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1.  Introduction 
 
The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) welcomes the opportunity to have input into the 
review of the PHRN and nominates its response as being in the category “F. Government 
Department/Agency”. 
 
This submission provides background on the ABS and the legislation governing the ABS, 
and examines issues around ABS collection and use of data, including administrative data, 
for informing discussion and debate within governments, the research sector, and the 
Australian community.   
 
The submission also responds to some of the specific areas in the terms of reference of the 
review.  
 
2.  The ABS and its governing legislation 
 
The ABS is Australia’s official national statistical agency.  It was established, as the 
Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, with the Census and Statistics Act 1905 
(CSA).  The agency became the ‘Australian Bureau of Statistics’ in 1975 with the passing 
of the Australian Bureau of Statistics Act 1975 (ABS Act).  This Act also established the role 
of the Australian Statistician, and defined the functions of the ABS.   
 
The ABS Act 1975 gives the ABS a co-ordination function with respect to the statistical 
activities of other official bodies, and the use of administrative and other forms of data for 
statistical purposes.   In particular, the ABS Act 1975 gives the ABS a role to minimise 
duplication of data collection efforts by official bodies, attain compatibility and integration 
of statistics compiled by official bodies, and maximise the use of information available to 
official bodies for statistical purposes. 
 
Provisions in the CSA have served the ABS and the public well.  It provides strong 
guidance for the ABS on how to protect the confidentiality of data, and is the basis for the 
organisational culture where confidentiality is paramount.  In its 100 year history, no 
ABS officer has been prosecuted for a breach of the ABS' legislated confidentiality 
requirements.  There is strong community acceptance of the ABS role, and a high level of 



trust in the ABS to protect the personal information provided. 
 
3. General comments about the integration of data 
 
Consistent with its legislation, the ABS has a long history of maximising the use of data 
available to official bodies for statistical purposes.  Examples of this including the use of 
data collected by the Registrars of Births, Deaths and Marriages to compile Australia’s 
official population estimates; data collected by the same Registrars to compile cause of 
death statistics; data collected by the Australian Taxation Office for compiling Australia’s 
National Accounts; and data collected by the Department of Immigration and Border 
Control to compile migration statistics. 
 
In many cases, the data available to official bodies is made available to the ABS for 
statistical purposes but needs further processing by the ABS to maximise its usefulness.  
For example, in 2005 the ABS undertook the linking of death registration data from the 
Registrars of Births, Deaths and Marriages with ABS Population Census data to improve the 
measurement of Indigenous life expectancies.   In this example, data from two sources 
were integrated into a new dataset for statistical and research purposes. 
 
The linking of data from various data sources is not a new methodology.   Within 
Australia, the health research sector, particularly the WA health research sector, is widely 
recognised as a national and international leader in the area of data integration.  Data 
integration is also not new in the official statistics sector, however its use in population and 
social statistics is relatively new compared to economic and business statistics. 
 
Recognising the value that data integration can bring to Australia’s official statistical 
system, and consistent with the ABS’ legislated role to maximise the use of data available to 
official bodies for statistical purposes, in 2005 the ABS embarked on a Census Data 
Enhancement project.  This project recognised the value of the Population Census data 
set, and the additional value that would come from linking it to other data sources. 
 
From the outset, the Australian Statistician said that the Census Data Enhancement project 
would not be undertaken if it compromised the trust of the Australian community in the 
ABS or in response to the five yearly Census of Population and Housing.  Extensive 
consultation was undertaken, as was an independent Privacy Impact Assessment, and after 
careful deliberation and discussion, the Australian Statistician announced his intention to 
proceed with the 2006 Census Data Enhancement project.  A similar process was 
undertaken for the recent 2011 Census of Population and Housing. 
 
In recognition of the growing use by the ABS of data integration to enhance Australia’s 
official population and social statistics, the development of new data sources through the 
eHealth initiative that would be available to official bodies for statistical purposes, and the 
growing maturity within Australia’s health research sector of the benefits of data 
integration, the Australian Statistician and Secretary of the Department of Health and 
Ageing put forward a proposal to to establish arrangements for maximising the use of 
Commonwealth data for statistical and research purposes. 



  
In 2009, Commonwealth Secretaries agreed to a set of High Level Principles for Data 
Integration involving Commonwealth Data for Statistical and Research Purposes, and 
subsequently its successor body, Secretaries Board, endorsed a set of governance and 
institutional Arrangements. 
 
An essential pillar of establishing a safe and effective environment for data integration 
involving Commonwealth data for statistical and research purposes is the nomination of an 
agency as the integrating authority responsible for the sound conduct of the data 
integration project.  The term “integrating authority” is cited in both the High Level 
Principles and in the governance and institutional arrangements, and reflects that, to the 
extent that the data the integrating authority deals with involves identifiable information, 
the integrating authority must be in a position to comply with the requirements of the 
Privacy Act 1988 and secrecy provisions generally. 
 
