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3 March 2009 

 
Dear Mr Collingbourne 
 
OUTCOME OF A REQUEST UNDER FREEDOM OF INFORMATION [FOI] ACT 
2000 FOR INTERNAL REVIEW: CASE REF: 381002R 
 
Thank you for your e-mail of 3 February requesting an internal review of your 
Freedom of Information request (381002), submitted to the Department on 11 
January 2009. 
 
Your original request of 11 January requested data collected from TRU (formerly 
TAC) and TFR spreadsheets, held in a database by the Department. You required 
disclosure, in a non-proprietary electronic format customarily used for electronic data 
exchange other than PDF (such as CSV) of a complete database export from said 
database of the database tables containing data collected from TRU (formerly TAC) 
and TFR spreadsheets submitted in the financial years 2007-08, 2006-07, 2005-06. 
 
The Department replied to you on 30 January 2009 and supplied the requested data 
on a CD.  The Department also included a list of organisation codes and names to 
further assist you in identifying the data and copies of blank Excel schedules for 
each of the six collections so that you could identify the full meaning of each data 
line.   
 
In your request for an internal review you say: 
 
“I am writing to request an internal review of Department of Health's handling of my 
FOI request 'TFR Spreadsheets'.  
 
I specifically required that you disclose the information in a non-proprietary format. 
However the CD I have received contains an encrypted file, "DE381002.exe". In 
order to execute this file and decrypt the contents, it would be necessary to purchase 
a piece of proprietary software known as Microsoft Windows. Furthermore, your 



 
 

 
 
 

 

letter indicates that Excel spreadsheets are included within the encrypted file. In 
order to view these files, it would be necessary to purchase a piece of proprietary 
software known as Microsoft Excel. In summary, your disclosure fails to meet the 
requirements of FOIA section 11(1)(a) as you have failed to give effect to the 
preferred form of disclosure. 
 
I would furthermore argue that your response does not meet the requirements of 
FOIA section 1(1)(b). This section requires that the information be "communicated" 
to myself, but because I am unable to decrypt and therefore access the information 
requested, the information has not been "communicated" to me. I do not intend 
to contact the individuals you have mentioned in your response letter in order to 
obtain the password, as it is not a requirement for me to do anything other than 
make a single request for information to you (see FOIA section 1(1)).” 
 
In addition, in a further FOI request (388788), received by the Department on 10 
February 2009, you also asked us to consider, as part of this internal review, the fact 
that you were not initially provided with the content of any “freetext” fields.   
 
We have considered all the relevant issues, documents and related requests in this 
case and have concluded that the Department did fully meet the requirements of 
your initial FOI request. We have examined each of your related requests and have 
included details of these, where relevant to the review,  along with our comments 
below.   
 
In brief, DE381002 was the first of four related FOI requests we received from 
yourself over the last five weeks relating to the FIMS database. In addition, you 
made a further request in connection with Unify data (DE388666).  
 
Your latest request (DE390970) asks for a copy of the FIMS database schema (the 
structure map of the database) and asks for two SQL queries you have defined to be 
run on the database. The output of these queries would provide you with details of all 
the collections held in the FIMS database. This includes data collections undertaken 
on behalf of other Branches.   
 
In DE381002 you requested “disclosure, in a non-proprietary electronic format 
customarily used for electronic data exchange other than PDF (such as CSV) of a 
complete database export from said database of the database tables containing data 
collected from TRU (formerly TAC) and TFR spreadsheets submitted in the financial 
years 2007-08, 2006-07, 2005-06”.  
 
In response to this request, the Department provided six CSV text files, one each for 
the TRU and TFR datasets for each of the three financial years requested. These six 
files contained in excess of 3,000,000 data records in total. The contribution deadline 
for this request was met and involved considerable work.  
 
In addition, six Excel templates were provided, one each for the TRU and TFR forms 
for each of the three financial years. These were not requested by yourself, but were 
provided to assist you in your interpretation of the structure of the data. These 
templates are not available in any other format. Also provided was an additional text 



 
 

 
 
 

 

file providing the key between organisation codes and organisation names for the 
years requested; again this had not been requested by yourself, but it was felt that 
this would assist you with any interpretation of the data.  
 
In your review request you state that you would have to purchase Microsoft Excel to 
view some of the files included in our response. Since these Excel files were 
provided in addition to the data requested in DE381002, as detailed in above 
paragraph, they are not essential to the discharge of our duties in answering your 
request.  
 
