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1. Overview 

CKAN is the world’s leading open-source data portal platform. It is a complete out-of-the-box 

software solution that makes data accessible – by providing tools to streamline publishing, sharing, 

finding and using data. CKAN is aimed at data publishers (national and regional governments, 

companies and organizations) wanting to make their data open and available. A slide-deck overview 

of CKAN can be found at http://ckan.org/tour/. 

 

CKAN is currently used by governments and user groups worldwide to power both official and 

community data portals. CKAN was developed by the non-profit Open Knowledge Foundation to run 

TheDatahub.org, a public registry of open knowledge datasets. It now powers more than 40 data 

hubs around the world (see: http://ckan.org/instances/), including portals for local, national and 

international government, such as the UK’s data.gov.uk and the European Union’s publicdata.eu 

Screenshots of key CKAN functionality 
There is tour of CKAN features which can be found at http://ckan.org/features. Here we would like 

to highlight some of our key features with the latest screenshots of ckan instances we run. 

Search 
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CKAN combines a powerful keyword search with the ability to facet by tags and format. You can see 

the current facets below the search bar, which can be independently removed (by clicking the cross 

icon). Additional facets can be added by clicking on the links in the left hand sidebar. 

Add a dataset form 

There is a clear, simple three-step process for inputting metadata. Each metadata field can be 

edited/added at a later date. 

 

We provide datasets with a unique url which you can modify and key fields of title, description, tags 

and licence. On step three you can also add maintainer name and contact details, source for the data 

as well as extra custom fields. The metadata schema is customizable. 

 

Resources (individual data files associated to a dataset) also store additional information specific to 

that resource, such as format, title, description etc. 
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Groups 
Group functionality within CKAN can serve a number of purposes, either thematically grouping 

together datasets or allowing separate authorization options for a group of datasets published by 

particular organizations/departments. Groups can have their own set of admins and users allowing 

for tailored curation of datasets. 

Group Index 
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Interface for adding a group 
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Example of group homepage 

 

 

Group or organization homepages include about text, the set of datasets which belong to that group, 

as well as tags and formats and any other fields which you want to be brought out into the user 

interface which belong to datasets of the group. 

Dataset pages 
Our dataset pages with their rich set of standard metadata give data context as well as providing an 

online home for data. This also means that you can collect datasets together under common tags or 

groups enabling browsing between related datasets driving data discoverability. 

 

 

6 



Dataset overview page 

 

This is a dataset page on demo.ckan.org displaying title, description, licence, tags, group, the 

resources themselves, social functions, related items, geographical extent and additional 

information. We have a standard set of metadata fields which conform to the DCAT standard and 

also allow for the customization and extension of additional metadata fields. 

 

Clicking on ‘Explore Data’ next to a Resource / data file takes you to a resource page: 
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Dataset Resource page 

 

Here you can actually preview the data itself (if available) as well as download the data and access 
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the data API. The data explorer you see above lets you sort, move and hide columns, add filters, 

search the data as well as plot the data on a graph or map. 

Dataset authorization permissions 

Datasets can have configurable authorization permissions. This usually runs from group 

authorization and can be seen below in the old interface:

 

You can edit the authorization for your dataset, or example giving limited edit rights to existing users 

(autocomplete helps you find the right username) as well as making your dataset private by 

changing the permissions of visitors (not logged in) or general logged in users (see example below). 
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Resource editor 

 

For adding and editing the resources of a dataset. You can edit all the resources of a dataset by 

moving between them in the sidebar navigation. 
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Data Previews 

 

 

CKAN provides in-browser previews of various data types - including HTML pages, images previews, 

google docs and a tabular data explorer (for CSV, XML, excel etc) which you can interact with and 

download. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our data explorer allows you to build basic visualizations: 
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Revision History 

You can view and compare previous versions of your datasets with a full revision history. 
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5 Stars of Linked Open Data Evaluator 
Part of the QA extension (which generates reports for broken data links) we also display a 5-star 

linked data rating for resources. More info on what each star means here: 

http://lab.linkeddata.deri.ie/2010/star-scheme-by-example/ and in hover tooltip (see below): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Activity Streams 

13 

http://lab.linkeddata.deri.ie/2010/star-scheme-by-example/


Activity streams allow you to track events around users, groups and datasets. 

 

 

We provide a user profile and dashboard page which lets you quickly find datasets you have added 

or edited. 

2. In depth features 
We would like to highlight two key features which we have recently done a significant amount of 

work on - our geospatial capabilities and our datastore (a structured data store that powers our data 

previews and visualizations). 

