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Foreword

Open Data is a one-way street. You can’t go back.

Jeff Stovall, CIO, Charlotte, North Carolina

Open data initiatives came on the scene just a decade ago. In December 2007, in
Sebastopol, California, 30 open government advocates agreed on the—now—
famous eight Open Government Data Principles. Soon after, the US and UK
governments decided to include the topic in their political agendas. In January
2009, on his first day in office, President Barack Obama signed legislation pro-
moting open government, while the first US and UK open data portals were
launched to make public sector information (PSI) available in the form of “open
data”. At the same time, the European Commission started the review process of the
2003 PSI Re-use Directive and published a revised version in 2013.

However, the open data movement did not appear out of the blue just 10 years
ago. Three areas provide a rich context. Freedom of information (FOI) is an area in
which governments all over the world have been active for decades, some for cen-
turies. The Swedish Freedom of the Press Act of 1766 guaranteed public access to
government documents. Secondly, digital technologies gave a completely different
dynamics to the generation, storage and at the same time access and dissemination of
PSI. Lastly, the “openness” movement was quite influential in the early twenty-first
century, promoting “open” in several areas including open source software, open
standards, open knowledge/content and open science. The “open data” addition to
this palette appeared rather natural, framing the FOI discussion for the digital era.

The expectations were high from the beginning. The early open data rhetoric
could be summarised as “publish all your data in whatever way and, here it
comes… transparency, growth, efficiencies and innovation”. Using Gartner’s hype
cycle, the 2008–2014 period could be seen as the period of inflated expectations.
Open data advocates believed that just by making government data available, we
will automatically achieve open government. For this reason, pressure was put on
public organisations to publish data. However, this happened in a supply-driven
way, ignoring to a large extent real users, requirements and demand for open data.
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Annoyingly, demand did not follow the supply. By the mid-2010s, we realised that
although we had several hundreds of thousands of open data sets available via
hundreds of portals maintained by public authorities at all administrative levels, i.e.
on local, regional, national and European level, the demand, actual use and
exploitation of open data were very low. Public agencies were doing—some better
than others—their homework, but the promised benefits were not there. What was
wrong?

Several hidden issues surfaced when the open data rhetoric hits reality:

• Governance. Open data should become part of the corporate information and
data management plan. Although data is a valuable resource and as such it needs
to be appropriately managed, we still lack policies for managing information
inside public organisations. We need much more managing of open data as part
of an overall corporate information management portfolio.

• Funding and costs. The initial enthusiasm underestimated the cost of publishing
open data. There are direct costs related to the publication process and other
important costs related to changing existing business models that are based on
revenues for public agencies. On many occasions, upfront investments and
long-term commitments of resources were not realistically estimated.

• Licensing and privacy. Licensing open data has proved to be complicated, while
ambiguity in this area prevents reuse. Moreover, privacy issues seem to dete-
riorate with the advancement of de-anonymisation techniques.

• Usability. In a rather naïve way, it was thought that open data could be used
directly by everyone, by all citizens and businesses. However, special skills are
required for using and getting value out of open data. This skill set is often quite
advanced as the published data most times suffers from low quality, inconsis-
tencies and need demanding curation, cleansing, integration, etc.

• Ecosystems. Open data alone is not enough. Applications, communities, power
users, standards, platforms play not just a supportive role but are prerequisites
for value creation.

• Just opening data in any form and format is not enough. Specific policies for
promoting publication quality and ensuring interoperability and compliance to
standards are needed to avoid a Tower of Babel of open data. Advanced skills
are also needed inside public organisations to support the entire open data life
cycle from generation to exploitation.

• Global applicability and national specificities. The open data movement was
born in an Anglo-Saxon context. Its application to other countries and conti-
nents revealed specificities and special characteristics based on cultural, insti-
tutional and organisational factors that need to be carefully considered. It is not
always possible to just copy practices from one country to the other.

• Evaluation and assessment. It is very difficult to assess and evaluate in an
objective and quantitative way, using validated and verifiable evidence, the
value and impact of open data, with respect to transparency, efficiencies,
innovation, job creation, etc.
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With this extensive list of challenges, coupled with the (apparently) low use of
open data, in the post-2015 era, agencies started questioning the open data return on
investment. How to persuade budget holders to continue investing in something of
which the benefits cannot be assessed, and usage is low despite considerable
investments already having been made?

It seems that we may be moving towards the “trough of disillusionment”.
However, the first indications of a new level of maturity or the “slope of enlight-
enment” can be seen. Researchers, policy-makers and open data advocates are
realising the limitations and are coming up with plans, proposals and ideas to
overcome these limitations. The publication of this book with the topics it covers is
a manifestation of the maturity of the discussion.

This book aims to expose the hidden issues as well as key aspects that have a
relevance for opening data and to provide illustrative examples of how open data is
implemented worldwide. It includes in-depth information about the historical
background and the key components of open data, presents several interesting case
studies on open data initiatives and infrastructures, and critically discusses the
current and future developments in the open data ecosystem.

Open data alone may not be the Holy Grail for the public sector, but remains a
very powerful tool with which to increase transparency, reduce costs, create new
services and boost reuse/collaboration within the public sector and with the private
sector. We now realise that it cannot come alone, and it needs a broader environ-
ment to thrive, coupled with crucial elements such as policies, planning, manage-
ment, funding, prioritisation, standards, skills, awareness, assessment frameworks
and legal clarity, just to mention a few. If we see open data not as a technology
trend, but as a vital parameter of the Freedom of Information discussion shaped in
the digital era, we can all agree that it is a one-way street. You cannot go back.

Thermi, Greece Asst. Prof. Dr. Vasilios Peristeras
International Hellenic University
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