
4 MANAGIN G CUSTODIANSHIP 

4.1 Assignin g Custodianshi p 

Custodianship o f a  dataset i s normally accepte d b y the organisatio n mos t familia r 
with it s history , specia l managemen t requirement s an d potentia l uses . Within an y 
particular network , suc h organisation s ma y b e obviou s t o th e network' s partners , 
allowing custodianshi p t o b e confirmed , rathe r tha n negotiated , withou t issue . 
However, where several organisations claim custodianship of the same dataset, or no 
custodian is apparent, the network hub, through its steering committee, may decide to 
commission a review. This could be applied to specific datasets as the need arises or, 
more ambitiously, it could be extended into a network-wide review (see Volume 6). 

It is often th e case that environmental datasets  are significant t o a wide range of 
stakeholders, not just thei r custodians . This suggest s tha t greater , perhaps nationa l 
needs should prevail ove r individual feeling s o f data ownership, particularly i n the 
case o f essentia l dataset s whic h ma y b e depende d upo n fo r project s o f nationa l 
importance. Difficult decision s may have to be made in the short term to guarantee 
the quality and accessibility of a dataset in the long term. As with all decisions of this 
nature, i t i s imperativ e tha t the y ar e arrive d a t transparently  an d wit h th e ful l 
participation o f leading stakeholders . Bo x 3  list s a  variety o f criteria whic h th e 
steering committee of the hub could use to determine which organisation is the most 
appropriate custodia n fo r a  particular datase t (not e that the criteria ar e not equall y 
important). 

One way to apply the criteria in Box 3 is to select those organisations thought to be 
most relevan t i n the particula r context , an d assig n numeri c value s t o each criteri a 
according to its relative importance. Thus, statutory responsibility may be perceived 
as bein g th e mos t influentia l facto r determinin g custodianshi p i n a  particula r 
network, wherea s bes t financia l positio n migh t be considered t o be the least . Thi s 
allows th e steerin g committe e t o 'score ' potentia l custodian s accordin g t o thei r 
suitability for the role, as illustrated in Table 1  (custodians denoted by the letter C). 
Analyses of this kind do not provide sufficient grounds for assigning custodianship in 
their own right, but may serve to focus discussion . 
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Box 3 Potentia l criteria for determining custodianship 

• Statutor y responsibility for management of a dataset (beware of overlapping 
mandates!). 

• Greates t operational need for a dataset (e.g. for decision-making). 

• Normall y first to record changes to a data item. 

• Require s the highest integrity of a data item (e.g. military precision). 

• Mos t 'competent ' t o manage a dataset. 

• Bes t financial position  to manage a dataset (beware short-term effects) . 

• Mos t technical or physical resources to manage a dataset. 

• Confidenc e o f user s i n continuin g t o manag e an d develo p a  datase t (e.g . 
committed, no 'conflict o f interest'). 

When deciding the custodianship of essential datase ts, the overriding principle is 
that each dataset should have one and only one custodian. This is a practical and 
effective way of ensuring that management responsibility is assigned to every dataset 
which is valuable to multiple organisations and users. However, some environmental 
datasets are not easily packaged under a single label, and overlaps in organisational 
jurisdiction wil l occur. This can be resolved by designating one organisation a s the 
overall custodian and encouraging other s to maintain specifi c sub-components . An 
example woul d b e a  protected area s agenc y whic h manage s a  datase t containing , 
amongst other entities, data on the distribution and significance o f species within its 
estate. Whils t i t i s justified i n managin g thi s dataset , th e lis t o f names  use d t o 
reference th e specie s would be managed b y a  more specialis t custodian , suc h a s a 
national museum or herbarium. 
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Table 1 Determinin g custodianshi p 

Criteria 

Statutory responsibility 

Greatest operational need 

First to record changes 

Most 'competent ' 

Best financial positio n 

Confidence o f users 

Score 

Relative 
importance 

5 

3 

2 

2 

1 

4 

C1 

10 

c2 

7 

4.2 Managin g Custodianshi p 

Responsibility fo r dat a ma y nee d t o be assigned  a t severa l levels . A t the nationa l 
level, responsibility for data themes may be assigned to separate lead organisations, 
such as government departments or research establishments. Land infrastructure, fo r 
example, includin g administrativ e boundaries , topography , settlements , road s an d 
rivers, might b e assigned  t o a  nationa l departmen t o f surve y an d mapping , whic h 
other national-level organisations see as the natural custodian. 