The data provided in response to DE381002 totalled around 600MB, which 
necessitated delivery on CDROM, as it could not be emailed. Although by answering 
this FOI request we were by definition putting this information in the public domain, 
we were anxious to ensure that the CDROM was correctly delivered to its final 
recipient, and thereby avoid any potential press headlines that the Department had 
lost 3,000,000 records of data, or did not take appropriate care. To this end, we 
encrypted the data using the Department’s standard encryption utility, into a self-
extracting package that could be opened on any Microsoft Windows workstation. On 
receipt of the CDROM, you were requested to email one of two departmental 
contacts for the password required to extract the files, thereby demonstrating safe 
delivery.  
 
The information released to you under DE381002 was already in the public domain, 
in that it is substantially contained within the published accounts of individual NHS 
Trusts. Although we had no hesitation in releasing this data to you, we do believe 
that we have a duty of care to ensure that large datasets do not go astray in the post, 
and believe that the encryption/password process is an appropriate way to ensure 
this. We acknowledge that whilst the decryption process did require proprietary 
software, the data that was provided itself was in the requested non-proprietary 
format. Furthermore, whilst Microsoft Windows might not be quite a universal 
operating environment it is far from uncommon. Subsequently you made another FOI 
request under DE390970, and this specifically references field names that indicate 
you have successfully opened the six text files contained within the encrypted 
package. 
 
The Department’s responses to yourself, and the associated encrypted data 
package and the associated password have appeared on the whatdotheyknow.com 
website. We have tested extracting the data from the posting on this website, and 
can confirm that this works, meaning that this data is available to anyone with a 
machine running Microsoft Windows, anywhere in the world. The encrypted data 
package appears at the following web address: 
 
http://www.whatdotheyknow.com/files/request/tfr_spreadsheets/DE381002.exe  
 
and the password required appears at: 
 
http://www.whatdotheyknow.com/request/7477/response/16051/attach/2/Long_Email
_Body_05_02_2009.html  
 



 
 

 
 
 

 

There are further indications that you have successfully accessed the data we sent 
you. The email addresses for yourself that appear on our internal correspondence 
database (xxxxx@xxx.xx.xx.xx  and xxxxx@xxx.xx.xx  ) appear to connect you to the 
following websites: 
 
http://www.doc.ic.ac.uk/~pcc03/  
 
and 
 
http://www.pcc.me.uk/~peter/  

 
A link on the latter points to http://git.pcc.me.uk/ . This website contains “Tools for 
normalising and importing an extract from the UK Department of Health's FIMS 
database to a PostgreSQL database” and states that the owner of this software tool 
is “Peter Collingbourne - last change Sun, 15 Feb 2009 20:15:06 +0000”. This 
software code, an example of which is included at Annex A (attached to this reply), 
uses text descriptions and field codes direct from the 2005-06 TFR Forms in this 
instance. Since the Department only issues TFRs in Excel format it would suggest 
that (i) you have access to Microsoft Excel, and (ii) you have opened the example 
Excel files included in the encrypted data package. In the example at Annex A the 
yellow highlighting shows the text lifted directly from the TFR form, with the number 
following the text being the FIMS subcode. 
 
In your further FOI request DE388788, you request that the internal review also 
considers why the Department did not provide any data held in “freetext” fields in 
response to DE381002. When providing the data requested by DE381002, we 
released all numerical data held in the TRU and TFR forms for the relevant years. 
We did not provide any text held in “freetext” fields on the forms because: 
 
a. the TFR and TRU forms are primarily financial data collection forms, with 

numerical financial data comprising approximately 97% of the data; 
b. our existing data extraction tool, that enabled us to consider providing such a 

substantial amount of data without rejecting the request at the outset, was only 
written for the extraction of numerical data; and 

c. the structure of the FIMS database, in which the data is held, requires each cell in 
the FIMS forms to be identified by a label in order for our existing extraction tools 
to be able to locate and export the data.  Since we do not export freetext data for 
analysis, none of the freetext data held in the database has been labelled.  There 
is a similar scenario with date fields, although there are only a very few of these 
held in the FIMS database. 
 

 
We have now considered and responded to all the issues you have raised in your 
request for an internal review. We are happy that the Department responded to your 
initial FOI request, 381002, appropriately and in full.    
 
We hope that you are happy with this reply and feel that it fully addresses your 
request.  
 



 
 

 
 
 

 

 
If you are not content with the outcome of the internal review, you have the right to 
apply directly to the Information Commissioner for a decision.  The Information 
Commissioner can be contacted at: 
 
Information Commissioner’s Office 
Wycliffe House 
Water Lane 
Wilmslow 
Cheshire 
SK9 5AF 
 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 

 
 
Caroline Wyatt 
Section Head, Freedom of Information 
Freedom of Information Unit 
 
 
 
 
 


