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What Happened to lllinois'
Open Data Movement?

INTRODUCTION

nder Governor Pat Quinn,

Illinois passed the Open

Operating Standards
Act (Public Act 98-627)
which established policy for
the state government’s open
data portal. Effective in 2014,
the act states: “Public data
sets that are made available
on the Internet by agencies
shall be accessible through a
single web portal that is linked
to data.illinois.gov or any

successor website.” lllinois
thereby formally prioritized
open data as a state policy. The
main web portal, data.illinois.
gov, was established to make
accessible state government
agencies’ numerous datasets in
a single location. Several other
states in the country have also
initiated open-data efforts in
recent years. The importance
of open data and reproducible
research has been described

in past IGPA reports? but this
report focuses
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Early in the open-data
movement, lllinois’ open-data
efforts ranked highly, alongside
those in states such as New
York, Hawaii, Maryland,
Oklahoma, and Utah.3 In a
2014 report by the Center
for Data Innovation, the state
governments’ high quality
open-data policies and open-
data portal were lauded

with high scores.#
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on lllinois
specifically:
What is the
current state
of lllinois’
open data
portal? How
does lllinois
compare to
other states?
What can

be done to
improve the
data portal?

Hereafter, we assess the
current state of open data
in lllinois and then make
brief recommendations for
improving the data portal.

"The goal was to
become a “one
stop shop” for
data resources,

safety initiatives,
environmental

concerns, transpor-
tation issues, and
more. Based on the
current status of
the portal, that
vision has not come
to fruition”

However, while most
of these other states
have continued to
improve the public-
facing interface

and documentation
available on their
websites, little has
changed on the lllinois
website.

As of March 2023, the
data portal houses
611 datasets across

an array of state and local
agencies. lllinois Department
of Innovation and Technology
(DolT) references the open data
portal (ODP) in a document
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from 2018.5 One of the main points of success is a Tableau dashboard for COVID spending that
of the data portal was that 20 state agencies allows all items flagged as “COVID expenditures”
housed data under the ODP with the intention to be downloaded.” This type of visualization that
of adding more. The goal was to become a “one also allows the data to be downloaded should
stop shop” for data resources, safety initiatives, be expanded to all budget items and also made
environmental concerns, transportation issues, available through data.illinois.gov.
and more. Based on the current status of the
portal, that vision has not come to fruition. Currently data.illinois.gov allows viewers to
As of March 2023, the image of the nine search all organizations included in the data
categories, or “groups” as they are called in the portal, but many of them have zero datasets
filtering options of associated with the organization (See Figure 2).
the data portal, have For example, the Commission on Government
"Clearer and more not changed at all and Forecasting Accountability (CoGFA) is listed
purposeful since the 2018 Dol T as an organization on data.illinois.gov but is
categories with report (See Figure associated with zero datasets despite the fact
descriptions 1. The categories that it frequently publishes detailed reports. The
would assist remain ambiguous datasets used in CoGFA reports are often not
users, particularly while multiple publicly available.

novices not categories have

zero datasets within

accustomed to
chasing down data”

them. For example, Figure 1. Top: Image of data "groups” included in
“Government” is a 2018 DolT document. Bottom: Landing page of data.
standalone category, lllinois.gov as of March 23, 2023

but other categories such as “Human Services”
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or “Natural Resources” may fit under the general 5§ @ff@ --‘Q’
category of Government unless it is specified RN U E
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more clearly. Clearer and more purposeful
categories with descriptions would assist users,

particularly novices not accustomed to chasing %\Q%? éi fé %
down data.
Natural Resources Safety Students
As fiscal specialists we specifically draw attention — —_
LNy vy 79)
to the fact that there are no budget datasets for — 4] E]
years after 2015 on the state's data portal; there Transpo:aﬁon Workforce FOIA

are a total of only 6 budgetary datasets (entirely
from local governments’) available from 2013
to 2015.6 The website for lllinois’ Office of the

The Nine Categories of the ODP 1

Comptroller provides a good example of user- T
friendly fiscal data. The site allows for filtering ILIENOIS cov

STATE OF ILLINOIS DATA PORTAL

and interacting with most recent years of the

state government’s budget data. Unfortunately, peschidata
it is not possible to download all expenditures or _

all revenues at once. While the data are publicly

available, users have to know what they are &@ . oL

looking for: specific funds, revenue sources, and Gﬁ i o . . ‘

other details must be known and used in the filter

options and it is not possible to view multiple %‘@rﬁ? % =
=R

years of data at once. lllinois does have some of

this information available on the Comptroller’s

website, but users would benefit if the data @ vy @
behind the interface were more accessible and raroradon e %{A
downloadable on the data.illinois.gov ODP. One

of the hidden gems on the Comptroller’s website

Natural Resources Safety Students


http://data.illinois.gov
http://data.illinois.gov
http://data.illinois.gov
http://data.illinois.gov

