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In the autumn of 2005, a sweet odour, 
described by residents as similar to maple 
syrup, began meandering through parts 
of New York. Several newspapers carried 
articles reporting both delight and fear, as 
some residents called in to complain on 
the city’s hotline 311 number. The smell 
vanished just as mysteriously as it had 
appeared and then made its way through the 
city again in 2006. Three years later, in 2009, 
the then Mayor called a news conference 
to announce that the mystery had been 
solved. An article in Wired2, noted how: the 
city decided to tag every complaint coming 
in through the 311 system to a location. 
This, coupled with air quality data, weather 
conditions and wind direction, pointed the 
smell to a factory located in New Jersey 
that produced fenugreek (methi) – a key 
ingredient of maple syrup.

Crucial to the story is multi-layered, location 
tagged data. The potential of overlaying 
data was first tapped into with a technique 
pioneered in 1954 by Ian McHarg, a 
landscape architect who overlaid maps 
which focus on a single theme (such as soil, 
vegetation etc.) on top of each other using 
transparent sheets to analyse different 
natural features in relation to one another. 
This manual overlay of maps is what inspired 
a technology known as geographical 
information systems in 1962, developed 
by R.F. Tomlinson at the Department of 
Forestry and Rural Development, Canada 
to maintain an inventory of land. Put simply, 
geospatial technologies could now provide 
several ways of looking at and analysing 
data beyond cartography, the traditional 
form of drawing a map. 

Historically, governments used map based 
data to manage land, such as in 19th century 
India where cartographic mapping often 
served the purpose of paving the way 
for land acquisitions3. Today, data-based 
services are varied and many – it can provide 
users information on access to amenities 
close-by, enable online school admissions 
and provide complaint mechanisms to 
reach out to authorities. For governments, 
comprehensive data and its usage on a 
single platform can reveal emerging patterns 
and inform resource allocation. Citizens, 
in turn, can participate in the processes of 
making the city, pushing governance to be 
open and accountable. 

Yet, examples of cities using a data-driven 
approach to urban issues still emerge largely 
from countries of the global north. This has 
to do largely with questions of accessibility, 
such as in India where data is difficult and 
costly to procure. The Census of India and 
other national, state or local organisations 
collect data, yet these are rarely found in 
the public domain. There are also five main 
sources of spatial data in India: satellite 
imagery, aerial imagery, topographic maps, 
positioning data from GNSS and crowd 
sourced data.4 Each of these is governed 
by different departments that guide 
procurement and usage, allowing access 
mostly to private players and government. 

Restrictive and often contradictory policies 
further disable access to data. In the 1960s, 
maps upto 1:4 scale could be distributed and 
topographic maps were de-restricted.5 At the 
same time, the Map Restriction Policy was 
formulated by the Defence Ministry to restrict 
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sharing data on sensitive areas, particularly 
those of the international border. Some of 
India’s largest cities – Mumbai, Kolkata, 
Chennai - lie in this restricted zone and maps 
were not updated to record urban explosion 
in these cities.6 In 2005, the National Map 
Policy was announced to promote the use of 
geospatial knowledge through the sharing 
of two series of topographic maps — one 
for defence forces and another for civilian 
purposes as Open Series Maps.7 Difficulties 
in accessing topographic maps meant 
that more people turned towards satellite 
images. However, the 2011 Remote Sensing 
Data Policy that regulates the acquisition 
and distribution of satellite imagery, requires 
private players to gain prior approval and 
clearance and is based on a case basis 
with no specific period of clearance.8 Then, 
in 2016 the Government released the draft 
geospatial regulation bill. As its name 
suggests, the bill made it necessary for 
anybody wanting to acquire, disseminate, 
publish or distribute geospatial information 
on India to seek permission from a security 
vetting authority. If the bill passes, it would 
restrict any attempt at open data sharing 
from whatsapp users wanting to send out 
their location or geotagging of photos on 
facebook.9 Even odder is that these policies 
stand to contradict the flagship programs of 
the current national government: the Digital 
India program and the Smart Cities Mission, 
both of which place geospatial technologies 
and data-based planning at the centre of 
their implementation.

For people, besides the access to data, 
is how fast it can reach them, how it is 
presented and how relevant it is for them. 

