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Report of the WasteDataFlow User Group workshop held on the 17th February 2006

Purpose & Structure of the Workshop

The workshop was designed as an opportunity for waste managers from local authorities and representatives of local authority groups to convene to discuss the issues, concerns and benefits of the WasteDataFlow (WDF) municipal waste management tool. The Environment Agency, Defra and Government Office of the West Midlands were represented at the meeting. In addition Enviros, as the contractors managing the delivery of the WasteDataFlow system were also present. These attendees comprise the User Group providing input into the ongoing development of WasteDataFlow.

Presentations

The day was chaired by Dr Jane Beasley of BeEnvironmental who welcomed the attendees and outlined the programme for the day. 

Jane Hinton of Defra gave an introduction to the role of the User Group and referred to the draft Terms of Reference for the group. She explained how the User Group comments will feed into the refinement of the system and thanked the participants for giving up their time to contribute to the workshop.

Andy Doran (Waste Strategy, Defra) explained the context of WasteDataFlow and how it impacts across the various waste divisions of Defra. He explained the concept of the tool to facilitate the local authority waste performance agenda, to assist in Authorities performance monitoring and management, provide a benchmarking tool and deliver the statutory information required for the delivery of the Landfill Directive.

Fran Lowe provided an insight into the Landfill Allowance Trading Scheme (LATS) requirements and the importance of WasteDataFlow in gathering key information for calculating LATS. He also explained the process by which the Environment Agency utilise the information and the reconciliation of returns.

Amanda Norris and Julian Fox of Enviros consulting outlined the ongoing development of WasteDataFlow including the communication role, responses to enquiries, typical enquiries received, the log of actions to be undertaken and forthcoming new developments for the tool. The forthcoming functions, anticipated to come on line from April 2006, including the following:-

· A Quarter summary spreadsheet, available at the stage of data roll-up, including totals and a breakdown per material

· An enhanced CSV download allowing comparison of different authorities on specific question / s or on all questions

· An accessible audit trail of all entries / amendments of data and identification of the user who made the entry and when the changes were made

· The system will have the ability to automatically select the data from the previous month, where this is typically repeated (e.g. for non tonnage based answers)

The Break-out Sessions

The attendees were split into two parallel break-out groups, each discussing the same issues and facilitated by BeEnvironmental Ltd. The following commentary summarises the issues raised and, where discussed, some potential actions to mitigate or overcome the issues. These potential actions will be subject to an assessment to evaluate their priority, deliverability and cost effectiveness.

The Functionality of WasteDataFlow

This break-out session considered the process of completing WasteDataFlow returns for example with regard to validation, timescales, user-friendliness etc. and the following issues arose from the discussion:-

Authorities not completing WasteDataFlow

There was a general acknowledgment that, in some authorities, a lack of confidence and understanding in the aims / objectives of the WasteDataFlow were part of the reason for a lack of data returns.

The wider issue of WCAs submitting data and the need to make the LATS calculations was raised.

Action: A variety of possible actions were discussed to address this:-

· Provide more training on the reason and application of WasteDataFlow

· Provide definitions of different report outputs to explain their purpose and use

· The comment was made that it would be useful to have a timeline of when new changes were coming to the system, to bring about confidence in WDF

· Explain the EA calculation of LATS from the WasteDataFlow return (EA to provide)

· Make it a statutory duty to submit a WasteDataFlow return on all authorities

· Progress the use of WDF as a tool to collect BVPIs and other data requirements to provide the benefit of cutting the administrative data reporting burden on local authorities and incentivise WCAs to use the tool

· Have the option of a WDA completing the return on behalf of a WCA, provided both parties provide consent or WDA completing relevant questions to LATS on behalf of WCA and WCA only completing other questions pertinent to them

· The operational group to discuss the issue of WCAs providing information and the LATS calculation

Compatibility with Internal Data Capture Spreadsheets

Several authorities raised issues of compatibility with existing spreadsheets designed to store and report waste data at a local level.

Action: A variety of actions were proposed by the User Group:-

· Having the ability to upload data onto the WDF site [this was considered problematic for a variety of technical reasons]

· Providing the core set of questions (separated for WDAs, UAs and WCAs) in a downloadable form capable of incorporation in Excel spreadsheets

· Provision of ‘good practice’ internal data capture spreadsheets to assist local authorities in this area (Staffordshire was cited as having an example which may be transferable to other Waste Disposal Authorities)

Validating the Data

Several authorities commented on the relative benefit of the previous Defra Municipal waste data returns and using the validation spreadsheet to check the data prior to submission. This should be reconciled in WDF by the introduction of the new Quarterly Summary spreadsheet.

