
Open Data for 
all of Pittsburgh

In 2014, Mayor Peduto’s administration began an 
ambitious effort to make the City’s data open and 
accessible to everyone. True transparency and 
openness were essential steps in ensuring a more 
responsive City government, and equipping 
residents and neighborhood organizations with the 
tools and information they need to work toward 
stronger, more equitable communities.

With our partners at Allegheny County and the 
University of Pittsburgh, we launched a regional 
open data platform and have since released 86 
data sets. To make viewing and accessing that 
data even easier, we launched Burgh’s Eye View, 
a suite of interactive mobile web maps.

Residents, community groups, non-profits, and 
researchers have all used this data to make our city 
better. Here are their stories. 
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Our goal is that this 
information can empower 
all of Pittsburgh - from 
researchers at our 
esteemed universities, 
to neighborhood block 
watch groups - to make 
positive changes in their 
communities.
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When I first took office in 2014, govern-
ment reform and innovation were at the 
top of my priority list. Previously, there 
was no centralized place to gather, store, 
and access critical city data. After priori-
tizing the passage of open data legislation 
in the first months of our administration, 
and with the newly formed Department 
of Innovation & Performance at the helm, 
the City established an innovative part-
nership with our surrounding Allegheny 
County, the University of Pittsburgh, and 
the local foundation community to create the 
Western Pennsylvania Regional Data Center 
(WPRDC) – an open data platform for the 
entire region. 

The Data Center not only changed how the 
City organizes and manages its own data, 
but its regional structure, community fo-
cus as a data intermediary, and inventive 
approach to partnerships have made it a 
national model for open data platforms.

After making significant progress in advanc-
ing the availability of open data, a more elu-
sive goal remained: how to ensure that data 
released by city and county governments was 
as accessible as possible and how to expand 
its thoughtful use beyond a handful of re-
searchers and civic data enthusiasts.  

Because, as I like to say, if it’s not for all of 
us - it’s not for us. 

With these goals in mind, we built Burgh’s 
Eye View, our “one stop shop” for accessing 
City data. The mobile web application allows 
Pittsburgh residents, for the first time, to 
gain visual insight into a broad range of 
citywide and neighborhood data — includ-
ing crime and 311 requests. A year later and 
with over 28,000 users, we can confidently 
say that we’ve been able to transform the 
experience of open government.

When the Data Center launched, there were 
only a handful of datasets online. Today, 
we’ve made nearly one hundred datasets 
available, with many more to come. Our 
goal is that this information can empower 
all of Pittsburgh – from researchers at our 
esteemed universities, to neighborhood block 
watch groups – to make positive changes in 
their communities.

Sincerely, 
 
 

 
William Peduto 
Mayor, City of Pittsburgh

If it’s not for all, 
it’s not for us.
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Two Years of Open Data 
 
January 14, 2014 
The City of Pittsburgh releases a draft of its Open Data legislation, 
using a collaborative process for feedback and comments from 
residents and community groups.

March 11, 2014 
City Council passes the City’s Open Data legislation, which allows 
the City to responsibly make its data available to the public, and 
provides guidelines for doing so. 
 
October 15, 2015 
In partnership with Allegheny County and the University of 
Pittsburgh, the City helps to launch the Western Pennsylvania Data 
Center - a regional platform for open, accessible data.

7 City Departments participate by offering datasets: the 
Departments of Finance, City Planning, Innovation & 
Performance, Permits, Licenses, and Inspections,  
Public Safety (Bureaus of Police and Fire), Public Works, 
and Office of Management and Budget.
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Winter 2016 
The Digital Services team attends 30+ community meetings to 
gather feedback on Burgh’s Eye View, and works to understand 
community use cases.

October 31, 2016 
Burgh’s Eye View, the “one stop” mobile web application for easily 
and visually accessing the City’s open data, launches.

June 28, 2017 
In a ceremony in the Ulyanovsky region of Russia, WeGo - an 
international body of smart cities - honors Burgh’s Eye View as one 
of the top open data applications in the world. 

July 25, 2017 
The family of Burgh’s Eye View tools expands with the launch of the 
Parcel Map, making Pittsburgh’s property data easily accessible for 
practitioners and residents alike.

