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The following information is provided in response to a question raised by Mr. Fisette at 
the PAYG work session on March 11, 2014, regarding what data Arlington County 
publishes under the federal government’s Open Data initiative; what data other local 
governments are publishing; whether or not there are cyber-security threats posed by 
the publication of data; and if continued efforts in this area by the County are budget 
considerations or policy considerations.   
 
The federal government Open Data project is a White House initiative launched in 2009 
with the goal of increasing public access to high value, machine-readable datasets.  The 
website www.Data.gov serves as a repository for the data and through this site the 
federal government publishes for public consumption any data that is not private or 
restricted for national security reasons.   
 
Following on the heels of the White House initiative, local governments have begun to 
develop their own data policies and maintain their own data web sites.  For example, 
San Mateo County, CA, publishes performance measures 
at https://performance.smcgov.org under its own open data initiative.  According to DTS 
research, other local governments commonly publish the following categories of data: 
 

• Building permits • Crime & Safety statistics and trends 
• 311 Calls statistics and trends • Neighborhood Watch information 
• Parking Tickets • Business Licenses 
• Building Safety Violations • Taxes 
• City/County Budget • Transportation 
• Vendor Payments  

 
Arlington County does not have an open data policy.  However, the County is already 
collecting much of the data listed above, and some of it is accessible to the public.  For 
example, CPHD has a searchable building permit and trade permit database at the 
website http://permits.arlingtonva.us/; permits dating to 2008 can be viewed online or 
exported to a spreadsheet.  Other County departments have begun to present raw data 
in a more user-friendly format; for example, the Arlington County Commuter Services’ 
performance dashboard pulls all commuter and transit data into one place and makes it 
accessible to the public, with the goal of extending across the entire Transportation 
Department later in 2014: http://www.commuterpage.com/pages/about/arlington-county-
commuter-services/performance-dashboard/.  Because these and other data are not in 
one place on County-affiliated web sites and are not consistently presented, the County 
does not have an associated central “data catalog” to provide basic information about 
the published data (i.e., meaning or interpretation, frequency of publication, authenticity, 
usage, etc.). 
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While the technological aspects of publishing open data are not complex or difficult, the 
issue presents challenges in regards to policy, governance, ownership, value, quality 
assurance, and administration. Three challenges in particular must be overcome.  First, 
the quality of data is critical; it is better not to publish any data than to publish data of 
poor quality.  Second, the purpose of publishing the data must be clearly defined.  The 
instances in which County departments have seen the most value in compiling and 
publishing data are when the data can help answer public policy questions.  For 
example, data related to transit and commuting patterns has helped the Transportation 
Bureau reveal trends and develop strategies related to multi-modal transportation.  
Finally, there are security concerns surrounding the publication of data.  By default all 
public data sets must be considered open unless they contain information designated 
as sensitive, private, or confidential.  Data security is a key concern.  DTS will continue 
to evaluate this issue and will work with the County Manager to consider next steps. 
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