


FINANCIAL TRANSPARENCY

Vializing Data for Residents

of Los Angeles

he Office of the Controller
for the City of Los Angeles,
California manages
vastamounts of data—
particularly open data and financial
data.The team’'s workis based on
three Ts: Transparency, Trustand
Transformation, with the goal
of making Los Angeles the most
transparent city in the United States.
Years ago, organizations thatrankthe
transparency of governments placed
Los Angeles at the bottom of the list.
Today, the city is ranked at the top.
Greater transparency, which creates
greater accountability, can help build
the public’s trust, which is vital to
continuing democracy. And then,
of course, there’s transformation.
Thanks to technology, the daily
activities of city departments have
changed and are changingradically,
increasing efficiencyin operations
and in the delivery of vital services.
We must continue to be innovative
and bring technology to city
government, along with different
ways of thinking about it.

BY RON GALPERIN

Exhibit1illustrates therole of
opendatainlocal government.
There'savariety of uses for data,
including modernizing operations,
building awareness, and improving
policymaking. Datais nolonger just
about producing audits or reports for
other decision-makersin the city;it’s
about conveyinginformation through
visualizations and connecting
communities in new ways.

WhenIwasfirstelected to officein
2013,Iwas surprised by just how
technologically behind we were, so
my goal was to bring the Office of the
Controllerinto the 21st century.IThad
been told by colleagues thatitwould
take two years and cost millions of
dollars tolaunch an open data portal,
butthe first version was completed in
amatter of months atafraction of the
expected cost. ControlPanel LA, as
we now callit,is the city’s gateway to
raw financial data, data stories and
maps, and dashboards (see Exhibit 2).
Ithasapproximately 1,000 data

sets, charts, graphs, maps, and more,
including filters for all city funds,
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and, in some cases, ittracks datainreal
time. While financial data may not always
be exciting to the public, this site has had
millions of page views, which shows that
people find thisinformation useful.

Everypurchase the city makes is shown
inits virtual checkbook, CheckbookLA
(see Exhibit 3), which includes details
about many of those expenditures. Users
can search by keyword, vendor, price,

and more. While making this information
publicisvitaltoan honestgovernment,
italso provides an opportunity for more
companies tobid on city contracts, thereby
increasing competition and benchmarking
the city against other jurisdictions and

the private sector.

It'simportant to note that the nature of
L.A’saudits and reports has significantly
changedin thelast few years, along with
the number of people who are engaging
with them and theresults we get. Thisis
why the treasurer’s office works to find
different ways to presentinformation (see
Exhibit4)—to “bringit tolife"—so people are
actuallylearning something, because we all
know thatmany governmentreports are not
necessarily as engaging as they could be.

The City of Los Angeles produces an annual
financialreportand,like many others,
it'salengthy 430 pages. Tomake that
information more accessible and engaging,
we've created an interactive version of it
thatcontains more than 60 charts, graphs,
and metrics (see Exhibit 5). Over the years,
we've seen how popularit'sbeen with the
public, which goes to show that visual
elements have the power to convey data and
information in a way that would have been
difficulteven afew yearsago. (View the
Annual Financial Report atlacontroller.org/
financial-reports/cafr2020/).

In addition to citizen engagement, it's
aboutholdingindividual city departments
accountable and making sure we know what
our own expectations are by visualizing
performance metrics (see Exhibit 6). For
example, data aboutlibrary visitors and

the number of materials checked out
givesusinsightinto the department’s
operations and whatimprovements, if

any, could be made. Being able to visualize
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thisinformation helpsresidents
understand how their city operates
and how it meets—or doesn’'t meet—
itsgoals.

One of the things the Office of the
Controllerisrequired to do, according
to the city charter, isrevenue
forecasting (see Exhibit 7). The
treasurer’s office’'s annual Revenue
Forecast Reportincludes information
gathered from city departments,
recentregional economic reports,
and meetings with local economists.
Thereportcoversrevenue estimates
forthe remainder of the current fiscal
year and also includes projections
for the comingfiscal year. Although
forecastsinherently involve alevel of
uncertainty—as exemplified by what
occurred as aresult of the COVID-19
pandemic—ourreport offers ourbest
estimates based on the available
information and seeks to promote
practical and responsible budgeting
intheyearahead.Inadditiontoa

written report, my office illustrated
projectionsin aninteractive way for
the city council, the mayor’s office,
and the general public.

