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Data Extraction v. Traditional 
Web Scraping
• We’ll be pulling valuable 
data out of a locked 
document
• We are “liberating” needed 
data from PDF’s
• Data extraction from PDF’s 
won’t automatically update 
your data when the 
government agency updates 
their site
• Traditional web scraping 
does give you that 
advantage



Sometimes Government Makes It 
Easy To Work With Its Data



Sometimes Government Makes It Easy to 
Get Data

Just Hit the Export or Download Button on a Government Site





We Can Just Download Data 



Let’s Try It: Finding Data By 
File Type



Finding Data 

Let’s look for the most recent spreadsheet of 
all individuals or entities who have been 
“debarred” or banned from doing business in 

Massachusetts
Search terms:  mass.gov and debarment and filetype .xls



Finding Data

• Open the first link

• Save the spreadsheet to your desktop

• Open the data and do a “four corner check”
• How many total records do you have?

• What information is in the columns? What do the column headings say?
• You should always get a record layout or data dictionary for your data to make sure you 

understand what each column or row represents.
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Often Journalists Have to 
“Scrape” or Extract” Data from a 

PDF for Analysis



Obtaining Data:  Converting 
Files 

• What type of “file” is a PDF?
• Adobe created PDF more than 20 years ago

• Primarily used for viewing, not working with 
documents

• Portable Document Format – can look at it no matter 
what operating system you are using 

• Create the document one time and use Adobe to look 
at it



Liberating Data from 
Documents

• Government “traps” data in PDF’s so we can’t 
access it easily to analyze
• We have to “free” the data so we can work with 
it.  We use different tools to do that

• One way to do that is with PDF converters like a 
tool such as Cometdocs or Tabula



Use a PDF CONVERTER to extract the data from 
PDF documents so you can work with it

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC

http://gatesoftwaredownload.blogspot.com/2016/01/pdf-wondershare-pdf-converter-pro-401.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/


Why Government Traps Data?



Pictures can also be presented more dramatically in widescreen.

Widescreen Pictures



Extracting 
Data from 
PDF’s with 
Tabula



A free tool like 
Tabula comes in 
handy for PDF’s 
with multiple 

tables



What Is TABULA?

• Free extraction tool to turn tabular data locked 
in PDF’S into exportable CSV or spreadsheet files

• Works on Windows, MAC or Linux systems
• Works on text-based PDF’s, where you can select 
text

• Not scanned documents



Differences:  Text Based and 
Scanned

• Text-based files 
• PDF stores exact 
positions of every 
character

• TABULA can take those 
positions and extract 
the characters

• Scanned PDF’s are a 
collection of images

• Can’t extract the 
characters

• Could use OCR but 
accuracy can be 
problem



Scanned Image vs. Text



TABULA CANNOT IMPORT IMAGE-
BASED DOCUMENTS



Install TABULA

• Download & Install Tabula
• Windows & Linux users will need a copy of 

Java installed. You can download Java 
here. (Java is included in the Mac version.)
• Download the version of Tabula for your 

operating system:
• Windows: tabula-win.zip
• Mac OS X: tabula-mac.zip
• Linux/Other: tabula-jar.zip, view 

README.txt inside for instructions

• Extract the zip file. (Instructions: 
Windows, Mac)
• Go into the folder you just 

extracted. Run the "Tabula" 
program inside.
• A web browser will open. If it 

doesn't, open your web 
browser, and go to 
http://localhost:8080. There's 
Tabula!

https://www.java.com/download/
https://www.java.com/download/
https://github.com/tabulapdf/tabula/releases/download/v1.2.0/tabula-win-1.2.0.zip
https://github.com/tabulapdf/tabula/releases/download/v1.2.0/tabula-mac-1.2.0.zip
https://github.com/tabulapdf/tabula/releases/download/v1.2.0/tabula-jar-1.2.0.zip
http://windows.microsoft.com/en-us/windows-8/zip-unzip-files
http://support.apple.com/kb/PH10915
http://localhost:8080/


Launching TABULA

qOnce you launch TABULA 
it will first run on the 
command

qPin it to your taskbar 
for easy launching



What Is TABULA?

• Free extraction tool to turn tabular data locked 
in PDF’S into exportable CSV or spreadsheet files

• Works on Windows, MAC or Linux systems
• Works on text-based PDF’s, where you can select 
text

• Not scanned documents



Importing Data 

•Open 
•These are county by county 
deaths of overdoses across 
Massachusetts from __(what do 
I need to know?) 
•Do a four-corners check – how 
many tables are there?  
•what stories do you see?   





Importing to TABULA

qOpen TABULA
qI save the URL to 

my bookmarks to 
easily find it

qClick on BROWSE
qFind your saved PDF





Import Your PDF



Do A Four Corners Check –
Did You Get the Same 
Number of Pages and 
Records?



Click on “Auto Detect Tables” and Tabula 
Will Look for Tabular Data – and Highlight 
It in Pink



Extracting Data With Tabula 

• Click “Autodetect 
Tables” 

• TABULA will go 
through and 
highlight in pink 
data that it should 
extract from the PDF



Previewing

• TABULA will generate images you can PREVIEW
• Scroll through what it has imported to make 
sure it all correct

• You can see the tabular data within each page
• This is what TABULA will go in and extract 



Extracting Data With Tabula 

If you 
like what 
you see, 
you can 
“Preview 
and 
Export” 
the PDF



Click Preview and Export
Extracted Data 







Liberating Data With Tabula

Tabula Has “Freed” Your 
Tables Asks You To Double-Check Your Work



Let’s Export The Data to A CSV



Export Your Data

• Select EXPORT
• Export to a CSV

• Open your spreadsheet
• Do a four corners check?

• What does your top row say?
• What is your bottom record?



Let TABULA Export the Data



Check Your Data: Did It Export 
Correctly?

Export 
Your Data 
to a CSV 
and Open 
It



Open Your Spreadsheet: Analyze

What 
Stories 
Do You 
See?



Converting Data with CometDocs

• Try to “pivot” your 
data

• Do you see any 
story ledes?

• Try to write one 
out and dictate it 

to the class 



Omitting Tables

• If you want to change your selection
• Just click on REVISE SELECTION
• Can go back to your preview page



Clearing Selections

• Click CLEAR ALL SECTIONS
• You’ll see the pink box around the table is 
cleared

• Another option: you can also click on the X in 
the upper right next to the selected table

• Close it out
• TABULA won’t bring it in







More Options with PDFtoEXCEL



Once It’s Complete, You’ll See 
The Option to Download Your File



Converting Data with PDFtoEXCEL

Upload the file 

“March_2022_monthly

_opr_

discipline_report”

These are actions taken by the 

Vermont Secretary of State 

against licensed professionals



Converting Data with PDFtoEXCEL



Converting Data with PDFtoEXCEL

Now try to do 

the same thing with the 

file 

“Maine Drugs 2018”
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