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Strategy  # 13: Democratize Information 
 
Metropolitan Boston needs to build its data capacity so that better quantitative information can be 
integrated into local, regional, and statewide decisions. The region should build and maintain a 
strong “information infrastructure,” support critical data intermediaries, align data collection and 
policymaking, and improve use of decision support tools. 
 
State and local policy makers make decisions that shape the future of the region.  Unfortunately, 
they don‟t always have the data necessary to make informed choices.  Providing policy makers with 
timely, accurate and up-to-date information empowers them to make sound decisions by assessing 
the quantitative impacts of a particular course of action.  Beyond providing for more informed 
decisions, accurate data allow the public to benchmark government performance and hold elected 
officials and policy makers accountable for their actions. Individual businesses and households also 
need data to make decisions: where to site a business, or buy a home, or raise a family.  Data about 
our residents, business, and our infrastructure are critical if we are to strategically target our limited 
resources.   
  
Several steps are needed in order to democratize information and achieve these goals. The region 
and the state need to create a seamless framework of data sources and services by leveraging open 
source standards and planning for interoperability.  A strong “information infrastructure” of 
consistent standards and protocols creates flexibility, saves money, and fosters collaboration across 
public agencies and the public.  The critical actors in this program include state and regional data 
intermediaries—organizations that collect, analyze, and disseminate data, and provide technical 
assistance to municipalities, community based organizations and students. Policymakers and the 
organizations involved in collecting and analyzing data should work together to ensure the necessary 
information is available to craft effective policy and better understand the region. Lastly, innovative 
tools can connect data to decision-making processes at the state and local level.  

A. Build and maintain strong òinformation infrastructureó 

1) Create the information infrastructure necessary to make data accessible in a 
timely manner 

The traditional approach to manage data has been the “data center” model. In this 
approach, users access a central workstation or server that contains multiple data sets. 
Several problems limit the usefulness of this approach. The centralized data center 
model is easily overwhelmed as the spatial complexity and number of relevant data sets 
greatly increases; copies of records on the data center server cannot be easily updated as 
changes occur, subjecting it to misinterpretation; individual data sets are ill-matched with 
one another, making comparison and integration difficult. A new approach can address 
these concerns and take advantage of the usability and interactivity of new technology.  
The federated datacenter model will seamlessly connect multiple data sources to citizens 
and decision makers over the Internet. Official sources will publish information using 
common data structures, formats and tools that allow cross-referencing of key datasets. 
Intelligent data intermediaries will analyze the raw data, and make it available to a variety 
of users. While the new system both depends on and encourages collaboration, it will 
not require data providers to alter their current collection methods.  In this approach, 
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data intermediaries will focus on creating and managing a shared framework for data 
interoperability, maintaining relationships with a cluster of data providers, and providing 
streamlined data services. The State‟s MassGIS as well as the Federal government‟s Data 
Ferret have set up the infrastructure to provide data in this manner. Currently no data 
intermediary is positioned in the region or in the state to take to take advantage of the 
investments and resulting efficiencies.  

1.a MAPC will develop an open source and interoperable data sharing 
platform.  

1.b MAPC, MassGIS and other state data providers should create working 
group to establish standards to allow analysis across multiple data sources 

1.c The State should adopt service oriented architecture (SOA) for all of its 
departments and information technology investments. 

1.d MAPC, all Municipalities and data providers should adopt open standards 
when they can provide superior total cost of ownership and interoperability to 
proprietary systems and formats. 

1.e The Legislature in collaboration with the Stateõs Information Technology 
Division (ITD) should create incentives to encourage adoption of open 
standards and software 

2) License government-created data to maximize public benefit and protect agency 
interests.  

Like many other states, Massachusetts sells various administrative datasets to private 
companies who repackage and resell the data. Government agencies should take steps to 
protect the public interest when releasing or licensing data.  

2.a Ensure public access to data when creating data-sharing or collection 
agreements with the private sector 

2.b Government agencies should charge resale restrictions or royalty fees 
when their data are sold as for-profit products.  A license agreement specifies 
fees, which may be based on a percentage of revenue from resale, a one-time 
fee, or a flat-rate per transaction. 

2.c Claim copyright on government data, reports, and other works and 
include citation guidelines 

 

 

                                                 
1
 Commonwealth of Massachusetts Executive Office for Administration and Finance Information Technology 

Division, Policy #ITD-APP-01, ñEnterprise Open Standards Policy,ò Effective January 13, 2004. 
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B. Support State and Regional Data Intermediaries  

Data intermediaries play an important role in the democratization of information, through data 
collection, interpretation, and dissemination to users.  Such intermediaries are typically public or 
non-profit organizations with important characteristics: they are in a position to maintain trust of 
data providers and users over long term, they are not linked to short term political interest, they 
follow appropriate protocols, and they are held accountable to the public. Strengthening the 
relationship between these groups and state data providers can improve both the quality of data 
collected and put it to use in local communities. The following Data Intermediaries are critical in 
democratizing data in the metropolitan Boston region and need to be adequately and consistently 
funded. 

