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FEATURE

Remixing the Government

Mashups and Government Information

Annelise Sklar

L ibrary and information science (LIS) scholarly commu-
nication is rife with discussion of web two-point-this and
library two-point-that and how we can dramatically change
the library paradigm with new technology. As trendy—and
(two-point-)oh-so-easy to poke fun at—as the new jargon is,
Web 2.0 is fundamentally about web technology giving users
individual choices in how they access and use information.
This is embodied in interactive tools like blogs (users publish-
ing information themselves), wikis (users creating and editing
information they access), personalized portals and widgets
(users customizing their online services), and social networking
(users sharing their content with others who are somehow
like them).
Then there are mashups, where users repurpose existing
information and tools. A mashup is a web-based applica-
tion that combines or reformats into a single interface one
or more sets of data or online services. The term is borrowed
from a musical genre where parts of one song are overlaid
onto another to form a new song.' On the web, a mashup is
a program that combines elements of previously unconnected
web sites or data sources (such as blogs, wikis, portals, widgets,
social networks, or databases) into one (hopefully) more useful
or user-friendly interface, often with functions not found in
any of the original resources. For example, Libraries411 (www
libraries411.com) takes public library location data from the
National Center for Education Statistics and maps it using
a Google, Yahoo!, or Microsoft Virtual Earth map. Another
mashup, Libworm (www.libworm.com), compiles RSS (Really
Simple Syndication, a subset of general markup language XML
and the means by which blogs are published) feeds from mul-
tiple library blogs and repackages the posts by area of interest.”
Mashup data is usually derived from other web sites or
programs in the form of APIs (application programming inter-
faces), data feeds, or screen-scraping. An API is the set of func-
tions a program needs in order to “talk” directly with another
program. These days, most key Web 2.0 players—Google,

Yahoo!, Amazon, eBay, and the like—open their APIs to devel-
opers. Other information producers publish their data as a
feed. RSS is one well-known data feed type. Screen-scraping is
a method of data extraction used when data is not neatly pack-
aged in a usable format. As the name suggests, a screen-scraper
queries another program and then captures the display data for
other use.

Naturally, mashups have received some LIS attention.
They are discussed in various publications, and UK-based ven-
dor Talis sponsored a contest for library-themed mashups.® Not
surprisingly, mashups can also make government information
more accessible and user-friendly by blending government-
produced data with resources from other government agencies
or non-government sources into new services. Some govdocers
are already in the know: Government Computer News (GCN)
features a guide to map mashups of government-produced
data; Karen Huffman and Dan Newman presented on gov-
ernment information mashups at the 2007 Special Libraries
Association Annual Meeting; and Laura Gordon-Murnane
included mashups in her examples of Web 2.0 uses of fed-
eral information.* Building on this momentum, this article
discusses finding, evaluating, and making mashups, while
highlighting some of my favorites that use federal, state, and
international government information.

Mashups can combine any kind of data or tools, but the
most commonly seen piece is a map, usually Google Maps
(maps.google.com), Yahoo! Maps (maps.yahoo.com), or
Microsoft Virtual Earth (www.microsoft.com/virtualearth).
Maps mashups are popular because they simply illustrate a
point and are cheap (usually free to the end user), quick, and
easy to use, and many of them feature practical, everyday
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information. Popular government-produced information top-
ics such as public transit, crime, weather, natural phenomena,
environmental concerns, boundaries, and statistics all lend
themselves well to maps mashups. With maps mashups, I can
often quickly see what’s going on out there all at once,

from how many sex offenders live near me using US-SEX
-OFFENDERS.COM, to which celebrities are giving money
to which candidates with Money Track at Political Base (www
.politicalbase.com/money/search).’ I can look at Census 2000
demographic data for the country or a subset of it with gCen-
sus (gcensus.com), track volcanic activity with Active Volcanos
of the World (www.geocodezip.com/v2_activeVolcanos.asp),
or get train schedules from sites like BART Station Maps and
Timetables (bart.barelyconnected.net).6

Mashups are useful because they serve as all-in-one research
tools but, like other databases and database-driven tools, they
are something of a pain collection development-wise: the only
way to “collect” them is to provide links on the library web site,
in the catalog, in subject guides, and so forth, like we already
do with other online resources. They also pose preservation
problems, as most online archiving tools struggle with dynamic
pages. Since depository coverage will be spotty at best—and
many of the tools are made by non-government entities—
government information specialists must continue being proac-
tive in maintaining guides to government information tools.
However, because the beauty of well-done mashups is that users
will notice nothing special about them except that data searches
are streamlined into one search in one place, mashups are just
as likely to be listed as useful sites on whatever their topic as
they are “mashups.” There’s no single place to find them all, and
more appear daily, but Programmable Web’s Government APIs
and Mashups Dashboard (www.programmableweb.com/govern
ment), Google Maps Mania (googlemapsmania.blogspot.com),
and the Sunlight Foundation’s Insanely Useful Sites (www
.sunlightfoundation.com/node/2) are good starting places.

