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The Evolving Landscape of MCMD Information Flow 

Geospatial information -- information about what is where -- plays an invaluable role in all aspects 

of emergency management, from preparedness and response to recovery and mitigation. 

Because of the costs associated with its production, geospatial information has traditionally been 

created and distributed by government agencies, with some assistance from the private sector, in 

a top-down, radial pattern. In recent years new technologies, including GPS and GIS, have 

dramatically reduced the cost of acquiring and disseminating geospatial information, effectively to 

zero, and have also dramatically reduced the time delays involved. The term neogeography 

describes a world in which there is no longer any effective distinction between amateur and expert, 

since the skills and tools needed to produce geospatial information are in effect available to all. 

Nowhere are these changes more apparent than in the domain of emergency management. While 

citizens used to rely on official sources for current information on the progress of disasters, 

evacuation orders, and the locations of shelters and other facilities, today much of this information 

is being generated and disseminated by citizens. The general public provides a dense network of 

observers who are typically enabled by devices that range from cellphones to computers, and 

connected through broadband networks. By contrast government agencies cannot field large 

numbers of observers, and must rely instead on remote sensing and other technologies with fine 

spatial resolution -- but such technologies are impacted by smoke, cloud, infrequent overpasses, 

and many other constraints. 

Moreover official information must be verified before it can be disseminated, a process that 

inevitably takes time in what are often time-critical situations. Numerous examples of the transition 

from agency-dominated to citizen-dominated information flow can be found, ranging from recent 

wildfire emergencies in Santa Barbara to the base mapping that has supported the Port-au-Prince 

relief effort. 

This new landscape raises numerous issues, perhaps the most important being accuracy. Rather 

than guarantee accuracy, crowd-sourced data invites the user to balance timeliness with accuracy, 
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accepting risky data that is available now rather than reliable data that may not be available for 

some time. False positives are more likely than false negatives, but are more acceptable because 

the associated risks are less severe. The geospatial nature of the information also invites several 

specific strategies for addressing accuracy, including the importance of context, the difficulty of 

faking geospatial information, and the role of the crowd in driving toward consensus. 

A variety of literatures are relevant, including the literature on trust, on uncertainty in geographic 

information, and on spatial data infrastructures. Systematic research is just beginning, and is 

starting to yield some important insights. 
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