Action: The introduction of the summary spreadsheet report.

Permission Issues

In two tier waste management areas it was felt that the issue of reconciling differences in WCA and WDA submissions could be more effectively dealt with in advance of the current submission and validation process. One workshop group considered bringing the deadline forward for WCA submission of data, to enable the WDA to view the return prior to submission, however it was felt that this would not be a practicable solution for WCAs. It was explained by Enviros that there is a ‘window’ in the current timescale, after data has been rolled up (at level 10) for the WDA to view a WCA submission provided permission is granted.

Another issue raised via correspondence was to introduce more than one administrator for an authority. Additional administrators can be set up through contacting the WDF Helpdesk.

Action: No action was decided upon for these issues.

Benchmarking against Groups

The reporting facility allowing comparison of data from other authorities was discussed. In addition to the ability to select individual authority /s, it was felt important to also have the ability to select a ‘county’ area and also a region for reporting purposes. This was agreed to be included within the drop-down for this report.

Action: Consider  adding county groupings and regional groupings to the list of selection options for the benchmarking reports.

The Process of filling in the Data

The following points were raised with regard to this issue:-

· The system is generally clear and easy to use

· It would be worth installing an admin management page to allow users to block out questions that are not applicable to a particular local authority

· The ability to view the headers at all times, even when scrolling down the page

· Cumulative totals would be useful for Q51-53

· Some authorities were uncertain as to the incomplete questions when rolling up data (these are displayed by an asterisk, but not on the roll-up screen)

Action: The software and time implications of these options to be evaluated.

User Friendliness of WasteDataFlow

Several issues were raised on this topic as summarised below:-

· It is difficult to navigate back to the previous month when completing a return

· It would be useful to have an automatic save on the screens

· The question complete tick box would be better placed at the top of the page 

· A ‘N/A’ tick box could be provided at the top of the screen

· Terminology could be clearer ‘rolling –up’ data etc. Use plain English!

Action: The software and time implications of these options to be evaluated.

Ability to correct Data after submission

The point was raised that it would be useful to have the facility to correct data submitted if errors were identified subsequently. Enviros reported that correction can take place after submission of a Quarters data, provided the data has not been verified by Enviros (i.e. Once Enviros have approved the data they cannot release it back to the user to correct). This process would require contacting the helpline and requesting a return to be ‘rolled down’ to the user. There is also the potential to correct data by applying the difference to a subsequent return, provided it was not across a year end.

Action: This issue could be made clearer to users of WDF through the manual / online help.

Monthly Reporting

A query was raised as to whether monthly reports and submissions could be developed from WDF in the future. The data submission and reports function are based on Quarterly data. As monthly data is stored in the system, it is feasible but potentially costly to introduce monthly reporting.

Action: Monthly reporting options will be considered.

Access by Third Parties

The issue of gaining ‘read only’ access rights within a local authority and for Government Offices, RTABs etc was raised and discussed.

Action: Current development of limited read-only access to data for external bodies will assist in this.

Helpline

The helpline was considered to be providing a very useful service.

Action: No action required.

Online Help

The online help function was considered useful, but needs to be consistent with the latest manual updates and the comments expressed within this report.

Action: Help function to be reviewed.

Manual

The manual was considered to be clear and useful, however one authority had not received the latest updates and there were varying levels of familiarity with the manual. The idea of having a downloadable pdf of the manual was raised.

Action: The option of a pdf version of the manual to be considered and other comments expressed under actions within this report.

Training Course

Some authorities present who had been on a WDF training day had found it very useful. More training courses are due to be rolled out in March / April / May.

Action: further training courses to be publicised and delivered, taking place on a regional basis.

Specific Issues

CA site input

In two tier areas, the reason for WDAs to apportion the CA site data per district is unclear.

Action: An explanation should be added to this question to explain the rationale, or the requirement should be removed (Q.14)

Duplication with Flycapture

The issue was raised where WDF seeks the same information as Flycapture and this was considered unnecessary duplication. In discussion it emerged that the purposes of the two systems were quite different and there was only one piece of information which was duplicated (number of incidents);this was intentional to cross reference the two data sources.

Action: No action required.

Could data be changed by another party after submission?

A query was raised as to whether data submitted by an authority could be amended at a later stage without the LA’s consent. It was explained by Enviros that this would not be possible as data can only be entered at the User level.

Action: No action required.

Additional Auditing

It was queried whether there will be additional auditing procedures, over and above the existing arrangements. The response from Defra was that they were not aware of any additional auditing of the data that would take place at authority locations  EA will be validating/auditing data as part of LATS reconciliation (picked up by action elsewhere).

Action: No action required.

