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INTRODUCTION

The digital transformation of public administration is fundamentally reshaping how local 

governments manage, protect, and communicate about personal data. This shift is driven 

by legislative changes, technological advancements and a growing public demand for 

transparency. In this context, the City of Ghent (Stad Gent) in Belgium has emerged as a 

frontrunner by making its ‘Verwerkingsregister’, or Record of Processing Activities (RoPA) 

publicly accessible. This initiative moves beyond mere compliance with the General Data 

Protection Regulation (GDPR) (Regulation (EU) 2016/679) and sets a new benchmark for 

public accountability and citizen engagement.

The GDPR mandates that all data controllers, including public authorities, maintain a 

detailed RoPA under Article 30. However, the regulation does not require this register to 

be public, a critical distinction that makes Stad Gent's approach unique. While most 

organisations keep these records for internal audits, Stad Gent has chosen to proactively 

embrace the GDPR’s core principles of accountability and transparency. This move aligns 

with the broader push for open data and e-government initiatives across the European 

Union, which aim to foster public trust and democratic participation.

This policy brief, based on testimonies from Stad Gent and in-depth research, is targeted at 

public administrations across Europe seeking to modernise their data governance. It 

provides a detailed analysis of Stad Gent’s novel approach, detailing its legal basis, 

innovative technical architecture, and its profound impact on both internal governance 

and citizen engagement. By sharing its journey, Stad Gent serves as a model for other local 

governments looking to transition towards more efficient, accountable, and citizen-centric 

administrations in the digital age.

WHY DOES STAD GENT’S RECORD OF PROCESSING ACTIVITIES 

MATTER?

Understanding the importance of Stad Gent’s initiative requires a review of the core 

challenges it addresses: fragmented data and limited transparency. This section delves 

into the issues inherent in traditional data governance models, highlighting the limitations 

of siloed systems and the necessity for proactive, citizen-centric transparency.

One of the primary challenges faced by public administrations is the fragmentation of data. 

Before the introduction of GDPR, information about data processing activities was often 

scattered across different departments, managed in isolated spreadsheets, or left 

undocumented entirely. This decentralised approach led to inefficiencies, version control 

issues, and significant compliance risks, making it nearly impossible for a city of Ghent’s 

size to maintain a unified, up-to-date overview of its data landscape.

2

https://stad.gent/en
https://verwerkingsregister.stad.gent/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2016/679/oj/eng


Furthermore, traditional models often leave citizens in the dark about how their personal 

data is used. The GDPR’s requirement for a RoPA is a step towards internal accountability, 

but it does not mandate public access. This leaves a gap in transparency, making it difficult 

for individuals to exercise their data protection rights, such as the right to be informed. 

Stad Gent recognised that true accountability and transparency demand more than legal 

compliance; they require an open and accessible view into the city’s data processing 

activities.

The city’s solution, the ‘Verwerkingsregister’, takes on these challenges. By creating a 

unified, public-facing register, Stad Gent has moved beyond a reactive, compliance-focused 

approach to a proactive, transparency-driven one. This shift, similar to preventive 

medicine if you will, aims to build trust and address data-related concerns before they 

escalate. 

The legal foundation for a RoPA is Article 30 of the GDPR, which obligates all data 

controllers to maintain a detailed record of their data processing activities. A compliant 

RoPA must contain specific and granular information, including:

• The name and contact details of the controller and, where applicable, the 

Data Protection Officer (DPO).

• The purposes of the processing activity.

• A description of the categories of data subjects and personal data being 

processed.

• The categories of recipients to whom the data will be disclosed.

• Details of any data transfers to a third country or international organisation.

• Where possible, the envisaged time limits for the erasure of different data 

categories.

• A general description of the technical and organisational security measures.

