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Report of the Infrastructure Division
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COMMITTEE ON TECHNOLOGY
Hon. Fernando Cabrera, Chair

November 20, 2013
Oversight:  DoITT’s Administration of 
New York City’s Open Data Law

1. Introduction
On Wednesday, November 20, 2013, the Committee on Technology, chaired by Council Member Fernando Cabrera, will hold an oversight hearing concerning the administration of Local Law 11 of 2012, better known as the Open Data Law, by the Department of Information Technology and Telecommunication (DoITT). 
2. Open Government Data


“Open government data” is the concept that data generated by public sector entities that is legally accessible should be available to the public electronically via the Internet in “open raw formats.”
 “Open” refers to the use of non-proprietary software or systems used to encode the data.  For example, XML (extensible markup language) is a non-proprietary language used to aid information systems in sharing structured data, especially via the Internet.
  XML is available to anyone, and information that is stored in an XML format may be accessed by anyone.  “Raw” refers to data that has not been processed.  For example, the demographic data collected by the United States Census Bureau would be raw, but the reports generated by the United States Census Bureau analyzing such data would be, by comparison, “cooked.”


Adopting open government data standards promotes inclusion of more individuals into the governmental process by making access to information easy and affordable; it promotes transparency and accountability by providing data in its raw form, enabling members of the public to perform their own data analysis and draw their own conclusions; and it permits deeper and more varied analysis of government data by enabling two or more data sets to be integrated together (commonly known as a “mashup”), often by aggregating data and displaying the information visually on a map. 
On December 8, 2007, a group of 30 open government advocates developed eight principles that define open government data.
  While these principles are not binding, they are instructive.  They are as follows:

1. Complete – All public data is made available.  Public data is data that is not subject to valid privacy, security or privilege limitations.

2. Primary – Data is as collected at the source, with the highest possible level of granularity, not in aggregate or modified forms. 
3. Timely – Data is made available as quickly as necessary to preserve the value of the data. 
4. Accessible – Data is available to the widest range of users for the widest range of purposes. 
5. Machine processable – Data is reasonably structured to allow automated processing. 
6. Non-discriminatory – Data is available to anyone, with no requirement of registration. 
7. Non-proprietary – Data is available in a format over which no entity has exclusive control. 
8. License-free – Data is not subject to any copyright, patent, trademark or trade secret regulation.  Reasonable privacy, security and privilege restrictions may be allowed.

The ingenuity of the public to create data mashups is limited only by the availability of useful data.  In November 2008, the District of Columbia Chief Technology Officer (CTO) announced the Applications for Democracy program whereby private citizens compete for $50,000 in total prize money by creating mashups that utilize any of the 200 data feeds available through the office of the CTO website.
  Within thirty days, the Office of the CTO received 47 completed applications valued at $2,300,000.
  Applications included a carpool matchmaker and a real time alert notification that would send alerts (crime reports, building permits, etc.) based on a user’s location if they have a GPS-enabled device.

On June 29, 2009, the NYC Economic Development Corporation and the Department of Information Technology and Telecommunications (DoITT) announced the NYC BigApps Competition, modeled on the Applications for Democracy program in Washington, DC.
  To use in the competition, the City created NYC Data Mine, an online repository of over 80 public data sets from 32 agencies.  The competition received 85 eligible applications by December 15, 2009, and on February 4, 2010, $20,000 in prizes were awarded to thirteen different categories. 
In April 2013, the City announced the winner of its fourth annual BigApps Competition.  A total of eight prizes totaling $150,000 were awarded to seven winning applications, which were selected from 54 eligible applications.  The 2013 Grand Prize was awarded to HealthyOut, an app which makes it easy for New Yorkers to find healthy eating options at nearby restaurants, customized to their dietary needs and preferences.  NYC BigApps 2013 was also designed to engage technologists, City government, private sector and nonprofit organizations, and the public to work together to solve specific New York City challenges, known as BigIssues.  Four BigIssues focus areas were selected for the 2013 competition:  Jobs and Economic Mobility, Healthy Living, Lifelong Learning, and Cleanweb: Energy, Environment, and Resilience.
 