In October 2017, the City celebrates two years of open 
data and 28,000+ Burgh’s Eye View users. Building 
permit summaries and 311 data are the 
most downloaded data sets.
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Burgh’s Eye View
Built as a “one stop shop” for residents and 
community groups to access and view City 
datasets published on our regional open data 
platform, Burgh’s Eye View is a responsive 
mobile web application that has allowed 
Pittsburgh residents, for the first time, to 
gain visual insight into a broad range of 
citywide and neighborhood data — includ-
ing crime and other public safety incidents, 
building permits and code violations, and 
311 service requests. To date, over 28,000 
individuals have used Burgh’s Eye View to 
access and view City data.

Developed by the city’s Digital Services team, 
housed in the Department of Innovation & 
Performance, Burgh’s Eye View features a 
simple, catch-all search bar and date range 
search, a map that responds and updates 
as users select the data they want to see, 
and a mobile-optimized layout for use on 
smartphones. Users can click checkboxes to 
turn dataset filters on or off, filter by area 
(by neighborhood, police zone, City Council 
district, or Public Works division), or select 
from dropdown options to display more spe-
cific results. Residents looking to see crime 
in their neighborhood over the past month, 
for example, can select the date range, keep 

just the “Police Blotter” layer on, and filter 
according to where they live.

Throughout the development process, the 
team focused on building an application that 
would increase and diversify the current 
audience for civic data, improve data access, 
and reduce technical barriers. The result 
is an intuitive and attractive user interface, 
and a commitment to continuing to design 
for inclusivity.

To ensure privacy, sensitive data — such as 
the locations of arrests — has been gener-
alized to the block or neighborhood level. 

“What we want to encourage,” says Geoffrey 
Arnold, an analyst for the city and the appli-
cation’s primary developer, “is the thought-
ful use of data.” 

The team worked with the City’s Office of 
Community Affairs to visit and get feedback 
from over 30 neighborhood groups and a 
host of community development corporations. 
The team is also focused on reaching individ-
ual city residents who may feel disconnected 
from the operations of city government.

Burgh’s Eye View was developed through 
an iterative and agile process, in which the 
development team worked through multi-
ple versions of the application, with user 
and departmental input informing changes 
throughout.

By building the application internally, the 
development team was able to take the appli-
cation in multiple new directions, pursuing 
requests as they came up and proactively 
including features and datasets. The devel-
opment team thus formed an agile product 
shop, and grew the City’s internal capacity 
and expertise. Rather than purchasing a 
product “off the shelf” at cost, the develop-
ment team used freely available, open-source 
tools to achieve the same result. 

In 2017, Burgh’s Eye View was recognized by 
South Korean-based WeGo as one of the best 
open data applications in the world.

28K Users
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Parcel Map
Visualizing Pittsburgh’s 
Property Data

To aid neighborhood-level efforts and make 
our property data truly accessible to prac-
titioners and residents alike, in July 2017 
the City of Pittsburgh unveiled Burgh’s Eye 
View: Parcels. The Parcels map allows public 
users to view, by neighborhood, delinquent 
properties, city-owned properties, and prop-
erties in a tax abatement program.

Users can also view information about any 
specific parcel, including type of owner, 
property class, sale information, county 
land value, and liens and tax delinquen-
cies. While much of this data was previously 
available on the region’s open data platform, 
data on delinquencies, abatements, and city-
owned properties was released for the first 
time. The new parcel map is also much more 
accessible and user-friendly than data in the 
prior formats.

With a modern interface and connection to a 
broader suite of tools that have gained noto-
riety in the city, the application also doubles 
down on the City of Pittsburgh’s commit-
ment to agile, in-house product development. 

A companion, internal version built for the 
city’s Department of Finance reaffirmed the 
Digital Services team’s strategy of cultivat-
ing strong inter-departmental relationships.

Public Value: Driven  
By Expressed Need 
 

“This tax and real estate data has been one 
of the main things requested by citizens, 
community groups, and community devel-
opment practitioners,” said Laura Meixell, 
Assistant Director for Digital Services in the 
Department of Innovation and Performance.  

“The public-facing version of this tool reflects 
that we’re prioritizing requests that are a 
priority for our partners.”

Aside from excluding the names of property 
owners, the public version is similar to the 
internal one. “It gives our partners updated 
information about what parcels are owned 
by the city, which might be up for public sale, 
and which have the potential to be put in 
that pipeline,” said Meixell. “This informa-
tion was previously scattered over multiple 
sources and levels of government; it’s the 
first time it’s available to the public in a 
central way. We think it can be useful for 

folks looking to do neighborhood planning or 
fight blight.”

In addition to filtering to view an entire 
neighborhood, users can search for specific 
parcels using a Parcel ID, perform a key-
word search of all data, or click on any of the 
displayed parcels in a neighborhood to see 
information about that property.

