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Definitions first:  What is open government 
and open data 

• Open government: Change in government and the civic 
environment through the promotion of government transparency, 
accessibility of government data and services, and promotion of 
civic involvement in the democratic process

• Data" means final versions of statistical or factual information:
– In alphanumeric form reflected in a list, table, graph, chart or 

other non-narrative form, that can be digitally transmitted or 
processed; 

– and regularly created or maintained by or on behalf of and 
owned by an agency that records a measurement, 
transaction, or determination related to the mission of an 
agency.

• Open Data – data that is made available to the public on an 
ongoing basis, not upon request, usually on a website in a 
machine-readable form.
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This is a lot of dense type – but I’ll try to break it down for you.





Why governments are digitizing public info 
and opening up data 

• Public loss of trust in government

• Greater expectation of access to government

• Increased engagement in public affairs

• Increased partisanship 

• Technology improves availability of data

• Value to private sector and economic development

• Value to journalists and new “data editors”

• Can relieve burden of some OPRA requests
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A. Public’s loss of trust in government – and increased suspicion of government actions
B. Public is expecting greater access to public decision making, leading to streaming of meetings on demand, online participation at meetings, online polls, Facebook and Twitter based information, and engagement with local officials.
C. Increased engagement of sectors of the public in wanting to improve civic life
D. Increased partisanship of government, including at the local level leads to open government and open data becoming part of campaigns and ongoing political dialog
E. New technology has enabled government activity and records to be more available. More importantly, tools to analyze all forms of data and provide access to all forms if information are now easily available to an informed and motivated public.
F. The availability of data and the new tools to analyze it is leading to a revolution in policy-making.  “Data driven decision making” is now common in larger cities and is working its way down as the tools to collect, process, and analyze data are becoming more accessible and useable.  
G. Government data has value to the private sector monetize it; also a basis for economic development activities
H. An explosion of journalism tools that can be used by “data editors” to analyze, present, and report stories driven by data
I. OPRA law means that all the data we have, excluding statutory exceptions, means that anyone can ask for it.  Responding takes time and attention; posting data by default can relieve pressure on staff to fulfil OPRA requests.




Benefits of Open and Transparency

• Increased credibility of government – creation of 
technology driven feedback

• Using data to develop sound policy decisions

• More people looking at data brings in more ideas

• Data used to support economic development

• Improved OPRA responses



Challenges & Benefits of 
Open & Transparency

• Costs: money, time and attention

• Managing technology and data is not easy

• Technology planning is important 

• Harder to make decisions or communicate in 
private

• Finding a balance

• Data will be used by political opposition
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Costs – money, time and attention
Developing, curating, and publishing data sets
New technology use requires start-up costs, time and attention of staff
Managing technology and data is not easy – staff needs to be trained to manage open data
Technology planning is becoming important as a means to manage and focus agency technology investment, including investment in cybersecurity
Officials may find it harder to make decisions or communicate in private
Finding a balance: public expectation exceeds governments capacity = government gets criticized
Political decisions: acceptance that data will be used by political opposition




The state of New Jersey – How open are we? 
What does our future look like?

• What is it in the first place?

• NJ structure affects policies

• OPRA came before open data

• Resource constraints/Can government agencies handle 
the technology?

• But, it is evolving; a bill on state government open data is 
moving.

• NJ Open Government Data Report -
http://blousteinlocal.rutgers.edu/nj-open-govt-data/
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A. Lack of agreement on what open government data is, and the responsibility of government to provide it.  We need to face the disconnect.
B. The structure of New Jersey government affects government activities and the behavior of agencies throughout state and local government
C. OPRA was passed in 2001 - Open Government Data is a new concept and the law has not been amended to address the changes in technology and societal expectation. 
D. Time, attention, and money are necessary to open data.  What technologies are necessary to manage open government data and what is the capacity of government agencies to manage them?
New tools are being developed and evolving all the time, but the capacity of government to manage them moves at a different speed in different places.
Agencies have staff and budget challenges to manage, present, curate, assure quality of data
F. It is evolving – a bill to create a state open data policy is pending in the legislature. 
G. NJ Open Government Data Report - http://blousteinlocal.rutgers.edu/nj-open-govt-data/
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Creating a successful Data Portal                              
required 6 key components

Start Small Use familiar tools Allow for flexibility

Key components of success

Defer 
responsibility Move slowly Build value and 

relevance



The first iteration of Jersey City’s Data Portal                     
began with excel files

www.jerseycitynj.gov/data 

http://www.jerseycitynj.gov/data


Robust data can be used to uncover insights and 
drive decision making

10-20k rows of data 
monthly

Real time data updates

Rich, comprehensive 
event details

Minimal ETLs/data 
cleaning required



Our next Data Portal iteration includes more 
analysis and automated systems

http://data.jerseycitynj.gov

http://data.jerseycitynj.gov/


Engaging the Public                
Through Digital Information:
A South Orange Case Study 

Adam Loehner, Deputy Village Administrator                        
Village of South Orange

@AdamLoehner, @southorangenj



Bringing Municipal Functions into the Digital Realm

• Transparency
– Public Records
– Online Village Codes
– Interactive Map
– Online Meeting Videos

• Accessibility 
– Website 
– Online Fillable Forms 
– Mobile Capabilities
– Push Notifications & Information - Cross Platforms 

• Promotion & Engagement 
– Two way communication
– Direct Access 
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How does this all help - Public

• Increased participation from a wider audience 

• More meaningful engagement 

• Direct access to departments

• Quicker response times 



How does this all help – Internal Operations

• Increased efficiencies (custom workflows)
– Time 
– Cost (Software Integration)
– Mobility

• Breakdown of Department Silos

• Reporting and Analytics 



Sustainable Jersey’s PIE Initiative

Lauren Skowronski, Program Director for Community Engagement 
Sustainable Jersey

@skowrola



1st Piece of the PIE:
related Sustainable Jersey actions

1. Digitizing Public Information 

2. Open Data Inventory & Management 

3. Improve Public Engagement within Municipal 
Gov’t

4. Improve Public Engagement through Planning & 
Zoning

5. Online Public Service Systems



2nd Piece of the PIE:
municipal Gov 2.0 tech assessments

1. Team to meet with key municipal staff to assess
– Strategic goals related to public engagement & 

communications
– Municipal needs & challenges

2. Final report & road map provided
– Resources needed
– Available digital technologies

• Municipal application launches: Dec. 1
• Application deadline: Sun. Feb 5, midnight 



3rd Piece of the PIE:
Coding for Community competition

cfc.sustainablejersey.com

Municipalities + tech community = tech solutions to community 
issues

Timeline:
o Kicks off Friday, Jan. 27th @ NJIT
o 2 month development phase (March – April)
o Presentation & awards (early May)

Benefits:
Win $ and a custom tech project for your town
Build relationships for future municipal projects



Sustainable Jersey Supporters
Underwritten By: 

Sponsored By: 

Small Grants Program Underwriter

Platinum Sponsors

Silver Sponsors

Bronze Sponsors

Gold Sponsors
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Here are the Sustainable Jersey sponsors.




Sustainable Jersey for Schools Supporters
Underwritten By: 

Sponsored By: 
Sustainable Jersey 
for Schools Small 
Grants Program 
Underwriters

Founding Sponsors

Silver Sponsor

Bronze Sponsors
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Here are the Sustainable Jersey sponsors.
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