MINNERVA

Romulus — Making the Most of Information

Although it is part of many people’s daily lives, it is surely right to maintain a sense of
wonderment about the power of the Internet and its related search technologies that summon
information from around the globe onto our screens in seconds. There is a fable quality both
in the magic of the system and in the way that the richness of information becomes a sea in
which to drown, often resulting in confusion rather than enlightenment.

Creators of information systems these days need to bear these thoughts in mind if their
system is going to be revealing and appreciated by its users. The Romulus system,
developed for Transport for London by Minnerva and Nesstar is still new, so it remains to be
seen whether it endures in the ‘information jungle’, but the system contains many attributes
that give it every chance.

The purpose of Romulus is to manage, disseminate, and exploit the extensive and diverse
sources of transport-related information that Transport for London (TfL) produces to support
transport policies, infrastructure planning and so forth. The system is designed to support a
largely professional user base that can extend beyond TfL to a wider community in London
with interests in transport matters. These include researchers and planners in the London
boroughs and the Greater London Authority, as well as specialist consultants and academics.

The core information content of Romulus is the information from major surveys that TfL
undertakes, including surveys by London Underground and London Buses to establish and
monitor people’s travel patterns and preferences; but there is also much derived information
in the form of reports and analyses, including those from complex transport modelling.

Romulus is built around the Nesstar software product of Nesstar Ltd, which has been
combined with Maplnfo’s MapXtreme web-enabled GIS. These products in combination make
for a potent system! The mapping capabilities of MapXtreme are an important means of
making the data and its analyses readily understood and appreciated, but Nesstar allows the
large survey datasets to be manipulated as well as viewed using a standard web-browser;
this manipulation typically involves many dimensions of data, such as those relating to time
periods, travel modes and purposes, and so on. These online analyses can then be viewed in
the form of thematic maps and pie charts.

Such analyses are straightforward to undertake, but not everyone has the time or inclination
to prepare their own analyses, so the system allows for various forms of prepared analyses to
be stored that may be accessed directly.

Working with any data poses questions about their provenance and correct interpretation, so
a strength of Romulus and the Nesstar system is the manner in which ‘metadata’ are
integrated so that there is always supplementary information to describe the characteristics
and qualities of the data being analysed.

A strong feature of the approach is the flexibility offered for publishing new data on Romulus.
The actual policy for publishing information is a management decision, but the system
supports both centralised and devolved approaches to publishing, and allows the relationship
to change over time. Centralisation can assist with maintenance of standards and
implementing editorial controls, but a devolved approach allows the generators of the data to
see the system as part of their own domain of interest. This can be an important
psychological factor that ensures both the relevance and the quality of the information that it
provides, as inherent checks are made by the people who most understand the information.
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Publishing is undertaken with the Nesstar Publisher software that allows information to be
published from local computers over the web in a straightforward manner.

Disseminating information to a wider audience can imply a need for caution, as the
interpretation and use of information is open to abuse, whether intentional or not. The
provision of a flexible information security policy is an important element in encouraging the
publishing of information, as the accessibility can be limited to restricted groups of accredited
users, as required. This approach allows Romulus to be used both by teams working on
confidential projects and for connecting with a much wider public; this could include the
general public, though many of the contents are too technical to be of general interest.
Nevertheless, Romulus is an important tool in allowing TfL to meet its obligations under the
Freedom of Information Act.

The primary use of Romulus is to disseminate information, and it provides a flexible
infrastructure that can be used to support a wide range of applications that require information
to be shared. This includes library and archive functions, support for consultation exercises,
as well as transport research. It is worth noting that data can be downloaded in convenient
forms such as Excel spreadsheets.

The Romulus project has been developed within the Transport Planning and Policy division of
Transport for London who are administering the system.

For further information contact Miles Logie, Minnerva (mlogie@minnerva.co.uk) or Transport
for London at romulusadmin@ftfl.gov.uk.
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