It is important to note that public authorities in the EU are almost always required to 

create a RoPA due to the sensitive nature of the data they process. Stad Gent’s public 

Processing Register goes far beyond the standard regulatory model by voluntarily 

publishing the detailed information required by Article 30 GDPR. It catalogues over 500 

processing activities, providing specific details for each one. For example, a citizen can 

search for a service like "Aanbieden van Lab10" (offering Lab10, a youth space) and find 

that the processing is based on a contract and involves personal contact information. 

Similarly, the register details the data processing for "Aanleggen van gratis geveltuinen" 

(creating free facade gardens), identifying the City's Environment and Climate Service and 

noting that the legal basis is a "task of general interest." This level of detail allows citizens 

to understand what data is processed, for what purposes, and under what legal grounds. 

By making its RoPA public, Stad Gent is not just ticking a legal box but is actively using data 

as a strategic asset to foster responsible governance.
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https://verwerkingsregister.stad.gent/verwerking/96c2f021-9dda-ec11-bb3d-000d3a4936d5
https://verwerkingsregister.stad.gent/verwerking/a4bc92ae-7d2f-ee11-bdf4-000d3aaaebbf


INSIDE THE TECHNICALITIES OF THE PUBLIC PROCESSING REGISTER

Stad Gent's public Processing Register is built upon a centralised digital platform designed 

to overcome the significant internal data management challenges faced by large 

organisations. Initially, the city relied on decentralised Excel spreadsheets for data 

collection from its numerous departments, a method that proved inefficient and prone to 

version control issues and potential compliance risks. The GDPR's introduction provided 

the incentive for a more robust solution, leading the city to transition to a solution built on 

Microsoft CRM Dynamics.

Technical architecture and internal governance

This CRM-based system serves as the backend, allowing departments and 
designated staff to enter and update records of their data processing activities in a 
single, unified location. Essentially, they document the various types of data collected 
from citizens for specific data processing activities when they use a government 
service. Departments are required to provide information on what data is processed, 
for what purposes, and under what legal grounds—as illustrated by the example on 
"creating free façade gardens" in the previous section. To ensure the accuracy and 

integrity of the data, a validation workflow was implemented. All departmental entries are 

reviewed and approved by the city’s Data Protection Officer (DPO) before they are 

published, acting as a gate-keeper and an important check on compliance. 

The power of semantic interoperability and linked data

One of the most innovative aspects of Stad Gent’s initiative is its use of open data 

principles and semantic standards. The register is not merely a database but a structured, 

machine-readable data asset that is interoperable by design.

The register's data is published using JSON-LD (JavaScript Object Notation for Linked Data), 

which allows it to be both human-readable and machine-processable. This is an important 

technical choice as it enables the data to be easily ingested, indexed, and queried by other 

systems and applications, turning it into a part of the "semantic web." The meaning of this 

data is provided by the OSLO (Open Standards for Linking Organisations) standard, a 

Flemish government initiative for semantic interoperability. OSLO provides a common 

vocabulary for describing public services and data, ensuring that Stad Gent’s data schema 

is not isolated but is aligned with a broader regional and European framework. 

The use of open standards and linked data is a key component of this project's success. It 

goes beyond a simple database on the web to create a data asset that can be used by 

other public bodies and developers. For example, the Processing Register could be 

connected to a register that maps business continuity processes. By combining the two, an 

administration could identify what specific data categories are essential for resuming 

operations during a crisis, transforming the register into a tool for operational resilience.
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https://json-ld.org/
https://interoperable-europe.ec.europa.eu/collection/oslo-open-standards-linked-organisations


IMPLEMENTATION JOURNEY

The journey to implementing the Processing Register was a pragmatic and iterative one. 

This section outlines the project’s key milestones, challenges, and the mitigation actions to 

overcome them.

The development began with an initial data collection phase where the city's over 100 

departments compiled their data processing activities into decentralised Excel 

spreadsheets. This approach quickly proved unmanageable due to the sheer volume of 

information and the difficulty of maintaining version control, highlighting the need for a 

centralised solution.

