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Abstract 

City of Austin’s Data Culture Still Under Construction 

Laura Marina Boria González, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

Supervisors:  Gina Chen, Christian McDonald

Most open government initiatives across the United States focus on transparency, 

where local governments publish information online about its operations. By giving 

people access to the data used to run government operations, others can use that data to 

solve city problems or create additional services, like the congressional tracking website 

GovTrack. This project is an attempt to understand the issues surrounding the City of 

Austin’s initiative to open up its data. The city joined the open data movement with the 

selection and launch of their Socrata portal in 2011. But the local government didn’t just 

come up with the idea of launching an open data portal by itself. Austin’s open 

government data movement has been largely led by grassroots efforts. 
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City of Austin’s Data Culture Still Under Construction 

Suppose you lost your dog. After calling out its name and looking around your 

neighborhood for hours, your next step would probably be posting fliers on street poles 

and signs. 

The City of Austin’s Animal Center publishes information about animals it 

rescues online, but according to freelance web developer Tim Shelburne, the shelter’s 

data is hard to navigate. Using the city's data, he created Pet Alerts, a desktop and mobile 

website that works like a web application to help residents find their pets. 

If done right, Shelburne said creating online tools and applications with open 

government data could help in renewing people’s interest in public policy. “I mean you 

look at the way people use their phones and social media. It’s a fairly addictive 

paradigm,” he said. 

Most open government initiatives across the United States focus on transparency, 

where local governments publish information online about its operations. By giving 

people access to the data used to run government operations, others can use that data to 

solve city problems or create additional services, like Pet Alerts. 

Pet Alerts also illustrates how Austinites working inside and outside the city have 

yet to fully convince their peers of the opportunities that open government data offers. 

Organizers, activists, web developers, and journalists are the main users of the city’s open 

data at the moment. 

A recent report from the Pew Research Center shows that 76 percent of adults 

surveyed used the Internet or a web application to find information or data pertaining to 
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the government. But despite the increase of initiatives across the country, Americans are 

unsure of whether the local governments do a good job publishing data. Eighty percent 

said local government data is either somewhat or not very effective.   
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Opening Up the Conversation 

The open government data movement originates from two related but distinct 

ideas: open government and open data. 

Open government maintains that citizens have the right to access documents 

related to government operations, which allows for better public oversight, according to 

the Sunlight Foundation, an organization that seeks to increase transparency and 

accountability in the U.S. government. In turn, open data maintains that online content is 

knowledge to be “freely used, modified, and shared by anyone for any purpose,” 

according to Open Knowledge, an organization that promotes open content and open 

data. 

President Obama brought the open government data concept to the foreground in 

2009 by appointing Aneesh Chopra as U.S. chief technology officer, putting him in 

charge of developing an open government directive. Cities and states across the country 

have enacted open data policies modeled after Obama’s directive with varying degrees.  

The City of Austin joined the open data movement with the selection and launch 

of their Socrata data portal in 2011. The portal works like a database, where users can 

browse and download all sorts of data from dangerous dogs lists to restaurant inspection 

scores.  

The city didn’t just come up with the idea of launching an open data portal by 

itself. Austin’s open government data movement has been largely led by grassroots 

efforts. 
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Local groups such as Open Austin lobbied the Austin City Council to open up 

their data to the public, which led to council approval to use leftover funding from the 

city's 2007 website redesign to launch Socrata. The city has a one-year subscription 

contract for $36,000, renewed for the past four years.   

“In terms of policies and procedures, the city hasn’t been robust,” said Chip 

Rosenthal, chair of Open Austin, a group of volunteers that promotes open government, 

open data, and civic application development in the city. He said the group felt the city’s 

open government initiative needed more direction and motivation to be relevant. 

In 2012, Open Austin again lobbied the city council for the creation of local 

government positions that would directly oversee and ensure the success of the portal. As 

a result, chief innovation officer Kerry O’Connor and data architect Ted Lehr were hired 

in 2014. 
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Implementing a Culture of Data 

Thinking about the open data portal’s audience is part of Lehr’s new job as the 

City of Austin data architect. 