Atthe beginning of March 2020, we
had a pretty good idea of what revenues
were going tolooklike, and we had
been consistently accurate over the
previous few years. The pandemic
changed those numbers completely.
Weissued arevised revenue forecast
and updated our projections with lower
numbers, as so many of the revenue
sources that we depend upon were
down significantly. Major industries
like travel and tourism, retail sales,
and many others were hit hard.

The city wentinto the pandemic with
strongreserves and several special
purpose funds we could borrow from,
ifnecessary, goinginto FY 2020-2021.
Indeed, itwas necessary for us to
borrow and/or transfer from these
funds tomaintain city operations and
provide critical emergency services to
Angelenos. And inresponse to an ever-

changing revenue outlook, the city
passed a “placeholder budget” to be
revised throughout the year to match
the city’sneeds and actual revenues.
Because of our adherence toreserve
fund policies, and assistance from the
federal government through President
Biden's American Rescue Plan, we
were able to weather the stormand

are now pushing ahead with several
programs and initiatives aimed at
promoting a strong economic recovery.

Talsobelievein harnessing the power
of datain adifferent visual way that
people don'tusually associate with
numbers—mapping. My office uses
maps to explain, pose questions,
generateideas and give answers.

We use mapping to contextualize
information we have in our possession
thatwe need to tell people about (see
Exhibit 8). For example, we created
amapofallthe LGBTQ+ resources
inthe city of Los Angeles, whichisa
way to connect LGBTQ+ individuals
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whoneed help with services, butdon't
know where tolook or start. We also
have amap ofthe noise generated by
Los Angeles International Airport,
tracking every plane that takes off
and lands, and noise emissions. The
purpose of this was to change some of
the conversation about noise, and how
it's possible to accommodate nearby
residents while alsomaintaininga
vibrantairport. We've also mapped
locations for free tax preparation
services, parking tickets, oil wells,
affordable housing projects, summer
youth programs, and more.

Anotherimportant map we've created
is Property Panel (see Exhibit 9). The
city of Los Angeles governmentis the
largest owner of real estate in the city.
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We own approximately 7,500 parcels
including small lots, parks, municipal
buildings, and commercial, industrial,
residential, and even retail parcels.
Property Panel maps every public
property within the City of Los Angeles,
including those owned by the county,
the state, the federal government, the
Los Angeles Unified School District,
and the Los Angeles Metropolitan
Transportation Authority.

Thiswasmeanttoreally change the
way thatthe city thinks aboutits
portfolio ofreal estate assets. We have a
greatneed for community development
and for affordable housing for those
experiencing homelessness, and one

of the best ways to create more of itis

to utilize our own properties. When we

undertook this project, the city didn't
even know what it owned until we
started mapping these properties.
Thisinformation hasbeen a catalyst
for a conversation about howa

new entity can be created to better
manage thisreal estate and the vast
opportunities these properties can
provide. And Los Angelesisn't the only
city with alot of real estate assets, so
thisis something other communities
should also consider.

When the pandemic hitin March
2020, the Controller’s Office wanted to
help Angelenos—especially working
and low-income individuals and
families—find useful resources to
help them get by. Our first stepin
addressing this problem was to map
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all the food banks, food pantries and
emergency food distribution centers
inthe city. We then expanded that to
alltheresourcesin the county,and
thenin the state of California (see
Exhibit10). Ultimately, we mapped
1,800 of these resources, which we
are keeping updated, and thisis the
number one feature on our website
todate.

Finance officers often don’t dabble
with data visualizations because
the process seems difficult or seems
like itrequires alot of resources
togetdone. But thisisn't the case.
Platforms, software and tools are
available to make the process much
easier than youmight think. In my
office, we've also engaged several
student interns—young people who
areinterested in data and technology
and want to provide their services for
free toimprove our city—and they do
avery good job at tackling many of
our data projects. Thisis something
you cando without spendinga

lot of money, and it'simportant
because data and transparency

lead to abetter government that
works for everybody. By running our
governments well and using all the
resources we have at our disposal,
we canmake thathappen. F§

Ron Galperin is the controller for
the city of Los Angeles, California.
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