The introduction of the GDPR  served as an incentive for change. The city transitioned 

from its basic spreadsheet-based model to a more capable, centralised system built on 

Microsoft CRM Dynamics. This strategic move allowed for decentralised data entry by staff 

while ensuring central validation by the Data Protection Officer (DPO) before any 

information was made public.

The implementation journey, however, was not without obstacles. As the project 

transitioned from a concept to an operational solution, it encountered several pivotal 

challenges:

• Change Management: One of the main challenges was overcoming staff unfamiliarity 

with the new GDPR requirements and the perception that maintaining the register 

was an "added burden" on their workloads. The city addressed this by providing 

targeted training and individual support from the DPO, which helped build capacity 

and foster a sense of ownership among staff. Demonstrating the benefits for staff 

themselves proved effective, too. The Processing Register provides internal 

employees with access to a central catalogue of all data processing activities, which 

is useful for their day-to-day work.

• Technical Complexity: Technical hurdles, such as the need for exportable reports for 

regulatory audits, were encountered. This led to the development of a PowerBI 

dashboard, which streamlined the process and ensured the city could meet its 

reporting obligations efficiently.

• Resource scarcity: With limited resources, it was difficult to add all public processes 

to the register from the start. Under this constraint, Stad Gent prioritised adding 

public processes from departments that are important or frequently used by its 

citizens. By employing this incremental approach, the register covered the essentials 

initially and gradually expanded to include non-essential activities.

This journey demonstrates how the city gradually evolved its approach from a compliance-

driven exercise to an all-encompassing solution that could support both internal 

governance and public transparency.
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IMPACT AND BENEFITS OF THE SOLUTION

The public Processing Register has generated significant benefits that extend far beyond its 

citizens role, including strengthening the city's data governance framework and fostering a 

culture of accountability.

Transforming Internal Data Governance

The initiative has improved audit readiness and lowered compliance risks by centralising all 

required information and providing a clear, auditable record of data processing activities. 

This makes it easy for the city to generate reports for supervisors, avoiding a complex and 

time-consuming process. The central system also resolves version control issues and 

reduces the risk of GDPR non-compliance.

Beyond these practical benefits, the project has driven a cultural shift within the 

organisation. By involving all departments in maintaining the register, it has encouraged 

ownership and accountability. Staff are now more aware of their data responsibilities, and 

the project embodies the principle of "privacy by design." Proactively documenting 

processing activities helps the city manage risks before they become compliance 

problems.

Enhancing Citizen Experience and Building Trust

The public register directly addresses the GDPR's "right to be informed" by providing 

citizens with accessible, and easily understandable information about how their data is 

used. Instead of generic privacy statements, the register offers detailed, specific 

information on over 500 different municipal services. For a citizen applying for a residence 

card, for instance, the register provides explicit information about the legal basis for 

processing their data, the specific categories of data collected, and the purposes for which 

it is used. This level of transparency results in an almost tangible feeling of trust among 

Ghent’s citizens.

Broader Implications for Proactive Open Government

The public Processing Register is not an isolated initiative; it is a component of a city-wide, 

long-term strategy for data-driven and transparent governance. Stad Gent is actively 

involved in a number of other data and AI-driven projects that demonstrate this 

commitment. The VLOED project, for example, used anonymous crowd data to support 

local businesses and inform urban planning, while the PROBE project used artificial 

intelligence and natural language processing to make government decisions more 

transparent and easily searchable for citizens.
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https://stad.gent/en/city-governance-organisation/city-policy/ghent-international/funded-projects/vloed-can-we-predict-city-crowds
https://stad.gent/en/city-governance-organisation/city-policy/ghent-international/funded-projects/probe-proactive-public-access-government


KEY LESSONS LEARNED
While Stad Gent’s public Processing Register is a progressive and innovative model, its 

implementation is not without its challenges. Testimonies from Stad Gent provide 

important lessons for other public administrations that might seek to adopt a similar 

approach.
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Maintaining an accurate and up-to-

date register requires continuous 

effort. When first introduced, many 

departments at Stad Gent were 

unfamiliar with the GDPR and 

viewed maintaining the register as 

an extra task.. Providing tailored 

training, clear guidance, and 

ongoing support from a DPO helped 

to create more awareness about 

the GDPR. This, in turn, ensured 

better engagement and 

understanding among the 

departments, leading to higher data 

quality over time.

