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Background

As their submission to the Sunlight Foundation’s “Apps for Democracy 2” contest, ESRI developed the open source “Shapefile Viewer” application:  The Shapefile Viewer (screenshot below) allows users to quickly and easily preview spatial data from the Data.gov catalogs without needing local GIS software.  

http://sfviewer.esri.com/DataViewer/ShapefileViewer.html
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Potential Benefits of Bringing this Functionality to Data.gov

There are thousands of datasets in shapefile format available from the Data.gov catalogs.  Users of the site currently need desktop GIS software to visualize and understand this relatively complex data format, and it is likely the case that most visitors to Data.gov are not regular GIS software users.  Data.gov users will benefit greatly from being able to quickly visualize the wealth of spatial data in the catalog, particularly through combining multiple layers in their own custom mashups – functionality supported by the Shapefile Viewer.  

Steps Necessary to Integrate Shapefile Viewer into Data.gov
In order to tightly integrate the Shapefile Viewer application into Data.gov, some additional infrastructure will be required.  The application requires access to an appropriately sized ArcGIS Server installation that would provide components of the overall application functionality related to processing of shapefile data (error checking, coordinate transformation, etc.) and the temporary network storage of data to facilitate user mashups.  A high level architecture of the Shapefile Viewer is shown below.  Note that both EPA and DOI have Enterprise License Agreements with ESRI that include the necessary software at no additional cost over what has already been committed to by both Agencies.  There would be a cost associated with the physical hosting and ongoing maintenance of the server side components of the application (depicted in the diagram as “ArcGIS Server” on the right hand side).
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In addition to the infrastructure requirements, this integration would also require additional support and developer resources to accomplish the following tasks:

· Update Data.gov user interface:  The Data.gov UI would need to be modified to allow for direct access to the Shapefile Viewer from the catalog pages, perhaps by using the existing column in the catalog view that allows for visualization of a limited number of KML datasets using Google Maps.

· Additional functionality enhancements:  With a relatively modest level of effort, the Shapefile Viewer code could be extended to support all spatial data types that are included in the Data.gov catalog (beyond Shapefile to KML, GeoRSS, etc.).  This, plus adding capabilities to allow users to define map symbology for their mashups and to generate printed results would be greatly beneficial.

· Testing:  The code as it exists has not been thoroughly tested on multiple browsers (and in fact currently has a warning message stating that the application works best on Firefox 3.0).  This testing and any needed modifications to the code would clearly need to take place before incorporating the functionality into Data.gov

This infrastructure and the application interface can be maintained separately from the Data.gov solution in place at the Terramark hosting facility.  Actual work required to modify the Data.gov UI would be minimal, and the major portion of the work required has been completed by ESRI already.  This represents an excellent opportunity for the FGDC leadership to leverage the exposure of Data.gov and to provide significant value to the Data.gov initiative through greatly enhancing its visualization capabilities.






