December 17, 2009
Web Content Managers Forum Call 

Meeting Agenda

· Vision for OGD

· Scope w/ Q & A

· Data / Dataset w/ Q & A

· Standardization w/ Q & A

__________________________________________________________________
Implementing the Open Government Directive
at Your Agency

Sheila Campbell, Co-Chair of the Federal Web Managers Council, briefly introduced today’s guest speakers (see below).
Format of the meeting will be 45 minutes of questions/answers, with Sheila asking and guests responding, then we’ll have an open discussion about questions submitted during the call.  You can email your questions to Rachel Flagg, Web Council Co-Chair (rachel.flagg@gsa.gov), during the call.  The call is being recorded and will be made available afterward.

Bev Godwin - Welcome and thank you to friends at OMB and the White House.  Introduction of White House and OMB representatives:
Kshemendra Paul - Federal Chief Architect 
Vivek Kundra - Federal CIO 
Tom Gavin - From OMB Communications 
Macon Phillips - Director of the White House Office of New Media 
Nick Fraser - Policy Analyst, EOP / OMB 
Sheila Campbell - Co-Chair of the Federal Web Mangers Council 

Each month we host a conference call for government Web Managers, and because of the buzz this past week regarding the OGD, we heard lot of questions from our colleagues, so we decided to host this call.  We think this is a great opportunity.  Our work in the web world has always been dedicated to transparency and openness, and the government web and new media community is anxious to get to work on this! 

VISION for OGD
Tom - Back in January the President issued the memo on a Government that is Transparent, Collaborative and Participatory.  OMB was asked to shape from this the OGD.  But since Aneesh Chopra (Federal CTO) was not confirmed until May, OMB worked with OSTP on the Open Govt Initiative.  OMB discovered there is a lot of interest in the Open Govt community to get involved.  Creation of a "better government" - more open, more participatory, more active government with co-creators for the 21st century. 

Q: What do you think "open government" means to the average American? 

Q:  How can we ensure that "open government" is meaningful to the American people?   For example, how does publishing a dataset help my retired 85-year-old grandfather?  What does the average American need to understand about the importance of open government? 

Vivek - To address what is the value of democratizing data - we have to recognize that everyone on the phone has done a tremendous job already.  This initiative has created a movement to democratize data.  High value datasets are important because...well if you’re the 85 year old grandmother the data is useless, but the applications that can be built on top of that have value.  For example - FAA data is used to help people see, on a real time basis, the flight delays and wait times.  Applications have been created to show the closest Metro station, and when the next train will come.  With the release of data there is a direct impact by innovation and ingenuity. 

SCOPE 

Q:  Is each sub-agency required to publish information required in the directive, or can it be coordinated at the cabinet department level? 

For example, is each sub-agency required to post its own www.agency.gov/open web page?   Or is it sufficient for a sub-agency (like CDC or FDA) to link to the /open webpage on their cabinet-level site (like HHS?)   Similarly, is it sufficient for each cabinet department to publish 3 high value datasets that span the entire cabinet department (like 3 datasets for all of Commerce), or does each sub-agency have to publish 3 of their own (i.e., 3 for Census, 3 for NOAA, etc.)? 

There’s value to in coordinating at the cabinet-level, to reduce duplication and increase efficiency. 

Nick - These requirements are at the DEPARTMENT level but we encourage ALL to get involved. 

Vivek - the Department level is the floor, NOT the ceiling.  We expect everyone to get involved. 

Sheila - can you speak to the web pages?  The Web Managers Forum promotes the idea that nonproliferation of websites is a good thing, to reduce duplication and confusion for the public. 

Nick - one open website per department – 

Macon - Makes sense to divide this up at a departmental level.  Each departmental level will do whatever makes sense to them. What we want to avoid is a lot of different interfaces, we need to keep the public user experience in mind.  We need to keep relevant data in one place and if that is at the departmental level then that is where it should be, so that the public doesn't need to know which agency creates the data - example between HHS, CDC, etc.  Collaborate with your top tier department. 

Sheila - this makes sense in terms of an overall strategy - the public should have a seamless experience.  Everyone should be thinking about this broadly - coordination across your agency. 

Q.  Does the Directive apply to Independent agencies - for example, NASA, SSA, Peace Corps? 

Nick - The memo on Jan 21 states that Independent agencies SHOULD comply. 
Macon - 2 main points...there is an opportunity for consistency across government.  This isn't a package of html that you will need to put on your site.  This will not be a robust proscription on how you need to create your site, but a basic understanding of what needs to be included.  #2 - There is a mechanism where you have to gather public feedback and some agencies are doing this already (better than the WH) and we are working with GSA to come up with a platform to gather feedback.  If you don't have a very ready/available platform then you can work with GSA and the Open Govt team to do that - more information forthcoming.  Open Government Execution kit - for solutions and services across the government. 

