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The Data Economy
Wealth 4.0

A day-to-day and seemingly innocuous element such as data, in its multiple 
representations and formats, is revolutionizing the way we solve problems, face 
questions presented to us and approach tasks that up to few years ago were 
carried out manually or with limited analytical capabilities.

The Data Economy is rapidly turning into a new paradigm, and data itself into  
a new input in the production process. Data accompanies most decision-making 
processes in all the relevant dimensions of our lives, both at personal and 
professional levels. Raising awareness of this reality, apparently invisible to  
our eyes, is a task that we citizens of the twenty-first century must address.

Being prepared for a future that we already glimpse, materialized in one of  
its many facets in the information economy, is a necessary condition to take 
advantage and optimize the benefits that the digital transformation brings  
with it. Globalization requires us to speed up to keep us from lagging behind  
as a society in a context of increasing competition.

The aim of this publication is to encourage the reader to become familiar with the 
basic elements of one of the most relevant pillars of growth of the digital age in 
which our society is immersed, populated of successive technological innovations, 
many of them known to the reader through science fiction literature. The purpose 
of such innovations is to improve our well-being via efficiency gains and the 
expansion of the frontiers of applied knowledge. The fast adoption of new tools, 
abilities and professional skills is a necessary condition so that the Data Economy 
can contribute widely to create wealth and welfare in our society.
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Expert contribution 3. The value of Open Data in Latin 
America 

Carla M. Bonina, Surrey Centre for the Digital Economy,  
Surrey Business School

The excitement about the economic and social benefits of using data released in 
open format - so called open data - is here to stay. In the last five years, govern-
ments around the world have increasingly embraced the open government data 
agenda, following lead implementers such as the UK and the USA. Latin America 
is no exception. Mexico, Brazil and Uruguay are among the top 20 countries of the 
2015 Open Data Barometer, a global ranking led by the World Wide Web Founda-
tion that assess states according to their publication of key government datasets, 
readiness to benefit from open data and evidence of its impact. Colombia, in turn, 
was ranked fourth in the Open Data Index in 2015 - a survey coordinated by the 
Open Knowledge Foundation that measures the state of open government data 
around the world. 

The value of open data 
New products, processes and business opportunities emerge as firms, governments 
and end users utilise or re-use open data. In 2011, a study commissioned by the 
European Commission estimated that the economic value of opening up and re-us-
ing public sector information was about €40 billion per year in the EU alone. 4 At 
a global scale, McKinsey estimated in 2013 that the potential value of open data 
would reach between $1 and $3 trillion per year.5 Although these figures remain 
speculative, the rationale behind the contribution of open data to economic gains 
come from various fronts. For governments, open data can help improving public 
service delivery via modernization of services, help reducing costs by avoiding the 
collection of duplicity of data and contribute to the efficiency of internal operations. 
For business, it offers promising opportunities to improve strategic decision making, 
to spur innovation, and to achieve gains in productivity. 

Open data is helping to create a new data industry itself. New companies have 
emerged that capture value by collecting, analysing and mashing up open data from 
different sources, or by offering a direct service built on open data. The Climate Cor-
poration in the USA, for example, has been a remarkable case of a company that 
built their business case using weather data that was later bought by Monsanto for 
$930 million in 2009.

Equally important, open data is seen as particularly beneficial to increase trans-
parency, fight corruption and promote inclusion and socioeconomic development, 

4.  Vickery, G., Review of Recent PSI Re-Use Studies. Brussels: European Commission Directorate General/Information Society, 2011.

5.  Manyika, J., Chui, M., Farrell, D., Kuiken, S.V., Groves, P. and Doshi, E.A., Open Data: Unlocking Innovation and Performance with 
Liquid Information, McKinsey Global Institute, 2013.
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even though the value of these benefits is much harder to assess in monetary terms. 
In fact, the emergence of open data initiatives in leading governments (notably the 
UK and the USA) came about as a result of lack of confidence in the political system 
and pressures for encouraging broader transparency in democratic states. The per-
spective beyond economic value has been particularly important in Latin America, 
where lack of transparency and accountability as well as social needs have been at 
centre of the social and political agenda.  

The open data scenario in Latin America: an active and growing ecosystem
Despite the acclaimed economic potential, the open data movement in Latin Amer-
ica can be best regarded as one that targets social and democratic impact than one 
creating new, for profit business. That said, Junar6 is perhaps one of the few excep-
tions in the region. A Latin American company, with offices in the Silicon Valley, 
Junar found a niche market by providing a cloud-based platform for governments 
and business that want to publish their data in open format. Clients of Junar in-
clude the city of Sacramento in the USA, the city of Buenos Aires in Argentina and 
the national government of Costa Rica. In comparison, other counties - certainly 
the UK - have adopted a path to make business with open data. As an example, the 
Open Data Institute (ODI) - a non-profit company with government funding and ex-
panding global network - was founded in 2012 to expand the network of business 
and have helped a number of start-ups to make their way in the field. For example, 
the ODI start up programme claims that they generated over £9m via its network 
of start-ups by 2015.7 