Geospatial 

CKAN has advanced geospatial features covering discovery, search and view. These features are used 

to power the UK’s INSPIRE portal at data.gov.uk. Let’s look at each in turn. 

Discovery 
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CKAN implements a Discovery Metadata Service based on our harvesting infrastructure which 

understands standards such as ISO19139 and GEMINI 2.1 and can import records hosted in a variety 

of ways including directly from XML, from CSW servers or from an HTML index page. The 

architecture is extensible to make it easy to support other standards and distribution services.  CKAN 

can also serve geospatial packages via its own CSW interface facilitating easy two-way integration 

with other products such as GeoNetwork. 

Search 

Once CKAN has harvested geospatial records, it parses them to extract various key pieces of data 

such as a bounding box, tags, description, resource locators and other information and creates a 

CKAN package for each record. CKAN understands different co-ordinate geometries enabling it to 

offer geospatial search facilities via its API so that, once enabled, someone visiting a CKAN site can 

filter search results based on the geographic location they are interested in. 

View 

For certain types of record, it is possible for CKAN to display a map widget which connects to an 

underlying WMS server to display map data directly from within CKAN allowing a user to directly 

visualise geospatial data on a map. 

 

So for example, you can associate a dataset with a place on a map – a point, or a polygon. 

Polygon Example 

 

 

Example with associating a point with a dataset 
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CKAN uses PostGIS to store the spatial property, so you can do a spatial search of datasets. For 

example you can search in a bounding box for datasets: 

http://test.ckan.net/api/2/search/package/geo?bbox=-180,-90,90,180 

Returns: 

{"count": 3, "results": ["bb22bf62-6816-4b5f-97ea-ca8e8a4ce60c", 

"5016d4fe-acd8-42f7-bb7a-e0fb50a5e1fc", "0145ab94-ea32-4994-90e4-a227a22f3e68"]} 

 

Web Map Services previews 

CKAN can also preview geographic datasets or services, for example Web Map Services (WMS):
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CKAN will collect geographic data and serve it through a CSW interface, although only the basic parts 

of the standard are currently supported. Our aim is to offer full support for INSPIRE, a directive of 

the European Union to harmonize geographic data catalogues. 

 

Going forward we will: 

●​ Let users draw points and polygons on the map widget. This is not only for choosing where to 

search, but also for registering a dataset – you can easily indicate where it applies. 

●​ Georeferencing place names. This will allow you to type “London” and for the polygon of 
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London to be marked on the map. 

●​ Explore integrating PyCSW. This is a full-blown high-quality CSW service. 

 

Geospatial search 

We can also integrate filtering by location into normal CKAN keyword search: 

 

 

CKAN DataStore (for visualization & data previews) 

Summary 

The CKAN DataStore provides, as an integrated part of CKAN, a database for structured storage of 

data – together with a powerful Web-accesible, JSON-based, Data API. 

 

Data can be automatically inserted into the DataStore from spreadsheet files in .csv or .xls (Excel) 

format that are uploaded or linked to in CKAN. Alternatively it can be added directly via the Data API. 

 

By building on the open-source ElasticSearch storage and search engine (which is in turn built on 

Lucene), the CKAN DataStore is able to leverage those technologies’ excellent scalability, reliability 

and search capabilities, delivering a great combination of features and robustness. 

Functionality 
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http://www.elasticsearch.org/
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The DataStore and Data API significantly enhances existing CKAN capabilities, making it easy to do 

things like: 

●​ Link or upload a file and automatically get a powerful web API to your data in seconds. 

●​ Build apps and mashups quickly and easily. Using the DataStore means you don’t need to 

spend time creating and hosting a data API, but can instead focus on building your app or 

mashup using CKAN’s powerful JSON-based one. 

●​ Utilise the full capabilities of our powerful Recline data explorer, for example rich filtering 

and full-text search of datasets (when their data is in the DataStore). 

●​ Is the foundation of our data visualization capabilities and lets us work on any stored files in 

our system. 

●​ Allows us to talk to other applications and pull data in and out of CKAN for many purposes. 

●​ Allows data to be updated in another system and then reflected in the CKAN datahub. 

 

4. Further resources & links 

Main information site on CKAN: http://ckan.org/ 

Tour & demo: http://ckan.org/tour/ 

Feature walkthrough: http://ckan.org/features/  

Instances page: http://ckan.org/instances/ 

Case Studies: http://ckan.org/case-studies/ 

Documentation & developer info: http://ckan.org/developers/ 
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