3) Implement Massachusetts Office of Geographic and Environmental Information 
(MassGIS) Strategic Plan 

MassGIS provides the state‟s most comprehensive database of spatial information for 
planning and environmental management.  It is a critical resource for municipalities, 
planners, educators, and residents.  Recent legislation established MassGIS as 
Massachusetts‟ official agency for the collection, storage, and dissemination of 
geographic data, also giving it the mandate to set standards for geographic data to ensure 
universal compatibility across state agencies and municipalities  

3.a The Governor and Legislature need to provide funding and resources for 
implementation of the MassGIS Strategic Plan  

4) Create a State Data Center   

A fully funded Massachusetts state data center would provide decision makers with 
unique additional datasets and analysis. The data center would help to advocate and 
provide technical assistance to other departments on how to make available its 
administrative data. Technical assistance on confidentiality protocols, cross referencing 
and standards enforcement will be a key role of the State Data Center. The State Data 
Center and affiliated institutions and organizations would work together to take 
advantage of resources offered by the U.S. Census Bureau and provide the Census with 
information to improve all their surveys in the state. The State needs to work closely 
with the US Census Bureau and other Federal Data providers to advocate for the 
Commonwealth by sending technical representatives from the State Data Center to 
technical meetings in Washington D. C. to clarify and assess assumptions and trouble 
shoot faulty data before it is published. The State needs to designate one organization 
and fund them consistently who can coordinate advocate and innovate data and 
information collection and dissemination within the Commonwealth and for the 
Commonwealth to the rest of the nation.  
 

4.a The Governor, UMass Donahue Institute along with members of the 
Interagency Census Population Statistics (ICPS) should undertake a strategic 
planning process to create and fund a State Data Center. 

 

http://www.mass.gov/mgis/
http://www.mass.gov/mgis/
http://www.mass.gov/mgis/
http://www.mass.gov/mgis/
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5) Increase capacity of the Regional Data Intermediary, MAPC Metro Data Center 
and GIS Lab 

MAPC has provided data, mapping, and technical assistance to its communities since its 
founding in 1963. MAPC functions to collect and analyze regional data, make this data 
available to the public, and help build analytic capacity at the local level.  It accomplishes 
this by responding to data requests from municipalities and citizens, completing scenario 
analyses, and operating the MetroBoston DataCommon website. The information and 
technology resources available to MAPC directly impact the 101 cities and towns, 
hundreds of organizations, and thousands of citizens that relies on MAPC for data each 
year. In many cases, MAPC „s MetroData Center and GIS lab are a critical link between 
State departments and municipalities in gathering data and analyzing trends. MAPC has 
the local networks and relationships with planners on the ground as well local knowledge 
of the landscape as well.  

5.a State level government should utilize the technical expertise and local 
networks and relationships of MAPC and other Regional Planning Agencies.  

C. Align Data Collection and Policymaking 

In addition to building a regional data infrastructure and supporting critical intermediaries, the 
region should take steps to connect data collection with the policymaking process. Our evolving 
region and economy will require we continue to examine the data available, and collect new 
information when needed. 

6) Link Data Collection and Policymaking 

Compiling data can be costly and challenging. For those reasons, data available to 
policymakers comes from an eclectic variety of sources and may not correspond 
precisely with topics and approaches of concern. In order to better align data collection 
and policymaking, a state working group should convene to share data sources and 
analysis best practices and collaborate with other regions. 

6.a Convene Data Working Groups to Collect Data on Pressing Issues 

6.b Collaborate with other regions to adopt data collection and sharing best 
practices 

6.c Municipalities should use performance data to measure service delivery 

(See recommendation on open source consortium) 

7) Compile 10 Critical Missing Datasets 

These ten data sets are “missing pieces” or “weak links” that are critical that to more 
informed planning and public policy decisions in Metro Boston and statewide.  For 
example: both MetroFuture and the State‟s Sustainable Development Principles promote 
growth near existing infrastructure such as water and sewer lines; however, we lack 
accurate regional information about where that infrastructure exists.  
 
While some of the data sets listed below involve complex and ambitious data collection 
tasks, much of this information is already collected by the state for administrative 
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reasons such as benefits or monitoring.  Administrative data sets, even those that lack 
personal data, are often inaccessible to planners and policy makers due to confidentiality 
concerns, lack of accountability, and lack of consistent funding.  Advocacy and political 
leadership are necessary to overcome these barriers.  

 

7.a MassGIS and MAPC should work together to create a Regional Parcel 
Database.  

7.b MAPC should develop a Regional development database 

7.c The Executive Office of Transportation and Central Transportation 
Planning Staff should complete a household travel demand survey every ten 
years.   

7.d MassGIS should consistently update the Orthophotos and the derived 
McConnell Land Use Survey.  

7.e MassGIS, Legislature, and local water providers need to work together to 
map the region's sewer and water infrastructure. 

7.f MassGIS and Regional Planning Agencies should create a regionwide 
zoning map. 