 
4. Responses specific to the PHRN review terms of reference 
 
4.1 The extent to which the PHRN and its Participants have achieved the Network's aims 

and objectives. 
 
The ABS has no comment. 
 
4.2 The extent to which expenditure represents value for money relative to the 

infrastructure and related processes that have been developed. 
 
The ABS has no comment. 
 

4.3  The extent to which the new infrastructure has met or will meet the needs of 

researchers and policy makers for access to linked population level data within and between 

jurisdictions and sectors.  

The ABS has no comment on the extent to which the new infrastructure developed by the 
PHRN has or will meet the needs of researchers. 
 
As noted earlier, as Australia’s central statistical authority, the ABS has a legislated 
coordination role within Australia’s statistical system and aims to maximise the use of data 
available to official bodies for statistical purposes.  There are a number of mechanisms 
used by the ABS to achieve this role, including governance and the development of 
infrastructure that can be used within the wider national statistical system. 
 
Governance 
The ABS is host to a State Statistical Forum attended by senior representatives from state 
and territory governments.   This forum regularly discusses the use of data available to 
official bodies for statistical purposes, including through data integration.  The forum has 



had several presentations from members of the PHRN and representatives from the health 
research sector.  The most recent presentation was from TICHR by Professor Nick De 
Klerk on the Developmental Pathways Project and included a discussion on the operating 
environment for data linking in Western Australia.  This presentation led to a discussion 
within and between jurisdictions the extent to which state and territory governments gain 
benefit from the data integration activities occurring within their jurisdictions. 
 
During this conversation it was apparent that, whilst jurisdictions value the data 
integration efforts occurring within the research sector (predominantly led by components 
of the PHRN), concerns were raised about the extent of alignment of the research priorities 
with government policy directions.  It was apparent that this concern was related to the 
extent to which research conducted using linked data assists with the development and/or 
evaluation of jurisdictional government policy. 
 
There was also recognition that there are different legislative and privacy issues in 
different jurisdictions, and that an approach that may be appropriate in one jurisdiction 
may not be transferable to another. 
 
The ABS would encourage the PHRN to strengthen the relationship between the 
government sector and the research sector in which it operates, and to keep at the 
forefront the legal and privacy regimes under which it operates. 
 
The ABS would also encourage the PHRN to consider working with jurisdictional 
governments to develop the skills required to utilise fully the linked data sets available 
through the PHRN to assist governments to undertake the development and evaluation of 
policy.  The ABS would expect that developing these capabilities would assist 
jurisdictional governments to understand better the work undertaken by researchers, and 
allow them to meet their own policy driven needs more easily. 
 
Infrastructure 
 
The ABS notes the work conducted by the PHRN in developing infrastructure facilitating 
research community access to the outputs of data linkage such as the Secure Unified 
Research Environment (SURE). 
 
Whilst the SURE provides an environment of significant value and utility to the research 
community, it operates on a trusted user model.  In other words, SURE has a strong focus 
on security, and a lesser emphasis on legislated obligations such as maintaining secrecy 
and confidentiality.  It is these latter two obligations, secrecy and confidentiality, that are 
critical in maintaining public trust in data collection agencies such as the ABS.  
 
Concurrent with the development of the SURE infrastructure, the ABS has also been 
developing infrastructure to meet the needs of researchers and policy makers for access to 
linked population level data within and between jurisdictions and sectors.  Table Builder 
provides access to a range of ABS data in a way that facilitates the use of the data in policy 
development and analysis whilst protecting the privacy and confidentiality of individuals 



and organisations.  Results from the 2011 Census of Population and Housing were 
released in 2012 via Table Builder and the first linked dataset will be released via Table 
Builder in December 2013.   
 
Information about these tools can be found on the ABS website. 
 

 http://abs.gov.au/websitedbs/D3310114.nsf/home/About+TableBuilder 
 

 http://abs.gov.au/websitedbs/D3310114.nsf/Home/About+DataAnalyser 
 

 http://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/censushome.nsf/home/tablebuilder 
 
 
 
4.4 The significance of the PHRN infrastructure in the national and international 

context 
 
The research sector is an important part of Australia’s National Statistical System.  The 
ABS recognises the value that the PHRN brings to the health research sector in bringing it 
together to share experiences and to build national research infrastructure.  The ABS also 
recognises the valuable role played by the PHRN in in advocating nationally, and 
internationally, the valuable role that data integration can play in progressing health 
research. 
 
Through these efforts, and sharing of their experience, the PHRN has provided 
governments with ideas, such as the separation principle and ways in which it can be 
applied, which have assisted governments to establish their own arrangements for the 
integration of data. 
 
