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What is a CSV file?
‘csv’ stands for ‘comma separated values’, which is a file format, in plain text, where
●

each row is separated from the next by a new line;

●

each column is separated from next by a comma.

The ‘csv’ format provides a way to publish spreadsheet style data which can be read by a wide range of both
proprietary and open source tools.
The format is a simple text file, which could be written using a text editor such as notepad. Most popular
spreadsheet or database programs have a facility to export to ‘csv’ format, so data is typically prepared in a
spreadsheet form and exported, rather than being created and edited as a text file.
The ‘csv’ format is not precisely defined. We follow the advice from the Open Data Institute, and use the
definitions of how to write good csv at
http://csvlint.io/about
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What can be wrong with a CSV file?
Does it follow the rules for being a good csv file?
CSV files use a character to separate each column, typically a comma, and a new line to separate each row.
Some fields can have content that needs special treatment. For example, what if the data contains a comma
or a new line?
The Open Data Institute have recommend how these types of situation should be represented in a CSV file,
which is also usually how software that exports to the csv format handles them too.
So, when using a tool like a spreadsheet to manage data and then exporting to the CSV format, these types of
potential problems are normally handled without the user having to do anything.

Does it contain the right information?
CSV files normally start with a header row which gives a name to each column.
A separate file, known as a schema, can be provided that contains the rules defining
● what the column names must be;
● what type of data can appear in each columns;
● which columns must have a value on every row;
● the values that can appear in a column;
… and so on.
Using a schema file, it is then possible to check that a CSV file contains valid information. It can’t of course
check that the contents are accurate; that is still for the publisher to get right.

Validating a CSV file
Schema files are themselves written in a standard form, which means that there are a number of websites that
can be used to validate a csv file.
We recommend services from
● The Local Government Association - http://opendata.esd.org.uk/
● The Open Data Institute - http://csvlint.io

Validating a Brownfield Land Register
iStandUK has helped DCLG to publish guidance to Local Authorities about the Brownfield Land Register
standard. In that guidance, the meaning of each column is defined along with the validation rules. So for
example

iStandUK has built these rules into schemas that can be used with the tools listed below, and other sites that
use the same approach to validation.
Where a cell in a file is highlighted as an error, the tools do their best to explain what the problem is. If you
can’t work it out from that, you will be able to look at the DCLG guidance for that field and check the definition
against the value in file, to understand the fault.

Using the LGA’s validator
The LGA’s “data validator” is part of the LG inform Plus suite of open data tools which are available to use
freely without signin. The validator offers a choice of schemas for common local datasets, including the
Brownfield Sites Register (in beta until the schema is finalised) and datasets published according to the Local
Government Transparency Code.
The validator will check compliance with the schema but will also allow, unchecked, any additional columns
you choose to add to your csv.
Visit the LGA’s open data
validator at
validator.opendata.http://b
eta.validator.opendata.es
d.org.uk and select
“Brownfield Site Register
or go straight to
http://beta.validator.opend
ata.esd.org.uk/Brownfield
SiteRegister
Remove beta references
from links when the
schema goes live

Click “select all”

“Select all” will check all fields in the schema, even the optional ones. This is
needed because DCLG requests that you include all columns in your csv file,
even if some columns will be empty.

Enter the URL of your csv
file or upload it.

If your csv file is already online, you can enter its URL. Otherwise, choose the
file from a drive/folder and upload it.

Click the “Validate” button

When you press “Validate”, the validator will check the contents of your csv for
compliance with the schema and report any discrepancies. Columns with
names other than those in the schema will be accepted without errors, so you
can include local data columns if you wish.

The errors are explained below in the section on the ODI’s validator which gives
the precise row and column of each error.
Note that the validator identifies each column from its column name, so it will
accept columns in any order. DCLG however requests that you put columns in
the order given by the schema.
Correct for any errors and
resubmit

If the validator reports errors in your csv, correct them and repeat the above
process until it passes with no errors.

You can contact support@esd.org.uk with any queries on using the validator.

Other LGA validator features
The LGA’s data validator performs other functions that you may find useful.

Visit the LGA’s open data
validator at
validator.opendata.http://b
eta.validator.opendata.esd
.org.uk and select
“Brownfield Site Register
or go straight to
http://beta.validator.opend
ata.esd.org.uk/Brownfield
SiteRegister
Remove beta references
from links when the
schema goes live
Click “select all”

“Select all” so as to include optional columns as well as those that are required
to be populated

“Document my selection”

“Document my selection” will generate a new web page with each field,
validation rules and a description. The page can be printed or its contents
pasted into other documents.

“Create template CSV”

“Create template CSV” will download an empty csv file with just the first row of
column names populated. Note that the csv file name just corresponds with
the schema name. Your file name needs to be personalised for your authority
as described in the schema guidance.

“Create validation file”

“Create validation file” generates a file in the json table schema format required
by the Open Data Institute's CSV Lint tool to validate csv data. That tool is
described in the following section of this document.
As DCLG provides the validation file directly (see below), you should not need
the LGA’s “Create validation file” function.

Using the ODI’s validator

Visit the web site at
http://csvlint.io

Click the ‘browse’ button
to search for the csv file
on your machine, or
network.

When the file has been
selected, it is then
uploaded.
You will see a progress
bar as it loads, and the
word ‘(completed)’ when
it is ready.
Note, if the file has many
rows, it may be sensible
to try a short extract of
the csv file first, to find
any faults that may be
reported on every row.
At this stage, you can do
the first type of check;
that is, does it meet the
rules for a valid csv file.
Click the Validate button

If the file has already been published to the web, then you can enter the URL to
the file. However, that is unlikely in this scenario as you will want to check that
your file is valid before publishing it.

Congratulations!
If the file is a valid csv
file, you will be
congratulated.
If there are errors, they
will be listed, allowing you
to fix them and retry the
validation.

But … that has not
checked that the file
meets the rules for the
Brownfield Land Register
… so
Start the process again

Get back to the csvlint home page.
For example, click the CsvLint logo on the results page

Repeat the step to upload
the csv file.
Click the box ‘Add
Optional Schema’, so that
it is ticked.

We have provided a
schema file that can be
used to validate a
Brownfield Land Register
csv file.

https://raw.githubusercontent.com/iStandUK/BrownfieldSiteRegister/master/sch
ema/brownfieldsiteregister2017.json

Copy the URL to the
schema, and put it in the
box that says ‘Enter
Optional Schema URL’
!! Don’t put this in the
similarly looking box
above it.
Then click the Validate
button, as before
After a moment, the
results are shown.
For this example, I have
deliberately put some
errors in the file.

These errors are listed
down the page.
Taking each of these
errors in turn
The SiteplanURL must
start with http:// or https://

ETRS88 is not a valid
value. Perhaps it should
be ETRS89?

GeoX is a mandatory
column, but it is blank.

GeoY has to be a decimal
number, so ‘abc’ is
invalid.

The Hectares field can
have a maximum of 2
decimal places. This has
4.

This field allows values of
‘yes’ or blank. It does not
allow ‘maybe’.

The 29th February 2017
is not a valid date.

An error on the next row,,
so back to the 1st
column.
The URI has been
selected from the wrong
set. URIs in this field
must start with
http://opendatacommuniti
es.org/id/
Fix the errors, and repeat
the validation until all of
the errors are gone.

