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First year milestone

In this issue, we have an update from our Annual General Meeting
(AGM), held in June 2014. This was the annual meeting to discuss cur-
rent progress and future plans for the project, and marked the first full
year of the project. We also have some more student introductions, as
well as some partner spotlights.

The layout of the newsletter has also been changed. | hope you will find
that it has improved in terms of readability and legibility. The table of
contents at the bottom right-hand corner of this page is clickable and will
link you directly to individual sections.

| would also like to take the opportunity to remind you that maintaining
up-to-date contact details is essential. Please take a few minutes to see
if your name is on the contact list on the back pages of this newsletter,
and if your contact details are correct. If you find an error, please email
Jing (jing.teo@mcgill.ca).
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Partner Spotlight: City of Toronto

The City of Toronto is one of our mu-
nicipal partners. | had a brief chat with
Keith McDonald, Open Data Lead at
the City of Toronto, on the current
state of the City’s open data, and what
to look forward to in the future.

What is your position in the City of
Toronto?

| am the Open Data Lead with the In-
formation and Technology (a division
within the City of Toronto) side of Open
Data. We are partnered with the City
Clerk’s office to evangelise and sup-
port the release of open data to the
public. I'm involved in supporting the
team and with partnerships, such as
with Geothink, and community devel-
opers, in order to make the dream of
open data a reality in Toronto. We've
been in play since 2009. We have
found ourselves working on: creating
an open data policy, licensing, and the
processes for managing datasets as
they come to us from various divisions.
The future is looking great. | think we’d
like to see a lot more datasets availa-
ble on the website, but we’re on our
way, to be sure.

Was your position created specifi-
cally for open data?

Actually, we're in a bit of a transition
state. Back in 2009, there was no posi-
tion for open data. So when we got
rolling, it was all job shared. We were
all involved, but we were in different
positions, loaned to the initiative. We
had a ‘virtual manager’ — her actual job
titte was elsewhere, but she became
known as the Open Data Manager.
The Information and Technology area
created a business intelligence unit,

and so open data is now going to have
an official home in this unit, and we are
creating some full-time open data posi-
tions. When the virtual Open Data
Manager left the City, | took on the
work of the Open Data Lead. Over the
next couple of months, we will see our
permanent home take shape and be
able to start leveraging staff and budg-
ets. | think a lot of cities are also in the
same situation, where, if you ask them
the same question, they’ll tell you “well,
it’s a little complicated”. It’s interesting,
and a challenge, to move to a new kind
of structure, but also very welcome to
see.

Do you see further organizational
changes to governments and their
open data?

We've heard from other cities that they
are moving in a similar direction, to-
wards big data, business intelligence,
and trying to formalise internally the
way staff are collecting data and mak-
ing good use of it. When open data
started up around five years ago, the
mission was to get the data up to the
website. Now that we've been around
for a little longer, we are starting to be
able to examine the next steps. One of
them seems to be that we could ena-
ble our own staff to start using data in
ways they haven’t thought of before.
From the business intelligence side,
we are thinking of providing desktop
dashboards to provide tools for staff to
start doing their own analytics, even if
they don't have any technical experi-
ence. Even if they don’t know how to
handle raw data, they could use tools
to create graphs, charts, and other
representations for them to use. The
other questions we are looking at are

where to put data and what to do with
it. In other words, data governance.
There is a lot of internal data that is not
public, such as staff payroll. It may not
be public, but it’s still data, so we need
to think of what we can do with it. |
certainly think that it's a good fit to put
open data inside a business intelli-
gence unit.

Your organisation is changing and
becoming more permanent, but how
do you avoid become ‘yet another
unit’ within government? And how
do you address fragmentation in the
City’s structure?

So far, we are a small, lean, agile
group of people that haven’t necessari-
ly had some of the same structures
that you are implying you would get
when you have a more formalised ar-
rangement. | want to be optimistic that,
because of the work we've done al-
ready and the connection and re-
sponse from the community, we are
perceived that we are a litfle pocket
that functions well. Part of govern-
ment’s task is to be there for the com-
munity and to answer questions. | don’t
think they [referring to upper manage-
ment] would want that to change. We
are bound to change a little bit with
expansion, but | hope we can keep
and add to what we have been doing
well.

