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CIVIC TECH: KEYS TO SUCCESS

Empathy Lean Data Users Sustainability

➤ Build with, not 
for 

➤ Talk to users 

➤ Understand 
behavior 

➤ Learn what’s out 
there

➤ It’s more than 
just a technical 
process  

➤ Expect failure 

➤ Only build what’s 
necessary 

➤ Test, test, test

➤ Data “lives” 
everywhere 

➤ Be ready to scrape 

➤ Open data is your 
friend 

➤ ETLs are your 
best friend

➤ If you build it 
they will come 

➤ Listen and learn 

➤ Define metrics 

➤ Find partners

➤ Consider your 
options: startup, 
open source, non-
profit, academic, 
etc 

➤ Tech -> Policy 

➤ Expect to train 
everyone 

➤ Document 
everything
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AGENDA
➤ Case Study: LargeLots 

➤ Why open data? 

➤ Benefits to the government 

➤ Where to find open data? 

➤ Ways residents can access 
governmental data
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CASE STUDY: LARGE LOTS
Open data helping deliver policy to people

@abhinemani

https://largelots.org


City of Chicago designed a program to sell unused city-owned property 
for $1, per lot in key areas where redevelopment was a priority.

Image credit: ChicagoMag
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“You could figure it out on your own, but you 
have to download this spreadsheet from the 
city data portal with every city owned lot, 
compare it to this pdf map and then go to the 
city zoning map… All the pieces are there, but 
having to go through the steps is a challenge. 

- Derek Eder
@abhinemani



LARGE LOTS: OPEN DATA CASE STUDY
➤ Policy: Neighborhood stabilization through sale of city-owned parcels 

➤ Problem: Difficult to find which properties available and apply for purchase 

➤ Approach: Civic technology organization (DataMade) used open data to build LargeLots.org 

➤ Datasets 

➤ Chicago - City Owned Land Inventory 

➤ Chicago - Community Areas 

➤ Cook County - Address Point Chicago 

➤ Cook County - 2012 Parcels 

➤ Outcomes 

➤ Hundreds of parcels sold 

➤ Program expanded across the city
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“ The first challenge was to get all the data in 
place… the team needed a map of the area, a 
list of city-owned property and zoning 
information for Chicago. Luckily most of the 
sets (city-owned property, zoning 
maps, Cook County parcel maps) were 
already available. 

-WBEZ
@abhinemani

http://wbezdata.tumblr.com/post/83103392730/how-largelotsorg-became-a-reality
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Over 5,000 visitors in the first 2 weeks.

Image credit: ChicagoMag
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“ After debuting in Englewood and East Garfield Park 
in 2014, more than 550 homeowners have so far 
taken advantage of the program. Now, thanks to its 
recently expanded scope, Large Lots will extend 
to 33 Chicago communities on the West and 
South sides, offering 4,000 empty properties at 
the extremely discounted rate. 

-Chicago Tribune
@abhinemani

https://chicago.curbed.com/2016/11/29/13776394/chicago-real-estate-news-city-expands-dollar-lot-program-west-south-side


WHY OPEN DATA
The benefits of opening civic / government data
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BENEFITS OF OPEN DATA
➤ Transparency 

➤ Increased accountability (eg Crime maps) 

➤ Internal efficiency 

➤ Department-to-department communication 
(eg LA GeoHub) 

➤ Better decision-making 

➤ Data science / analysis (eg VisionZero) 

➤ Community-supported innovation / engagement 

➤ Better gov/citizen communication (eg 
ClearStreets, transit apps, etc) 

➤ Civic entrepreneurship 

➤ New businesses / jobs (eg BrightScope, 
DataMade)

Image credit: LAUSD
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Transparency: Using open data journalists, NGOs, and other groups can 
track and visualize city activity — crime map — boosting accountability.

Image credit: Chicago Tribune
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Internal Efficiency: LA GeoHub, hosts open data, and powers apps like 
StreetWize that helps agencies coordinate (and communicate) street closures
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Better decision-making: Open data enables NGOs, universities and companies 
to perform data science/analysis to support policy initiatives such as VisionZero.

Image credit: LATimes@abhinemani



Community-supported innovation: Civic hackers can use open data to 
communicate city activity to residents, like this snow plow tracker.
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Entrepreneurship: Open data can power new companies, such as 
BrightScope, which create jobs and economic activity.
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GETTING “OPEN DATA”
Sometimes easy, sometimes not…
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WAYS TO ACCESS GOVERNMENT DATA
➤ Pull 

➤ FOIA / PRA 

➤ Scraping 

➤ Push 

➤ Open data portals 

➤ Open APIs
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HOW DO YOU GET THE “OPEN” DATA?