In addition, the PHRN has assisted in building skills and capabilities within the health 
research sector which, without a coordinated approach, would have taken considerably 
more time to develop.  
 
The ABS - PHRN relationship has developed and matured over time.  The ABS is pleased to 
be provided with the opportunity to provide comment on important components of 
infrastructure being developed by the PHRN, such as SURE and the PHRN draft metadata 
guidelines. 
 
 
4.5 The role of the PHRN in the future development of a distributed national data 

linkage infrastructure in Australia 

 
The PHRN plays a role in coordinating the development of distributed national data linkage 
infrastructure in Australia’s research sector.  It is positioned to draw on the learning of 
individual research institutions within the PHRN, and on the research experiences within 

http://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/censushome.nsf/home/tablebuilder


jurisdictions, and to provide guidance to others as they embark on data integration related 
activities. 
 
Privacy concerns have a strong bearing on community acceptance of providing and 
accessing, let alone linking, data.  Privacy concerns have a strong bearing on the public’s 
willingness to provide data to institutions such as the ABS, Department of Social Services, 
Education Departments, Hospitals, Registrars of Births, Deaths and Marriages, and Tax 
Office.  These concerns are influenced by the perceived sensitivity of the data being used.  
Public trust may be negatively impacted by projects integrating data people perceive to be 
sensitive for a purpose they do not support. Transparent processes and community 
engagement can reduce the concerns the public have with regard to the collection, use, and 
sharing of data available to official bodies for statistical and research purposes, including 
for data integration projects. 
 
The ABS believes that over generalising the health research sector experience in the most 
advanced research sectors within a state or territory across the other health or other 
research sectors in other states or territories, or with the broader government sector, 
presents a risk to the goal of maintaining public trust, maximising the quality of data 
collection exercises (such as Census and eHealth), and therefore maximising returns from 
Australia’s statistical system for research purposes. For example the Western Australian 
health research experience, where there is a high level of community trust in the work 
undertaken by TICHR, has emerged over a considerable period of time.  During that time 
considerable work was undertaken to inform the public of the work being undertaken in 
integrating data, and to demonstrate publically the benefits of data integration.  This 
work has been closely associated with a high profile individual, who possesses an 
unusually high level of public trust.  This has created a degree of public support and an 
authorising environment in Western Australia that the ABS believes is unique in Australia. 
 
The ABS encourages the PHRN to reflect on the Western Australian research sector 
experience and the unique conditions it presents.  It also encourages the PHRN to seek 
ways to ensure the public in other jurisdictions is kept informed of the work of the network 
and to ensure that public trust is fully developed.  This may require the adoption of 
approaches in individual jurisdictions that reflect the level of public understanding of and 
trust in the use of government data holdings within that jurisdiction, within the context of 
the jurisdiction’s legislative and privacy frameworks.   
 
As the PHRN is aware, the ramifications of a breach of public trust from within the research 
community in any of the states or territories would be significant for both the entire 
research community and the broader statistical community.  The potential impacts on 
nationally important collections such as the Census and eHealth cannot be underestimated.  
With this in mind the ABS encourages PHRN to proceed carefully in building capabilities in 
new research sectors, and with state and territory governments, and to ensure the public is 
fully informed, and supportive of, progress. 
 

4.5.1 Any changes in structures and processes to assist PHRN Participants to achieve 

the aims and objectives of current plans and agreements 



 

The ABS has no comment. 

4.5.2. Options for further development and maintenance of PHRN and related data 

linkage infrastructure in the next 5 years, including potential future funding 

sources.; 

The ABS has no comment. 

4.5.3. The role of the PHRN in the development of Australia's data linkage 

infrastructure in the next 5 years. 

The ABS encourages the PHRN to continue to work with the broader data 
integration community in ensuring a safe and effective environment for the linkage 
of data within Australia. 

 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
The ABS recognises the considerable benefit the PHRN has provided the research 
community and the role it has in further building capability within the research sector. 
 
The ABS also asks the PHRN to recognise the need to tailor its approach across the states 
and territories, and between the research and government sectors.  Furthermore the ABS 
encourages the PHRN to recognise the need to proceed carefully in progressing its 
research-driven agenda within states and territories to ensure risks to community trust are 
assessed and addressed, and that the public is well informed about, and supportive of, the 
use of government and research data in the research context. 
 
Finally, the ABS welcomes the opportunity to strengthen its relationship with the PHRN 
further, and to work with the PHRN for the betterment of research, discussion and debate 
in Australian government, community and the research sector. 
 
6. ABS Contacts 
 
Any questions regarding this submission should be addressed to: 
 
Christine Williams 
Assistant Statistician, Education and Data Integration Branch 
Australian Bureau of Statistics 
Ph: 02 6252 7014 
Fx: 02 6252 5824 
E: christine.williams@abs.gov.au 
Postal: Locked Bag 10, Belconnen, ACT 2616 