7.g Executive Office of Labor and Workforce Development (EOLWD)should 
participate in the Local Employment Dynamics program. 

7.h Department of Revenue needs to make available timely demographic 
summaries of state income tax filings by municipality. 

7.i The Massachusetts Permit Regulatory Office in collaboration with MAPC 
should implement a statewide permit tracking database. 

7.j EPA, the Executive Office of Environmental Affairs, and MAPC should 
create a Brownfields database. 

8) The Governor, Legislator, Secretary of State, Regional Planning Agencies and 
every municipality in the Commonwealth should work together to ensure 
Massachusetts is accurately counted in the Decennial Censuses.  

While the Decennial Census has one constitutionally-enshrined function—
apportionment of Federal representation—it has many other uses across planning, public 
policy, and business.  Census data influence the distribution of public funding, inform 
the design of public programs, and guide business decisions.  With its moderate growth 
rate, Massachusetts is at risk is of losing congressional representation and funding to 
faster growing states.  Under-counting the region‟s population in the 2010 Census and 
subsequent Decennial Censuses could cost the state millions of dollars and affect the 
funding for many of the basic programs that support our most vulnerable populations 
and most basic infrastructure.   
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Public agencies at all levels of government have the responsibility to support an accurate 
census count.   
State leadership from the Secretary of State‟s office must aggressively advocate for 
Massachusetts and its municipalities to get the most accurate numbers.  The SOS office 
is ultimately responsible for ensuring that its citizens are fully represented through fair 
and legitimate elections, and is well equipped to coordinate with the US Census Bureau.  
The task is more than administrative compliance, and requires adequate resources to the 
SOS office and affiliated organizations to advocate and educate municipalities and all 
Massachusetts residents to ensure a complete count in 2010.  

8.a The State should form a statewide Complete Count Committee to prepare 
for 2010 Census.  

8.b Cities and towns should create a Complete Count Committee to 
implement local outreach plans for their communities in cooperation with 
Census officials. 

8.c Every municipality should designate one individual who is in charge of 
Census 2010 preparation.  

8.d The Commonwealth should allocate $3 million in funding to make 
targeted investment to identify and reach out to hard-to-count communities 
to ensure that everyone in Massachusetts is counted on April 1st, 2010. 

8.e Funding and assistance to prepare municipalities with hard to count 
populations 

8.f School districts should implement the òCensus in the Schoolsó 
curriculum, since youth often are good conduits of information to their 
families, especially in families where young people are the best English 
speakers. 

8.g Community-based organizations need to assist the Census Bureau in 
reaching out to hard-to-count populations.  

9) The Legislator and Secretary of State need to continue support for Massachusetts 
Annual Estimates Program.  

With the leadership of Secretary of State William Galvin, Massachusetts has already 
taken the step to fund a Population Estimates Program, contracting with the University 
of Massachusetts Donahue Institute. Each year the Census Bureau issues annual 
population estimates for each municipality in the state.  The Population Estimates 
Program will ensure that the Commonwealth can protect itself against undercounting by 
(1) conducting independent annual estimates, (2) developing local and regional 
partnerships to collect relevant data, (3) working with the Census Bureau to ensure that 
they have up-to-date and complete information, and (4) supporting necessary challenges 
to the Census numbers. Census assumes no change to group quarters, like dormitories, 
nursing homes, or other institutions when calculating annual estimates unless we provide 
them evidence to the contrary. In the first year of the project, the University of 
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Massachusetts Donahue Institute-Population Estimates Program identified over 230,000 
persons living in group quarters in Massachusetts, and 38 municipalities in the MAPC 
region submitted information to the estimates program about group quarters in their 
communities. This program help will improve the accuracy of Census 2010, but does not 
replace the need for education and outreach for the decennial Census. 

9.a The Secretary of State needs to contract with the State Data Center at the 
Donahue Institute to prepare independent annual estimates of the stateõs 
population.  

9.b The Secretary of State and UMass Donahue Institute Work with 
municipalities to gather local data in a timely manner 

9.c Increase coordination with US Census Bureau  

9.d Provide state support for municipal challenges to population estimates 

D. Improve state and local capacity to utilize planning and decision support 
tools  

Advances in technology mean new tools for policy analysis and visualization are available to 
policymakers. These tools can communicate complex datasets, illustrate proposals, and facilitate 
discussion. They can provide the high level of transparency, access to high-quality information, and 
faithful public participation the public has come to expect. Used appropriately, these tools can help 
the public consider long time horizons, conduct holistic analyses incorporating multiple variables, 
and place local design and planning choices in a regional context.  
 
However, significant challenges exist: technology evolves rapidly and requires training and resources 
to use properly. In order to expand use of these tools, the region should create a clearinghouse of 
technology and expertise, and municipalities should incorporate these tools into local planning 
processes. 
 

10) Expand appropriate use of visualization and decision support technology in the 
region 

10.a A designated data intermediary should create a clearinghouse of 
technology and expertise for visualization and decision support tools 

10.b Municipalities should invest in training and technology needed to 
incorporate decision support tools into local planning processes 

 


