the formation of the Interoperability Working Group (IWG). They loosely defined “interoperability” as a practice that enables information captured for one particular purpose (for example, accountability reporting to funders) to be subsequently exchanged and/or re-used for other purposes (such as organisational evaluation and development), and discussed it from a data and information management perspective. 
In this second instalment, we wish to highlight the importance of interoperability to the Commonwealth Government’s reform of the Council of Australian Governments (COAG)
 as well as to the principles of social inclusion.
The new cooperative federalism era

Major changes in the way the Commonwealth Government funds State Governments are on the way. Of particular significance to the community sector is the shift of the basis of payments from inputs to service outcomes. Outcome measures for all funding arrangements are currently being negotiated between the Commonwealth and State Governments through new institutional arrangements under the COAG framework. While they are not finalised by any means, it is not hard to anticipate that the Victorian Government will be required to implement new statewide monitoring and evaluation frameworks for all Commonwealth-funded services.
The importance of data and information management

These new arrangements are bound to highlight the urgent need for more systematic approaches to the collection, collation and monitoring of information and data across the community services sector. For example, service system data and information will most likely need to be captured according to common standards within and between states. A need for greater consistency in the creation of contract documents across the states may also emerge. Overall, we can probably expect to see a significant renewal of government information management standards. This could put greater pressure on community service organisations’ (CSOs) substandard ICT systems — potentially a problem, but possibly a catalyst for greater recognition by government of the need to resource the sector’s ICT needs. More importantly, this could provide a real opportunity to press for an integrated interoperability framework within the new information systems that will both eliminate the need for multiple data entry, and give CSOs control over their own data, to use for their own purposes in addition to their reporting and compliance obligations.

The “National” Compact

In parallel with these emergent COAG arrangements, the Commonwealth Government is exploring the possibility of establishing a “National” Compact between itself and the CSO sector. As a statement of principles and undertakings that would characterise and guide the relationship between the two parties, a Compact could be a catalyst for long-lasting changes in funding and contractual systems and protocols. This presents an unprecedented opportunity to establish interoperability as a core information management principle, becoming an integral — and thus durable — part of the service system monitoring and quality assurance systems. By enabling CSOs to redirect resources from compliance regimes to service delivery and enhancing their capacity for service evaluation and development, it also promises to increase their ability to pursue the social inclusion agenda that the sector shares with the Commonwealth.
The usefulness of the Compact does hinge, however, on whether it is implemented as a federal (i.e. between the sector and the Commonwealth Government — this is what is currently proposed) or a truly national (i.e. between the sector, the Commonwealth, and State and Territory Governments) initiative — if it is implemented at all. Only a truly national Compact would be able to establish principles to change protocols for the entire sector. A federal Compact could, at best, inspire State Governments to follow suit; at worst it could do nothing at all for CSOs that are mostly state-funded.
The need for an interoperability strategy to parallel COAG reforms

Within the next month, the Interoperability Working Group will launch a short discussion paper illustrating what we believe must be addressed to support the Victorian CSO sector going forward in this space. We are calling for a statewide approach to data and information management infrastructure that is premised on the principle of interoperability.

In adopting such an advocacy position, we are aware that it poses significant challenges on a number of levels. We have summarised the key layers of data and information management usage, and the issues to be addressed to support longer term interoperability objectives, in the accompanying table. This table highlights that the principle of interoperability must be accompanied by a parallel commitment to principles of partnership, privacy and networked governance. Only by both developing technical solutions to the problem of interoperability and constructing accompanying social-governance arrangements can data and information be repurposed for service system monitoring on a sustainable and equitable basis — and one that is congruent with the principle of social inclusion.
	Layer of data and information management use
	Governance arrangements to support equitable service system monitoring
	Issues to be addressed to support longer term interoperability objectives

	Commonwealth Government layer
	Monitoring of national service system patterns including comparing performance amongst all states
	Development and adoption of data and information management standards to enable equitable state based performance monitoring

	Interoperability layer 
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	Technical and partnership agreements between State Governments, the Commonwealth, and sectors to support interoperability — including agreements around publishing of standards and agreements around the design and implementation of national interoperability architecture.

	Individual State

Government layer
	Monitoring of state-wide patterns and the collation of performance data and information
	Development and adoption of data and information management standards to enable statewide collation of data and information

	Interoperability layer 
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	Technical and partnership agreements between States and different sectors and sub-sectors about the use of different data and information standards and mechanisms for the collection, collation and sharing of information. Support for network governance arrangements.

	Regional / catchment governance and Local Government layers
	Monitoring of regions and catchments to identify service system patterns and service gaps
	Development and adoption of data and information management standards to enable regional / catchment monitoring of patterns

	Interoperability layer 
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	Technical and partnership agreements at regional and catchment levels to support effective collection, collation and sharing of information and data on a networked governance basis.

	THE INDIVIDUAL COMMUNITY SERVICE ORGANISATION IS THE FOUNDATION LAYER
FOR ALL INTEROPERABILITY INFRASTRUCTURE 

	Individual CSO layer
	Monitoring of localised patterns relevant to individual CSOs according to contract and quality obligations
	Organisational compliance with capturing data and management according to pre-specified standards 

	Interoperability layer 
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	Internal mechanisms to support re-purposing of data and information for multiple standards and schemas within individual CSOs, whilst maintaining legal requirements under privacy legislation. 


Richard Vines is the Quality / Knowledge Manager at the Children’s Protection Society. Dean Lombard is the ICT Projects Coordinator at VCOSS and convenes the IWG as an outcome of the VCOSS–Monash University Doing IT Better project. The IWG is facilitating the development of an advocacy strategy around the principles of interoperability, drawing on community sector representatives’ practical and technical knowledge and experiences of the problems faced in the day to day delivery of services. The focus of the IWG’s advocacy is both practical and strategic; at its core, the group’s work is premised on the need to generate real solutions to real problems, especially where they require collaborations beyond the level of individual CSOs.
� Pere Ruka (IT Manager at MacKillop Family Services) is on leave following the safe birth of his second child. We congratulate Pere on this significant milestone


� Richard Vines attended an Australian and New Zealand School of Government (ANZSOG) conference on Cooperative Federalism. Generously, ANZSOG provided an opportunity for community sector representatives to attend this conference free of charge — for more information see � HYPERLINK "http://www.anzsog.edu.au/conference/20080911_proceedings.php" ��http://www.anzsog.edu.au/conference/20080911_proceedings.php� 
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