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What we’ll cover today
● What is open data? 

● What is an open data standard? 

● Swim Drink Fish open data standard

● Open recreational water quality data tips

  



What is Open Data? 
Open data is defined as structured data that is 
machine-readable, freely shared, used and built 
on without restrictions. 
(Gov of Canada - Open Data). 

Open data’s value is its ability to be shared. 
The goal is interoperability. 



The Common Pot 
Sharing data is rooted in the scientific community. Researchers 
and librarians have known and championed the benefits of 
open, shared knowledge for centuries. Information 
technologies gave new breath to this philosophy of commons.

Transparency, participation and collaboration fosters open 
knowledge.

Merton: Each researcher must contribute to the “common pot” 
and give up intellectual property rights to allow knowledge to 
move forward. (1942)



Open Data in US and Canada
Both US and Canadian Federal Governments made open and machine readable the new default.

The Open Definition gives full details on the requirements for ‘open’ data and content. Open data are the 
building blocks of open knowledge. Open knowledge is what open data becomes when it’s useful, usable 
and used.

The key features of openness are:

● Availability and access: the data must be available as a whole and at no more than a reasonable 
reproduction cost, preferably by downloading over the internet. The data must also be available in a 
convenient and modifiable form.

● Reuse and redistribution: the data must be provided under terms that permit reuse and redistribution 
including the intermixing with other datasets. The data must be machine-readable.

● Universal participation: everyone must be able to use, reuse and redistribute — there should be no 
discrimination against fields of endeavour or against persons or groups. For example, 
‘non-commercial’ restrictions that would prevent ‘commercial’ use, or restrictions of use for certain 
purposes (e.g. only in education), are not allowed.

-- Open Knowledge International

http://opendefinition.org/


Better, faster answers to the question 

“ Where Can I Swim ?”
with interoperable data 
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Human readable, unstructured data Open, structured data





Automated Data for 
Recreational Water Quality

Why a standard?



Standardizing open data 



Open Data Standards are meant to render data: 

● Findable 

● Accessible 

● Interoperable 

● Reusable 

FAIR Data Principles



Schema : Data structure. A schema defines 
elements that a file may contain. It provides a 
specific structure for open data (XML, JSON, CSV)

Metadata : Data about data. Metadata is a description and 
context of the data, such as fields or column headers. Helps 
to organize, find and understand data.

Data: information



Open Data Standard for Recreational Water 
Quality : Development Timeline

Oct 2017 : Expert workshop to lay the groundwork for 
the open data standard 

Nov 2017: Draft consultation period begins

Feb 2018: Comment period ends

March 2018: Pilot projects begins 

June 2018: Launch of Open Data Standard





Challenges to opening data: 

Lack of good data management tools.  
In-house capacity and technological limitations
Adapting current data management system to new model
Funding: lack of or funding restrictions



What can you do today?  3 easy steps 

1. Ensure all data is online, not on paper 
or computer. 

2. Clean up your spreadsheets: 
organized, clean, consistent

3. Share : accessible, machine readable



Tabular dataset, organized into rows and columns, and downloadable as a CSV

Unstructured sheet, not organized into rows and columns. Cannot be downloaded as 
a “usable” CSV 



“for the purpose of protecting human health in 
coastal recreation waters.” US EPA
“protection of public health and safety.” Health 
Canada” 



Chasing the Plume

Photo of plume 

● 4.04 billion surface water recreation events occur annually, 
resulting in an estimated 90 million illnesses nationwide and 
costs of $2.2 -$3.7 billion annually

● While mild illness was common, approximately 65% of the cost 
is attributable to illness that resulted in contact with an HCP or 
evaluation in an ED.

● Adults (aged 20–54) tend to experience the majority of mild 
illnesses, while children (0–10) experience the majority of 
moderate illnesses.

● In Canada, an estimated 400,000 people a year get sick from 
contaminated recreational water.



gabrielle@swimdrinkfish.ca
www.theswimguide.org
www.recreationalwater.ca
github.com/swimdrinkfish/opendata

Thanks