To build awareness around the tool, shape 
a constituency, and take suggestions for 
improvements, the Burgh’s Eye View team 
plans to attend a series of community devel-
opment corporation meetings and work with 
practitioners and convening organizations 

— an approach mirroring the public outreach 
strategy used for earlier maps.

Next up for the team is the development 
of Burgh’s Eye View: Paths, which will vi-
sualize mobility data, as well as continued 
partnership with City departments to build 
operations tools. “We hope to not only build 
constituency around these tools,” said Max 
Cercone, the map’s primary developer, “but 
an active community of public and internal 
users.” 

28K Users
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“Not many other cities 
release open data like this.

All of the data sets talk to 
one another, which allows 
us to model relationships 
and better understand 
public health epidemics.”
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1 Open Data is helping 
to address the opioid  
epidemic  
The first law of geography says that “every-
thing is related to everything else, but near 
things are more related than distant things.” 
Zan Dodson, a postdoctoral researcher at 
the University of Pittsburgh’s School of 
Public Health, knows this well. As both a 
geographer and public health researcher, 
Dodson focuses on why some populations 
may have a greater risk for certain infec-
tious and chronic diseases due to their 
surroundings. Using the City’s public safety 
open data sets, Dodson has been advancing 
the region’s response to the opioid overdose 
epidemic.

Dodson first mapped opioid-related arrests 
to find areas - what he calls “hot spots” - 
where prevention efforts could be focused. 
While most arrest maps visualize just the 
number of incidents, he added a time com-
ponent, which enabled him to see acute hot 
spots - areas with significant drug traffic or 
arrests that only lasted for short periods of 
time. By identifying these areas, he began to 
understand the opioid epidemic’s progres-
sion.

Information on these hot spots are passed off 
to public health officials, who are working 
to coordinate their response to the epidemic. 

“Noticing these trends enables us to target 
interventions more effectively” said Dodson. 
Medical professionals and first respond-
ers “can then supply these areas with clean 
needle exchanges, Narcan kits (a drug 
for emergency opioid overdose treatment), 
and readily available medical aid.” In fact, 
Dodson is working with first responders in 
the City and the County Health Department 
to help prevent fatal drug overdoses in these 
areas. His results are informing the design 
and implementation of a “Leave Behind” 
program, where first responders can provide 
Narcan kits for those who refuse transport 
to the emergency department. 
 
While using data to find the areas most 
affected by drug trafficking is only the 
first step in addressing the opioid epidemic 
in Pittsburgh, it’s an important one. “Not 
many other cities release data like this. It’s 
a valuable asset for researchers across all 
fields.” said Dodson. 

Dodson plans to continue tackling meaning-
ful public health problems using open data. 
He plans to use pollution data, public safety 
data, and building data from the City to get 
a better understanding of the social influ-
encers of health in Pittsburgh.

Zan Dodson 
Postdoctoral Researcher 
Public Health Dyanmics Lab 
University of Pittsburgh 
Graduate School of Public Health

“[Open data] is a 
valuable asset for 
researchers across 
all fields.”

Dodson used spatial modeling to illustrate persistent 

hot spots for opioid-related arrests, shown here in red. 
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“We want our streets to 
act as safe transportation 
corridors for all people -  
not just cars.

Before the City started 
releasing its data, the 
information we needed  
was notoriously difficult  
to acquire.”
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2 Open Data is helping 
to make Pittsburgh’s  
streets safer for everyone
When the right data isn’t easily available, 
important questions become difficult to 
answer. Concerned about street safety 
for pedestrians, drivers, and bikers alike, 
Eric Boerer and Scott Bricker sought to 
identify the intersections in the city with 
the most collisions. As Advocacy Director 
and Executive Director of Bike Pittsburgh, 
respectively, they focus on transforming 
the city’s streets and communities into vi-
brant, healthy places by making them safe 
and accessible for everyone. This often 
means finding ways to reduce collisions.

“If you think about it,” said Boerer, 
“streets are one of the largest public spaces 
in any city. We want our streets to act as 
safe transportation corridors for all people 

- not just cars.” This mirrors the vision of 
the City’s Complete Streets policy, which 
helps ensure that planners and designers 
keep all users in mind when redesigning 
streets.

To help identify the most problematic 
intersections, Bike Pittsburgh uses crash 
and accident data - information that 
hasn’t always been easy to come by or 
visualize. “Before the City started releas-
ing its data, the information we needed 
was notoriously difficult to acquire,” said 
Boerer, who described an arduous and 
imperfect process that involved calling 
the state’s Department of Transportation. 

