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Introduction

The HSC Data Access Committee (referred to as the Committee throughout the rest of this document) is a governance structure of Health and Social Care Northern Ireland.  It plays a key role in approving requests to access to HSC data for research as well as internal uses. 
The HSC Business Services Organisation is the responsible organisation for the operation of the Honest Broker Service (HBS). The HBS is commissioned by the Department of Health (DoH) and reports to the Northern Ireland Trusted Research Environment (NITRE) Strategic Board. The NITRE Strategic Board is part of the Health and Social Care Data Institute (HSCDI), within DoH,  and has representation from, the HSC, NI Academic Institutions and the Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO).
The Committee has a formal mandate to scrutinise applications and provide operational oversight relating to requests for access to data under the following governance frameworks and services[footnoteRef:1]: [1:  If the service increases in scope then the overarching framework document that specifies the service will be listed here. ] 

	Current Version
	Title*
	Notes

	
January 2021
	MEMORANDUM OF UNDERSTANDING (MOU) FOR AN HONEST BROKER SERVICE FOR HEALTH & SOCIAL CARE INFORMATION
	Overarching agreement with the Department and all HSC organisations, relating to the operation of the HSC Honest Broker Service on their behalf. 


*This list may expand in the future, if additional services are commissioned that require oversight of the Committee. Any new services will require an application process and scrutiny process for reviewing applications. 

The Honest Broker Service provides data under the 5 Safe Framework[footnoteRef:2] for research, this is in line with the recommendations of the Goldacre Review[footnoteRef:3] which recommend moving from a “Data Dissemination” model to a “Data Access” model where data is accessed in a controlled secure environment.   [2:  What is the Five Safes framework? — UK Data Service]  [3:  Better, broader, safer: using health data for research and analysis (publishing.service.gov.uk)] 

It also provides access to HSC data for internal HSC stakeholders and the Department of Health for internal uses (For example Clinical Audit and Service Improvement). 
The Committee members include representation from HSC Data Controllers who provide data for secondary uses as well as representation from the main users of the data within the HSC family. 
The Committee has explicit delegated authority to grant access to the Data following a committee approval process of the safe project. It does not replace need for appropriate level of Ethical and Peer review. 
Chairing Team

The Committee will have a Chair, a Deputy Chair and Vice Deputy Chair. There is scope for splitting these roles as job shares if required. 
Usually a Chair and Deputy Chair will be appointed from the voting membership of the Committee. The maximum initial term of office for the Chair and/or Deputy Chair shall be 5 years. 
Three months before the end of the initial term of office, the Committee will either reappoint the position for a further term of up to 5 years; or will seek new nominees to either role. The overall maximum term of office will be no more than 10 years. The process for selection of chairing positions will involve expression of interests to the Committee indicating experience relevant to the role. If more than one member expresses interest and a job share is not appropriate then HBS will run a blind ballot for the election of the role. All voting members of the Committee or their named representatives are eligible to vote. 
The HBS reserves the right to appoint a Chair and/or Deputy Chair from outside the Committee if none of the Voting members express interest in these roles.
Voting Membership
The Committee requires representation from the HSC Data Controllers who agree to use of data under the Memorandum of Understanding, as well as representation from the HSC family.  It is recommended that membership should be as follows:
· A representative from each of the 6 Trusts[footnoteRef:4], 1 of whom should be an Information Governance and Data Protection lead within 1 of the Trusts. (NB: The Trusts may decide to put forward 2 reps to jointly represent all Trusts, or to rotate representation of Trust reps).  [4:  The 5 main HSC Trusts provide secondary care and social care data for linkages. There are 6 Health Trusts in Northern Ireland with the Northern Ireland Ambulance Service (NIAS) being the 6th Trust. NIAS may choose to be represented on the Committee in particular if wish to utilise the service or make data available for projects. ] 

· A representative from the Public Health Agency, reflecting PHA data controllership for certain key datasets (e.g. Vaccine Management System, Self-Harm Registry) as well as role in co-ordinating and commissioning research. 
· A representative from the General Practitioner Information Platform (GPIP) Editorial Board to represent the board if applications are requesting data from the GPIP.
· A Representative from the Business Services Organisation, the responsible organisation for delivery of the Honest Broker Service.
· A Representative from the Department’s Information Analysis Directorate (IAD), which is a key user of the service from within the HSC family and also acts as a data provider as well as providing research support advice. 
· A Representative from the Department’s Strategic Planning and Performance Group, which is a key user of the service from within the HSC family as well as a data provider. 
· A Representative from the Public Health Agency Research and Development Division, which as well as being a key user of the service will represent researchers and others using the service within the HSC family.
· The Committee will aim to include at least two lay members/ service users and a representative from the Patient Client Council.
· A Personal Data Guardian Representative.
· The chair may invite other relevant experts as appropriate to join as voting members or advise the Committee.