Even if data were made accessible through 
online platforms, the question is how would 
one see it? Because even though India 
records one of the fastest growing online 
populations year on year10, the number of 
urban mobile broadband users averages 
only 5.5%11 and the average bandwidth 
for 10,000 people remains pegged at 6 
mbps compared to other countries12 with 
users paying almost 3 times the average 
cost of internet access in more developed 
countries. A lack of digital infrastructure to 
supply internet to a larger population keeps 
the costs of access high and speeds low. 
The penetration of the internet also remains 
restricted by deep social divisions, with many 
non-users concentrated in marginalised 
neighbourhoods cut off from most other 
basic services, the internet included. 
Here, cities play a key role in investing in 
digital infrastructure to improve access, 
affordability and digital literacy. 

Data has to also be presented to users 
in a user-friendly format and be relevant. 
Accessing data from government sites is a 
fumble in the dark, with datasets often hidden 
under ambiguous headings and intelligible 
only to planners or statisticians. It is no 
surprise then, that while the average person 
in India is a voracious consumer of service 
based apps, accessed through mobile 
internet13, to check email, browse search 
engines, access the news, messenger or 
make online railway bookings often through 
a large and growing mobile app market14; 
there is little opportunity to engage with the 
making of the city itself.  After all, for most 
citizens, it is the local issues that matter 
most: piled up garbage, open sewers, noise 
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violations and a lack of amenities. How does 
one report these problems and how will the 
city fix it? 

The answer lies in a changed mindset 
towards open data and an allocation of 
resources towards a data-driven approach. 
New York’s 311 service answers to around 
50,000 calls a day, on 3600 topics in 180 
languages. The backend required to maintain 
a service such as this requires capacity, 
resources and the city’s willingness to see 
the value it provides. Another fundamental 
difference in U.S cities is that although the 
common suppliers of data in the United 
States are also the local, state and federal 
government agencies, a lot of information is 
increasingly being made available in digital 
formats and shared as a public resource. 
Many U.S cities also mandate an open data 
policy. The first official statement of this 
was made by the U.S government in 1994 
asserting the right of the public to know 
information through technology.15 Cities have 
followed the example with their own policies 
to enable the sharing of data. For instance, 
in 2009, the then Mayor of New York signed 
Local Law 84 which requires privately owned 
buildings over 50,000 square feet in size to 
provide annual benchmark reports on their 
energy and wastewater use.16 In 2012, local 
law 11 was passed by the NYC council which 
calls for all New York city’s agencies and 
departments to release all public data online 
by 2018 using open standards.17 The sharing 
of data does two important things for 
government: creates accountability towards 
its citizens and taps into the potential of 
crowd sourcing data. 

Cities play an essential role in setting 
the framework for open data programs. 
Successful programs in U.S cities such 
as Chicago, Boston and New York  are led 
by city authorities with a dedicated team 
set up within the city’s IT department, 
specially allocated budgets and backed 
by a legal framework all of which ensure 
its sustainability. Some of programs were 
initiated through grassroots movements 
before being taken up by the city. For 
instance, in 2007, through a movement 
called Open Austin, in Austin, Texas, local 
groups began to engage with the city to push 
for crowd sourcing and create a user friendly 
government site. In 2011, the platform was 
initiated and went live in 2014. Today, the 
site contains 355 datasets and 16 different 
applications.18

As technology develops, data is also being 
generated from non-traditional sources, 
such as user data from mobile apps which 
can be used to establish urban patterns. 
For instance, the Maharashtra Police has 
an app known as the Maharashtra Police 
Mitra Mandal. Using this, people are able to 
report crime, traffic issues and safety. While 
on one hand the app provides a service to 
the police and citizens, the backend is a rich 
collection of geotagged, location based data 
currently lying unused. This data can provide 
key information on areas of the city requiring 
attention in terms of policing, design and 
planning. But before all this can happen, 
governments have to look at data as integral 
to the functioning of cities and mandate the 
required policies.
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The city built of data and the networked 
metropolis is changing the dynamics of how 
we interact with urban places, prompting 
some to call the web and the data it contains, 
our new public space.19 And as with public 
space, the questions are about how it will be 
used, who will use it and how we can protect 
it to serve people and cities better. We must 

of course be aware of the limits that data 
itself poses in uncovering urban truths and 
the consequences of putting information out 
there for consumption. While a data-driven 
approach can deepen and strengthen our 
understanding of cities, places are ultimately 
built by the instinct and intuition of people.
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