
Legislative Data:  
A Technical Discussion 

2015 Legislative Data and 
Transparency Conference 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Today’s panel is a technical discussion about where legislative data can be found, what it is and the quality of that data.



Resources: 

 
XML.House.Gov/Resources.htm 

 
#LDTC15 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Before we get to the data, I would like to review the on-going challenges faced by legislative bodies.
Although the United States Constitution does not mandate open sessions, the United States House of Representatives opened its doors to the public starting in April of 1789.  So, an open Congress is not a new idea or new concept.   Today’s challenge is how governments modernize their workflows and systems to utilize today’s newer technologies, adopting those that are most beneficial to our ideals of democracy and a free society.  




The Challenge 

• Legislative documents and related data must 
be 
– prepared 
– managed, 
– distributed, and 
– archived. 

• This includes paper and electronic means for 
handling the official documents. 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Since those first meetings, the House and the Senate have been preparing, managing, distributing and archiving its official proceedings and documents.



The paper 
version is the 

official document  
of record. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Like it was in those beginning days, the physical paper document is still the official document of record. 



The Challenge 

Systems to create, manage and distribute 
legislative data and documents must-  

– be quick and flexible;  
– have no interruptions, no failures, no risk, and no 

to little cost; 
– meet the changing needs of the members and the 

public. 
Well-equipped and well-trained staff can and do 
handle these constraints well.  

 
 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Regardless of the size of the parliament or legislative body, its documents and data need to be available to the elected and appointed members of the legislative body, its staff, and the public.   The systems that need to be created and maintained must be quick and flexible; must have no interruptions, no failures, and no risk.   The systems must cost very little.  The systems must meet the changing needs of the members and the public.



Government Data Should Be: 
 

• ACCESSIBLE  
• ACCURATE 
• COMPLETE 
• DESCRIBED 
• FREE 
• MACHINE-READABLE 
• PERMANENT 
• SEARCHABLE 
• TIMELY 
• USABLE 

• ACCESSIBLE also 
includes available, 
discoverable, and online 

 
Where do members of parliament, 
staff, and the public access legislative 
information?  It is available? Easy to 
find? How and where? Accessible 
data also implies that the data is 
online and discoverable by humans 
and computers. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In addition, the documents and data published with these systems that cost little and must never fail have to meet certain criteria.    
All government data should be:  accessible,   accurate,  complete,  described,  free,  machine-readable,  permanent,
searchable , timely, and usable.




Government Data Should Be: 
 

• ACCESSIBLE  
• ACCURATE 
• COMPLETE 
• DESCRIBED 
• FREE 
• MACHINE-READABLE 
• PERMANENT 
• SEARCHABLE 
• TIMELY 
• USABLE 

• ACCURATE also 
includes trusted 

 
Are the documents and data 
accurate? Do they tell the story of 
the legislative process in manner 
that is understandable to a broad 
audience? Can it be trusted? How is 
it authenticated? Parliaments should 
be the authoritative source for their 
records and ensure that information 
released to the public is accurate and 
trusted. 

 
 



Government Data Should Be: 
 

• ACCESSIBLE  
• ACCURATE 
• COMPLETE 
• DESCRIBED 
• FREE 
• MACHINE-READABLE 
• PERMANENT 
• SEARCHABLE 
• TIMELY 
• USABLE 

• COMPLETE also 
includes detailed 

 
It is complete? Detailed?  Legislative 
processes are complex.  Legislative 
information needs to be as complete 
as possible, reflecting the entirely of 
the legislative actions, subject only 
to narrowly defined exceptions. 
 
 



Government Data Should Be: 
 

• ACCESSIBLE  
• ACCURATE 
• COMPLETE 
• DESCRIBED 
• FREE 
• MACHINE-READABLE 
• PERMANENT 
• SEARCHABLE 
• TIMELY 
• USABLE 

• DESCRIBED 
 
Is the legislative information 
described for all parties using the 
information?  When publishing 
structured formats, such as XML, a 
user guide and/or data dictionary 
defining the formats is a must. 
 
 



Government Data Should Be: 
 

• ACCESSIBLE  
• ACCURATE 
• COMPLETE 
• DESCRIBED 
• FREE 
• MACHINE-READABLE 
• PERMANENT 
• SEARCHABLE 
• TIMELY 
• USABLE 

• FREE 
 
Data should be available free of 
charge and in a non-discriminatory 
manner. 
 
 



Government Data Should Be: 
 

• ACCESSIBLE  
• ACCURATE 
• COMPLETE 
• DESCRIBED 
• FREE 
• MACHINE-READABLE 
• PERMANENT 
• SEARCHABLE 
• TIMELY 
• USABLE 

• MACHINE-READABLE 
 
Can a computer read and analyze the 
data using data models that are 
understood by the widest possible 
audience?  Are best practices being 
used?  
 
 



Government Data Should Be: 
 

• ACCESSIBLE  
• ACCURATE 
• COMPLETE 
• DESCRIBED 
• FREE 
• MACHINE-READABLE 
• PERMANENT 
• SEARCHABLE 
• TIMELY 
• USABLE 

• PERMANENT 
 
Is the legislative information 
available permanently? Are URLs and 
URIs durable? Predictable? 
Permanent? Persistent? 
 