The commercial approach of open data has yet to take off in Latin America. 
What is currently rather unique, though, is the mobilisation of actors that have been 
pushing the open data agenda forward. The Latin American open data ecosystem 
benefits from a social movement that keeps growing and that includes from trans-
parency and data advocates, governments and developers, to development agen-
cies and international donors. The region started their first Open Data Conference 
(AbreLatam and ConDatos) in Montevideo, Uruguay, in 2013 and meet once a year 
since then. This pioneering effort strengthened regional communities advocating 
and using open data to contribute to tangible solutions on public services, inclusion 
and social and economic development. A self-reported survey gathered in Abrelat-
am counts 196 projects from 135 organizations in the region, ranging from transpar-
ency, journalism to health services and city apps. 8 Today, the region counts with a 
research hub ILDA (the Latin American Open Data Initiative/Iniciativa Latinoamer-
icana de Datos Abiertos, ILDA)9 that works to test and validate open data solutions 
in the region.

6.  Website: http://junar.com/

7.  Source: https://theodi.org/start-ups 

8.  http://abrelatam.org/ 

9.  http://www.idatosabiertos.org/ 
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The ecosystem in Latin America means that different actors have contrib-
uted to unlock the value of open data in the region. Governments are indeed 
important actors in the ecosystem - they are the supply side of the data value 
chain. Cities like Buenos Aires, Mexico and Montevideo have open data platforms 
that have been exemplars in the region. But the value of these platforms lie on 
the applications and features that are built on top of the data. The city of Buenos 
Aires, for example, used hackathons and apps competitions to engage devel-
opers and start-ups to help co-create new services. In Montevideo, the munic-
ipality partnered with an open data civil society organization (Datos Abiertos, 
Transparencia y Acceso a la Informacion, DATA) to run a platform called Por Mi 
Barrio. Inspired in the UK’s FixMyStreet website, Por Mi Barrio helps people to 
report street problems like broken street lights or potholes and link it to the mu-
nicipality to fix them. 

NGOs and local activist are, thus, another crucial actor in the ecosystem. 
Again, in Uruguay, DATA led various projects that ended up transforming how 
government and citizens operate, and cooperate. Using open government health 
data, they partnered with the Ministry of Health and launched A Tu Servicio10, a 
website with searchable and easily digestible information to help Uruguayans 
compare local health providers and make informed decisions. Similar cases in-
clude Ciudadano Inteligente in Chile and SocialTIC in Mexico, both organizations 
that promote transparency, inclusion and citizen participation through open 
data and the use of new informational technologies.

Journalists have contributed to open up government data for accountability 
purposes. In the region, a notable case is La Nación11, and its data division (LN 
Data), an Argentine newspaper that produces innovative work with open data 
that has been recognised internationally with several prizes in the domain. In 
2013 they won the Data Journalism Award for their work on opening up unstruc-
tured, closed and opaque data from Argentina’s Senate expenses, in a country 
with no freedom of information laws and a history of limiting media access to 
government information. In Peru, the organization Convoca opened up public 
data to help users understand the behaviour of extractive industries in Peru and 
its impact on people’s lives. The project, called “Excesses Unpunished” (in Span-
ish, Excesos sin Castigo) won the Data Journalism Award in 201612. Poderopedia, 
a collaborative platform of data journalism that started in Chile and now expand-
ed to Colombia and Venezuela, helps unlock public data to provide information 
about the links between business people and politics in these countries. Similar 
platforms that are collaborative are emerging and we shall see more in the up-
coming years.

10.  http://atuservicio.uy 

11.  http://www.lanacion.com.ar/data 

12.  http://excesosincastigo.convoca.pe/ 
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The future of open data in Latin America and the challenges ahead
There are promising benefits and some initiatives that have already started to show 
that open data can contribute to the region’s development and welfare. However, we 
are still in early stages and I see three main challenges ahead. First, from a democ-
racy angle, recent corruption scandals in Brazil, Chile, Mexico and Argentina show 
we still have a long road to transparency. That, together with raising inequality and 
problems with the provision of basic public services may put the open data agenda 
behind. Second, despite the economic opportunities of a growing big market, the 
region lacks from a vision to develop new business models with open data (and data 
ventures more generally). We need more work to link entrepreneurs with the open 
data movement, and the social innovation movement. Building bridges in those 
communities could help to trigger and unlock the economic value of open data. 
Third, despite its great potential to do well, open data can do evil - as with any tech-
nology. Disclosing citizen identities may be cause of harm, discrimination or unfair 
treatment especially to minorities or vulnerable people. In Brazil, for example, the 
obligations imposed by laws to publish personal data about sensitive issues (preg-
nant women and HIV patients) clashes with the role of the state to protect their cit-
izens from discrimination. We need a critical view on balancing personal data rights 
and the value of granular open data. 

No doubt these are difficult challenges. But we shall expect to see a lot more 
happening in the open data landscape in the near future in Latin America that will 
hopefully contribute to a more transparent, inclusive and developed region.  