Currently on the city's Socrata data portal, most of the files uploaded by different 

city departments are in a raw, unstructured format, making it difficult for the public to 

easily understand. Socrata allows administrators and users to create charts and maps to 

better understand data, but it isn't utilized that often. Lehr wants to change that and take it 

a step further to build a culture of using the data to solve city problems. 

Lehr envisions local government data being published in such a way that people 

won't have to devote hours to understand what the city is doing. Instead, he wants users 

to be able to look at it for a couple of minutes and get a snapshot of what the city is 

doing. 

Lehr is also in charge of facilitating the creation of web applications to help a 

wider audience make sense of the city's data. 

Lehr says the main users of Austin’s portal are people working in research or 

business fields interested in gathering specialized information or improving their 

services. If a wider audience wanted to use the portal in its current form, users would 

need to know basic computer skills like manipulating spreadsheets in Microsoft Excel or 

other more advanced computer programming. 

He recently applied for a National Science Foundation grant to create a web 

application for Austin’s Fire Department. 
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“The Fire Department wanted to reduce the number of fires that sparked in the 

city, but they also wanted to, when they have an emergency, know what’s the traffic 

around the area,” he said. “So I offered an opportunity to do that using data, whether it’s 

the city’s data or somebody else’s data.” 

Along with various city departments, Lehr has recruited higher education 

institutions and companies based in Texas to contribute their data or expertise. Texas 

State University, The University of Texas at Austin, AT&T, and IBM are enlisted in the 

effort, along with Austin's fire and transportation departments. 

Lehr said details about what these collaborators might create to manage fire 

emergencies would be worked out once the National Science Foundation announces its 

decision on the city's grant application in June. 

Lehr hopes to start building a community of people inside and outside the city that 

regularly use the city's data to solve public problems. And he also wants city departments 

to be better aware of and use the data other departments publish.  

In the meantime, Austin’s Communication and Technology department is testing 

a new module with Socrata, the Seattle-based product the city uses to publish their data 

online.  

The new module will allow participating city departments to add context, charts 

and maps to their data. Each department will have dashboards where officials can include 

visual representations of their data in the form of diagrams, pictures and videos. And if 

they want to, Esquibel said people could also directly access the data used by officials at 

the portal. Lehr hopes it’ll be help reach a wider audience. 
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“Right now we are doing a pilot, so we have six departments who have added 

content,” said Matthew Esquibel, division manager for the city’s Communication and 

Technology Management Department. He said the department hopes to obtain approval 

and funding to launch the new module later this year. The city is negotiating with Socrata 

on pricing for the added service. 

The six city departments participating in the tryout are Capital Planning, 

Homeland Security and Emergency Management, Household Affordability, 

Sustainability, Budget, and Public Transportation.  

Before the city created the Innovation Office and hired O’Connor and Lehr, the 

Communications and Technology Management department oversaw Austin’s open data 

portal. 

Open Austin’s Rosenthal said that even though they’ve done a good job 

overseeing the portal, the technology department couldn’t go to each city department and 

convince officials to publish their data. “Or … train them on how to do that well,” he 

said. 

“It’s all part-time. My main job prior to the data portal was the city’s website,” 

said Esquibel “There was no team to support it. Even to this day I have maybe 0.5 or 0.75 

of a full-time employee to dedicate to this (the portal). 

In terms of engaging the public with the portal, Esquibel said his department 

probably relies too heavily on Open Austin. “That is our main public outreach when it 

comes to data, how we are doing and what is going on,” he added. 
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Esquibel noted Austin's council-manager structure of government impacts how 

the city’s portal developed because most agendas are promoted and set from bottom to 

top. He said if Austin had a strong-mayor government like some other cities, the open 

data movement might have evolved faster or differently. 

In cities such as San Francisco and Chicago with a strong mayor-council 

structures, the elected mayor has more administrative authority and political 

independence, so they have been able to develop stronger open data policies. 

In their 2014 report “City Open Data Policies,” the National League of Cities, an 

advocacy organization representing over 19 thousand U.S. cities, said Chicago is an 

example of a successful open data initiative thanks to the strong, continuing support of 

the mayor, Rahm Emanuel. 

“While some open data projects ��� were established before Mayor Emanuel was 

elected, open data as a function of government was greatly expanded under his 

leadership,” said the League. 