Prioritise Capacity Building 

and Ongoing Training

Establish Efficient 

Validation and Publication 

Processes

Balance Transparency with 

Practical Prioritisation

Plan for Continuous 

Evolution and Integration

To maintain trust and accuracy, Stad 

Gent implemented a workflow 

where the DPO validates register 

entries before they are published. 

Changes temporarily remove 

entries from the public register until 

approval, preventing 

misinformation. Timely validation 

by the DPO is essential to keep 

departments motivated and the 

register current.

Given limited resources, Stad Gent 

prioritises updates from 

departments handling sensitive or 

high volumes of personal data. This 

pragmatic approach ensures that 

the most critical data processing 

activities remain accurate and 

visible, while managing workload 

realistically.

The register’s value increases when 

linked to business processes and IT 

applications, providing a 

comprehensive view of data flows 

and supporting crisis resilience. 

Stad Gent is exploring such 

integrations, highlighting the 

importance of strategic planning 

and cross-departmental 

collaboration for ongoing 

improvement.



KEY RECOMMENDATIONS TO GET STARTED
The Stad Gent model offers a future proof vision of public data governance. For other 

European public administrations, it provides a strategic blueprint for moving beyond mere 

legal compliance to achieve genuine transparency, accountability, and citizen-centric digital 

services. The section below summarises some of the key recommendations to get started 

with a similar solution.

• Map and Document All Internal Data Processing Activities

Begin by identifying and recording every data processing activity within your organisation. 

A complete and accurate internal register is essential as the foundation for transparency 

and compliance efforts. Prioritise documenting processing activities from departments 

handling sensitive or high volumes of personal data.

• Adopt Open Standards and Ensure Technical Flexibility

Use interoperable, open data formats and standards to make your register sustainable, 

reusable, and easy to integrate with other systems. Choose technology that allows future 

enhancements and can connect with existing business processes and IT applications.

• Secure Strong Leadership and DPO Engagement

Obtain clear support from senior management to prioritise the register as a strategic 

initiative. Involve the Data Protection Officer early to oversee validation, ensure 

compliance, and maintain data integrity.

• Embed Responsibility Within Existing Departmental Roles

Assign the upkeep of the register to current staff within departments rather than creating 

new teams. The employees working in the departments know their own processing 

activities the best, and this approach fosters ownership, accountability, and scalability 

without increasing resource demands.

• Design for Clarity and Accessibility

Present the register’s information in a clear, concise, and user-friendly manner. This helps 

both internal users and the public to easily understand data processing activities, building 

trust and reducing confusion.

• Provide Training and Ongoing Support

Equip departments with the knowledge and tools they need to maintain accurate records. 

Regular training and accessible support encourage engagement and improve data quality.

• Implement Timely Validation and Continuous Monitoring

Establish efficient processes for the Data Protection Officer to review and approve updates 

promptly. Monitor the register regularly to prioritise updates from departments handling 

sensitive or large volumes of personal data.
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• Ensure Compliance Through Exportable Reporting

Build capabilities to generate comprehensive exports and reports of the register. This 

supports audit readiness and meets regulatory requirements for providing copies of 

processing activities to supervisory authorities.

9

Comprehensive 
Data Mapping

Identify and document all 
internal data processing 

activities, with priority on 
sensitive or high-volume 

data.

Open Standards 
and Flexibility

Use interoperable, open 
formats and technologies 
that support integration 

and future enhancements.

Leadership and 
DPO involvement

Secure senior 
management support and 

involve the Data 
Protection Officer early 

for compliance oversight.

Departmental 
Ownership

Assign register 
maintenance to existing 
staff within departments 

to promote 
accountability and 

scalability.

