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Open data:

what we learnt from the pandemic



•2020 was a tumultuous year

•The pandemic saw:
• proliferation of fake news
• proliferation of irresponsible science, and
• rise of Youtube-qualified scientists

•Pandemic of disinformation

•Role of open-data and the impact on libraries / institutions

•SU Data School

Introduction



•Open data 
• freely available
• without copyright or control
• freely shared and used

•Requires attribution (from the user side)

•Fulfills regulatory requirements (POPI, GDPR, LGPD, etc)
• Privacy preserving

•Same ethos as open access software, open science, etc

Open data



•Researchers and activists
• accessibility of data
• no need to replicate research
• foster greater collaborations

•Government
• greater transparency
• potential for grassroots activists to form their own strategy
• communities take ownership

•NPOs and NGOs
• focus on core-business

•Private industry
• fosters greater innovation

Benefits



My frustration with data



Prevalence of disease in South Africa

Data source: Data sourced from various public sites



Case Fatality Rates by comorbidities

Data source: National Institute of Communicable Diseases of South Africa



Hospitalisation and fatality rates by nr of comorbidities

Data source: National Institute of Communicable Diseases of South Africa



Impact of combination of comorbidities

•Privacy protected open data



•Call for primary health insurance funds to open all health data

 

• Ensure privacy preserving

•Greater innovations and solutions in this space

Transparence Santé



Africa as a source of data but not science

• Infrastructure to handle large datasets (storage and computation)

•Greater call for involvement of African scientists

• Ethical clearance from local partners



•Infrastructure

•Education

•Collaboration

•Leverage

What does this all mean for African Scientists?



•Findable

•Accessible

•Interoperable

•Reusable

•Open License

FAIR/O



DataSearch - Elsevier  

DataSearch Elsevier 



DataSearch - Elsevier  



•Cost 

• Infrastructure

• implementation

•Requires change in mindset

• Letting go

•Attribution

•Regulatory requirements

•Whose data should be open?

•Lack of protocols on misuse of data

Challenges



•Exploitation of data and participants by richer countries

•Cost of collecting, cleaning and storing data

•Private entities using open data to generate revenues

•Privacy concerns

Challenges - misuse



•Sloan Digital Sky Survey (SDSS) and the Hubble Space Telescope 
(HST) have data open to the public (shorturl.at/abxSY).

•By the end of January 2021, 5600 published papers based on the 
SDSS open data. 

•Prof. Chris Lintott at Oxford University used this data for the Galaxy 
Zoo project. 

•Citizen science projects 

•Private industry

Does open data produce more research and innovation? - 
Astronomy



•Genetic sequence of the Novel Coronavirus makeup was published 
online within days
• (shorturl.at/muyCR – March 2020)

•NGS produces large amounts of data

•NextStrain

• Genomic surveillance 

•Greater number of pre-prints

•https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/

Does open data produce more research and innovation? – 
Health and Medicine 



•Accessible data from demography to transportation

• Hope to fuel investments, economic development and improve 
efficiencies in the system

• Enable cooperation

• Public good

•Data that has been approved for use ito Open Data Policy of the City

Cape Town Open Data Portal



•EU Commission (2012) included libraries in their recommendation 
for accessing and preserving scientific information

•Libraries, repositories and data centre (OECD report)

• researchers, government ministries, funding agencies, universities and 
public research institutes, private non-profit organisations and 
foundations, private scientific publishers, businesses and supra-national 
entities

•The Royal Society - universities and research institutes (2012)

Stakeholders (https://www.fosteropenscience.eu/)



•Advocating and raising awareness

•Giving support to the infrastructure 

•Research data management (RDM) 

•Training and supporting researchers 

Libraries as enablers of Open Data



•Advise (data management and preserving research outputs)

•Support researchers

•Data mining

•Develop metadata schema, 

•Advise on discipline/subject standards and practices

Skills Gap (https://www.fosteropenscience.eu/)



•Within universities

•Governments

•NGOs and NPOs

•Private entities

•Data Schools

Partnership is key



•Launched in July 2019 with a vision to be a world-class institution for 
Data Science and Computational Thinking in and for Africa

•10 researchers and 10 postdocs (growing to 14 researchers and 13 
postdocs by 2022)

•Three professors

• Brian Ganson (Africa Centre for Dispute Settlement)

• Bruce Watson (Chair of Computational Thinking)

• Tulio de Oliveira (Centre for Epidemic Response and Innovation)

SU School for Data Science and Computational Thinking



•Applications of tools of data science to conflict systems analysis

•Requires conflict data at a small geographical level

•Designing a system for data storage and sharing

•Designed for usability 

•Partnership with a private entity but ensuring low cost of usage for 
computation (not data)

•Various levels of access

• Is this open data?

Conflict Barometer



•Greater sharing of genomic data within Africa

•Resulting in identifying new variants

•Results in greater research collaborations and world-class outputs

•Data generation skills sharing with dozens of African countries

CERI



•Open data for emergent issues

•Library services and HEI’s should be on the forefront of African 
Open Data initiatives

• Includes storage, computation and data curation

•Given the resource gap in Africa, partnerships and collaborations in 
important

•Partnership between governments, researchers, HEIs (libraries) and 
private entities for African Open Data Initiatives

•Help grassroot organisations in accessing and ingesting data and to 
influence macro-policies

Final Remarks
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Thank you Dankie  Enkosi


