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officially released. Laban Okune developed Ma3Route, a mobile app that pro-
vided routing information using the data as a base. The tool allows users to share 
real-time, crowd-sourced data about Matatu route changes, accidents, and traffic 
congestion. Ma3Route is widely used in Nairobi and won the Kenya’s Vision 2030 
ICT Innovation award in April of 2014. Sonar is another routing application devel-
oped by Jeremy Gordon of Flashcast.

UN-Habitat/Institute for Transportation and Development Policy (ITDP) used the 
data as the basis for creating the Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) Service Plans for the city. 
The data allowed them to identify the location of existing routes along potential 
BRT service lines proposed for the Thika highway corridor. It also allowed them to 
identify the location of overlapping routes, showing the potential for other BRT 
lines in the city.

The conversations generated during the engagement process allowed stakehold-
ers to come together, edit the data, and generate a debate on how the data could 
be leveraged to create change in the city. These conversations were essential for 
operationalizing the data to develop important changes to an infrastructure most 
citizens depend upon.

GIVING MEANING TO DATA
Leveraging “big data” to develop informed urban strategies often needs active 
data collection, data sharing, and ultimately the synthesis of data into visualiza-
tions and civic tools. The Digital Matatus project shows that anyone can leverage 
mobile technology to capture hard-to-find data, transform that data into repre-
sentations that can expose informal systems, and use the data and its visualiza-
tions to help develop conversations for the future of infrastructure development 
in developing countries. 

Collecting data outside formal channels is often essential for developing strate-
gies for the creation of urban infrastructure. While data may exist in the hands of 
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Figure 5: Identify locations for new Matatu routes 

with transit stakeholders in Nairobi.  
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the government, cell phone operators, or private organizations, it is often hard 
to acquire this information. This is particularly true for informal systems. Semi-
formal transit systems are the primary form of transit in most cities in the devel-
oping world, and the tools and methodologies developed through this research 
project can be used to capture data anywhere these systems exist. 

Data visualizations are powerful vehicles for generating debate and evidence for 
planning strategies. The stylized transit maps developed by the project allowed 
the government to engage in conversations with the public. Nairobi’s Matatu 
operators, who are currently the de-facto planners of the systems, used the map 
to identify and develop new routes for the system. Most importantly, the citizens 
of Nairobi now have vital information for navigating their city.  

Development and dissemination of data needs to be inclusive and open in order 
to allow multiple civic actors to trust the data for their research. By engaging the 
transit community and opening the data up for anyone to use, the project was 
able to generate new products and tools for planning, including the development 
of mobile applications for citizens and the development of new transportation 
projects in the form of BRT lines.

This unprecedented growth of data has generated excitement about using it to 
reshape the way we live.25 However, “Big Data” will not change the world unless 
it can be acquired and transformed into visualizations and civic tools that can 
be operationalized by governments, designers, and other civic actors to advo-
cate and develop urban change. The Digital Matatus project provides an exam-
ple of how we can use big data to developed necessary changes to the urban 
environment.  
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