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Opening up the data

A recent online discussion has
caused me to think more about
the Open Data movement,
especially the segmentwhere
governmentagencies are being
urged to release their data
resources so that the community
can make use of them. The
problem
(by and
remarkably little interest in the

isthat the com munity
large) has shown

concept, even after a series of
contests to create apps to exploit
the datasets.

The discussion featured a fair
bit of pontification about the
cleanliness and
data, the
the relatively small number of

integrity of the
lack of metadata,
datasets and so on. Itreminds
me of the time when Iworked

in CSIRO and our team of
researchers has some real neat
software thatwould enable
people to search through a
video library and edita number
of clips to produce a custom
video - perhaps the greatest tries
of their favourite Rugby football
player. The problem then was
that the potential usersweren't
interested in doing that- they’'d
look at something that someone
else had produced but they
justdidn’'twant to put the effort
into doing itthemselves. So itis, |
believe, with open data.

Ifa bunch of enthusiasts put
together an app that merges
bus timetables and maps and
sells itfor a very small price, then
people may be interested. But as
for doing itthemselves: no. They
have lives to lead.

A further consideration is
how to get the data together
in a state to be published. The
conversation Imentioned above
did raise some good points. There
is definitely data available, but
itwas never meant to see the
light of day; itwas justintended
to be a by-product of other
services. Nowonder it's poorly
presented and badly described
(f described at all). And to
bring itup to publication quality
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takes money, and that’'s hard to
come by. Noamount of pious
boosting by people in central
organisations will overcom e the
reluctance to find that extra
money by the workers who are
custodians of the data (and most
of them don’'teven realise that
they are custodians).

So spare us the hand-waving,
and ifyou're serious about the
topic then why notopen up the
purse strings and fund the data
provision. And while you're about
it, make sure that it’'s high on the
list of priorities of the services that
the community really wants you
to spend theirmoney on.

The future of the book -
and itcan’'tcome fast
enough

Ifthere’s one thing we love more
than books, it's talking about
them - and Idon’'t mean the
explosion in book clubs or in
contributing reviews to Amazon
and similar sites. No, this time

my objectis the (apparently)
never-ending discourse on

w hat'sgoing to take the place
of the familiar paper object that
we want to touch, smell, hear
and finally devour. This train of
thought originated in two essays:
the firstwas on audiobooks at
nplusonemag.com/listening-
to-books by Maggie Gram . In
this she listswhat works well (for
her) in this medium and what
doesn’t, and then looks at the
history and current usage of
audiobooks, including one
which appeals to many of my
friends who suffer through long
commutes (although lknow that
over-engaging with a book as
your drive can be a recipe for
disaster). In the second essay by
Tim Parks (tinyurl.com/76pfm zv)
one of his interesting proposals
isthat the abstraction from the
object that you get with an
eBook brings you closer to the
essence of the author’sintent. |
think thatwhen the newness of
these alternatives wears off in a

few years we'llread all of these

More on my blog www.alia.org.au/webbsblog

ramblings with a greatdeal of
head-shaking amusement.

Fixitso itdoesn’t break

It's been more than a year since
he gave his talk to the Royal
Society titled Web Science:

A New Frontier butJonathan
Zittrain’'swords are still as relevant
as they were all those months
ago. His paper at papers.ssrn.
com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_
id=1995059
on the SSRN site, but registration

iscurrently published

is free and relatively easy.

He's generally speaking about
differentways in which the web
might "break"” and he explores
issues like international copyright
restrictions, URL shorteners,
archives and suggestions for
new forms of caching. It'sworth

reading.

There’s not a moment
to lose!

I've been thinking for quite a
while about the impermanence
of web resources and whatwe
can do aboutit. That'swhy |
was very interested to see this
story about the Archive Team
(www.technologyreview.com /
web/39317/). They're a sort of
sguad that leaps into action
when they getword that a
service isgoing to be shut
down - like Yahoo's Geocities
or Poetry.com - and sets about
grabbing as much of the publicly
accessible material as they can.
Sometimes their rescue mission is
notwelcomed by the hosts, but
the rest of uscan only applaud
their guerrilla tactics.
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