Advisory Membership and Secretariat:
The Committee is supported by the Honest Broker Advice Service as well as a range of key HSC and Departmental officials who will advise the board but do not have voting rights. These staff play a key part in delivery of agreed actions. 
· Honest Broker Advice Service staff who deal with research and internal applications and provide secretariat to the Committee.
· A representative from the Regional Data Warehouse in BSO.
· A representative from the HSC Data Institute Analytics and Insight Group. 
· A representative of the Family Practitioner Services Information Unit in BSO. 
· A representative of the HSC Research & Development Approvals Service (PHA). 
· Multiple representatives from the HSC Data Institute, The Data Institute within DHCNI (Digital Health and Care NI) are responsible for Coding & Standards, Analytics & Insight and Northern Ireland Trusted Research Environment (NITRE). 
· A representative from the Office of the Research Ethics Committee Northern Ireland.



Roles & Responsibilities

The HSC Committee has two broad areas of responsibility, operational oversight of the running of the Honest Broker Service and the scrutiny and approvals process for applications. 

Operational Oversight
· The Chair of this committee and Head of Service will also sit on the NITRE Strategic Board and will report back with actions coming from the Strategic Board. 
· The Committee will instruct the Honest Broker Advice Service team to set up task and finish groups, as required, with support from the wider Committee, to address any actions arising at the Committee or from the NITRE Strategic Board. These can also be established by Chair to further develop internal processes.
· The Honest Broker Advice Service (HBAS) will maintain policies and documentation required to run the Honest Broker Service with oversight from the Committee. This would include information for potential service users such as metadata and guides as well as general information for the public.
· The Committee will consider issues for escalation to the Strategic Board (e.g. around resources/data availability).
· The Committee ensure use of data is in line with relevant Departmental, HSC policies and ICO guidance. 
· The Committee will input to the review, monitoring and development of the Honest Broker Service. 
· The Committee will work to promote the benefits of an Honest Broker Service for HSC Clinical Audit and Service Improvement.
· The Committee will monitor the operation of the cost recovery model for the research function of the service and recommend enhancements, as necessary, for consideration by the Strategic Board.
· Where applicable, the Committee will monitor the practices for the management of Honest Broker data for compliance with the UK Statistics Authority Code and Practice for Statistics. 
· The Committee will maintain oversight of the working of HBS and review/provide relevant performance metrics including production of an annual HBS report.
· The Committee will carry out periodic reviews of the HBS and report to the Strategic Programme Board. 
· The Committee will maintain oversight of data requests for secondary uses across the HSC, not necessarily for approval but for holistic oversight. 




Approvals
· The Committee will scrutinise applications and provide approval for health and social care related research applications submitted to the Honest Broker Service under its Memorandum of Understanding
· To assess applications to ensure all relevant criteria met, once they have been submitted to the Committee for the approval by the HBAS;
· To communicate decisions to applicants, including conditions of access, disclosure controls, or information when an application has not been approved; 
· To provide advice to researchers on any modifications which need to be made to their application or to the project after its starts; 
· To direct the HBAS on use of the safe setting for dissemination of data to the researchers.
· The Committee will monitor data requests and analysis provided to the HSC and DoH clients for service improvement or evaluation. 
· The Honest Broker Service will make sure meetings of the Committee are recorded by and records of decisions are kept. 
· The Committee will determine a priority order for information requests, if demand is high. 

Meetings
Meetings of the Committee will usually be organised on a quarterly basis when research project applications have been received by the HBAS. 

A schedule of meetings will be published along with deadlines for submissions for consideration at the next Committee. 

A sub group may meet more frequently to discuss urgent applications. When it is not possible to arrange a meeting within a reasonable timeframe – the approvals process will be completed by correspondence.

Quoracy

A quorate meeting of the main committee is one attended by the following members, including: 

a. the chair or other officer
b. at least one HSC Trust Representative 
d. at least one lay member or the Patient Client Council Representative.

A quorate meeting of a sub group required to meet urgent requirements will include:
a. the chair or other officer
b. at least one HSC Trust Representative 
d. at least one lay member or the Patient Client Council Representative.


Conflicts of interest
Members may absent themselves during consideration of research proposals that could be seen to create a conflict of interest. Committee meetings should be attended so as to accommodate these absences while remaining quorate.
In the interests of transparency and probity, any potential conflict of interest should be recorded and published.

Application Tiers
See Appendix 1.

Modifications to Existing Projects
The HBAS will, on behalf of the Committee, process Project Modification requests submitted by researchers. This will enable HBAS staff to amend existing project datasets and/or project end dates, where appropriate – in certain circumstances Project Modifications will be referred back to the Committee for approval via correspondence.  The Committee will be informed of any Project Modification requests.

