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1. Context

• PhD research about news automation within the uses 

and professional practices

• If journalists cannot compete with automated news production, 

how to make the machines allies rather than adversaries?

• Transdisciplinary research framed by STS theories

• 2 case studies over 1 year: Bxl’air Bot (Alter Echos) 

and Quotebot (Mediafin)

• Methodology adapted from one case study to another

• Bxl’air Bot = experimental project, developed by the researcher to 

make the experience of technology (possibilities and limits)

• Final users associated to the design process = first form of use



2. Experimental project

• 2 journalists particularly involved

• Researcher = mediation agent between the newsroom and the bot

• Supposed technical translations of journalistic requirements

• Designed as a tool for journalist by collecting and storing data 

+ provide real-time analysis (NLG, maps and graphs)

• Transparency of the project = service to the audience 

with providing real-time information about the situation

• Observations over one year => to support a wider investigative

Data does not tell anything about the causes 
and the consequences of air pollution



3. The technical challenge

A. Where to find the right data?

Exploration of the possibilities through open data:

data.gov.be, opendata.brussels.be, opendatastore.brussels







2 access points: Bruxelles Environnement and IRCELINE

• Availability through HTML pages only, moving format 

(not made to be reused easily)

• Only unvalidated data (validated data non available)

• Implied scraping + regular monitoring + maintenance of the database 

to ensure accuracy, correctness



B. When to collect the right data at the right time?

• Moving averages VS fixed averages

• When fixed averages are updated (storage)?

• Requires knowledge of the application domain: 

2 interviews with representatives of IRCELINE to understand 

the data life cycle (data management principle)

• Data are likely to evolve over time 

(correction of anomalies)



4. The journalistic challenge

Overview of the situation

• Norms = arbitrary (what is true today can be false tomorrow, 

the principle of a norm is being violated or respected)

• EU Norms are criticized = compromise between members 

+ influenced by industrial lobbying + not enough constraining + outdated

• Incoherence of the norms: daily limit rate NO2 = 200 μg/m³ never 

exceeded at the contrary of the yearly one = 40 μg/m³ systematically 

exceeded in Brussels 

• Overruns in the Brussels’ area regularly highlighted by the EU 

Commission

• WHO recommendations = more severe + outdated too 

(2005, in a revising process)



• 9 measurement stations at the time of the experience

• Arts Loi, not taken into account within the EU reporting (mandatory) 

but huge traffic, considered by the authorities as non representative 

of the ambient air pollution in Brussels for this reason
• Uccle taken into account within the EU reporting but very light traffic.

Choices made regarding public health considerations:
1) Comparisons with WHO recommendations

2) Comparisons with yearly average rate of NO2

3) Averages computed from the data of the 9 stations

4) Averages computed including and excluding Uccle

5) Critics of the air quality index ☺ often good, rarely bad despite overruns

Technical choices = journalistic choices => not neutral
All of the choices explained (online, published articles)





5. Journalistic uses
Subject of journalism 
Sciences & Avenir, RTBF

Object of journalism 
bxlairbot.be / @bxlairbot.be

Tool of journalism



6. Feedbacks from journalists

• The bot did a job humanly difficult to 

do: added value of automation = 

repetitive tasks, gain of time = tool

• Exclusive information 

(analysis over time of raw facts)

• Make sense when it is integrated 

within human journalistic practices

• Recognize the subjectivity led 

by public health preoccupations

• Any data analysis activity cannot be 

considered as neutral: numbers as 

subjective as words = interpretation 

activity (challenge of any ddj project)

Annual average of NO2 rate 

(Week, Saturday, Sunday)



7. Online audience: limited but engaged
Analytics
• 1.646 visitors 2.312 sessions 

from 04-01-2017 to 06-30-2018

• Monthly average: 110 visitors, 

bounce rate: 57,40%

• 67,08% Belgium

Automated newsletter
• Launched after a reaction of a 

reader asking for an alert 

system based on WHO 

recommendations 

• 50 subscribers



Twitter
• 4.084 tweets automatically pushed over 1 year

• Less than 100 followers

• 30 consultations of the profile/month

• 132 notifications

• 36 engagements/month



8. Feedbacks from audience

• Journalistic bias never highlighted

• Perceived as an independent information or as a service

• Interpretation of the data / vulgarization viewed as more credible than 

reinsuring communications (smileys) or more understandable / 

accessible than scientific communications



9. The data publisher: science VS journalism

• EU norms are the only referents (institutional isomorphism?)

• Journalists and developers are not scientists (misunderstandings, bad 

comparisons) = only the authorities able to well communicate

• Communication efforts to deliver their message about comparisons 

(fixed averages vs moving averages, daily vs yearly averages)

• Did not agree with NO2 comparisons

(yearly basis)



Conclusion

• No automation without the human factor 

• Data must be accurate, reliable, up to date: necessity of a human 

maintenance of the database over time

• Difficulties because of the HTML (moving format) + no data = no bot

• Journalistic point of view led by public health considerations: as any 

editorial process, any choice is not neutral + interpretations of data

• Journalism VS communications of public authorities: 

lack of scientific expertise, journalists or developers not specialists

• Institutional isomorphism? Values of the norms are not in question, 

importance of the respect of the norms despite arbitrary character

• Limited but engaged audiences, taken as an independent and digest 

information, feedbacks rather positive
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