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This conversation with Jennings Anderson explores the evolving landscape of open
geospatial data, focusing on ethical considerations, corporate involvement, and dig-
ital transformation. As a Software Engineer at Meta, he provides insights into the
projects of the Overture Maps Foundation, highlighting potential impact on devel-
opers and map creators.

In the halls of Friedrich-Alexander Universitat Erlangen-Ndirnberg, Germany, we de-
bated the best Nuremberg gingerbread and weekend museum visits, our chatter min-
gling with echoes of the new students’ academic excitement. Our exchange with Jen-
nings Anderson, the guest speaker at the Geospatial Worlds Conference, was seam-
lessly integrated with our shared enthusiasm for exploring the intricacies of digital
transformation, the ethical implications of data ownership and licensing, and the role
of corporations in aligning with open data principles.

Jennings Anderson is currently a Software Engineer at Meta (Facebook’s parent com-
pany). His research focuses on geospatial data analysis, with a particular emphasis on
the community project OpenStreetMap (OSM) and disaster mapping, where he has em-
ployed and researched the power of geographic information to support humanitarian
efforts (Anderson et al. 2018; Anderson, Sarkar, and Palen 2019; Herfort et al. 2021;
Palen et al. 2015). His work is currently focused on a new open geospatial data ini-
tiative, the Overture Maps Foundation. This initiative, which is also a key topic in this
interview, was launched in December 2022 and aims at providing open geospatial data


https://www.geographie.nat.fau.de/digitale-geographien-2024/

for developers and map creators. We wanted to have a conversation with Jennings to
gain a deeper insight into his expertise on the latest developments in open geospatial
data.

Can you briefly say what the Overture Maps Foundation is?

| think the Overture Maps Foundation website describes it best, so I'll paraphrase: The
mission is to create open, interoperable map data by combining and pulling open map
data from the best available sources. It's specifically designed for developers building
map services to use open data more easily.

How is Overture Maps Foundation organized, and is it similar to OpenStreetMap or
Google Maps?

The Overture Maps Foundation is an open data project within the Linux Foundation. The
founding steering members were Meta, Amazon, Microsoft, and TomTom, with Esri as a
general member. Today there are also a number of other contributor members. Google
Maps is a commercial mapping product and OpenStreetMap is a community-built open
mapping project driven by individual mappers. Overture is an open data project led
by its member companies. It combines data from multiple sources, including Open-
StreetMap. It’s not geared towards individual mappers, but rather on pooling contribu-
tions from larger organizations to create a comprehensive, interoperable dataset.

The literal meaning of overture is “an introduction to something more substantial”
or “a piece at the beginning of an opera”. Is Overture an introduction to something
bigger?

That's a great question! As you said, the word “overture” suggests a beginning, and |
think that fits here. It's about doing what hasn’t been done before: combining various
open data sets into a consistent schema, which could lead to a new ecosystem of map
services and tools built around a high-quality base map of open data. It's the start of a
new era of map tooling, where data is easier to use and more interoperable.

What are the possibilities that can emerge from Overture? From your perspective,
what excites you the most?

What excites me most about Overture is the potential to pool resources around open
mapping and create a ‘flywheel effect’ with open data. As Overture grows, it encour-
ages more data contributions, leading to the development of increasingly higher-quality
datasets. This growth not only attracts more contributors but also prompts organiza-
tions, local governments, and others to open up their data and contribute to Overture,


https://overturemaps.org/about/who-we-are/

either by directly including it or referencing it through the global entity reference sys-
tem.

The exciting part is the potential for future growth. As the project evolves, we have an
opportunity to address the current challenges of fragmented geospatial data. Rather
than dealing with millions of disparate datasets that are difficult to work with, Over-
ture could help create more interoperable, standardized datasets. That’s the vision I'm
excited about—bringing together diverse data sources into a more cohesive and acces-
sible ecosystem.

You talked about the steering committee and the members of Overture, but then
there’s also a data infrastructure that Overture data is built upon. Can you elabo-
rate on that?