Interestingly, Chicago’s main challenge is how to best manage such a big project. 

“Although the city has published a large quantity of existing information, officials 

regularly release new information as it becomes available," the League notes. Over the 

last four years, Chicago’s open data portal has grown rapidly and now has over 800 

datasets on various topics, such as environmental permits, street cleaning and urban 

farms. 

The Sunlight Foundation notes San Francisco as one of three cities to have an 

open data policy enacted before Obama’s open government directive in 2009. 
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According to Austin’s O’Connor, what is remarkable about San Francisco’s open 

data portal is their one-year strategic plan. She said the city’s approach addresses the 

following questions: “Does the government data exist, is it accessible, is it high quality, 

are we producing it, and can we leverage it?” 

“Usually, when an open data policy is enacted there is a scramble for uploading 

whatever datasets exist. But afterwards it is important to assess the timing, qualities and 

skillset necessary to make these datasets accessible,” O’Connor said. 
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Hacking City Problems 

ATX Floods, a flood and emergency road closure map, is the City of Austin’s 

most used web application. In 2012, Code for America fellow Emily Wright-Moore 

teamed up with Matt Porcher from Austin’s Watershed Protection Department to create 

ATX Floods. The city department now hosts, maintains and manages it. 

Code for America is a San Francisco-based organization that connects people 

interested in building open source technology with an aim to make “government services 

simple, effective, and easy to use,” according to its website. Wright-Moore was in Austin 

along with two others as part of a year-long residency sponsored by the group. 

Available on both phones and desktop, people use the ATX Floods interactive 

map of Austin and surrounding areas to see which low water crossings are open or 

closed, based on their color. Green dots are open roads and red dots are closed roads. 

During flood warnings and emergencies, the Watershed Protection Department enters the 

location of closed roads. 

The Watershed Protection Department uses a dashboard to authorize other 

agencies, jurisdictions and volunteers to enter the locations of roads that need to be 

closed. Surrounding areas such as Hays County, Caldwell County, and Bastrop County 

participate in ATX Floods, and can edit their corresponding areas in the roadmap. 

According to Porcher, ATX Floods’ success is due in great part to local media 

regularly using the web application during flood warnings and emergencies. Media 

outlets either use it for reporting purposes or tell the public to consult it. Other city 
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departments, such as the Police Department, also promote ATX Floods on their social 

media accounts. 

As Austin's chief innovation officer, O’Connor noted that ATX Floods’ simple 

design and collaboration model contribute to its success. When looking at data for 

problem solving, O’Connor said the City of Austin has to increasingly think in regional 

terms. 

“ATX Floods is a good model of a small team of four with a dataset that’s within 

their realm of control, reaching out to their realm of influence – all other partners who 

deal with watershed issues in Central Texas – to do the work of saying ‘if you have your 

dataset, if it looks like this, we can use this platform (ATX Floods) and also represent 

your roads,’” she said. 

Despite its success, ATX Floods is a rare case. Cities are often challenged to 

make web applications developed by people outside of local government sustainable in 

the long run. 

An ongoing debate is determining who is responsible for transforming city data 

into useful web applications. Some argue the City of Austin is largely responsible, while 

others say the community should have a greater role. 

For example, the Pet Alerts application was created during Austinites Hack for 

Change in 2014, an annual event where people with computer programming skills gather 

to create web applications that help address city problems. 

Shelburne updates the tool using data the Animal Center publishes online on the 

city’s open data portal. Although it’s relatively known in Austin’s civic hacker groups, 
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the web application is still not widely used. If the city adopted and marketed the tool, it 

would be better used, but Shelburne doesn't think that will happen. 

“The city wants to be able to have someone on payroll, someone who has an 

obligation to maintain the service,” Shelburne said, adding that it’s not complicated to 

host, maintain and manage a web application like Pet Alerts. “I haven’t done anything on 

it for a month, and it’s OK.”  

Shelburne noted having a no-kill policy feels good, but it’s also expensive. “If 

people are not finding their pets or adopting new ones, the animals are taking up space 

and that is money required to take care of them every day,” he said. 

