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M any health departments publish 
their routine restaurant inspec-
tions to the Internet. On a simple 

web form, consumers can easily search by a 
restaurant’s name to fi nd inspection history, 
inspector comments, violations or inspec-
tion checklists, and details on an establish-
ment’s score, grade, or placard (where ap-
plicable). A practice once considered sen-
sitive—and possibly even controversial—is 
now commonplace.

There are some unexpected ways, however, 
in which these data can be repackaged.

Open Data
A few health departments have embraced the 
open data philosophy by publishing inspec-
tions and other data fi les online for bulk 
download or quick consumption through 
digital tools like application programming 
interfaces (APIs). This open data publish-
ing practice—an ideology that embraces the 
idea that data should be freely used, reused 
and redistributed by anyone—allows any 
software, person, or company to ingest and 
repackage the data, presumably adding value 
to them through the process.

Yelp advocates for this practice, having 
published a standard fi le format known as 
Local Inspector Value-Entry Specifi cation 
(LIVES). Health departments that put their 
inspection data in this prescribed format 
could expect their inspection scores or grades 
to be visible alongside Yelp reviews.

In a searchable website intended for consum-
ers, health departments can create and dictate 
the brand, presentation, and search method of 
their data. A health department can inject its 
philosophy, framing the results with useful arti-
cles about safe operations and consumer aware-
ness. Let’s call this site a “Web Search.”

With an open data API or bulk download, 
data are repackaged with little to no expecta-
tion of a health department’s specifi c perspec-
tive. In fact, if the data are combined with 
disparate data from other sources (e.g., other 
health departments and consumer reviews), 
the data’s origin is clouded. I’ll call this prac-
tice “Bulk Download.”

Screen Scraping
Did you know that your Web Search site is 
likely being turned into a Bulk Download? 
It happens through screen scraping. Screen 
scraping is a technique through which com-
puter software navigates your website by pre-
tending to be a human clicking links. Each 
time your website serves up a snippet of data 
(i.e., a web page), the screen scraping pro-
gram grabs that text and adds it to a database. 
The process might take many hours or days 
and generate hundreds of thousands of simu-
lated clicks to your website. When every click 
is exhausted, all the data on your Web Search 
site is consolidated into a massive database to 
be sold or repackaged.
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Screen scraping can be a tricky proposition
and is generally not preferred because the
program has to be aligned to your website’s
design. That is, it has to know where to find
the facility name, facility address, violations,
and score (if applicable). It also has to know
where to click to get the next page of results
and so forth, until it reaches the last link
on the last facility. A Bulk Download or API
request is much more preferred.

Consolidated Data
I believe it’s a problem that no national account-
ing of retail food safety inspection results exists.
I also believe it’s a problem that scoring/grading
across the U.S. lacks a standard methodology.
It’s confusing to consumers and problematic for
multiregional owners (i.e., business with facili-
ties in many different jurisdictions).

Some firms seek to solve these problems by
collecting data from different local jurisdic-
tions. They then consolidate the data by cal-
culating restaurant inspection scores through
their own scoring methods.

The final destination for these scores? Yelp,
for one, licenses a data stream from HDScores.
HDScores scours a good portion of the U.S.
and boasts 1.3 million restaurants in its data-
base. If a local health department calculates
a score, then the health department score is

visible on Yelp. Otherwise, the proprietary
HDScore is displayed in Yelp, alongside con-
sumer reviews. The HDScores calculation
weighs both current and historical inspection
results. Details can be found on the HDScores
website at https://hdscores.com.

Another example is Hazel Analytics (https://
hazelanalytics.com). Hazel Analytics pub-
lishes food inspection scores through its Food
Safety Insight, a food inspection analytics
system that benefits corporate brands such as
Subway, Starbucks, and Red Robin. The value
proposition for these customers is homoge-
nized results that are displayed in a dashboard
of actionable alerts for their facilities.

Operational Matters
It is possible that, for good reason, a set of
data should be excluded from consolidation.
There are two methods to prevent the auto-
matic scraping of your agency’s data.
1. Identify and contact the companies doing

the scraping/consolidation. With just a cou-
ple phone calls, I confirmed that the compa-
nies will honor most requests for exclusion.

2. Work with your information technology
(IT) department or software vendor to
block originating screen scraping requests
from reaching your web server. This
method is similar to blocking an unwanted

caller on your mobile phone but is imper-
fect in the sense that the originating com-
puter system could change in an endless
game of cat-and-mouse.
If, however, your Web Search site suf-

fers from an undo amount of traffic due to
screen scraping (screen scraping can cause
web traffic spikes as the process hits every
link on your website), your IT department or
software vendor can offer to publish a Bulk
Download link or API, thus optimizing the
regular transactions and reasserting your
control over the data stream.

At the end of the day, publicly available
data can still be requested through public
records requests.

At a minimum, a health department should
assure that flow (no matter what the method)
is updated at least weekly and that operators
have easy access to identify errors and that
errors are corrected promptly.

Join the discussion on the LinkedIn Build-
ing Capacity in Environmental Health group
at www.linkedin.com/groups/6945520/.
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NEHA’s Career Center

NEHA has transitioned its online courses, trainings, webinars, and other 
resources to an upgraded learning management system. The new platform 
is free to all active NEHA members and can be used to earn continuing 
education credits toward a NEHA credential. The platform provides an 
improved interface to find and access resources right away. Visit www.neha.
org/professional-development/education-and-training/neha-e-learning to 
learn how to access the new E-Learning platform and to take advantage of 
these resources.
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