Overture organizes its data into six themes: transportation, buildings, addresses,
places, administrative boundaries, and the base layer (land, water, and other essential
features). The data comes from a variety of sources, including OpenStreetMap,
Microsoft, Meta, and Google’s open building datasets. This allows us to offer more
complete datasets, like 2.3 billion buildings, combining OpenStreetMap with machine
learning-derived data. But if you just want the OpenStreetMap buildings, you could
filter for just those buildings, because you might trust them to be a different level of
quality, whereas the other buildings could be added in there, filling in the map where
OpenStreetMap doesn’t have coverage. Another important theme is the places theme,
whose data is coming from a combination of Meta and Microsoft sources right now.
This is information from locations from public Facebook pages and similar sources.
This newly produced dataset hasn’t been available before.

For people who are new to Overture Maps, how can they access the data, and for
what use cases is it suitable? For which actors is it good to use?

Overture Maps data is organized in a strict schema and is released as a series of GeoPar-
quet files that are available on platforms like Azure Blob Storage and AWS S3. It's free
to access and can be used through a variety of tools that can interface with Geo Parquet
data for different applications. It's like using OpenStreetMap data, but in a more struc-
tured way: The data has already been processed and put into a consistent schema. The
documentation on overturemaps.org provides all the necessary information for access-
ing and working with the data. For example, if you want to use all of OpenStreetMap
buildings, then Overture is a great resource because, in Overture’s data, the buildings
are already turned into actual polygons instead of nodes and ways.


https://geoparquet.org/
https://geoparquet.org/

With Overture it’s possible to combine different sources of data that can also
have different licenses. How does Overture handle different licenses from data
sources like OpenStreetMap, Microsoft, or Meta? And what are the implications
for users?

Each open data source carries its own license. OpenStreetMap data is under the ODBL
license, while Overture’s non-OSM data uses the more permissive CDLA-V2 license. Un-
like the ODBL license, it doesn’t trigger the share-alike clause. Each theme in Overture
has its own license, and users need to be aware of this when working with different
datasets. For example, the buildings theme is under ODBL because it uses OSM data,
although it also mixes data from other sources such as Microsoft Buildings and Google
Open Buildings that are also released under the ODBL. The addresses theme, by con-
trast, doesn’'t come from OpenStreetMap, but from a variety of different open data
sources, including many government datasets. Each license is listed on the attribution
page to help users understand where the data is coming from and what licenses are in
place.

Could another open data project compete with Overture by establishing another
standard?

That's a great point. But Overture is not trying to become a new geospatial standard.
Instead, it’s focused on providing an open map dataset for use by map service providers,
relying on existing geospatial standards like those from the Open Geospatial Consor-
tium. This ensures compatibility with established standards. If Overture’s schema is
adopted elsewhere, that would be beneficial. The project is focused on making its data
organized and machine-readable, which means that it would be easy to translate to
other areas. But we want to comply with existing standards, not reinvent the wheel.

Why would companies like Microsoft and Meta, which are competitors, contribute
their data openly?

These companies have been involved in open data for a long time. Each one of them
had to do their own thing. Overture provides a way for them to pool their resources in
a transparent, open framework. The future of data is more open, and collaboration al-
lows them to do more together than by working in silos. TomTom’s 2022 announcement
of their Orbis Maps Platform shares this sentiment of an improved open collaboration
ecosystem that includes OpenStreetMap. They outlined that there is great value in
open data, and | think that is a shared sentiment across much of the geospatial indus-
try.


https://www.tomtom.com/newsroom/behind-the-map/the-future-of-mapmaking-tomtom-orbis-maps/

From a user perspective, many different actors, different purposes could be using
this open data for many different purposes. Are there procedures or policies to
govern the use of this open data? And is there a guarantee that the data will always
be accessible?

Open data can be used by anyone, as long as it follows the license. There aren’t many
restrictions beyond that. As for data accessibility, there is a guarantee that the foun-
dation is building infrastructure to ensure that this isn’t just a one-time release of open
data. Instead, the data will be continually updated and improved. Hosting on AWS or
Microsoft Azure as part of open data programs provides some guarantees of long-term
accessibility.

