
Free & Open Data Context 
 
Geoff Maas, MetroGIS Coordinator 

Presentation to MetroGIS Policy Board 
October 23, 2013 



Free & Open Data: Context 

At Issue: 
 
#1 - Demonstrate the Benefits 
Of Making Data Freely Available; 
 
#2 - Understanding the Legal Framework 
  Governing Data Availability; 
 
#3 - Covering the Issues of Liability; 
 
#4 - Potential for Change to Existing Policies; 
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#1 - Demonstrate the 
Benefits Of Making 
Data Freely Available; 

 
‘White Paper’ 
 
‘Blue Single Sheet’ 
 
‘Existing Practice 
Interviews’ 
 
Other articles and research… 



Free & Open Data: Context 

Case law examples; 
Lack of applicable case law examples in Minnesota; 
Are there useful lessons for Minnesota from other states? 

 
Existing statute language governing data access: 
Chapter 13 (Data Practices Act); 
Chapter 16E, Section 30, Subd. 11 (Gov-To-Gov); 
 

Trying to avoid… 
Numerous different  (possibly conflicting) interpretations of state statues 
to apply locally; wide variation in practices and data availability; 

#2 - Understanding the Legal 
Framework Governing 
Data Availability; 



Free & Open Data: Context 

#3 - Covering the Issues of 
Liability to Data Producers; 

Clarity for Data Producers 
Ensure that data producers are covered from liability; 
Responding to requests, voluntary publishing of the data, etc.; 

 
Specific Exemption for GIS data in statute: 
Chapter 466, Section 3, Subd. 21(a) 
Exempts a municipality from claims to the alleged or actual 
inaccuracies in its data; 

 
Chapter 466, Section 3, Subd. 21(b) 
GIS data is subject to the presumption of Chapter 13, Section 1, Subd. 3 
Government data are public data; 



Free & Open Data: Context 

#4 - Potential Change to 
Existing Policies; 

If a county or municipality wishes to pro-actively and 
voluntarily make its data freely available… 

 
What legal authority does it have to do so? 
 
Start here: 
Chapter 13, Section 1, Subd. 3;      ‘Gov data are public and accessible…’ 
Chapter 13, Section 3, Subd 1;       ‘All data shall be public…’ 
Chapter 13, Section 3, Subd 2(a);  ‘Establish procedures…’ 
Chapter 16E, Section 30, Subd 11 ‘Government to government…’ 
Chapter 466, Section 3, Subd. 21(a)     ‘GIS data exempt from tort liability…’ 

Chapter 466, Section 3, Subd. 21(b) ‘GIS data subject to ‘13.01.Subd 3’… 



So what does ‘Free & Open Data’ look like? 

Case Example: 

City of Superior/Douglas County, Wisconsin 
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City of Superior & Northern Douglas County, Wisconsin 

Free & Open Data practices encouraged and 
supported by the legal counsel of both the 

City of Superior and Douglas County, Wisconsin 
 
Significant benefits to a wide consumer base: 
• Railroads 
• Telecommunications/Cellular Tower businesses 
• Major Pipelines 
• Real Estate 
• Electric and Gas Utilities 
• Insurance Agencies 
• Duluth Seaway Port Authority & Port of Superior 
• U. S. Army Corps of Engineers (Vessel Yard) 
• U. S. Coast Guard (Duluth Marine Safety Unit) 
• Regional Historical Societies 
• Colleges &  Universities of the region 
• Commercial & Industrial Forest businesses 



“Data Is Infrastructure” 

Virtual Representations Real World Features 

The virtual representations (and 
the data that accompanies them) 
are a form of infrastructure 
themselves used for tracking, 
mapping, modeling, applications  
development, routing, analysis, 
mapping, etc. 

Roads, pipes, buildings, parcels, 
manholes, sidewalks, hydrants, 
etc. 
 
All the physical assets of a the 
city, county, agency or 
jurisdiction; 



Creating a “data rich” environment… 

Benefits to government: 
• Transparency of operations; 
• Increased level of public service; 
• Pro-actively (vs. reactive) meeting the demand for data; 
• The authoritative data is the norm; 
• Less staff time handling licenses, fees, data transfer, etc.; 

 

Benefits to businesses: 
• Facilitates the ‘information economy’/’app economy’ 
• Data consuming industries can operate more efficiently 
and cost-effectively (insurance, real estate, telecom, utilities, 

pipelines, etc.)  

• Enables our region and our state to be more competitive 
economically; 


