apps4nsw – Robots and Money
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From 8am on Saturday 19th February, 160 website designers, developers and government people got together at the Powerhouse Museum for an apps4nsw development day. Their challenge was to build an app in about 8 hours, using data from the NSW Government. For this they were eligible to win up to $1500 (from a prize pool of $7,000) or lego robots. The data for the event was drawn from data.nsw.gov.au. Some has been available for a while. More, such as the Companion Animals register and real time bus data was released especially for the competition – so there was no opportunity to pre-prepare. 

The day kicked off with general mingling over breakfast muffins and raspberry friands. Excellent refreshments were available all day outside the development rooms, offering a great opportunity for networking. Some of the best conversations started up in the cappuccino queue. As convenor John Allsopp of Web Directions put it “the two most important people here are the barrista and the wifi expert”. At the end of the day there were presentations and celebrations. The day was run on behalf of DSTA, the NSW Department of Services, Technology and Administration. 
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Those who didn’t already have a team or an idea stuck their names and skills on a whiteboard under the categories; front end, back end, design and project management. I am not sure how many teams actually formed that way but some people did get together. 

What motivated them all to give up their sunny Saturday? For some it was an opportunity to learn about new technology like Google’s cloud based database Fusion Tables or 
Yahoo’s YQL API which allows you to create quick mashups with over 1000 community data sources including the real time bus location data. Both these free technologies look like great productivity tools for apps development.
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Some had a personal interest in a particular dataset;  David was interested in monitoring rivers and fish with the river quality dataset. Richard and Jay wanted to build an app giving wind speeds and direction to surfers, Eugene planned to test the real time bus data using his mobile data platform. Some were there to suss out developers worth hiring while others were looking for jobs. Perhaps they were even looking for romance…John Allsopp told me one developer met his wife-to-be at a Web Directions event. One developer explained he had had an idea on the backburner for ages and saw this as a chance to have a serious go at creating it in a environment where expert help was on call both from Google and Yahoo software experts and the providers of the government data who explained how it was collected and formatted These included the RTA, Energy Australia (right), Land and Property Management  Authority  and the Powerhouse Museum who released their entire collection through an API.  Throughout the morning they gave presentations in the excellent Powerhouse theatre. 
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Stephen Lead launched the beta version of the digital Atlas of NSW It is built using ARC GIS and Stephen invited developers to tell him what format they would like data feeds from the site to mash with their own data (KML or JSON for example). Atlas NSW video clip (sorry, rather wobbly camera work).

There were five categories in the competition Energy, Transport, Environment, Spatial and General. Each had a prize pool of $1500 and robots for all team members of minor placegetters. Ideas for what developers might do with the various datasets such as electricity consumption by Local Government Area for 2009/10 or crime statistics or the UV index are on http://apps4nsw.webdirections.org/wiki/Challenges 
The spatial category could use either the NSW Atlas or LIDAR (high definition elevation) data for Kempsey. My only regret of the whole day was we didn’t get to find out what the different teams all did.  First, second and third placegetters in each category were announced with the app name but we only got to see a demo of the category winners. Clearly we would have been there all night if we’d heard from everyone, but I look forward to seeing descriptions or links to websites from http://www.webdirections.org/blog/apps4nsw-wrap-up/ and data​.nsw​.gov if apps are put online. There may have been an app that didn’t progress very far on the day and didn’t win a prize but has since turned into something really exciting. 
Wayne Patterson of LPMA (Land and Property Management) announced a whereNSW barcamp "to enable more informal and dynamic input into the development of the 

strategy to complement the more conventional consultative processes". It is part of spatial strategy building for NSW. Sign up here. 

As well as developing their app, each team filled out a form to describe it, then the judges went round talking to every team and looking at what they had achieved. It is a real challenge in such a short period to create something that looks anywhere near finished. 

So what did I get out of it? I learned how to use the Powerhouse API wordpress plugin (coming soon to my blog). I am not a developer but get very excited about how the not-so-technical can increasingly use these APIs and create mashups, solve problems or present information to the public in a really usable way. I met some very friendly developers who were not at all geeky, “hide in a corner types” but were very happy for me to look over a few shoulders at Ruby on Rails scripts, JSON feeds and Google maps in progress. Many were young. Most were male.
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I also had my belief confirmed that “its all in the data”. “Datahounds” Kate Harrington and Helen Palmer of DSTA had to jump through many hoops to get data. They did a great job. 

The datasets that created the most excitement and apps were the NSW real time bus data and the Companion Animals Register – so much so that the judges decided to create a special Pets category. The data had dogs and cats names, breeds and colours, based on postcodes across Australia so the winner PETrified let you find out the most popular cat and dog names and how many Golden Retrievers there are called Jasper. On the bus front, we had a very comprehensive presentation from the RTA of how they track the 2,500 buses that do 19,000 trips a day over 46,000kms of routes. Every bus has a GPS transmitter which is linked into timetable information and the RTAs traffic light management system. If a bus running more than 2 minutes late is approaching a traffic light, it is automatically turned green until the bus catches up to its timetable.  Bus locations are transmitted approximately every 20 seconds and this data was released for this competition only. It was a huge success and if you’d like to make the feed permanent email info@nswbusdata.info
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The bus data was used by Transport and overall winners Chris Broadfoot and Luke Mahe to create http://next-bus.appspot.com/an app that would tell you what buses you could catch from your current location (and give you a few extra minutes in bed).  Unfortunately the live data feed went down before the end of the day but I did get a video clip. We were all urged to clamour to the RTA to revive the feed. It’s not that they don’t want to, but there is a difference between releasing data for experimental purposes and creating a permanent feed, as London Transport found out when they released realtime tube data in 2010. RTA say they need to iron out some data ownership issues with private bus companies – but lets keep the pressure up.  If they can do it in London and New York, why not in Sydney? 
More info?

More on the hackfest and the winners can be found at John Allsop’s blog 

Check out the datasets on http://data.nsw.gov.au/ 

YQL examples on the YQL hub 
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I will edit a short video of the day’s highlights once I have mastered imovie and have a few hours to spare.

Email info@nswbusdata.info to ask them to make the feed permanent. 

Come to hear Chris Broadfoot  speak about his winning bus app at georabble  http://georabble.org on 16th March. It’s free. 
More apps4nsw flikr pics by JJ Halans     
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