Notice Board / Bulletin Board

The concept of having a notice or bulletin board on the WDF website, including FAQs would be useful.

Action: Consider the option as a future action.

The Content of WasteDataFlow

This break-out session considered the content of WasteDataFlow in terms of technical aspects, definitions, wording and appropriateness of questions and the following issues arose from the discussion:-

Ability to obtain information requested

The ability to gain information when recyclate for example is sent to different destinations on spot prices was a commonly raised issue. 

Action: In this instance a system should be established with the contractor to provide the data on destinations in a timely manner. Guidance should be provided to LAs to adopt the same methodology.

Similarly, where MRFs / Transfer Stations bulk up wastes / recyclate from a number of authorities and send it to a variety of destinations the apportionment of that waste / recyclate was raised as a problematic issue. 

Action: In these instances a process should be developed with the contractor to fairly apportion the material going through the MRF / Transfer station to the various authorities. Guidance should be provided to LAs to adopt the same methodology.

It was reported that one contractor is failing to provide data for legal reasons. 

Action: One option in this case is to use the ‘other, exempt’ category, or an additional option be added to the drop down list; ‘non compliant contractor’.

On Q23 for WCAs, the question asks the authority where the residual waste goes (landfill / incineration etc), however the WCA will only deposit at a transfer station and not be aware of its onward treatment / disposal route.

Action: Q23 to be reviewed in the light of this comment.

Double counting / Duplication issues

A number of instances were raised which had the potential to introduce duplication of data or double counting, they are summarised below:-

For Q5, the number of households can be double counted where different collection systems overlap and cover the same properties.

Action: remove automatic calculation to avoid double counting.

For Qs17 & 33, the number of bring sites is double counted where more than one material bank is sited at a single location.

Action: Enviros to check Q17/33 and consider carrying the previous quarter submission forward. Also consider introducing question to record total number of bring sites.

For Q21, the number of compost bins has the potential for double counting in aggregation over the year.

Action: Enviros to check the question and consider for carrying the previous Quarter submission forward to prevent double counting.

For white goods, flytipped wastes, abandoned vehicles and home composting bins, the data is requested from both the WCA and WDA (in two tier areas) and there is the potential for double counting.

Action: A spreadsheet showing ‘typical’ responsible authorities for submitting this data and additional guidance, where necessary, should be provided.

Definition issues

The definitions of ‘residual waste’ and ‘MRF’ were queried.

Action: all definitions should be clearly available through online help.

Bulky waste was raised as an issue for returns and also the question of why the data needed to be collected separately for this stream anyway.

Action: Enviros responded that bulky waste data should be provided in Q10, guidance and help functions should reflect this. Further explanation of why the data is collected could be beneficial to some authorities. 

The comment was made that standard weights for abandoned vehicles and white goods should be provided or automatically calculated to assist in completion of those questions. The option should be retained for entering a tonnage figure however for those with tonnage data.

Action: Enviros to assess options to satisfy both perspectives where practicable.

The point was made that there is no option for submission of flytipped asbestos waste.

Action: Guidance should be provided as to where this data should be entered. 

Re. Q25, the question was raised whether there is a standard percentage of vehicle recycled which could be applied?

Action: Guidance to be provided.

Clarity of wording

The questions were generally considered to be clear and understood by waste officers.

On Q.11 the grey header bar does not match the question.

Action: Q.11 header to be reviewed.

Data related issues on Validation

The comment was made that the summary spreadsheet should address many of the concerns over validation.

Action: Summary Spreadsheet an important tool to be introduced as soon as feasible (anticipated April 06).

Content of drop down Selection Lists

The landfill option has only three boxes, whereas more are required in some areas.

Action: increase number of boxes for landfill site selection. [subsequent clarification is that additional boxes are currently made available after first 3 entries are saved]

The drop down list for recycling destinations would be easier to use if the box was longer (so the company name and location could be viewed).

Action: Consider the potential to increase character length of drop down list.

Nature and content of Reports produced

The summary report was considered to be an important development and in general it was considered that the reports are improving over time. The summary spreadsheet should include all data not only that entered that Quarter. It was agreed it would be useful to have the LATS calculation on the summary sheet (for UA’s) and transparency over the LATS calculation.

Actions: EA to provide clear guidance on how the LATS calculation is derived from WDF. Consider providing LATS summary provided on UA summary sheet.

The issue of inert waste being captured through WDF, but not recorded for the BVPIs was raised with regards to reporting.

Action: For any reporting calculation of BVPIs, the inert waste would be excluded from the BVPI output.

Content of Help function

The Comment was made by one representative that the help function needs to be available 100% of the time, on occasion it has not been available.

Action: Work to ensure maximum availability.
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