“We had to be incredibly specific with what 
data we were requesting, and even then 
we didn’t always get all the information 

we needed. You wouldn’t get the exact 
locations [of crashes], and the reporting 
format wasn’t consistent.” 

Because the public safety data the 
City began to release on the Western 
Pennsylvania Regional Data Center had 
geolocations, Bike Pittsburgh was able to 
map out the most frequent crash areas. 
The open data allowed Bike Pittsburgh 
to create a four-year Crash Report, which 
has become an important document for 
understanding the prevalence of crashes 
on Pittsburgh’s streets.

Now able to identify problematic inter-
sections, Bike Pittsburgh digs deeper to 
understand the root causes of a high vol-
ume of crashes in a particular area. Bad 
lighting, distracted driving, and confusing 
intersections are common culprits. Based 
on the causes, Bike Pittsburgh is able to 
advocate for interventions that make the 
intersection safer, such as a “road diet,” 
where the street is right-sized - “giving 
people more options to transport them-
selves on the street.”

“[These changes] don’t just help bicyclists,” 
said Bricker. “They can often make the 
streets safer by slowing them down and 
making them more predictable to navigate. 
Human beings are fallible; they make 
mistakes. But these mistakes shouldn’t 
be deadly. We should be engineering our 
streets in a way that is not fatal.”

Eric Boerer 
Advocacy Director 
Scott Bricker 
Executive Director 
Bike Pittsburgh

Bike PGH used open 
data to identify 
intersections with 
the most accidents 
and crashes.
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“Most people don’t really 
think about vacant lots until 
you live near one and pass it 
every day. 

But if you do, you wonder 
- what is that piece of land 
doing there? Could it be 
a valuable asset for the 
community?”
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3 Open Data is helping 
to transform vacant lots  
into community spaces

“Most people don’t really think about va-
cant lots until you live near one and pass it 
every day,” admits Anna Archer, a Project 
Specialist at GTECH. “But if you do, you 
wonder - what is that piece of land doing 
there? Could it be a valuable asset for the 
community?” At GTECH, Archer and 
the team work alongside residents, policy 
makers, and partners to answer those 
questions, identifying vacant lots and 
transitioning them into community spaces. 

But “first and foremost,” said Archer, “we 
have to do an ownership analysis, to fig-
ure out [how to best get] access to a lot.” 
Even if a resident wants to help take care 
of a lot, or work with GTECH to transform 
it into a community space, permission 
must be obtained from the lot’s owner. 

“All of [that] information lives in the public 
realm, but it becomes an issue of acces-
sibility.” Since its release this summer, 
the City’s Parcel Map, part of the suite 
of Burgh’s Eye View maps, has become a 
valuable tool for GTECH in finding own-
ers and gathering information about lots 
of interest. 

“Burgh’s Eye View: Parcels makes it easier 
to find information and visualize the way 
vacant lots can affect nearby neighbors,” 
said Archer. “We can quickly do a visual 
assessment of a neighborhood and identify 
bundles of vacant homes [or lots]. It’s help-
ing to increase public access to important 
information that can shape a community. 
Our goal is to work with residents to uti-
lize these tools to ultimately address land 
use challenges together.”

Once permission has been obtained, 
GTECH provides residents who live near 
that lot with resources that enable them 
to become active stewards for the lot, 
ultimately helping to shape the future 
of these spaces and their neighborhood. 
Maintenance of vacant lots helps to sta-
bilize transitioning neighborhoods, and 
additional green and gathering spaces 
contribute to health, relationship-building, 
and overall vitality. 

In the future, GTECH hopes to integrate 
data from the Parcel Map with its popular 

“Lots to Love” website, and is consider-
ing ways to make its own data on parcel 
maintenance open and easily available to 
the public.

Anna Archer 
Project Specialist 
GTECH Strategies

“Burgh’s Eye View: 
Parcels makes 
it easier to find 
information and 
visualize the way 
vacant lots can 
affect nearby 
neighbors.”

GTECH worked with residents to  

transform a vacant lot across from Faison 

Elementary School in Homewood into a 

community gathering and play space.
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“Requesting data from 
different City departments 
can be difficult. 