Open data, we hope, is eventually
going to be mainstream within gov-
ernment as well, how will this
change things?

| think we are about to see the default
course of action, when data is collect-
ed, to automatically present data to the
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open data website. It will become part
of the process. With legacy data, it’s
not natural yet. But when new data is
collected, we are expecting that it be
offered as raw and machine-readable.
We want it to be a natural part of the
process, rather than an exception or
extra task.

What kind of challenges do you see
in fully integrating open data into
government processes?

Part of it has to do with resourcing it.
We started with the easy stuff. To use
an often quoted term, the ‘low hanging
fruit. Now that we have almost ex-
hausted the easier data that is already
raw and machine-readable, we are
faced with having to clean up other
data, checking accuracy, and similar
issues with verifying data. So the peo-
ple who manage the data might not
have the time to make sure it's ready
for open data release. | think this is the
biggest challenge. If we get to the point
where this is all part of the process, it
will be much easier, but we still have
huge amounts of legacy data spread
out all across the City. This data also
has issues of interoperability — data
from different departments are difficult
to combine. We are even hearing from
cities in the Greater Toronto Area that
data on road networks is collected
slightly differently, so if we wanted to
put data from other cities together, it
would be very difficult. To me, this is
our biggest challenge — getting re-
sources available to those that man-
age data, to help clean it up and to
agree on common standards.

Is data standardisation something
that your unit will have a part in?

| hope so. There has been a lot of dis-
cussion worldwide on this issue. It has
to happen eventually, but it is very
difficult to come up with standards, as
people are used to the way they cur-

rently work. It is a hugely complex is-
sue, and in truth, | think solutions may
come from outside of Canada. There’s
a lot of work done in Europe, and there
are already precedents that happened
from the past - such as around the
web. Think of consortia such as the
W3C (World Wide Web Consortium).
The province could make it easier if
they legislated a standard, but either
way, we need one. | predict that we will
soon see standards emerge that even-
tually catch hold, and eventually every-
one will jump on the trend. In that
case, I'm hoping that Toronto will be
an early adopter. If we take open data
licensing, the federal government
came out with a license last year that
we and others adopted and modified
only slightly (in our case, we have to
quote the City of Toronto Act). This
license also spread to other cities in
Canada. What it meant was that a de-
veloper could use data from Toronto,
Vancouver, and Edmonton, all without
worrying about different wording or
nuances in licensing, because they are
all the same. I'd love to see the same
sort of thing happen with data stand-
ards, and | hope it happens quickly.

Moving to the current state of open
data in Toronto, what developments
have there been over the past year?

One thing that has transpired is a spike
in involvement. In the first couple of
years, there were one or two hacka-
thons held per year. In the past 18
months we have seen a large increase
in these types of events occurring, and
more inquiries being sent to us regard-
ing open data. It probably indicates
that things are starting to happen, and
that there is an increase in uses of
data — a critical mass perhaps. We are
planning on reorganising our webpage
where we list applications as this list is
growing quickly. | think it's almost like
cause and effect. The more data we
put up on the open data website, the

more likely it is to be used. The more it
is used, the more likely outcomes are
created. We are definitely seeing larg-
er demand for open data and seeing
more people attending meet ups to
discuss what data is needed, and even
discussions on standards are happen-
ing locally.

What is your relationship with your
neighbouring municipalities?

We do have relationships with our
neighbours. We are benefiting from
figuring out what each of us
[municipalities] is doing, seeing what
we have in common, and how we
could combine forces. Recently, Ontar-
io has setup an open data community
of practice called PSOD, Public Sector
Open Data, to talk about open data
and how we can work together as cit-
ies and the Province. We are looking
at how we can support each other,
because the data is all connected as
well, such as with road data for those
who continually cross between jurisdic-
tional boundaries. The next step is
figuring out how every city could re-
lease data at the same time and in the
same way. Along those lines, many
cities in the world have come together
to use ISO standards for data collec-
tion, which will also be pushed into
their open data, so we could see some
standards creep in through that way.
We are hoping that in the future, we
could start planning the release of da-
tasets in conjunction with other munici-
palities and the province.