A loosely formed group of people, Open Austin is interested in creating online 

tools for public use. “When we do these apps, we do so with the intent to prove the 

concept that opening up data provides the value of public service,” said Rosenthal, chair 

of the group. 

“It’s not the civic hacker community’s role to necessarily develop tools that the 

city should be developing,” said Rosenthal, adding, “but I think we have a role to play in 

providing the city ideas and to do proof of concepts.” 

 Besides advocating for open government and open data, Open Austin’s volunteers 

host monthly meetings for people interested in using publicly released data. Public 

officials and researchers as well as professional and amateur web developers are invited 

to speak at the Terrazas Branch Library on East Austin. 
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Austin has its own Code for America brigade led by the group Open Austin. 

Brigades are volunteers with a shared interest in civic hacking who are in charge of 

organizing Code for America activities in their cities. 

As an example of how the civic hacking community can be more involved in 

making government work better, Rosenthal points to how the Austin’s City Council has 

been reconsidering how to better manage its agendas since the beginning of the year. 

Among the proposed changes are grouping items by topic and splitting off executive 

sessions when possible. 

But what City Council should also reconsider, according to Rosenthal, is 

changing the way the public gets updates on agenda items. Open Austin suggests 

developing a proof of concept, or prototype, to address the issue called Council Alerts. 

Whenever there’s a new or revised agenda item, City Council posts a PDF 

document online. “That’s not a really accessible mechanism. There’s no way of 

monitoring things other than every week sitting down with the agendas, trying to see if 

there are any issues that interest you,” Rosenthal said. 

Council Alerts would allow users to set up an alert for any issue of their interests. 

When a related agenda item shows up, users would get a notification and could track the 

issues development in City Council. 

Rosenthal notes the data for creating something like Council Alerts is already 

published on the city’s website, but it lacks a structured format needed to build and a web 

service to navigate it. Austin has two agenda systems, one for City Council and another 
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for its boards and commissions. Rosenthal says it makes sense to build a single system 

serve them all. 

Even though Open Austin has an interest in creating web applications to solve 

city problems, Rosenthal reiterated the local government shouldn’t rely entirely on civic 

hacking groups to build them. For him, the city is ultimately responsible for creating 

these online tools. 

“Those of us who do civic hacking, we are in it for the fun, the enjoyment and the 

contribution to our community, but it’s not our job. I think it’s important that we continue 

to be treated as amateurs,” he said.  
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Making a Business from Public Data 

In contrast to Rosenthal’s view, Jack Darby said web applications developed by 

civic hackers can be taken seriously if the creators are committed to maintaining them. 

Darby developed krimelabb, a desktop website that lets people learn more about crime in 

their neighborhoods. 

A freelance web developer, he agrees that a web application needs a source of 

income and staff to be sustainable in the long run. “I think the volunteer workforce is a 

very limited resource,” Darby said. 

To feed krimelabb, Darby gets data from Austin Police Department, Travis 

County District Attorney and Travis County Sheriff's Office through public information 

requests and by scraping the data from existing government websites. He combines the 

data and makes it searchable on krimelabb.  

Darby isn’t alone in using open government data for profit. Austin-based Ride 

Scout uses open data from the U.S. Department of Transportation and local governments 

for its mobile application that helps users find public buses and other transportation. 

Weather Underground uses open data from the Federal Aviation Administration and the 

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration to feed its mobile application offering 

“hyper-local” weather forecasts.  

Darby acknowledged that hosting, maintaining and managing the desktop website 

comes at a cost. While part of krimelabb's service is free, he recoups the time and money 

he has invested by charging for greater access. His main clients,  Downtown Austin 
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Alliance and Foundation Communities, pay to regularly track crime in particular 

neighborhoods.   

“This is not an exaggeration, but I’ve probably put in 10,000 hours. That’s 

basically over eight years,” he said. “At some point, I started making a modest living 

from it”.  

Participating in hacking marathons to create online tools for public use is good, he 

said, but “you have to have people ready to maintain and move it forward, either on a 

payroll or as a volunteer.” 

Even though both use open government data, Darby made a distinction between a 

data provider and a data vendor. 

Data providers like Pet Alerts and ATX Floods don’t tend to generate profit from 

their services. Data vendors like krimelabb want to make money from their work. 