Sheila - consistency WILL help.  At the end of this call we will discuss how we can collaborate... 

Q:  How are state and local government agencies impacted by the OGD?  How does the Federal Open Government Directive apply to or affect state or local government agencies and web sites, particularly those programs funded primarily with federal dollars? 

Answer Only applies to federal agencies, but we expect that federal agencies will support state and local. 

Answer Data.gov served as a model for states and other countries - California, NY, even the UK 

DATA / DATASETS
Q:  Are the required 3 datasets NEW ones? 

It is noted that agencies will need to provide at least three NEW datasets in addition to those already on data.gov – but agencies have been working on lots of things called for by the OGD long before the OGD was issued this week.  The directive seems to indicate that now everyone starts at zero, regardless of all the work already accomplished.  Is it accurate that the datasets need to be entirely NEW? 

Vivek - If you have already published you have the gratitude of the President.  But we will be counting this on or after December 8th, 2009.  Any datasets published prior to this date they will not count against this requirement of 3 new datasets. 

Q.  What if an agency doesn’t have 3 new datasets?   

For example, what if a small agency or commission doesn’t have 3 new datasets to release?  Are they supposed to start collecting additional data just to release them? 

Vivek - Small agencies that don't create a lot of data will be looked at case by case.  If you can’t produce this please come forward and help us understand why you don't produce enough data.  Each agency has a data.gov Point of Contact (POC) that they have identified and that is who should coordinate at the agency level.  These people will be at the information sessions at the White House.  We will send you a list of these POCs. 

 Q:  What criteria should agencies use to determine a "high value" data set? 

Is it based on what's most popular?  Or data that will help the most people?  Or data that is critical to people's daily lives (e.g., finding a home, picking a quality school, etc.)   What if a data set is high value, but is not ready for publication?  (e.g., the integrity of the data needs to be improved before it can be published) 

Vivek – First eliminate things that are NOT high value datasets (we found that a lot of people were confused about this) - xml of your press release, the menu in your cafeteria are NOT.  BUT the FAA's info on flights, or Medicare, Medicaid - on page 7 of the Directive it outlines the high value datasets.  These datasets will advance the mission of the agency.  We have put together 2 sessions on deep information and how to get your information online – at the White House tomorrow at 8:00am and Tuesday @ 2:00 pm - please sign up if you haven't already or pass along to the person in your agency who will be posting this information. 

Q:  Can a blanket emergency Paperwork Reduction Act (PRA) waiver be granted to all agencies, so they can list their available datasets on their website and ask the public to vote and comment on which are most important to them?   

This will help agencies prioritize which datasets they should publish first to meet the public’s greatest needs.  If many agencies committed to hosting such a survey, and were granted the PRA waiver so they could implement quickly, that would send an important message of collaboration.  It would allow agencies (and OMB) to spend less time each getting a separate PRA waiver, and more time actually doing this important work. 

An example:  The idea that the Social Security Administration’s “popular baby names” was a critical dataset seemed, at first, silly.  But it’s a very popular feature, in fact one of SSA’s top customer tasks - and publishing that dataset would allow private sector developers to create apps using that data.  The public should be able to EASILY tell us which datasets are popular and important to them, so we can work hard to publish that data asap. 

Nick - We get that question a lot.  There are current exemptions - for example if you are asking for general feedback that is exempt and public hearings/meetings are exempt.  We are looking at this and we are willing to entertain emergency consideration for anything related to OGD. 

Sheila - just to clarify a bit...Is it accurate to say that in the next few weeks there will be guidance on agencies posting and soliciting feedback from the general public. 

Nick - we are currently talking about this.  If it comes up then we will point people to the current exemptions, but if anything changes we will make an announcement and Sheila or I will let you all know. 

Sheila - we encourage you to provide comments on the PRA in the Federal Register Notice at http://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/assets/fedreg_2010/10272009_pra.pdf.  Comments are due December 28.
Q:  What happened to the data gathered in the .gov domain data call last summer and can it be shared? 

The Federal Web Managers Council could use that data to streamline and improve the government web space, make it easier for the public to find government information – increasing transparency.   Is this a data set that could be made publicly available, as one of the high value datasets?   

Macon:  This is an example of a good data set that could yield some great information.  It also brings up the question on how datasets are released, and I would defer to GSA on making that decision.  Folks shouldn't be waiting for the WH or OMB to make the decision.  Agencies should go ahead and make that decision. 