Appeals
Any applications which are rejected may submit a “De Novo” application.




Reporting and Documentation
The Research Approvals criteria used to assess a project will be provided as an annex to the Research Application Form and will be made available to researchers as part of the application process.

Documentation of decisions, actions and the minutes of meetings will be provided by the HBAS to the applicants as well as published online. 

Details of all approved projects will be made available on the BSO website and on the Health Data Research Innovation Gateway.

Any publications which HBS are made aware of where the research has been facilitated using data accessed through the HBS will also be published on the HBS website. 



Appendix 1: Scrutiny Process for Research Applications

The Committee have implemented a multi-tier approval process with a set of scrutiny criteria for reviewing and approving research applications.

The criteria and process will be updated over time based on feedback from the Committee. 

Tier 1 – Review by Correspondence
The HBS team will complete the scrutiny form and provide the results along with the application materials to the voting members of the Committee via correspondence.

If the risk is sufficiently low then the application will be considered for review by correspondence. 

In the RAG rating system this would generally be projects where all the criteria are Green or there are very few Amber ratings, notes will be provided outlining the assessment and any issues to be flagged. 


Committee members will return the review form along with their feedback via correspondence. Reviews require a member of the chairing team, the lay member and at least one HSC Trust representative to respond, however additional feedback can be provided by any voting member. 
Any committee member can raise queries on an application or request that the level of approval be escalated to a meeting.

Tier 2 – Fast Track Scrutiny by Sub Panel
This option is for applications that are not suitable for review by correspondence but cannot wait until the next full meeting of the Committee (which will be held quarterly).
Justification must be provided by the applicant as to why the application needs an urgent review.
This approach may also be used for applications which were considered for review by correspondence but had minor issues flagged which require discussion. 

Tier 3 – Full Committee Meeting
Applications requiring further discussion will be considered at the quarterly meetings.
Applicants will need to have submitted all materials at least 2 weeks prior to the meeting and the HBS team will have completed the initial scrutiny assessment before providing documents to the Committee.

After discussing the application in the full committee, the chairing team will decide on the application and this will be reported to the applicant. 

The Committee will have full oversight of projects approved during the previous quarter on the previous tiers. 

Scrutiny Checklist
	Stage 1 Checks
	Consideration

	
	Red
	Amber
	Green

	Administrative Checks

	Project expected start date and duration is reasonable
	Seems Unfeasible
	Some Concerns
	Yes

	All members of the research team have appropriate training, or have otherwise committed to achieving relevant training.
	Unable to establish training status or efficacy of training (in which case application will not progress for review).
	Reports training but difficult to assess, or only some participants trained
	Yes, has completed or provided assurance that will undertake approved training or verifiable appropriate training.

This is checked prior to access if project approved.  

	All relevant signatures from University Research Governance Offices have been attained
	No evidence provided, in which case application should not proceed.
	Indication that the Research Governance Process are aware of the application but waiting for signatures
	Yes

	All researchers have provided their CV’s along with the application
	CV’s missing or refuse to supply (in which case wouldn’t submit for review)
	 In progress, some issues or missing team members
	Yes

	Peer review evidence has been supplied
	No Peer Review has been sought, or has sent the grant application review instead
	In progress but not provided yet.
	Yes, evidence supplied

	HBS Team have checked availability of the requested project datasets. Evidence of Data Custodian support has been provided for any additional linkages.  
	Concerns over data availability which may impact feasibility of the project
	While assurances are in place, there may be some concerns around timelines or availability of data (for example if Data agreements still being sought)
	Yes, data is available or there are strong assurances that data can be made available

	Ethical consideration has been provided through the Office for Research Ethics Committees Northern Ireland (ORECNI) (if applicable - see guidance).
	REC Approval is required and there is no evidence or assurance that it is being progressed.
	REC Approval is required and is being sought in parallel to the application
	 Project did not require REC approval or REC approval is already in place

	Is funding in place for the project?
	No funding approved
	Assurances given, but funding is pending  
	Yes

	Is there any commercial interest or involvement in the research?
	Questionable commercial interest in, or motivation for, the research (eg commercially funded) considered to outweigh public interest and/or presenting privacy concerns
	Commercial interest in the research
	No commercial interest or involvement

	Project Application Checklists

	Project application specifies which geographies of NI are within scope of this research, which is supported by geographical scope of the datasets requested.
	Specific concerns around the geographies being requested or how these are documented
	Project geographies specified, some concern over disclosure or sensitivity
	 Project geographies specified and justified

	Project application specifies why the use of legally protected data is required to fulfil this research aim. E.g. It would not be possible to get the same outcome based on aggregate statistics requests.
	Project aims could be achieved using publicly available data, or no explanation provided
	Some explanation given but queries remain as to why the data is required
	Yes, clearly explained why HBS data is required