As librarians we're naturally inclined to approach mashups
cautiously because they’re trendy, and as a profession we've
been burned by new formats before. Nonetheless, once we've
found them, we should evaluate mashups with the same collec-
tion development rubrics we use with other sources, looking at
authority, accuracy, currency, scope, audience, ease of use, and
so forth. Most Internet users don’t really care where or who
their information comes from, but the part that will throw
most librarians, especially documents librarians, is author-
ity: by their very nature, mashups contain data from multiple
sources and often it must be tweaked to be usable. Thus, mash-
ups of government information are not always official govern-
ment resources; they can be third-party applications using gov-
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ernment data, sometimes provided by a secondary source.

In theory, government-produced mashups have the same
authority as any other government information: it’s generally
preexisting data displayed in a more user-friendly way. For
example, the World Bank’s Geo.worldbank.org is a Google
map with clickable county points linking to statistical infor-
mation, news, and project information. Business Planet (rru.
worldbank.org/businessplanet) is a similar maps mashup with
information from Doing Business and the Enterprise Surveys.
The United Nations Environment Programme revamped
the print One Planet, Many People: Atlas of Our Changing
Environment as Atlas of Our Changing Environment (na.
unep.net/unep-atlas.php) on both Google Earth and Google
Maps. At the federal level, many agencies are starting to pro-
vide Google Maps views, such as U.S. Geological Survey’s
WaterWatch (water.usgs.gov/waterwatch/?m=real&w=gmap),
which plots streamflow conditions. Reportedly, even the
Defense Intelligence Agency uses an internal mashup combin-
ing human intelligence with public Internet information into a
single analysis tool.”

“Official” mashups from government and IGOs will
probably become more prevalent over the next few years, but
the process is slow because bureaucracies must change infra-
structure in order to adopt new technology. For example,
the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) demonstrated
an interest in mashups with its November 2007 Office of
Environmental Information Symposium, which included a
“mashup camp” structured around a wiki project for the Puget
Sound Leadership Council, and Chief Information Officer
Molly O’Neill told GCN that “We [the EPA] definitely have
our toes dangling in the pond. We are trying to figure out
the policies and procedures for using Web 2.0 externally.”
However, the EPA and other agencies still must decide how to
moderate content, write new job descriptions, determine the
best ways to meet high information demands, and update old
data systems to work with Web 2.0 technologies before they
can fully jump in.*

In the meantime, the gap is filled by nongovernment
mashup creators, who are generally individuals, groups, or
companies that see an information need and decide to fill it
themselves. A prime example is GovTrack (www.govtrack.us),
which was created by University of Pennsylvania linguistics
graduate student Joshua Tauberer in 2004 and has pretty much
revolutionized legislative history research, providing access to
bills by number, subject, and keyword and combining in one
page the status information, voting records, cost analysis, and
links to multiple versions of the bill text, analysis, related legis-

lation, and like information.’



Mashups from nongovernmental sources require evalua-
tion by librarians before we recommend them, though most
Pve looked at seem like useful tools like Opensecrets’ Travel
Database (www.opensecrets.org/travel) or Environmental
Working Group’s U.S. Mining Database (www.ewg.org/sites/
mining_google/US). Nonprofit organizations often use mashed
up government data to highlight for the public what the gov-
ernment is doing, where governmental players are doing it, and
who’s paying for it. These are often the same watchdog groups
that make FOIA requests, raise a stink when publications dis-
appear from agency web sites or library shelves, and generally
try to hold the government accountable for its actions. One of
the most notable nonprofits is the Sunlight Foundation, whose
Sunlight Labs (www.sunlightlabs.org) has several mashup
projects including a government information mashup contest
(www.sunlightfoundation.com/mashup) and an API
(sunlightlabs.com/api) featuring basic information about cur-
rent members of Congress. Sunlight Labs also created several
mashups of its own, most notably LOUIS, the Library of
Unified Information Sources (www.louisdb.org), which pro-
vides unified searching of executive and congressional docu-
ments available through GPO Access."’