At th e sub-nationa l level , lan d infrastructur e dat a ma y be manage d a t a  highe r 
resolution by local authorities, and be dispatched upwards to maintain the survey and 
mapping department's datasets. Thus, in reality, the survey and mapping department 
is the hub of a land infrastructure network , with responsibility for data management 
devolved t o a  serie s o f sub-nationa l custodian s (se e Volum e 4) . A s such , dat a 
harmonisation — the ability to integrate the various sub-national datasets — needs to 
be resolved, at the outset, by agreeing appropriate data standards and protocols. 

Network hub s shoul d ensur e tha t the y provid e sufficien t guidanc e an d 
coordination to custodians to enable them to contribute effectively t o the network's 
objectives (se e Volum e 4) . Som e obviou s example s o f wher e guidanc e ma y b e 
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provided ar e th e agreemen t o f standard s fo r dat a collection , storag e an d 
quality-assurance, and consistent procedures for data access (see Volume 7). 

A furthe r complicatio n i s that , whil e a  them e ma y hav e bee n assigne d t o a 
particular organisation, other organisations may need to develop datasets within that 
theme t o mee t thei r particula r objectives , an d fo r whic h the y woul d becom e th e 
custodian. For example, the theme vegetation may be allocated to a natural resource 
management agency , yet the defence departmen t may need to develop a subsidiary 
vegetation dataset, with attributes that show which areas heavy vehicles may traverse 
and which they should not because of unacceptable surface damage . 

When a dataset is modified, fo r instance by enhancement or integration with other 
data, the n th e responsibilitie s an d right s o f it s origina l custodia n becom e diluted . 
Some managemen t proces s shoul d the n defin e a  clea r poin t a t which th e origina l 
intellectual property rights and custodial responsibilities will be deemed abandoned. 
Essentially, it is a matter for negotiation between the parties concerned as to how to 
balance the requirements of the organisation that created the derived dataset with the 
legitimate interests of the original custodian. For instance, a decision must be made as 
to whether the new dataset is repatriated to the original custodian or whether it should 
be retained b y the organisatio n tha t create d i t (presuming tha t the y are capable o f 
performing thei r custodial functions ) (CSD C 1995) . 

4.3 Reviewin g Custodianshi p 

In becomin g a  custodian , a n organisatio n need s t o conside r it s dat a managemen t 
responsibilities and ensure that it is able to meet them. If an organisation cannot meet 
its obligations , the n i t ma y conside r relinquishin g custodianshi p t o anothe r 
organisation. As with the initial assignment of custodianship, reassignment require s 
active but sensitive management, especially with datasets which have been identified 
as being fundamental t o many organisations and users. 
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It is a good idea to undertake periodic reviews, perhaps every two years, of : 

• th e appropriateness of current custodians; 

• progres s in building, managing and enhancing key datasets; 

• datase t documentation, including catalogues, directories and metadatabases; and 

• implementation  of data standards (see Volume 7). 

Network hub s could conside r developin g a  series o f performance indicator s fo r 
custodians, so that reviews can monitor progress against established benchmarks. In 
turn, custodians could report progress to their network hubs on a regular (e.g. annual) 
basis. 

4.4 Settin g Prioritie s 

Resource constraint s invariabl y mea n tha t stric t priorities fo r dat a developmen t 
are needed . Fo r thi s reason , i t i s importan t t o identif y appropriat e custodian s fo r 
essential datasets , an d suppor t thes e wher e specifi c investment s i n institutiona l 
capacity are required (see Volume 6). Every country, for example, needs an accurate 
and stabl e datase t representin g it s nationa l boundary . Thi s datase t mus t b e 
maintained a t a  resolutio n an d accurac y suitabl e fo r al l majo r organisation s an d 
programmes, which may require the boundary in a range of scales and projections . 
One solution is to assign a single organisation, normally a national mapping agency, 
custodianship for the entirety of this dataset in its various forms. 

Custodians generally build datasets for their own corporate objectives, rather than 
for th e wide r benefi t o f th e network s i n whic h the y operate . Thus , ideally , whe n 
building datasets , organisations shoul d tak e int o account th e need s o f thei r fello w 
partners, i n orde r t o increas e th e rang e o f purposes t o whic h th e dataset s ca n 
eventually be applied. Where partners require datasets that are of finer resolution, 
more elaborat e or , i n general , ar e o f a  highe r qualit y tha n tha t require d fo r th e 
custodian's own purposes, then agreement needs to be reached on how to cover any 
additional costs which may be involved. 
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