FOIA Scraping Open Data 
Portals Open APIs

Data available (decreasing)MORE LESS
@abhinemani



HOW DO YOU GET THE “OPEN” DATA?

FOIA

Legally, the government must give you access to any non-“confidential” information it has. The federal 
law is known as the “Freedom of Information Act” (FOIA); states and cities have their own “Public 
Records Act(s)” (PRA) or “Sunshine Laws” as well. 
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FOIA EXAMPLE: SMARTPROCURE.US
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FOIA GETTING EASIER WITH NEW TOOLS: NEXTREQUEST
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HOW DO YOU GET THE “OPEN” DATA?

FOIA Scraping

For years, governments have posted “data” online either as downloadable PDFs (e.g. annual/quarterly 
reports) or as tables/lists on their websites. (Scraping will be the focus of a later lecture)
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HOW DO YOU GET THE “OPEN” DATA?

FOIA Scraping

There are few requirements on the manner in which governments complete FOIA requests, so often 
you will need to run PDF scrapers or an OCR script (object/content recognition) on the FOIA’d 
files to make the data machine-readable / useful.
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CHALLENGES WITH FOIA OR SCRAPING
➤ FOIA 

➤ “Static” file 

➤ Requires ongoing requests to maintain relevance 

➤ Proprietary data formats 

➤ Limited/no documentation 

➤ Can annoy government officials 

➤ Can generate additional work 

➤ Scraping 

➤ Typically requires programming 

➤ Scripts can become irrelevant with any change by 
government 

➤ Can annoy government officials 

➤ Can tax technical infrastructure
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PUSH VS. PULL
FOIA  

Scraping
Open Data Portals  

Open APIs
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“
It’s easier to throw stones at a house  
than to build one.

- The West Wing 
(and many other places)
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HOW DO YOU GET THE “OPEN” DATA?

FOIA Scraping Open Data 
Portals

Governments have begun to pass open data policies / sign open data executive orders, mandating a 
pro-active release of data, typically through online datastores (ie open data portals).
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DATA.GOV: A (SOMEWHAT) CENTRAL DATASTORE
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http://data.gov
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HOW DO YOU GET THE “OPEN” DATA?

FOIA Scraping Open Data 
Portals

When governments prioritize which data to publish to the open data portal, often they will 
turn to the data they know has been scraped most often, to reduce the burden scraping places 
on their servers.
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HOW DO YOU GET THE “OPEN” DATA?

FOIA Scraping Open Data 
Portals Open APIs

Some government applications/systems — usually more modern ones — have their own open 
APIs, which provide direct, programmatic access to the data they contain.
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EXAMPLE: SEECLICKFIX - OPEN311 API
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HOW DO YOU GET THE “OPEN” DATA?

FOIA Scraping Open Data 
Portals Open APIs

Most open data portals — more specifically, data portals that have a data warehousing functionality — 
have open APIs enabling standardized, programmatic access to all published data.
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EXAMPLE: SOCRATA OPEN DATA API
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CHALLENGES WITH PORTALS AND APIS
➤ Portals 

➤ Select datasets, decided by government / 
agencies 

➤ Management and publishing are difficult 
(more next lecture) 

➤ Data refresh rate not always consistent / reliable 

➤ General concern with data extracted from 
legacy systems 

➤ Limited/no documentation 

➤ Open APIs 

➤ Digital services still rare 

➤ Limited/no documentation 

➤ Providers can be unreliable
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OPEN DATA PORTALS
A new standard for “smart cities”
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OPEN DATA PORTALS
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LECTURE 7 ASSIGNMENT (ASSIGNED 4/22)
➤ Readings 

➤ Let’s Move Beyond Open Data Portals by Abhi Nemani 

➤ My failures: Civic technology ideas that didn’t quite work by Joshua Tauberer 

➤ Changing Role of the Government CDO by Mark Headd 

➤ Los Angeles Open Data Policy 

➤ Optional: Beyond Transparency Part II 

➤ Project Work 

➤ Continue customization of JKAN instance
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https://medium.com/civic-technology/rethinking-data-portals-30b66f00585d
https://medium.com/@joshuatauberer/my-failures-civic-technology-ideas-that-didn-t-quite-work-c73ecf730032
https://civic.io/2016/08/18/the-changing-role-of-the-government-cdo/#more-4708
https://abhinemani.com/od-policy
https://beyondtransparency.org/part-2/