In recent years the City of New York has made an enormous amount of public data available on NYC.gov, including the Building Information System (BIS) operated by the Department of Buildings; the Automated City Register Information System (ACRIS) operated by the Department of Finance; NYC Stat, operated by the Mayor’s Office of Operations, which consolidates information from the Citywide Performance Report (CPR), neighborhood statistics, and the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA); and NYC Data Mine, which is the repository for the data sets made available for the NYC BigApps contest.
  Unfortunately, much of this data was available only in proprietary and/or visual formats, and not all of it was raw data.  Some of the more extensive databases, such as the Building Information System (BIS), specifically forbid automated machine processing.  Combined, these factors limited the usefulness of this data.

3. Local Law 11 of 2012


On March 7, 2012, the City of New York enacted Local Law 11.  This law added a new Chapter 5 to Title 23 of the Administrative Code of the City of New York entitled “Accessibility to Public Data Sets.”
  The law has several parts, including public data set availability, Web portal administration, open data legal policy, data set policy and technical standards, and agency compliance plan.
Public Data Set Availability


Local Law 11 requires that, within one year of the law’s effective date, all public data sets maintained by City agencies be made available on the Internet through a single web portal that is linked to NYC.gov, or any successor website maintained by or on behalf of the City of New York.
  If an agency cannot make such public data sets available, the agency is required to report to DoITT and the New York City Council which public data set or sets that it is unable to make available, the reasons why it cannot do so, and the date by which the agency expects that such data set or sets will be available.

Local Law 11 further requires that the data sets be made available in accordance with the technical standards published by DoITT, that they be in a format that permits automated processing, and that DoITT make use of appropriate technology to notify the public of all updates.

The law further requires that these public data sets be updated online as often as necessary to preserve their integrity and usefulness.
  In addition, the public data sets are to be made available without any registration requirement, license requirement or restrictions on their use, although this does not include measures required to ensure access to the data sets, to protect the single website housing the data sets from unlawful abuse or attempts to damage or impair use of the website, or to analyze the types of data being used to improve service delivery.
  Local Law 11 also requires that that the public data sets be accessible to external search capabilities.

Web Portal Administration

Local Law 11 requires DoITT to take reasonable measures to maintain bandwidth availability of the Web portal, to conspicuously publish the open data legal policy, to implement an online forum to solicit feedback from the public and to encourage public discussion on open data policies and public data set availability on the Web portal, and that requests received via the online forum for inclusion of particular data sets be considered by agencies in making terminations as to priority for inclusion on the Web portal.

Data Set Policy and Technical Standards

Local Law 11 requires DoITT to promulgate rules establishing an Internet data set policy and a technical standards manual for the publishing of public data sets on the Internet by City agencies for the City of New York within 180 days of its enactment.
  The manual is required to identify the reasons why each technical standard was selected and for which types of data it is applicable.  DoITT released the manual in September 2012.
 
Agency Compliance Plan

Local Law 11 requires that DoITT submit a compliance plan to the Mayor and the City Council within 18 months of its effective date and make such plan available on the Web portal.  The plan must include a summary description of public data sets under the control of each agency and must prioritize the data sets for inclusion on the Web portal on later than December 31, 2018.  If the data set cannot be made available on the portal before this date, the Plan is required to state the reasons why it cannot be made available and, to the extent practicable, the date by which the agency that owns the data believes that it will be made available on the portal.
  DoITT released the compliance plan, which it referred to as the NYC Open Data Plan, on September 22, 2013.

For purposes of prioritizing the data sets, Local Law 11 states that agencies are to consider whether the information embodied in the data set can be used to increase agency accountability and responsiveness, improves public knowledge of the agency and its operations, furthers the mission of the agency, creates economic opportunity, or responds to a need or demand identified by public consultation.
 
In addition, Local Law 11 requires that no later than July 15, 2014 and every July 15 thereafter, DoITT is required to submit and post on the Web portal an update to the Compliance Plan to the Mayor and City Council until all public data has been made available via the portal.  If the data cannot be made available on the portal by December 31, 2018, the update shall state the reasons why and, if practical, the date by which the agency believes that the data will be made available via the portal.

