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Dr Vanessa Lawrence, Director General and Chief Executive of Ordnance Survey, gives us some
background into her extraordinary career which includes academia, publishing and technology. She is
leading Ordnance Survey through perhaps one of its most significant changes in its 220-year history,
and in her interview with Lorraine Estelle she provides some insight into what OS OpenData will
mean for UK research and higher education.
Vanessa Lawrence took a first degree in geography
at the University of Sheffield and then an MSc in
remote sensing at the University of Dundee.
However, as she completed her second degree,
Mrs Thatcher, then Prime Minister, announced that
there was no future in earth observation in this
country. As a result, Vanessa found the job market
in her area of research depressed and she struggled
to find a permanent post. However, while back at
the University of Sheffield, working on her PhD,
Professor Ron Johnson introduced her to a man
who would give her a job. The job was not in the
area of remote sensing, but publishing! At first,
Vanessa railed against the job offer, but with an
overdraft in mind, she agreed to a two-week trial.
That fortnight was the beginning of a happy 13year career with the Longman Group. Vanessa set
out to learn about the publishing business, even
working at Heffers Bookshop at weekends in order
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to study the bookselling end of the business.
Vanessa says that the training she received at the
Longman Group was excellent and stands her in
good stead today – especially the art of simplifying
technical language.
Vanessa worked on a broad range of publications,
books and journals, and then as the Technical
Director of Longman’s first digital business,
Longman GeoInformation. This was a stimulating
time as she took the digital business to a global
market.
Notwithstanding her publishing commitments,
Vanessa maintained a strong interest in satellite
and remote sensing, and in 1987 won a scholarship
of £5,000 from the Worshipful Company of
Stationers and Newspaper Makers. This funding,
and a sabbatical from the Longman Group, enabled
her to travel the world in order to explore how the
use of geospatial information might move from
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the academic sphere to making a difference in
many aspects of our daily lives.
In 1996, Vanessa’s career took another exciting
turn, when Autodesk Inc, the fourth largest PC
software company in the world, approached her.
The task was to use her research background to
develop GIS (geographical information system)
applications. She worked on some amazing
projects, including helping create the ward structure for the South African General Election, held in
May 1999. As if that was not enough, Vanessa also
became Chair of the Association for Geographic
Information (AGI®).
In 2000, the post of Director General of
Ordnance Survey became vacant, and Vanessa
successfully applied for her dream job. Ordnance
Survey is a trading fund, 100% governmentowned, but must pay its own way through
revenue earned and pay a dividend back to the
government. Within a year, under Vanessa’s
leadership, Ordnance Survey made a profit for the
first time and has gone on to ensure profit
revenues, reinvesting £230 million into the business to meet the challenges of a global market.
Within the last ten years, she has seen the usage
of geospatial information move from the
traditional professional use by utility companies
and government departments, to the mainstream.
For example, although a long time coming,
Vanessa remembers the first car navigation system
in the late 1980s; it is now embedded in all our
lives. Although Ordnance Survey data is now
ubiquitous (it underpins commercial businesses
from computer games to satellite navigation
systems), Vanessa reminds us that someone has to
pay for the high quality of the data it collects, and
for its verification and processing. The last few
years have seen much discussion in both government and the national press about what should
and should not be free. In the case of the UK, the
debate has been about not only if data should be
free, but who should create it: Ordnance Survey, or
crowd sourcing?
In 2009, the former Prime Minister, Gordon
Brown, met with a number of people including
Sir Tim Berners-Lee, creator of the World Wide Web,
who argued that the government should make
available its data for re-use. This suggestion not
only applied to geospatial data but other datasets
compiled by government departments, which
could be used for both social value and opportunities for economic growth. However, Tim Berners-
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Lee made the point that openly available geospatial
data would be a basis for innovation.
There followed a period of consultation,
championed by Sir Tim Berners-Lee and Professor
Nigel Shadbolt at the University of Southampton,
defining which datasets would be needed to meet
the government’s requirements. The consultation
aimed to balance the need for freely open data
with the ongoing need to fund the creation of
accurate, maintained and definitive data. Ordnance
Survey makes 5,000 changes a day to their data to
ensure that it is fully up to date.
The consultation resulted in a win-win situation,
according to Vanessa. It became clear that for
innovation, not all of Ordnance Survey’s data is
required, and that an OS OpenData customer does
not need the scale of data required by the utility
companies and other large commercial organizations. In order to maintain the sustainability of
Ordnance Survey and the high standard of its data,
the government chose to release certain datasets
and make them available for re-use, allowing for
entrepreneurial exploitation and innovation.
Vanessa at the ‘topping out’ ceremony at the new Ordnance
Survey head office in Adanac Park, Southampton, due to be
completed later this year

229

People in the news:Vanessa Lawrence

Serials – 23(3), November 2010

3D visualization of the Bournemouth coast – the result of some researching into the creation of 3D mapping and built using a mixture
of aerial photography and a laser mapping technique called Lidar

Vanessa was asked to explain the implications of
the launch of OS OpenData for the UK academic
sector. She explained that most of the Ordnance
Survey datasets are available to academia through
Digimap, the JISC-funded service provided by
Edinburgh Data and Information Access (EDINA).
The academic community will be able to access
both OS OpenData and their usual datasets through
EDINA. The difference will now be that students
and academics will be able to use OS OpenData
not only for educational purposes, but also for
entrepreneurial enterprise.
Academics have often grumbled in the past
about the restrictions on the licence for non-open
data. Vanessa explained that those restrictions
would stay; the licence is there to ensure sustainability and fairness. Fairness means, for example,
that the academic user, with free-at-the-point-ofuse access, cannot use the data to set up a
commercial enterprise which a competitor would
have to pay for. Sustainability means ensuring the
£90 million per annum cost of maintaining current,
accurate and quality data. Someone has to pay,
either the government or the customer.
Ordnance Survey works closely with academia.
Ordnance Survey Research has 25 active researchers,
a number of whom collaborate with universities.
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Collaborative projects include map generalization,
user needs analysis and geosemantics. In addition,
Ordnance Survey sponsors up to ten MSc projects
and a number of PhD projects each year. Vanessa
herself still has a great love of academia, and
despite a demanding day job, sits on the council
for the University of Southampton and the
University of Cambridge. She is also involved in
the John Moores University’s World of Work
scheme to ensure that graduates are equipped with
the skills they need to stand out from the crowd
and be highly valued by employers.
The use of freely available Google Maps and
Google Earth is now second nature. Is this a threat
or an opportunity for Ordnance Survey? Vanessa
says that the movement of Google and the other
players into this area has been beneficial and has
greatly promoted the geospatial information services
industry. Until the launch of OS OpenData, Google
was a significant fee-paying customer of Ordnance
Survey. Perhaps more importantly, its participation
has made many more people involved in mapping.

Peter Halls, GIS Advisor at the University of York, also
writes on a related topic in this issue: The pros and cons
of online archive data for academic research