What makes Toronto open data
unique?

| think the easiest thing to distinguish
us is our size, both in terms of the
number of citizens we serve, and the
size of our council. Guelph has only 12
councillors, whereas we have 44, so
Guelph is more agile in terms of num-
bers. For us, our volumes are clearly
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higher than anywhere else, which
means that everything we do is magni-
fied in terms of politics, the supply of Top challenges: “presenting information,
data, and organisational structures accessibility of data, file formats, and tools to

required. We have other situations to empower those without expertise in handling data.”
account for as well, such as the fact

that Toronto receives a lot of foreign
nationals entering Canada that we
have to cater to when providing ser-
vices.  Therefore, everything s just To those starting a new open data project:
bigger, but | wouldn’t say that this is p , ,

necessarily a case of ‘bigger is better, Don'’t feel you have to start fresh, don’t feel you
because the sheer volume just makes have to have it perfect. By all means, get started,

open data more complex. and the rest will fall in place.

In a few words, what would you say
are your current top challenges?

The way we are presenting infor-

mation, accessibility of data, file for- [ ToronTo )

mats and tOOIS to empOWer those Living In Toronto~ Doing Business ~ Visiting Toronto~ Accessing City Hall~
H
without expertise in handling data.

A City of Toronto ' Accessing City Hall | Open Data

Any final words for other Canadian

municipalities? B u | | d | ng = Open Data n. Open-Data: o-pen da-ta /'opan//date/

. The idea that certain data should be freely
City that

Welcome to Open Data - Toronto. - 2
available to everyone to use and republish
th n kS | | ke Be informed and engaged - anyone can use the data! copyright, patents or other mechanisms of

Open Data leads to open, ible and accountable. as they wish, without restrictions from

If you haven't started [an open data

project] yet, | think there are lots of eer control. - Wikipedia @
places to get more information than
when we started. Other cities have Contact Us
already ﬂgured Out a |Ot Of th|ngS so a The dataset catalogue was last updated Aug 6, 2014. Open Data Team
city that is starting out fresh does not opendata@toronto.ca
have to relnvent anythlng ThIS in- Search our catalogue directly! (L0
cludes things like the open data li- We need your help
mSearch our open data sets and files here: What matters to you? Send us an email.

cense, which anyone can just adopt for
themselves as it has already gone
through numerous iterations and legal
examinations. There are lots of cities
that are already on their way, and | am

sure they (and we) would gladly pro- O p e n

vide feedback and comments.

Information and Technology
Don'’t feel you have to start fresh, don’t D t Division, City of Toronto
feel you have to have it perfect. By all a a

means, get started, and the rest will fall Open Data catalogue:

in place. TO ro n tO toronto.ca/open

Email: kmcdonal@toronto.ca
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Upcoming Events and a Call for Your Participation

For us to have the broadest impact with the Geothink Project, we would greatly
appreciate your input. This can mean providing monthly contributions to our
social media outlets, writing blog posts, research updates, and being involved
in future events.

Also, please make sure to inform us of any changes in contact details.

Notices

Please email Jing (jing.teo@mcgill.ca) to notify us of any changes to contact
details.

Events
AAG (Association of American Geographers) Conference

Location: Hyatt Regency, 151 East Wacker Dr., Chicago lllinois
Conference date: 21-25 April 2015
Abstract deadline: 5 November 2014

Important dates: http://www.aag.org/cs/annualmeeting/call_for papers

Geothink Annual General Meeting

Location: Waterloo
Date: month of June

Summer Institute

Location: Waterloo
Date: one week before the AGM

FOLLOW US ON TWITTER @geothinkca, tweet with
#Geothink

Or email us: geothink.ca@gmail.com
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