4. NYC Open Data Plan


DoITT released the Open Data Plan in September 2013.
  The Plan lists the 434 data sets identified by agencies to be made available on the Open Portal.  The Department of Environmental Protection has identified 42 data sets for release, the most of any agency.  The Office of the Mayor identified the next largest number of datasets at 37.
  The number of data sets to be released, however, is not necessarily a good reflection of the quality or usefulness of those data sets and is not necessarily a good indication of whether the agency has complied with the spirit of the law.

Of the 434 data sets identified across 47 agencies in the plan, 17 percent will be updated on the daily level while thirty-six percent will be updated once a year or less.  Fifteen data sets have an undetermined update frequency.  This “TBD” category includes data sets like the Department of Finance’s NYCServ Payments which contains information on “vehicles towed, booted, and potentially auctioned as a result of a parking ticket.”

The following chart shows the number of data sets to be released by quarter.  As is evident in the chart below, most of the agencies opted for the last possible date of compliance. 
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The following chart breaks down data scheduled to be released in 2018 by agency.  The majority of data sets to be released in 2018 are from the School Construction Authority (SCA), the Department of Education (DOE) and the Department of Finance (DOF).  2018 releases make up 77, 70, and 100 percent of the data sets those agencies plan on releasing, respectively.
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5. NYC Open Data Portal
The Open Portal has been growing in size since the first data sets were added in 2011. The graph below shows the cumulative growth of data sets on the portal, which is represented by the upper line.  The lines have been smoothed to demonstrate the overall trend of growth.  The lower line shows the subset of those data sets which have been updated in the last month.  The discrepancy accounts for the feature of the portal that allows users to manipulate and “save” changes to data sets on the portal. When saved in this way, a new data set is created on the portal.
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Data sets on the portal are labeled by topic, and not all topics are growing at the same rate as the portal.  Transportation and City Government have had the largest recent growth in data sets.  Public Safety and Health, on the other hand, have had few additions over the last year.
6. Local Law 11 Implementation

According to the City, since the launch of the NYC Open Data portal in 2011, the City has released more than 1,100 data sets from over 60 agencies.  These data sets total more than 600 million rows and have received more than 2.8 million views.
  Recent data sets released by the City include ACRIS (Automated City Register Information System), which allows users to search property records for Manhattan, Queens, the Bronx, and Brooklyn from 1966 to the present day; PLUTO (Primary Land Use Tax Lot Output), which contains extensive land use and geographic data at the tax lot level; Office of Administrative Trials and Hearings Notice of Violations and Charges Against, which contains data specific to the violations from 13 of the City’s ticket-issuing agencies; and Department of Information Technology & Telecommunications (DoITT) Building Footprints and Address Points, allows users to incorporate the maps into their own applications.
 
City agencies’ response to Local Law 11 has been encouraging to citizens and advocacy groups. Among other things, these groups point to the release of a number of datasets pursuant to the law that have been long sought by the public, including PLUTO, ACRIS, and 311 complaints.
However, these groups have stated that changes can be made to strengthen the law. For example, a report recently issued by the New York City Transparency Working Group has stated that City agencies largely missed the March 2013 deadline for publishing data sets already on their websites.  The report estimates that only 40% of the datasets that should have been posted by this deadline actually were.
  In addition, the report states even though Local Law 11 requires City agencies to produce machine readable data in an open format, some agencies are publishing data in PDF or other closed formats that make it impossible to use.
  In addition, the report finds that even though the City has collected agency performance data and used that to improve agency operations, very little of this has been made available to the public.  Additionally, AgencyStat data like HousingStat, NYCHA’s performance management process, which includes real time updates of broken door locks, and broken elevators in public housing, is not available via the Open Data portal.
  Finally, the report states that there are widespread complaints about the search function on the open data portal and that individuals have repeatedly pointed to deficiencies in the Metadata, the descriptive information attached to each data set, which greatly reduces the usefulness of the search function.

7. Conclusion

The Committee hopes to learn more about DoITT’s implementation of Local Law 11.  In particular, the Committee hopes to learn about the data sets currently available on the Open Portal, including the date upon which the data set will be released and how frequently it will be updated.  In addition, the Committee hopes to learn more about types of data that have been released and whether they are in open format, as well as how data can be searched on the Open Portal.  Finally, the Committee hopes to learn what steps DoITT plans to take to ensure that agencies release data sets in a timely and efficient manner. 
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