 
 



Government Data Should Be: 
 

• ACCESSIBLE  
• ACCURATE 
• COMPLETE 
• DESCRIBED 
• FREE 
• MACHINE-READABLE 
• PERMANENT 
• SEARCHABLE 
• TIMELY 
• USABLE 

• SEARCHABLE 
 
Can the data be searched? And to 
what degree? 
 
 
 



Government Data Should Be: 
 

• ACCESSIBLE  
• ACCURATE 
• COMPLETE 
• DESCRIBED 
• FREE 
• MACHINE-READABLE 
• PERMANENT 
• SEARCHABLE 
• TIMELY 
• USABLE 

• TIMELY 
 
Is it timely?  Can it be provided in 
real time? Legislative information 
should be released publicly as 
quickly as it is available internally to 
members and staff. 
 
 
 



Government Data Should Be: 
 

• ACCESSIBLE  
• ACCURATE 
• COMPLETE 
• DESCRIBED 
• FREE 
• MACHINE-READABLE 
• PERMANENT 
• SEARCHABLE 
• TIMELY 
• USABLE 

• USABLE 
 
Is it usable?  Has the legislative data 
been published in a manner that is 
usable by all parties using the 
information? 
 
 
 



http://5stardata.info/ 

★ make your stuff available on the Web (whatever format) under an open license 

★★  make it available as structured data (e.g., Excel instead of image scan of a table) 

★★★ use non-proprietary formats (e.g., CSV instead of Excel) 

★★★★ use URIs to denote things, so that people can point at your stuff 

★★★★★ link your data to other data to provide context 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Additionally, Tim Berners-Lee, the inventor of the Web and Linked Data initiator, suggested a 5 star deployment scheme for Open Data.  It does not only apply to government data but to all data on the internet.  It can be found at 5stardata.info. 



Meeting the Challenge: 
How does a parliament meet the challenges 

of accountability, accessibility and 
empowerment of the citizen? 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Since its formation, the U.S. Congress has been making its official documents available on paper.  [show examples on table]
In the late 20th century, Congress began publishing its proceedings and other legislative documents on the internet in electronic formats.  




Solution: Structured Data 

• Publishing well-formed XML can help meet 
the goals of  
– accountability of the government, 
– transparency, 
– accessibility, 
– empowerment of the public,  
– higher quality of information, and 
– a way to make technology more human. 

 



Text 

XML PDF 

HTML 

Document Formats 



Structured data  
provides a means to publish  

raw data and for others to add value. 
 



XML is a markup language that defines 
a set of rules for encoding documents 

in a format that is both human-
readable and machine-readable.  



Element 

Attribute 

XML Basics 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
An XML element is everything from (including) the element's start tag to (including) the element's end tag.  

An attribute is a name-value pair attached to the element’s start tag.

XML documents needs to follow some rules, similar to grammar rules, in order for the XML to be valid.    A DTD or Document Type Definition document or a XML schema document defines the rules. 




Selected List of Legislative Branch Data 
 

http://xml.house.gov/resources/
SelectedList-

LegisBranchData.htm 
 



Data and Documents 

• Documents are not databases. 
• Documents have three characteristics: 

– Presentation: how it looks 
– Structure: how is it organized 
– Semantics: what does it mean 

• Raw data is not always raw.  Look at 
it in context 
 



Simple Workflow 



President 
signs 

measure 

Senate 
passes 

measure 
House 
passes 

measure 

Committee 
Hearings 
Markups 

The bill is 
introduced 

The bill is  
drafted 

Laws begin 
as ideas 

How a Bill Becomes the Law 

FLO-0035-2DA-8N 

Current law 
is updated 



http://www.loc.gov/pictures/resource/ppmsca.33996/ 

 
 

The shortest 
success path for a 
bill to become law 
is twenty decision 

points 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The chart to the left is barely visible on the page, but it is a copy of an original Legislative Status Steps flowchart from 1974.   

With few exceptions, it accurately tells the workflow for how a bill becomes law today.

The shortest success path for a bill to become law in this chart is twenty (20) decision points, so, yes, the legislative process is complex.




 
Introduction and  Referral to 

Committee 
Doc. 110-49,  page 8 

How Our Laws Are Made 

Congress.gov 

Presenter
Presentation Notes

Member drops the paper in the Hopper.

Floor staff in the Clerk’s process the bill and the metadata about the bill. 

Metadata: date of introduction, bill number, sponsor, cosponsors, committee referrals, internal file name.

Clerk transfers data, paper and electronic documents to GPO and Library of Congress.   GPO transfers data to LOC.

GPO and LOC make bill documents, bill status, and bill summaries available to the public.

House Office of Legislative Counsel (HOLC) drafts in XML; documents are published in XML and PDF.

During the processing of the data and documents, there are built in Quality Assurance checks to ensure accuracy of the data and documents.



Consideration on 
House Floor 
Doc. 110-49,  

page 20 
How Our Laws 

Are Made 

Congress.gov 





Kirsten Gullickson 
 

​Office of the Clerk 
​U.S. House of Representatives 

 
​Kirsten.Gullickson@mail.house.gov 

Thank you 
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