
Accessing Philadelphia’s Free Information

Good Data for Good 
Planning



Key Learning Objectives

● What tools are best to answer zoning, building permit, 
vacancy and property-related data questions? 

● Where to find current and historical maps and years of aerial 
and street view imagery?

● Where to find the City’s public data, how to explore and use 
it?



Instructors

● Sara Mattio, GIS Analyst, Office of Innovation + 

Technology (OIT)

● Tim Haynes, Senior Lead GIS Analyst, OIT

● Mark Wheeler, Interim Chief Information Officer, OIT

● Kistine Carolan, Data Services Manager, Office of Open 

Data and Digital Transformation

● Ariel Diliberto, City Planner, Planning and Development



Ground Rules

● All questions are welcome.

● If we use an acronym without defining it first or 
you just don’t remember how we defined it, let us 
know.

● If we use jargon or a term you don’t understand, 
ask us to explain it.



Public Web Apps



Can I preview City data or map it without 
downloading it or hiring a consultant to help 

me?



OpenMaps
openmaps.phila.gov



What is OpenMaps?

● Allows users to explore the city’s 

spatial open datasets in a simple 

mapping tool

● Great for: 

○ Previewing open datasets

○ Comparing many data points 

at once

○ Understanding how data 

might answer questions



Where can I find the zoning for an address?

How can I find out if there’s been zoning 
variances and building permits issued for 

property in my neighborhood?



Atlas
atlas.phila.gov



What is Atlas?
● A tool that combines property data 

from multiple departments into one 

source

● Great for: 

○ Getting the history of permits, 

licenses, and inspections at any 

address

○ Combining hard-to-find City 

resources with aerial imagery and 

historical maps



How can I find out if a building is vacant on my 
block?

I’m writing a grant proposal and want a 
statistic for amount of vacant land in my 

neighborhood, is that mapped?



Vacancy
phila.gov/vacancymap



What is the Vacant 
Property Indicators 
Model?
● A tool for identifying properties 

across Philadelphia which are 

likely to be vacant

● Utilizes city administrative and 

geographic data





How can I view Vacancy 
data?
● Display:

○ Likely vacant buildings

○ Likely vacant land

○ % of likely vacant properties 

by block



Health
healthexplorer.phila.gov



Community Health Explorer



What’s Philadelphians’ health like...

➔ in different areas of the City?
➔ among different racial groups? 
➔ over time?
➔ in comparison to similar cities?



What % of residents live in poverty in 
different areas of Philadelphia?

What planning districts have the lowest 
access to healthy food?



Explore by location

http://healthexplorer.phila.gov/planning-districts/#built-environment


What differences in health exist by race? 



Explore by racial disparities

http://healthexplorer.phila.gov/racial-disparity/#adult-diabetes-prevalence


How have the reading skills of 3rd graders 
changed over time?  

Has teen cigarette smoking increased in the 
last several years? 



Explore trends over time

http://healthexplorer.phila.gov/citywide-over-time/


Do Philadelphians dies from cardiovascular 
disease at a higher rate than in similar cities? 



Compare to other cities

http://healthexplorer.phila.gov/top-10-cities/#cardiovascular-disease-and-diabetes


What’s the amount of park land in my 
neighborhood compared to others?

Where can I find information about crime 
incidents?



Stress Index
phila.gov/stressmap



What is the Stress Index?

● Joint effort between Mayor’s Office of Education and 

OIT to support the Community Schools Initiative

● Maps areas of stress through census, health , crime, 

and school district data



These tools are great, but I want to work 
directly with the City’s data. 

Where do I find it online?
What tools do I need to use it?



Open data
opendataphilly.org



What’s “Open Data”?

➔ Online & free
➔ Machine readable
➔ Up to date
➔ Context provided

http://metadata.phila.gov/#home/datasetdetails/5543864d20583086178c4e98/representationdetails/5762e19fa237544b2ecfe722/
https://www.opendataphilly.org/dataset/opa-property-assessments


➔ Government 
transparency & 
accountability

➔ Improves 
government 
operations

Why does the City release open data?

http://www.phila.gov/openbudget/index.html
http://www.phila.gov/openbudget/index.html


➔ Civic technology apps

➔ Program evaluation & 
grantwriting

➔ Legislative advocacy

➔ Community organizing

➔ Classroom curriculum & 
research

Why release open data?

http://www.phlcrimemapper.com/


Where can I find the City’s datasets? 

What if I have a question about a dataset? 



How can I find data on OpenDataPhilly.org?

➔ Topic
➔ Organization
➔ Dataset
➔ Keyword

Search by:

https://www.opendataphilly.org
https://www.opendataphilly.org/


What if I have a question about a dataset?

Benny: The metadata catalogue

PHL open data forum 

http://metadata.phila.gov/#home/datasetdetails/5543864d20583086178c4e98/representationdetails/5762e19fa237544b2ecfe722/
https://groups.google.com/forum/#!forum/opendataphilly


Just plain data

Maps

Maps and data

Property
Open Data

OpenMaps
Stress Index
Vacancy Map

Atlas
Health Explorer

I need... I can find it at...



How Citizen Planners 
Use Data

Citizensplanninginstitute.org



Includes 7-week class every spring and fall that 
teaches Philadelphians about city planning, zoning, 
and development.

Citizens Planning Institute: the education & 
outreach arm of City Planning Commission



Spring 2018 included: Accessing Free City Resources 

3 special topic classes each course. 



Citizen Planners shape their communities



City data and maps help them do it!
I use them to look up properties requesting a 
variance, to see what RCOs cover a specific 
property, as well as zoning overlays and 
historic designation. 

I’ve had a few people want to join our RCO 
but not be in our area so I’ve used it to help 
them find which RCO they would be in.

Dana Mitchell, Girard Estate
Spring 2017 Citizen Planner



City data and maps help them do it!

I’m using them to create a community 
clean-up campaign. 

These tools show the current level of litter, 
and location of wire trash cans and big belly 
trash cans in my neighborhood. We’re using 
this information to decide where to focus 
clean-ups and locate new trash cans. 

Carmella Vassor-Johnson, Tioga
Spring 2018 Citizen Planner



City data and maps help them do it!

First and foremost I use it for zoning. Also 
when I’m out in the community and people 
ask me about whether a property has the 
required permits, I pull Atlas up right there 
on my phone.

Fun fact: this is literally why I got the Note 8 
over a Galaxy

Tara Gontek, Holmesburg
Fall 2016 Citizen Planner



City data and maps help them do it!

I use them to look up unprotected historic 
buildings that have sold recently to see if 
demolition permits have been filed yet. 

If not, we hurry to nominate them as historic 
and protect them! 

Venise Whitaker, Fishtown
Fall 2016 Citizen Planner



City data and maps help them do it!

I use them to find old deeds and the 
zoning of properties.

Daniel Adair, Bridesburg
Spring 2016 Citizen Planner



City data and maps help them do it!

I use Property Search all the time to verify 
new members on the Nextdoor website. Also 
to see affected nearby properties with 
zoning issues. Also use the open data crime 
stats. 

I truly love how much data the City shares 
with citizens!

Paul Rossi, Girard Estate
Spring 2016 Citizen Planner



City data and maps help them do it!

I use open maps to show the properties that 
make-up our community garden, overlaid on 
aerial image of the garden.

Angela McFadden, West Poplar
Spring 2018 Citizen Planner



Thank you!


