Implementing the Open Government Directive

Questions from Web Managers 
So many questions came in during the Forum/Web Manager call with OMB on December 17, 2009, that we did not have time to answer them all!  All the questions that were not answered on the call were sent to OMB for follow-up, and OMB has supplied the answers below.

Accessibility/Section 508 Compliance 

Q1.    In reference to the OGD webcast announcement, I had a hard time concentrating because I just kept obsessing on the lack of captioning.  So my 3-part question is this:   What is the WH policy on providing captioning for live events?  Can we expect future webcasts to be captioned?  Why were captions not provided for this event? 
  
A1.    We are currently researching options for addressing captioning issues and will share information with the web manager community as we work through this process. 

Q2.    The rush to publish is sometimes in conflict with 508/accessibility - how do you plan to resolve this?
A2.    Agencies must still adhere to their responsibilities under law regarding accessibility issues.  
  
Q3.    Can we ban PDF for data presentation?  There are many problems with Section 508 and data reuse.
A3.    The OGD contains a high level definition for "open formats."  It does not specify or ban a particular one and agencies should use formats appropriate for their purposes.  For more specifics regarding formats appropriate for datasets the agency should reach out to their Data.gov point of contact.
Communication and Coordination
Q1.    When might the Open Government Execution Toolkit be available to Departments?  Many of agencies are forming workgroups and starting work on each area, so the sooner, the better! 


A1.    A number of items for the toolkit are currently under development, including: written guidelines and a sample wireframe for the /Open agency webpages and information from GSA on the public engagement platform that will be made available to each agency.  Information on the /Open pages and an update on the GSA engagement platform will be distributed soon to the new media contacts in each agency. UPDATE:  This was released to agency new media points of contact Friday the 8th. 

Q2.    What guidance has been given to agencies to document their OGD activities in their strategic plans, so actions are documented and incorporated into overall operations?  Also, most of the direction seems to revolve around data - what about the communications piece, to ensure agency communications teams are also involved in informing the public? 
  
A2.    The first Open Gov Working Group meeting was be on Jan 6th. Per item 3(c) of the Open Government Directive, this Working Group will focus on transparency, accountability, participation, and collaboration within the Federal Government and work to ensure cross agency communication.  High level officials from each agency weree in attendance.
Q3.    Another area that we are struggling with is helping the main Communication organization understand their role with this.  I know that all the Cabinet Communication Directors meet regularly to talk about what is being announced across the government. What channels have been established to involve this important group in this conversation? 

A3.    Per the OGD deliverables, there are two specific groups that require agency designations/participations.  The Open Gov Working group will be the overarching group for the various Open Gov activities. In addition,  there are other groups such as the Data.gov points of contact, CIO Council, CFO Council, etc. which will be important mechanisms to work across the government on Open Gov activities.  

· Jan 22 (Day 45) – Designate high-level senior official for Open Government Working Group (see above question)
· Jan 22 (Day 45) – Designate high-level senior official for quality and objectivity of Federal spending information


Paperwork Reduction Act (PRA) and Surveys 
  
Q1.    Agencies need clear guidance, including examples, for what is and is not permissible under the Paperwork Reduction Act around polling/surveying the public.   
  
A1.    From the regulation 5 CFR 1320.  Some notable exceptions are:
(1) Affidavits, oaths, affirmations, certifications, receipts, changes of address, consents, or acknowledgments; provided that they entail no burden other than that necessary to identify the respondent, the date, the respondent's address, and the nature of the instrument (by contrast, a certification would likely involve the collection of ``information'' if an agency conducted or sponsored it as a substitute for a collection of information to collect evidence of, or to monitor, compliance with regulatory standards, because such a certification would generally entail burden in addition to that necessary to identify the respondent, the date, the respondent's address, and the nature of the instrument);

(4) Facts or opinions submitted in response to general solicitations of comments from the public, published in the Federal Register or other  publications, regardless of the form or format thereof, provided that no person is required to supply specific information pertaining to the commenter, other than that necessary for self-identification, as a condition of the agency's full consideration of the comment;

     

(8) Facts or opinions obtained or solicited at or in connection with public hearings or meetings;

Q2.    Could you ask OMB to put their discussion of PRA exemptions in writing?  I’d be willing to bet a lot of Agency PRA Coordinators are not clued into this? 
A2.    The above exemptions are in listed the current regs which can be found in 5 CFR 1320 and if there are questions on them the agencies can contact their OIRA desk officer or the opengov mailbox at opengov@omb.eop.gov . Additionally it should be noted that OMB understands this issue of the PRA and how it affects utilization of newer web technologies such as social media and has already committed in the OGD to review this.
Datasets/Publishing Data 

Q1.    Since we know that most users don't know the Federal org structure or what data is published by which agency, what are your plans to do topic-based navigation -- and other ways of slice and dice it? 
A1.    We encourage agencies to do any sort of navigation assistance they feel will allow the public to better understand the role of their agency though it will be up to that agency if they feel this is the most appropriate method for them.  Also when the datasets are published on Data.gov it becomes more centralized in a manner that is easier to access for people who don’t know the structure of the Federal Government.
  