Answer: We believe that not all good ideas come from inside the beltway and not all good idea come from the Executive Office either... 

Q:  What additional guidance is forthcoming on the format and presentation of data? 

Additional guidance would be helpful to ensure agencies deliver data in formats that easily enable public re-use.  Data.gov supports XML, CSV, KML and Shapefiles – but there is a ton of government data that is currently only available in PDF or Excel or....  Agencies will need help and guidance to convert all this information into accessible (both Section-508 compliant, and open) and preferred formats. 

Opening up the large number of datasets contained within our agencies is a task of considerable effort.  To show steady progress, our hopes are to prioritize and focus on doing just a few things well.  As we find best practices, we must share these experiences to build success. 

Kshemendra - strongly encourage these formats (xml, csv, rss feeds, atom feeds)  get connected with your agency points of contacts.  We’ve identified just over 200 Points of Contact at the agency level and bureau level.  Get connected and plugged in to tap the resources.   

Vivek - We want to make sure that the information is machine readable.  Also you can go to data.gov to look at some of the reasons... 

Tom - Value to doing this?  Sunlight Foundation earlier this year challenged people to use the data and create an application, and they were very impressed with the outcomes. 

Answer:  link, join the conversation...hosted at Data.gov 

STANDARDIZATION 

Q:  Is there a standard format for presenting the required FOIA information? 

We think there's an opportunity for web and new media managers to work with FOIA officers to develop some standard and model formats for presenting FOIA information.  Some agencies are presenting this information in Excel, others are presenting it in different formats.  It would help tremendously -- for agencies and the public -- if there was a standard format. 

Nick - there isn't a standard at the moment.  Agencies should share best practices for their stakeholders. 

Sheila - the discussion may be already going on in that community....What types of people should be on the working group or point of contact for this??  How should agencies be coming together from a management perspective? 

Vivek - Chiefs of Staff will be meeting to discuss who should be appointed the lead/key person with the agency.  Senior accountable official responsible for the data - this person will coordinate the deliverables and work closely with the POC on quality.  It might be a week or two before these people are named. 

Q:  Can OMB use its bully pulpit to promote the importance of agencies improving how they write content (not just focus on the technology)?   Can we get more consistency in how content is written on government websites? 

One way to make government more transparent is for government to do a better job communicating in plain language.  But we get resistance in our agencies, or we can't get resources to address this.   

Nick - There are existing executive orders and requirements for clear and unambiguous language and presentation. 

Macon - The use of plain language is incredibly important and agencies should share best practices and look at each others work.  You can find other agencies that are explaining things well and re-purposing the information as it applies to you. 

FOLLOW-UP and HELP 

Q:  Can we have more of these calls, if needed? 

A meeting such as this is a great idea.  It goes to the heart of this directive: transparency and collaboration.  We can all do our part better if we see the big picture - but right now, no one of us has the entire picture.  We have to create it together, by talking, asking questions, and creating answers together. 

We should figure out how to properly disseminate this information to key stakeholders beyond the Web community. 

Q: Agencies know that it is a big challenge to organize the content overall.  What data, what are the plans to do topic navigation?  Are there other ways to slice and dice the information? 

Macon - This cannot happen overnight.  The dashboard at the Whitehouse/open will become the portal clearinghouse for the agency pages.  This will help people find things topically.  This will establish a place that we can improve overtime.... 

Everyone understands that this is an ambitious project and my impression is that this is one of the most excited groups to tackle this and knock it out of the park.  Vivek and OMB are trying to figure out HOW we can make this successful.  We want to work along with agencies to help and offer advice.  If you feel overwhelmed and don't know what to do then we want to fix this quickly.  We are all excited about this.... 

Vivek - this is very prescriptive with hard deadlines...the default is that the requirements WILL be met as outlined in the directive.  That is why we are trying to be really helpful.  GSA will hold office hours on demand for help.  That is why we are creating the tool kit, and offering sessions tomorrow, and Tuesday... 

OMB has the active email box for help also. 

Q:  Can agencies create cross-agency dataset(s) around similar topics?  There is some data that cross agency lines... 

Vivek - That is an amazing opportunity.  We are getting a lot of feedback for exactly that.  We are going to aggregate information so that reporting is not at the abstract level but the component level.  We encourage and welcome that kind of collaboration and mash-ups. 

Nick – send additional questions to opengov@omb.eop.gov  
Kshemendra - will send the email regarding the meetings tomorrow and Tuesday to Sheila Campbell who will send to the group. 
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