The open data platform 
makes the process 
seamless.”
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Open Data is helping 
Homewood plan for  
the future 
In Homewood, Manchester-Chateau, and 
Hazelwood, teams of planners are using 
open data to inform comprehensive neigh-
borhood plans. These ten to twenty year 
plans are helping to set short and long-term 
community priorities around housing, mobil-
ity, open space, public art, economic develop-
ment, and a host of other areas. 

“There is some catalytic change com-
ing to each of these neighborhoods,” said 
Demi Kolke, a senior planner at the City’s 
Department of City Planning. “Before 
Homewood becomes an East Liberty story, 
how do we get in front of that or prevent 
the same issues we see in East Liberty from 
cropping up? Comprehensive plans help 
us figure out: how do we get ahead and be 
organized in a way to benefit the residents 
there?” 

Working with community members and 
external consultants, the planning processes 
began with the creation of an existing condi-
tions report for each community. The teams 
used a number of open data sets, including 
tax delinquency and streetscape data, to set 
a baseline for each community. “Requesting 
data from different City departments can 
be difficult,” said Kolke, “but using the 
WPRDC makes the process seamless.” 

Once the existing conditions are understood, 
each team will host a public kick-off meeting 

to get input around both the plan’s broad 
vision and concrete, tangible action items. 
“A big focus is to ensure that residents not 
only feel ownership of their neighborhood’s 
plan, but that they tangibly have ownership, 
said Kolke. “What they say has a genuine 
impact.”

To aid other neighborhoods who may wish 
to make their own conditions report and/or 
a comprehensive plan, City Planning is at 
work on a toolkit detailing which open data-
sets to use, which topics to address, and how 
to go about every step of the process. “Data 
is key to making decisions,” said Stephanie 
Joy Everett, a senior planner focused on 
planning efforts in Manchester-Chateau. 
“You can have a perception of something, but 
the data has to back it up.” 

To complement the data in the condition 
reports, Kolke and Everett met with com-
munity members to better understand their 
history and lived experience in the respec-
tive neighborhoods. “Everyone’s lives are 
affected by their built environments,” said 
Everett. “Who they become is a part of that.” 

With open data as a foundation, and resident 
voices and involvement propelling the pro-
cess, these committed planners are help-
ing to set meaningful goals for the futures 
of Homewood, Manchester-Chateau, and 
Hazelwood.

4
“At the neighborhood 
level, we’re asking 
- how do we get 
ahead [of changes] 
in a way that 
benefits residents?”

Demi Kolke 
Senior Planner 
Stephanie Joy Everett 
Senior Planner 
Department of City Planning 
City of Pittsburgh
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“It’s sometimes hard to 
get permission to use 
government data. 

The open data platform 
streamlines the process 
of getting data, and 
everything’s neatly 
categorized.

Otherwise, I’d have to call 
a lot of people get this 
information.”
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5 Open Data is helping 
to measure inequality  
across Pittsburgh

As residents, non-profits, and civic leaders 
work closer together to ensure Pittsburgh 
is a livable city for all, a team is beginning 
to use the City’s open data to help estab-
lish baseline measures for inequality. “In 
addition to identifying where the greatest 
inequities are, we’re hoping this will help 
to prioritize the City’s investment in and 
allocation of resources to different areas,” 
said Linnea Warren May, a policy analyst at 
RAND leading the analysis. 

The team — a collaboration between RAND, 
the City, and other community stakeholders 

— is focusing its analysis on several areas: 
people (including health, food, safety, edu-
cation, and workforce development), place 
and planet (including housing, education, 
infrastructure, and environment), and per-
formance (including civic engagement). 

In each area, they’ll use open data to find 
instances of the greatest inequality and 
from that produce an “equality score.” 

“We’ll measure these instances of inequality 
each year to see if any of the scores change, 
and see where we need to advocate for more 
resources. We see this as a step toward cre-
ating a more comprehensive measurement 
plan for the City,” said May.

While the full analysis will be released in 
early 2018, the team is currently sifting 
through public safety, health, and proper-
ty open data. “Without the easy access we 
have now, I’d have to call a lot of people to 
get this data. It’s sometimes hard to get 
permission to use government data. There 
are datasets that I didn’t even know the 
City collected which are useful for the proj-
ect. The [WPRDC] streamlines the process 
of getting data, and everything’s neatly 
categorized.”

Linnea Warren May 
Policy Analyst 
RAND

“We’re using 
open data to help 
measure progress 
in equality [in 
Pittsburgh] and 
see where we have 
improved each year 
and where there 
is opportuntiy to 
commit resources 
and inspire new 
activity.” 

The Equality 
Indicators report  
will be released  
in early 2018.
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