	Project provides evidence of planned publication routes, which will engage with core stakeholders to maximise public benefit.
	Limited answer/lack of evidence for clear planning around dissemination
	Some evidence, but limited
	Clear, appropriate routes of dissemination are outlined in the application

	Has PPI been considered in development of the project?
	Limited answer/lack of evidence for clear planning around PPI, refusal to document PPI even though recommended
	Some concerns around the PPI plan, reasonable debate about whether it is deemed necessary
	Yes clear PPI plan or not deemed necessary




	Stage 2 Checks
	Consideration

	
	Red
	Amber
	Green

	PROJECT APPLICATION ASSESSMENT

	ESSENTIAL CRITERIA

	Project relates to Health & Social Care research.
	No evidence project relates to Health and Social Care Research
	 Insufficient consideration given to the issue or difficult to establish, queries about whether is research or Service Evaluation/Audit
	Yes

	Project application specifies how the research may support the development/delivery of public policy, public service delivery or serve the public good. 
	No evidence of public benefit
	Insufficient consideration given to issue or difficult to establish 
	Yes

	Is the lay summary well written in clearly understandable language?
	No - it uses complex, scientific language not easily understood by someone without specialist knowledge
	Some attempts made to make it understandable, but still contains some scientific terminology / is overly complex
	Yes

	DATA USE

	Project application requests access to a novel dataset to be linked within the HBS that has not previously been included in an HBS research project.
	Yes - project requires linkage under Data Access Agreement to external data (more legal risk inherent, however valuable linkages e.g. cancer registry)
	Yes – infrequently used dataset or first time used (may have more risks require more discussion). Data extracts to be provided by other provider e.g. HSC Trust (requires additional oversight from Trusts and IRAS application)
	No (less risk as precedent in place for use)

	METHODOLOGY & FEASIBILITY

	Project application includes specific research aims or questions to be answered.
	Objectives not documented well, too broad in scope
	Doubts, queries or issues with proposed aims and objectives. Proposed processing goes beyond that required to achieve objectives 
	Yes

	Project application acknowledges any limitations and/or the use of proxies are made clear.
	Use of proxies etc requires further discussion
	 Some Concerns
	 Yes

	Project application explains how the methodological approach will answer the research question and specifies exactly what will happen to the data.
	Unlikely the objectives will be met
	 Doubts, queries or issues with proposed design or method, given objectives. Proposed processing goes beyond that required to achieve objectives
	Yes

	Justification has been provided for all variables, in particular sensitive variables.  The variable list matches the objectives of the project.
	Variables appear irrelevant. Large volumes of data being requested.
	 Doubts, queries or issues with proposed variables. Unclear which variables are being used to answer multiple research questions.
	Yes

	PRIVACY CONCERNS

	Are there any specific disclosure risks associated with the planned project outputs?
	Residual risk to individual identifiable data remains unacceptably high given likely benefit. Harm or potential harm to individuals is reasonably foreseeable. Residual risk has the potential to be reasonably reduced further.
	Some residual risk remains giving concern. Residual risk difficult to assess or assessment based on highly unpredictable factors. Very low risk competing with very serious potential consequences.
	Yes, no outstanding concerns regarding unintended disclosure

	Have these been documented and mitigated to a satisfactory level or does it require further discussion at Committee?
	Not documented or mitigated to satisfactory level - Requires further discussion
	Some effort made to mitigate disclosure risks, but not yet satisfactory. - Requires further discussion
	Yes - detailed description of specific disclosure risks and how the team will mitigate these. HBS confident that all privacy concerns have been addressed

	Does the project application request access to a sensitive dataset or is the focus of the research a specific sensitive topic or vulnerable group?  
	Highly sensitive data or vulnerable populations are the focus of the proposal and/or there is insufficient evidence of adequate controls
	Some sensitive data will be used but this is not the focus of the proposal. Some sensitive data will be used and/or vulnerable populations involved, but controls appear adequate
	No





Appendix 2 – Current scrutiny process for internal requests. 
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Appendix 2 – Process for HSCDI internal requests. 

The HSC Data Institute (HSCDI) have implemented a regional request process for reports/data supported through their analytics and insight team and the coding and standards team. 

This work is separate to the Honest Broker Service and is managed through individual processing agreements and memorandum of understanding for DHCNI/HSCDI. 

The HSC Data Institute reports to the  HSC Data Co-ordination Board to triage, assess requests and assess data availability and will work with Trust Information Teams, encompass and GPIP around data provisioning. 

While the Committee is not directly involved in the scrutiny process for applications through this regional request process, the HSCDI wish to establish a central registry of all data requests which will be shared with the Committee so that the Committee has a holistic view of data requests covered by the Honest Broker Service and the HSCDI. 
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