Clear and 
Accessible Design

Present data processing 
information clearly to build 

trust and facilitate 
understanding.

Training, 
Monitoring, and 

Reporting

Provide ongoing training, 
ensure timely validation, 
continuous monitoring, 
and enable exportable 
reports for compliance.
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If you’d like to know more about Stad Gent’s Record of 
Processing Activities, you may reach out to: 

Additional resources:

Do you have a solution in mind that you would like to propose 
for a peer-leaning policy brief?

PLEASE CONTACT US WITH A SHORT DESCRIPTION OF YOUR 
SOLUTION TO SET UP AN EXPLORATORY MEETING

Point of Contact for Stad Gent: privacy@stad.gent

• OSLO vocabulary ‘Consent’ from the Flemish Government: 
https://data.vlaanderen.be/ns/toestemming/

• Example of Sparql query: 
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https://api.triplydb.com/s/DDqEOYOrO__;!!D
OxrgLBm!HI6RuN0kGXGe1LLoCuxgo45UGYXnv_OD4ZPgRggj_VD7Q3FmCYR
MzkHIvKKltCEi4JxQcNtWMcGSzezIvFTHF1hyryDrsvP3hGS-wcU$

• Open data set of the Stad Gent’s Processing Register: 
https://data.stad.gent/explore/?disjunctive.keyword&disjunctive.theme&so
rt=modified

• JavaScript Webcomponent: https://github.com/StadGent/js_widget-
lod/tree/main/src/components/lod-processing-register

Visit the
INTEROPERABLE EUROPE ACADEMY 
and the INTEROPERABILITY COURSES

https://data.vlaanderen.be/ns/toestemming/
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https://api.triplydb.com/s/DDqEOYOrO__;!!DOxrgLBm!HI6RuN0kGXGe1LLoCuxgo45UGYXnv_OD4ZPgRggj_VD7Q3FmCYRMzkHIvKKltCEi4JxQcNtWMcGSzezIvFTHF1hyryDrsvP3hGS-wcU$
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https://api.triplydb.com/s/DDqEOYOrO__;!!DOxrgLBm!HI6RuN0kGXGe1LLoCuxgo45UGYXnv_OD4ZPgRggj_VD7Q3FmCYRMzkHIvKKltCEi4JxQcNtWMcGSzezIvFTHF1hyryDrsvP3hGS-wcU$
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https://api.triplydb.com/s/DDqEOYOrO__;!!DOxrgLBm!HI6RuN0kGXGe1LLoCuxgo45UGYXnv_OD4ZPgRggj_VD7Q3FmCYRMzkHIvKKltCEi4JxQcNtWMcGSzezIvFTHF1hyryDrsvP3hGS-wcU$
https://data.stad.gent/explore/?disjunctive.keyword&disjunctive.theme&sort=modified
https://data.stad.gent/explore/?disjunctive.keyword&disjunctive.theme&sort=modified
https://github.com/StadGent/js_widget-lod/tree/main/src/components/lod-processing-register
https://github.com/StadGent/js_widget-lod/tree/main/src/components/lod-processing-register
https://academy.europa.eu/courses/interoperable-europe-academy-community/view/?fromPath=dashboard
https://interoperable-europe.ec.europa.eu/collection/digital-skills-public-sector/solution/interoperable-europe-academy
https://academy.europa.eu/search/index.php?search=interoperability&sort=#/
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Stay in touch 

iop-academy@ec.europa.eu

Interoperable Europe Academy

Interoperable Europe

Interoperable Europe

Interoperable Europe

Interoperable Europe

@ IoP_EU

@ IoP_EU

https://interoperable-europe.ec.europa.eu/collection/interoperable-europe-academy/document/policy-brief-digital-counter-revolutionising-public-service-delivery-through-innovation
https://www.linkedin.com/groups/12907049/
https://www.youtube.com/c/interoperableeurope
https://x.com/InteroperableEU
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