Illinois’ Department of Public Health has the
most datasets in the data portal, many of which
have been updated recently. While this may
partially be due to the COVID-19 pandemic and
the intense data tracking and reporting that
occurred during the pandemic response, we
note that other datasets have been maintained
that are not directly COVID-19 related. lllinois’
application programming interface (API) guide
which helps users obtain machine readable
public data would be even more valuable if
larger datasets were hosted in the data.illinois.
gov data portal.®
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Figure 2. Sample of organizations with zero datasets.
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expenditures with an obvious link to download all budget data as well as raw data available on the
California State Controller’s website.’ Maryland has a Transparency Portal on Operating Budget, grants
and loans, and vendor payments. Oklahoma’s portal contains featured content or “showcases” which
display examples of how the portal’s datasets are being used in productive ways. California, Hawaii and
Maryland have separate sites
solely for GIS data and maps/
visualizations." These states
were ranked similarly to lllinois
in 2014 by the Center for Data
Innovation for their open data
initiatives but have developed
their portals at very different
speeds since then, with lllinois

Figure 3. Data.gov page on open government
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DATA TOPICS - RESOURCES STRATEGY DEVELOPERS CONTACT

Data.gov users! We welcome your suggestions for improving Data.gov and federal open data.

OPEN GOVERNMENT

Data.gov is the federal government’s open data site, and aims to make government more open and accountable. Opening government
data increases citizen participation in government, creates opportunizies for economic development, and informs decision making in
both the private and public sectors.

Dala.gov implements Tille |1 of the Foundalions for Evidence-Based Policymaking Acl of 2018 Public Law 115-435. The OPEN
Government Data Act makes Data.gov a requirement in statute, rather than a policy. It requires federal agencies to publish their
information online as open data, using standardized, machine-readable data formats, with their metadata included in the Data.gov
catalog.

Data.gov is working with an expanded group of federal agencies to include their datasets in Data.gov as they implement the new law. In
addition, the law requires that GSA work with the Office of Management and Budget and the Office of Government Information
Services to establish an “online repository of tools, best practices, and schema standards to facilitate the adoption of open data practices
across the Federal Government.”

Data.gov was built with open source software. Anyone, especially local, state, and foreign governments are welcome to borrow the code
behind Data.gov.

lagging behind.

One may also look at the
federal government’s open
data efforts as an ideal
example. Figure 3 shows the
Federal Government’s version
of the ODP, Data.Gov, which
has thousands of datasets at
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the federal level and incorporates datasets shared by States. The link for “open data software” opens a
giant repository for the federal government hosted on GitHub. The federal site even encourages local
and state governments to borrow and modify the code used by the federal government to improve

their state-level open data portals.

Illinois’ current DolT Chief Data Officer (CDO), Dessa Gypalo, was the first Cook County CDO from
June 2018 until April 2021. The Cook County data portals have been well developed over the years
with updated and quality datasets (including GIS) and user-friendly navigation. As the new CDO has
taken charge recently, we are optimistic the state may be in the process of updating the interface and
providing documentation and tutorials for data for future researchers.’™

In sum, our recommendations are as follows.

Illinois’ One Stop Shop - Open Data Portal Needs:

* Reinitiate the One Stop Shop for data. Bring in other agencies’ data and update/maintain
datasets; provide links and/or visualization of important budgetary or fiscal data, such as the
OMB’s Interactive Budget ™ or Comptroller’s Financial Reports.’

®* Clearer (and more purposeful) categories. Current choice of categories is ambiguous. Brief
descriptions of each category would be helpful.

®* Archive of deprecated datasets. Keep past datasets accessible. Indicate that they are no longer
being maintained and if there is a new version of data available.

* Better data filtering interface. e.g. years of data; agencies listing; types of data; cities and

counties filters

* Comprehensive data inventory that has each data asset and all variable names and definitions.'®

* Interactive GIS data with downloadable datasets. Cook county and Chicago both have
interactive data portals with GIS data and downloadable datasets.” Other states also have
geospatial data publicly available with interactive interfaces.”

* Above and Beyond: Featured content or Showcases. Highlight popular or trending datasets or

agency data dashboards.”®
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