On the other hand, it’s easy to drum up outrage without
a full explanation of the data or a discussion of what “normal”
spending, pollution, and so forth, is. A site could easily be a
front for a dishonest political action committee or an adware
company or some other perpetrators of evil. I haven't heard
any reports of such behavior yet, but it will probably happen
at some point as we all become more creative in using the
Internet. However, data can always be manipulated to further
an agenda—>be it liberal, conservative, or toward a product—
and many users consider governmental agencies biased, too. As
librarians, our job is to read the background information and
know who's behind the data and how it’s being manipulated,
and then recommend and use the tools accordingly.

We can also develop our own mashups, just as we create
pathfinders, bibliographies, indexes, reference books, and cus-
tom search engines. We don’t need to plot out everything we
encounter with Google Maps just to do it, but as information
mediators we should use or create whatever tools best meet
our and our patrons’ information needs. And, after all, because
we're information professionals with no agenda but leading
users to information, the tools we create would, theoretically,
be free of the bias and errors we suspect in others. For begin-
ners, Programmable Web has a how-to page (www.program
mableweb.com/howto) that includes links to popular APIs
and tutorials in using them. Sunlight Labs also has a tutorial
with an example mashup of their API (sunlightlabs.com/api/
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example/explanation.php). Tools like Yahoo! Pipes (pipes
.yahoo.com), Microsoft Popfly (www.popfly.com), Google
Mashup (editor.googlemashups.com), and IBM’s QEDwiki
(services.alphaworks.ibm.com/qedwiki) can aid in connecting
and manipulating data feeds and APIs, though none of them
are as quick and easy as I'd hoped: even with their help, one
still needs to understand how to manipulate variables, format
output, and create a pleasing interface, and, at least right now,
that takes programming skill and time to experiment.

Still, the hardest part in planning a mashup may be find-
ing usable data, as it is hidden all over the web. Just to see
what’s out there, one might Google the data type and limit
to the .gov domain (for example, kml site:.gov; xml site:.gov;
Google Earth site:.gov) or search through USA.gov. Many
agencies provide data web sites like the EPA Databases and
Software page (www.epa.gov/epahome/Data.html) or the live
feeds from the District of Columbia Center for Innovation and
Reform (cir.oca.dc.gov/cir/site/default.asp). USA.gov’s Data
and Statistics—General Reference Resources (www.usa.gov/
Topics/Reference_Shelf/Data.shtml) is a good place to start, as
is Geodata.gov (gos2.geodata.gov/wps/portal/gos). As it’s hard
enough to hunt down government data in the first place, it’s
probably easiest to build a mashup around data with which
one is somewhat familiar.

Keep in mind, both as creator and user that mashups are
only as good as the data they use, and sometimes the only data
available is old or incomplete. Likewise, if any data source
changes (say, if an agency moves its data or changes its output
type), the mashup will probably cease working until it too
is updated. Ditto if the agency takes the data down, say for
Homeland Security or copyright concerns. Then there’s the
longevity issue: if a mashup is created by a solo creator in her
spare time, all it takes is one life change and the mashup might
be abandoned. I lost count of the mashups that disappeared
in the months between my starting and finishing this article.
While really amazing mashups may be adopted by another
interested party, such as those now maintained by the Sunlight
Labs, or purchased like Weather Bonk (www.weatherbonk
.com), which was bought by Weather Channel Interactive in
September 2007, many just fade away, as, like with open access
software, a stable resource usually isn’t sustainable without
some sort of financial backing or strong community efforts."!

As librarians, our job is to match patrons with informa-
tion they can use, and more and more, that will be through
a mashup. Librarians should incorporate mashups into our
collection development of online resources and keep up with
them, since they may change or disappear at will. As we select

them for our patrons, we must be vigilant in our evaluation
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of their authority, aware of shortcomings in the data used,
and, at times, verify the information using traditional sources.
Mashing data into a usable tool is time-consuming, but in
doing so, librarians can create the (free) online resources we'd
like to see the way we'd like them to be. Librarians without the
time or inclination to create and maintain tools could always
lobby our techie peers or government agencies to make them
instead. Though the process will be slow and success rates will
vary, these agencies are, after all, supposed to make informa-
tion available for the public good, and mashups can help them
be more efficient: the easier the data is to access, the easier it is
to do more with it themselves or in collaboration with external
partners. Even with their potential drawbacks of possible data
manipulation, functional longevity issues, and the Section 508
accessibility issues that most dynamic web sites have, the user-
friendly interfaces of mashups will appeal to many users who
might not otherwise access government information. And they
might do so in ways we haven't thought of yet.

Annelise Sklar, Librarian for Political Science, Law and
Society, and State, Local, and International Government
Documents, University of California-San Diego, asklar@
ucsd.edu.
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