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Step 1:  Prepare the Datasets 

You can use whichever coordinate system you like because the Open Data download 

system will convert to WGS 84, though at the time of this writing there is a beta 

capability for downloads to be in the coordinate system of the service. 

If it is acceptable to enable Editor Tracking, Open Data will use the last_edited_date 

field to indicate the data currency. The default field names and selection of UTC time 

are required for Open Data use. 

Step 2:  Compose the Service MXDs 

Esri recommends that for performance purposes there should be no more than 20 

layers in a service, so prepare to compose multiple service MXDs if necessary.  I 

created two MXDs exclusively for Open Data rather than using existing services so that 

I could tailor the layer properties for Open Data use.   

Esri also recommends that individual layers rather than entire multi-layer services be 

registered in ArcGIS Online to have greater control over each item’s properties. 

In composing the MXDs, I attended to the following: 

 MXD Properties: title, summary, description, author, credits, and tags. 

 Data Frame Properties: name, description, and check the box for “Allow 

assignment of unique numeric IDs for map service publishing.”  The last setting 

assures that layer ID numbers are static and do not vary when layers are 

reordered or removed, or when new layers are placed between existing layers.  

This further assures that layer ID references in ArcGIS Online are not broken 

after those same types of layer content changes. 

 Layer Properties, General: name, description, set minimum scale (scale affects 

the service only, not the data or the downloads). 

 Layer Properties, Fields: uncheck (hide) fields not required for users to see or 

download (but, OBJECTID must be checked on), set field name aliases, and 

order fields as appropriate. 

 Layer Properties, Symbology: if there is an established symbology for the data it 

can be applied here, otherwise default or some uniform standard can be applied 

(e.g., 80% gray, no polygon fill, etc.).  The symbology won’t matter for the 

downloads but it can appear in the map on the Open Data site page and will also 

be in the service itself. 
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Step 3:  Publish and Configure the Services 

When publishing and configuring the Open Data services, Esri recommends limiting the 

maximum retrieved record count to 5000, and preferable only 1000 or 2000.  I left all my 

services at the default count of 1000 in addition to accepting all other defaults. 

Step 4:  Configure ArcGIS Online for Open Data  

For datasets to appear in an Open Data site they must be public and shared to a public 

ArcGIS Online Group, and the Group must be properly configured.  It is also possible to 

have multiple Groups for Open Data. 

In our organizational ArcGIS Online account, I did the following to configure a Group for 

Open Data. 

 On the Groups page, click Create a Group. 

 Give the Group a name (I used Rockville, MD, Open Data), a summary, a 

description, tags, and a thumbnail image. 

 Set the Group to Public. 

 Check the box “Designate as available for use in Open Data sites.” 

 Choose who can contribute to the Group, all members or only the Group owner. 

 Be sure to click the SAVE button. 

Next, enable Open Data for the Organization. 

 Enter the Open Data section on the My Organization page of ArcGIS Online. 

 Click to Enable Open Data.  Don’t worry about the world seeing your Open Data 

site yet; it still needs to be configured and made public. 

 After enabling, note the Manage Sites button and the URL to directly access the 

Open Data site management (using ArcGIS Online login) . 

Step 5:  Add the Open Data Services to ArcGIS Online  

This step is for registering the data services in ArcGIS Online.  If you plan to organize 

your datasets into categories on the Open Data site, now is the time to prepare for that 

by determining category names such as Planning, Recreation, Public Safety, 

Transportation, etc.  For the purpose of presenting to the user related datasets by 

category, these names will also need to be included as dataset tags. Datasets may 

appear in more than one category. 

In our organizational ArcGIS Online account, I did the following to register each of the 

datasets for Open Data.  Your process may vary depending upon where your datasets 

reside. 
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 Under My Content create a new folder named, for example, Open Data Items. 

 In the Open Data Items folder, use the Add Item  From the Web to populate the 

items from the REST services created in step 3.  

o To add individual service layers, be sure to use the layer ID number at the 

end of the REST URL, e.g., 

http://<myServerName>/arcgis/rest/services/<myServiceName>/<IDnum> 

o Provide a descriptive title for the item. 

o Add tags for the item to permit searching and grouping, being certain to 

use one or more category names as suggested above.  Tags can also be 

added any time in the item properties after the item is added. 

Once a dataset has been registered and added as an item, there are a few more details 

to attend to. These can be done for each item immediately after it is added or later by 

selecting the item in the Open Data folder to open its details page and begin editing by 

clicking EDIT. 

 Add a thumbnail image.  This can be as specific as a representation of the data 

itself or as general as an organization logo.   

 As appropriate, edit the title, summary, and description from what was imported 

from the service. 

 Add a statement for Access and Use Constraints. 

 Tags can be modified and credits can be edited. 

 For safety’s sake, check the box for “Prevent this item from being accidentally 

deleted.” 

 Be sure to click the SAVE button. 

Finally, each dataset must be shared. 

 On the item details page click SHARE. 

 Check the box for Everyone (public). 

 In the box for These Groups, check the box for the Open Data Group created in 

the previous step to be sure the dataset is shared to the Group. 

Step 6:  Configure and Publish the Open Data Site 

In its default state the Open Data site is rather bland.  Here is your opportunity to add 

some style and brand it for your organization.  There is plenty of room for creating a 

grand user experience, and some sites are quite elegant and feature-rich.  But, if you 

don’t have the resources or the inclination toward that, a small amount of effort can still 

make a positive impact.  

For the Rockville site, I chose a simple header-body-footer configuration and did not 

make use of the layout tools to add any widgets to the body.  These were my design 

objectives: 
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 Header: Branding with organization logo and color palette  

 Body: Present links to data grouped by category using descriptive icons 

 Footer: Provide helpful links 

If you don’t have your own icons, there are many sources out there including Icons8, 

The Noun Project, or Bootstrap Glyphicons, all of which were suggested in an Esri UC 

presentation I attended. 

As a service to visitors of the Rockville GIS Open Data Site, I created a Design Layout 

How-To and linked to it in the footer.  Head there next to learn how the Rockville site 

was configured. 

A really nice feature of Esri’s Open Data site configuration is that you can create more 

than one site and make them private or public as you like.  Private sites are great for 

learning, experimenting, and developing.  If you no longer have a need for a site, it is 

simple to delete. When you are ready to publish your site, set it to Public. 

Conclusion 

You are now equipped with all you need to go out and create an Open Data site. Sure, 

there are a number of steps to go through and some things to plan ahead for, but it 

really is Easy-to-Open. 

 

https://icons8.com/
https://thenounproject.com/
http://getbootstrap.com/components/
http://maps.rockvillemd.gov/opendata/sitelayout_howto/
http://maps.rockvillemd.gov/opendata/sitelayout_howto/

