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We build technology and 
communities to develop, 
disseminate and use
open knowledge ─
content and data that 
everyone can use, share and 
build on.







{Context}



Access and Reuse
A Traffic Data Odyssey



http://blog.okfn.org/2008/02/18/a-traffic-data-odyssey/

http://blog.okfn.org/2008/02/18/a-traffic-data-odyssey/
http://blog.okfn.org/2008/02/18/a-traffic-data-odyssey/


Request for count data collected by UK’s Department for Transport in 
the form of MIDAS (motorway incident detection and automatic 
signalling):

I’m a UK citizen interested in getting access to the Traffic Count Data 
and Logs dataset linked to from: http://www.midas-data.org.uk/

It appears that a username and password is required from yourselves 
in order to do this and so I wondered if you could therefore be kind 
enough to provide me with such a username and password.

The Request (Nov 2007)



I need your acceptance of the conditions stated below and some information regarding the research project you 
are undertaking before we allow you access to the data. The conditions and information I have requested will allow the 
Group to justify the costs associated with supplying this data [what costs, it's already in a bzip file on a website?] and 
to ensure the data is being used appropriately [why is such paternalism needed?].

Note:- if the project is being undertaken jointly with another organisation then that organisation will also be required to 
supply the information requested. Please ensure all grant and contract holders, staff and students associated with 
the grant and project are made aware of the conditions contained within this letter.

Conditions
1. The data may not be copied to any other persons or organisations without the prior approval of the Highways Agency. 

The data may only be copied to another person or organisation after that person or organisation has confirmed with 
the HA the purpose for which the data is required and accepted the conditions laid down in this letter.

2. The data may not be used for any other purpose within your organisation without the prior written approval of the 
Highways agency.

3. The data must not be sold or used for commercial gain.
4. The data will not be used to contradict or challenge any research project, works or statement made by the 

Government, the Department of Transport or the The Highways Agency as a result of analysis of the data by 
them or their agents.

5. the Highways Agency will be provided, upon publication and free of charge, with: annual progress reports; any interim 
reports describing significant findings; a complete copy of the final report; and any technical papers resulting from the 
research.

The Refusal (Jan 2008)
6 emails later: told these conditions required by Dept for Transport ...





Anyone means anyone! No 
restrictions on commercial use.

Open != Creative Commons. Many 
CC licenses NOT open (and most 
not appropriate for data).



Machine Access



US Unemployment Stats

Human but not machine readable ASCII!
Note lovingly word-wrapped columns in plain text







Machine Readable
Bulk Data

PDFs are not enough!
APIs are not enough!



{Where We Are}



Challenge and an 
Opportunity



Challenge: Exploding 
Information Complexity

In 1820s all UK bank clearing done in a single room in 
London once a day. Today, billions of transactions a 

minute.

=> componentization to divide and conquer complexity



Opportunity: Info 
Technology

1TB of storage is around $100, in 1994 this would have 
cost ~ $400,000. Your smartphone is more powerful than 

a mainframe 20y ago

=> Mass participation in information access, processing 
and production. Decentralization.



We 
Compentize 
to Scale

We Want and Need to 
Integrate

Without Open 
Data this will 
Fail!



Huge Growth in Open Data 
in Last Few Years

Especially for Government Data



Data Catalogs Around the World as of July 2012

http://datacatalogs.org/
http://datahub.io/dataset/datacatalogs-org







{Where Next}



Solving Problems
Building Applications 

Not about accumulating more and more data!





Toy vs Core Datasets
Location of park benches vs National Map



http://census.opengovernmentdata.org/



Machine Readable



Keep it Simple ...



Education and Skills



Small Data
vs

Big Data
It's about small pieces loosely joined not 

one ring to rule them all!



{Conclusion}



Increasing Amounts of 
Data

But need to ensure
It is really open

Of reasonable quality
(good enough not perfect)



Open Data is Platform not 
a Commodity

Let's Build on It, Not Sell 
It!



Be Problem and 
Application Driven

(Rather than Data and 
Technology Driven)



Remember Faraday's
Baby
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