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Background
The Regional Municipality of York, also known as “York Region,” is situated to the
north of the City of Toronto. York Region is home to approximately 1.1 million
residents and is made up of nine local municipalities and covers an area of 1,776
square kilometers.

York Region has a two-tier government structure with services provided by
Regional government and nine local area municipalities, similar to county and local
governments in the United States. York Region is considered a leader in public
sector GIS. The Region is progressing towards a robust Enterprise GIS.
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The Problems
York Region’s GIS Group was tasked with finding technical solutions to three
separate but common problems surrounding finding and accessing GIS data. First,
the Region’s metadata portal relied on ArcIMS, but Esri was dropping support for
that product without a comparable replacement. Alternatives required manual
publishing and duplication of metadata, which York Region had found to be
cumbersome and time consuming. The second problem was data discovery. Users
wanted to know what data was available but instead of going directly to the data,
they had to first to sift through metadata hoping to find what they needed. Finally,
the Region was also moving towards an open data policy and needed a site that
would support easy access to downloadable data.
Initial investigations by York Region staff indicated Voyager would be a great tool for
indexing map documents so that data could be readily accessible to the other GIS
experts in the Region. And as they focused on the capabilities, it became clear that
Voyager could meet the Region’s needs with minimal alterations. By making small
changes, Voyager could be configured to provide solutions to the metadata, data
discovery and open data problems. York Region decided to engage Voyager for the
purpose of creating two public sites accessible on yorkmaps.ca.
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Data Discovery and Metadata Problem
The first site, Data Discovery, http://findit.yorkmaps.ca/search/ would allow users to
find all of the spatial data holdings housed centrally in York Region’s spatial data
warehouse. User expectations for search have been set by popular search engines
such as Google, Bing and Yahoo. Features such as thumbnails, autocomplete and
instant results are expected. The solution had to search both spatial and nonspatial data including Geodatabases, Word documents, Excel spreadsheets and
PDF files. For the end user, data had to be searchable based on keywords
contained within the metadata, and/or in the information that Voyager discovered
by exploring the properties of the document. Location information stored with the
data would help users find data, therefore the solution needed to be searchable by
geography. Filters and sorting based on data categories or themes were required to
help users further refine searches.

The Solution
While Voyager was
originally designed as a
tool to help people find
data on their internal
networks, the Voyager
team made
enhancements to the
commercial, off-theshelf software to
support exposing it to
external customers.
These changes allowed
administrators to easily
replace the Voyager
logo with their own
logo, change user interface colors and hide sensitive information (such as internal
server names) from being exposed to the public.
Based on these improvements, York Region was able to create a Data Discovery
site with minimal configuration of the out-of-the box software. York Region simply
pointed Voyager at its data sources. Voyager’s built-in scheduling allowed for an
automated indexing of data to ensure any changes to the data or metadata were
reflected in the web accessible search. The Data Discovery portal provided access
to metadata that was already being captured using Esri’s ArcCatalog.
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Open Data Problem
The open data application at http://findit.yorkmaps.ca/opendata/ would offer all the
features of data discovery, plus the ability for users to downloadable data and for
York’s system administrators to track those downloads.
York Region is working towards a fully integrated Enterprise GIS and wanted to
take advantage of significant investments in GIS infrastructure by integrating
Voyager with FME Server. They wanted users to have access to the most up-todate data and metadata. The Voyager / FME Server integration would allow users
of the Open Data pilot to download the data in the format and projection system
they wanted. If a less popular data format is requested, FME Server could process
the data as requested and send a download link to the client when the processing
was completed.
In the past, GIS analysts in York had done this work manually. The conversion of
the data into multiple formats was time consuming and difficult to maintain. But
York Region believed that by integrating Voyager and FME server, they could make
this data accessible however the user wanted it, whether as a Shapefile, KML,
Geodatabase, PDF, CSV, Word document, Excel file, WMS, CAD and more. With
Voyager and FME Server fully integrated, the possibilities seemed endless.

The Solution
Once again York
Region approached
Voyager to see if they
would be willing to
modify their
commercial off-theshelf (COTS) software
to support the creation
of a public portal.
Voyager worked to
integrate FME Server
into Voyager. This
resulted in a
configurable application
that meets all of the
user’s needs and
system requirements.
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The Results
The Data Discovery, Metadata and Open Data projects started in August 2012 and
both sites were up and running by the middle of October of 2012. York Region
was able to save time and money by implementing a system that is completely
configurable. York Region does not have a homegrown solution but rather one that
was up and running quickly, and continues to save them money on maintenance.
“The time to implement this project would be weeks rather than months because of
all the configuration tools that we put in place,” said John Houweling, Director of
Geographical Information Services at York Region. Voyager can now leverage FME
Server’s geoprocessing framework. Rather than having York Region’s GIS
technologist’s clipping-and-shipping data to consultants and other users manually,
the end user can simply point the consultants to the site to download the data
themselves and the FME Server performs the task of translating it into whatever
format is required by the end user.
Without Voyager, Houweling said they would have spent months building this
solution, not to mention days out of every subsequent month on routine
maintenance.
“Different clients can see the same data and we are not, clipping, zipping and
shipping it multiple times, saving us time and money,” said Houweling. “Because
Voyager is easily repurposed for other needs, we can look for new ways of making
our data more accessible and discoverable for other users. That's what this is all
about.”
He said, instead his team focuses on making more data layers accessible and
discoverable to everyone. Because the user interface is “Google like,” with features
such as auto-complete built in, users can easily find exactly the information they
want. Everyone has realized the value of this new system.
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