“The Texas Tribune makes it (open government data) available, and I think The New 

York Times does. But that’s not the norm among vendors. A lot of people are like me; 

they want to be proprietors,” Darby said. 
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Media Use of Public Data 

As local governments publish increasing amounts of data about its operations, 

media outlets are using it to help the public gain better insights on how government 

works. 

According to Andrew Chavez, news application developer for the Austin 

American-Statesman, the choice of what data governments publish and the format they 

publish it in determines how comprehensive a news project can be. 

“That’s a hard thing to do because it’s not your data. It’s someone else’s data that 

you just have access to,” he said. “When an agency creates an open data portal, they are 

putting it all out there at their discretion. There are very few of these data portals that are 

mandated by statute.” 

Chavez noted city departments may not publish complete datasets online, and 

exclude data that might otherwise be included if a public information request was 

submitted. 

“The Statesman, like all media, are essential in making sense of all of it (open 

government data),” he said. 

Chavez said journalists don’t always have the specialized knowledge to make raw 

data consumable by the general public, but they can interview people and report on what 

is available, he said. 

Internet niche publications have helped bring a deeper knowledge of government 

data. Chavez mentioned the Texas Tribune as an example with a specific audience that 
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allows them to do in-depth reporting that other mainstream publications perhaps aren’t 

able to.  

Becca Aaronson, news application developer for the Texas Tribune, said using 

open government data is a good way of giving people the opportunity to learn about 

current events without telling them what it is they’re supposed to know. 

“I didn’t want to tell a specific narrative. I wanted to create objects almost that 

people could play with and discover information on their own,” she said. 

The Tribune focuses most of its work on rethinking ways to present government 

data to their readers. 

Before the widespread use of the Internet, print journalists were the traditional 

mediators of information released by governments. But Aaronson said their jobs 

increasingly resemble that of a web developer with public service in mind.  

“We’re a team of four news app developers, and that’s in addition to our technical 

team that manages the backbone of our website,” she said. Their team works in the 

newsroom with other editors and reporters. “Sometimes we come up with our own ideas, 

sometimes reporters come to us with ideas,” Aaronson noted. 

Recently, the Tribune built the Texas Legislative Guide, which allows users to 

learn about ongoing issues and related legislation. The news application combines data 

available in the Texas Legislature website with original reporting. 

“It’s creating next level data, because it’s not just the raw bill, which you can find 

on the Texas Legislature website. But it’s enhancing that information and giving people 

more context,” Aaronson said. 
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Aaronson said data published online by government departments are often poorly 

documented, making it difficult to understand what it is or how it relates to government 

operations. “Sometimes you have to go through a public information officer who doesn’t 

work directly with this data,” she said, noting it makes it that much harder to really 

understand what the data is or how it’s used. 

Like Chavez, Aaronson said the format of data published online can be a barrier 

to newsgathering.  “A lot of times it’s a really old format, because technology in 

government institutions doesn’t evolve as quickly as it does in the private sector. That 

limits what we can get,” she said. 

Popular file formats like HTML pages, Word documents, or PDF work best for 

displaying information on a screen or printing it on a page. But what news developers 

like Chavez and Aaronson need is clean, machine-readable data. In other words, data 

available in a format ready to be analyzed by computers so it can be joined and analyzed 

in different ways.  
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City Data and Future Plans 

City Manager Marc Ott announced in early April that over the next three months 

each department is required to participate in the city’s open data initiative. The main 

requirements are identifying department leaders in the area, making new data available 

online, and refreshing data previously published on the city’s portal. The city is hiring 

another data architect/analyst with storytelling and visualization skills to improve the 

quality of the portal. 

Ott’s announcement is closer to the top-bottom approach that Lehr and Esquibel 

mentioned as key to Chicago and San Francisco’s success. By requiring city departments 

to be better aware of and use the data they publish, the directive could be the support 

Austin needs to strengthen its data culture. It could result in more collaboration among 

city departments and web applications that last beyond hacking marathons.  

“We’re trying to get to a point where we can have good, quality data ... consistent 

data. There aren’t many technical limitations; there are policy limitations,” Lehr said. 
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