In contrast to OSM where tags are very heterogeneous, Overture is normalizing or
standardizing, which also means cutting off specific tags and then choosing other
tags. Does this mean that there might be a loss in the data to make it more process-
able?

Exactly. That has always been the trade-off. OpenStreetMap is less of a map and more
of a database of openly tagged geospatial objects and that is what has made it so valu-
able over time. However, those trying to build services from it have to force it into
something that is machine readable and consistent. Overture is basically doing that and
then making that result openly available. Overture is making a lot of decisions around
what that schema should be and how it's most useful to the map makers. But there are
definitely trade-offs where just not all of the OSM tags are making it in. If you want
to use Overture data, but you need the missing tags from OSM, you can always use
the source id of that feature to join it back to OpenStreetMap data. As an open data
project, we would also hope that you would raise that issue in one of our discussion
forums on GitHub, so that maybe we could add that tag as well. In our documentation,
we try to show exactly what tags get mapped to what classes in Overture.

How do you see the relation between OSM data and other open data? Do you think
Overture will surpass OSM data in scale? And isn’t it possible that over time, the
amount of OSM and ODBL data in Overture will shrink relative to other data from
corporate actors?

That's a great point. OSM currently contains about 600 million buildings, while machine
learning datasets already surpass that with over a billion buildings. While Overture can
incorporate ML data, the challenge is the workload needed to quality-check and input
this data into OSM, especially if we want human validation. While Overture uses open
licenses like CDLA V2, which means this data can flow back into OSM, the process of
manually adding billions of buildings is daunting. This is where artificial intelligence



comes in. The Humanitarian OSM Team (HOT), which is a non-profit organization dedi-
cated to disaster and crisis mapping and other groups are exploring how Al can relieve
the burden of human labor in tasks like building tracing, which Al is well-suited for.
Overture provides the flexibility to choose data sources. If users prefer community-
validated OSM data without Al contributions, they can filter the Overture dataset ac-
cordingly. However, as more high-quality ML datasets come out, the ratio of OSM data
to Al-generated data within Overture may shift. On the other hand, some Al data could
eventually flow back into OSM as human contributors review and integrate it, causing
the ratio to fluctuate.

Who ultimately makes these decisions about data selection in Overture, and is this
process transparent?

Yes, the decision-making process is very transparent. Overture works collaboratively
with its member companies and others to design the logic for handling data. This pro-
cess is openly documented. For instance, building tags in OSM might translate into
specific subtypes within Overture’s schema, and this mapping process is detailed in the
documentation.

While the core decisions are made by the companies involved in Overture, the project
welcomes feedback from the community. Users can contribute to discussions, suggest
changes, and point out any issues with the data via GitHub. This open data approach
ensures that decisions remain open to scrutiny and that there’s room for community
input.

What advice would you give to beginners in this field?

A: For beginners, especially those in academia or research, my main advice is to engage
deeply with the resources and new formats emerging in this field. Overture is pioneer-
ing in terms of how we release data being cloud-native and working with cutting-edge
formats so it's quite different from traditional GIS approaches. This shift has created
some challenges, but we are actively working to improve our documentation, including
tutorials and getting-started guides, to help users adapt.

| would encourage beginners to explore our documentation as a starting point. It’s con-
stantly evolving to provide clear use cases and examples. One of Overture’s strengths
is its ability to bring together multiple datasets into one unified, global dataset, which
is invaluable for research. For example, the Microsoft Buildings dataset, with over a
billion buildings, has been widely used in academic research. Overture builds on this
concept, offering even more comprehensive and combined datasets, making it a great
resource for those seeking global data completeness.


https://docs.overturemaps.org/

Regarding data quality, some users may have concerns about specific datasets like Mi-
crosoft's or Google’s open data. In Overture, we take special care during the conflation
process, prioritizing higher-quality data wherever possible. Since these datasets are
constantly being updated — Microsoft refreshes its data every month as new imagery
becomes available — the quality will continue to improve over time. So, if you’re looking
for reliable, evolving geospatial data, Overture is an excellent resource to incorporate
into your workflow.
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