Data.gov is also focused on enhancing search functionality and plans to enable browsing-based navigation by agency / bureau soon and other features such as automatically generated tag clouds in the future.


Q2.    What is the frequency of the dataset submissions and can a department submit more than three at the onset?   
A2.    Besides the immediate deliverable it’s expected that as part of their open government plan, agencies will integrate a number of transparency efforts into their operations.  This could include more frequent publication of high value data sets.  Basically the OGD sets the floor, there is no ceiling. We expect agencies to set-up a pipeline of both new and existing datasets in terms of dissemination of agency datasets via Data.gov. Frequency is a function of agency internal data management activities but we encourage rapid agency integration of appropriate data sets, using existing technical documentation to allow citizens to determine fitness for use in their context. We also encourage agencies to improve usability, timeliness, and documentation of their data based on citizen feedback.

Q3.    It occurred to me during the call that we've had situations where a dataset had missing data due to a server outage and it resulted in numbers for a specific period being understated.  If we publish a dataset, it is possible for there to be misinterpretations unless the users clearly understand any of the anomalies that pertain to the dataset.   Even more problematic is what might happen if an anomaly occurs after the dataset has been released to Data.gov.  How will users who have built data mash-ups using the data be made aware of such anomalies? 
A3.    We encourage agencies to provide context for their data sets via technical documentation. Also, in the future Data.gov is looking at a notification service to provide updates on datasets.
  
Q4.    For interagency portals or websites, how would those relate to agency datasets? Or to the Data.gov topics?  Example: science.gov 

A4.    The mission of Data.gov is to help citizens better find, understand, and use government datasets. As such, Data.gov operates on two levels - the site itself and as a policy initiative. The Data.gov Concept of Operations provides more detail. Implications for a specific cross-agency site should be worked out via that site's governance structure and the Data.gov Senior Advisory Council. Examples include Geospatial Onestop, which is being integrated into Data.gov, and Fedstat.gov, where there are currently active conversations on next steps.

Q5.    There is a heavy emphasis in the Open Memo on Open Government on data versus documents.  As a regulatory agency, a great deal of our high-value information is in the form of documents.  What is the OMB's vision of the most transparent way to share documents?  Would it be simply to load documents into Data.gov in an open format? 
A5.    Besides the immediate deliverable for 3 high value data sets much of the OGD is aimed at transparency of information in general.  If an agency has a large amount of non-data set documents appropriate for publication, these should be shared in a manner responsive to the agency's stakeholders.  Part of the comment agencies should solicit for their open government plans should include asking the public what materials they should prioritize for publication and what the best methods to make them available might be.

Additionally to the extent non-dataset documents were constructed using underlying datasets, or included data-driven analysis or reporting, those datasets should be disaggregated and disseminated via Data.gov. For the report or document information itself, the agency should attempt to capture as much (domain and document) structural information as possible and publish a version of the report or document as structured information. An example of this is what NARA has done with the Federal Register. The specific tagging to be used should be driven based on feedback from citizens and some sense of cost or additional tagging vs likely benefit. 
 

Freedom of Information Act (FOIA)

Q1.    As open gov relates to FOIA - do you envision the number of FOIA requests to go down or will it actually drive more and different requests? 

A1.    While this is difficult to predict we hope that if agencies proactively disseminate more information to the public it will mean that the information people are looking becomes more easily available.  
Q2.    Does the team envision the agencies’ open gov pages replacing electronic FOIA reading rooms or just linking to them? 

A2.    This depends what direction the agency wants to take.  In some cases it may be appropriate to just link to the site.  In other cases aligning and merging these two efforts may be more responsive to the needs of the public stakeholders who are most affected in trying to access the information.


Additional Questions
 
Q1.    How will the OGD help agencies close the digital divide for poor, elderly or minority residents?
A1.    There are currently other government efforts aimed at providing internet and broadband access to unserved and underserved populations.  But if agencies make it easier to access their information then it should hopefully allow a wider range of individuals from the public to access and benefit from that information.
Q2. Are there existing resources for information on Plain Language?

A2.    Yes, www.plainlanguage.gov is a good starting point.
