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nonexistent or so politically contentious that it is not made 
available, even internally, for planners.

One of the best available options to identify where 
people live is to use remote sensing (satellite imagery) and 
machine learning algorithms to detect the rooftops on 
homes. In Africa, however, there are many challenges with 
this approach. Satellite imagery is proprietary because it 
is costly to obtain. Deriving population data from Google 
Satellite imagery would be a violation of Google’s privacy 
policy. There are also research challenges such as the fact 
that thatched and mud roofs are hard to detect because 

they look so similar to the surrounding soil. If a company 
with the means of Google created a high-resolution map 
of the world, the planning bene�ts would be tremendous.

Open Data 
The ultimate goals are real-time reporting and deci-

sion making dashboards that re�ect the “current” state 
of things with data fed in from mobile phones. While we 
are approaching this ability, signi�cant value is created in 
simply sharing data sets like the location of health facilities. 

Sharing of data between government ministries, how-
ever, usually requires getting approval, which takes time 
and introduces potential political factors. As a result, the 
simplest way to ensure that everyone who needs data has 
access is to make data completely open. Open data creates 
new possibilities for increasing the effectiveness of service 

provision—ministries can coordinate joint activities, par-
allel data collection efforts, and optimize planning and 
budgeting across sectors. Health planners, for example, 
could take into account the location of schools and water 
points when planning new health facilities. 

With the exception of countries like Kenya, govern-
ment’s general embrace of open data practices has been 
slow for a number of reasons. First is a simple matter of 
technical know-how. Better tools for leveraging open 
standards are needed, like facility registries, to make the 
process of sharing and updating health facility and school 

data easier. Second, governments must realize that this 
type of data is, by nature, dynamic, and it will never be 
complete; holding onto data only decreases its potential 
relevance. This represents a paradigm shift in practice 
from government data that typically goes through a vet-
ting and approval process before its release - a process 
that can take years. Embracing open data means realizing 
that creating a market to harness the value of the data, 
both within the government and publicly, outweighs any 
perceived risks in sharing it. 

Conclusion
One of the keys to closing the poverty gap is to provide 

planners with increased access to accurate and up-to-date 
data that mobile data collection systems are making in-
creasingly possible. Not only are these new approaches 

more cost-effective and ef-
�cient, but they also allow for 
the use of more sophisticated 
geospatial-based planning 
methods. Data sharing has also 
facilitated increased harmoni-
zation between government 
agencies while strengthening 
cross-sectoral planning capac-
ity at the local level.

Better planning should 
translate to better investments 
and hopefully more mean-
ingful impacts on outcomes. 
Through improved means of 
veri�cation, not only can com-
munities hold governments 
and service providers more 
accountable, but they must 
also be active participants as 
service delivery performance 
becomes increasingly tied to 
real-time data. 

Open data provides more opportunities for coordination between different developing 
projects. A healthcare facility could coordinate with surrounding schools and water 
points. 

“The simplest way to ensure that everyone who needs data has 

access is to make data completely open.”
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