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Superstorm Sandy hit New York City 
on October 30th, 2012.

Dozens died. 
Thousands of people 

lost their homes.
Millions were affected.

The Storm
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Grassroots Response

...over 360 relief sites and organizations 
connected to Occupy Sandy 

“central hubs” in NYC.

Within 30 days 
of the storm...
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Many of these hubs were started by people who had never been 
involved in disaster preparedness or relief efforts before.
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Grassroots Volunteers Are Different

Conventional Volunteers Grassroots Volunteers

● Trained

● Show up on time

● Directed by managers

● Perform a simple task

● Go home with “schwag”

● Untrained (hopefully oriented)

● Show up whenever they want

● Perform whatever tasks they 

want - simple or complex

● Self-directed and work 

collaboratively as equals

● Might go home… 

Show up in the hundreds. Show up in the thousands.
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   Information

Grassroots and Institutional Collaboration
Web 
Apps

Hubs

Social Media

Shared 
Data

ARC OEM

VOADFEMA

How do we move 
information from 
the local to the 
global...

Resources

Grassroots has valuable 
information and local 
capabilities.

Institutions have valuable 
resources and global 
capabilities.

… and move 
resources from 
the global to the 
local?
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A Massive Information Challenge
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Image by Intersection Consulting via Flickr Creative Commons.

Communications between 
professional relief 
organizations and “prepared” 
nonprofits is complicated.

Now, we also need to 
coordinate between 
institutions and emergent 
grassroots groups.
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We’re Not Alone
The United Nation’s Office of Coordination of 

Humanitarian Affairs is tackling this challenge.

http://docs.hdx.rwlabs.org/
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The Key
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requires

Data Standards!
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What is Data?
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“…tokens of value encoded into information.”

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Data
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How Data Works

Key Value

Type Request

Location 112-34 
Rockaway 
Beach, 
Queens, NY

Item Baby Diaper

Quantity 300

Data often comes in the form of a key-value pair:
● Key defines what is being described
● Value does the describing

TWEET: 
we need diapers of all 
sizes at YANA!!

Type,Location,Item,Quantity
Request,"112-34 Rockaway 
Beach, Queens, NY",Diapers,
30

Unstructured 
Information

Structured Data Machine Readable Data (.
CSV)

Devin Balkind - 2014 Disaster Volunteer Conference - 5/31/14 

nycprepared.org/presentations

http://tinyurl.com/nycpgeonyc
http://tinyurl.com/nycpgeonyc


Devin Balkind - Structures for Inclusion 14 - 3/22/14

http://tinyurl.com/nycpgeonyc

NYC PREPARED

Same Data, Different Views

Row View Card View Map View
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Limitless Interaction Possibilities

Workflows Reporting Insights

http://fts.unocha.org/pageloader.aspx?page=special-
syriancrisis
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Software People Want Structured Data 
Developers want structured (organized) data so they can 
build apps that use it
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What’s the Problem?
Can’t Use It Can’t Share It Can’t Merge It

Problem Difficulty producing 
and/or utilizing data.

Have useful data but 
aren’t sharing it with 
each other.

Want to share data 
but their data isn’t 
interoperable with 
that of their peers.

Solutions A strategy utilizing 
the most accessible 
technologies (i.e. 
spreadsheets).

Explicit criteria that 
orgs can use to 
make data sharing 
decisions.

Data standards & 
templates that make 
it easy for orgs to 
create interoperable 
data.
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Data Standards are NOT Technical

They answer questions like:

● How do you describe something?
● What terms do you use to classify that thing?
● What information do you need to know to make a good 

decision?

We all, as a community, need to answer these questions.  

Our answers don’t need to be the same, but we need to 
compare and contrast them.
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Data Standards are Pathways
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Anatomy of a Data Standard

Schemas
Column headers  
define the data  in 
each row.
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Anatomy of a Data Standard

Taxonomies
Set of terms  used to 
classify items.

 These terms can be 
defined in another 
sheet and made 
accessible through 
“data validation” 
functions.
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Anatomy of a Data Standard

Format
All spreadsheet 
export/save data 
into .csv format, 
which is compatible 
with almost all 
databases.
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Anatomy of a Data Standard

Licenses 

“Open” (copyleft) 
licenses give people 
the right to distribute, 
remix, tweak, and build 
upon your data.

If you don’t pick a 
license, you create 
ambiguity and 
encourage inaction.
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“A piece of data or content is open if anyone is free to use, 
reuse, and redistribute it — subject only, at most, to the 
requirement to attribute and/or share-alike.” 

http://opendefinition.org/
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Standardized Data is Interoperable
If datasets share schema, taxonomies, formats and have the 
same or compatible licenses, they can be merged together to 
create canonical resources and can be manipulated by the 
same software systems.

In other words: it makes seamless sharing of information 
possible among groups that choose to conform to the 
standard.

Conforming to data standards doesn’t mean your data is 
automatically shared — just that it can be shared easily, 
should you choose to share it.

Devin Balkind - 2014 Disaster Volunteer Conference - 5/31/14 

nycprepared.org/presentations

http://tinyurl.com/nycpgeonyc
http://tinyurl.com/nycpgeonyc


Devin Balkind - Structures for Inclusion 14 - 3/22/14

http://tinyurl.com/nycpgeonyc

NYC PREPARED

Data Standards for NYC

● News & Events

● Requests

○ Supplies

○ Assets

○ People

● Facilities

● Organizations

● People

● Resources

○ Assets

○ Inventories

○ Services

● Assessments

○ Canvass

○ Individual needs

○ Damage

○ Unmet needs

A set of data standards for emergency management 
information in NYC that is widely accessible to institutions 
and grassroots groups alike.
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It Begins With...
… a series of spreadsheets, form templates and simple 
training materials that defines how information should be 
collected and what should be done with it.
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It Matures Into
… a comprehensive set of solutions for information sharing.

http://docs.hdx.rwlabs.org/
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It Requires a Commitment
● For “non technical” people to come to the table and to 

come to some level of agreement on how to describe 
things.

● We need a process to keep these standards flexible and 
up to date.

● For institutions to build capabilities for sharing 
information with each other and with the grassroots.

● For those with resources to fulfill requests that originate 
from reputable groups and conform to established 
standards.
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Connect with Us

Learn More
nycprepared.org

Register Your Org
nycprepared.org/register

Contact Us
info@nycprepared.org

Follow Us on Twitter
@nycprepared
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Being Done: Directory of Services
Turning PDFs into spreadsheets enable us….
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Example: Directory of Services
… to create applications that help people to help themselves.
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