Support the spread of good practice in generating, managing, analysing and communicating spatial information Module: [M13 - Participatory Internet-based Mapping

Unit: [M13U03 - Risks and Limitations of Internet-based Mapping]

Handout for Trainee
Risks and Limitations of Internet-based Mapping 
[image: image1.jpg]


Developed by: Jon Corbett and Kasondra White

Table of Contents

11
INTRODUCTION


22
The Cost of Displaying Data for Free


23
Representing local perspectives


23.1
The Risk of Exclusion


23.2
Technocracy


34
Ongoing management of an Internet map


35
Protecting online information


35.1
Dissemination


35.2
Adding and Modifying Data


35.3
Dealing with Offensive Content


36
intellectual property rights




1 INTRODUCTION
While Internet-based mapping can be an effective and inexpensive way to document and present community spatial knowledge, there are risks and limitations to this method that community members and practitioners need to be conscious of before they invest in developing such a system. Armed with an awareness of some of the limitations, map makers may be able to mitigate potential problems before they occur. This Unit discusses specific risks and limitations related to Internet-based participatory mapping that are associated with sharing spatial knowledge through the Internet. 
Topics include issues of representation, how best to symbolise an idea or a set of beliefs within the scope of the available technologies and how to protect this information once it is presented on the Web. The question of how to control dissemination is addressed, including who has access to maps once these have been created and who has the right to add or modify data (e.g. community members, facilitators, etc.). 
A discussion follows regarding intellectual property and how this relates to Web-based mapping. Limitations that are associated with this kind of Internet-based mapping are elaborated upon, including the capacity of Web-based tools to adequately represent local knowledge, constraints associated with using technologies that are constantly evolving and access to the tools needed to create these maps. 
See also some case studies in the Exercise included in this Unit. 
2 The Cost of Displaying Data for Free

While earlier units (M13U01 and M13U02) presented some of the advantages of Web-based mapping (e.g. its current low cost, a format which is relatively easy to learn and flexible data integration), it should be noted that these benefits do not come without some sacrifice. This includes a degree of inaccuracy, the challenge of working with often outdated data and an inability to perform more complex spatial analyses (such as is found in Geographic Information Systems (GIS) packages). 
If the mapping needs of a community can be met despite these shortcomings, then these drawbacks may not be a major concern. However, community members need to be aware of these limitations before investing their time and resources into developing an Internet map. They should not expect to be able to create the same kind of a product that might be made using more advanced (and often expensive) tools.

3 Representing local perspectives

As with all forms of participatory mapping, it is important to remember that communities are rarely homogenous units with one unified perspective. Thus, the issue might arise of who’s voice within the community is being presented on the map. With Internet-based mapping, this issue is exacerbated because the representation of spatial knowledge is mediated and presented using levels of technology that are usually not universally understood and mastered by all members within a community. It is important to avoid a situation in which those members with the technological skills become the gatekeepers for other community members’ knowledge. This is especially the case when they assume a role in deciding what information to incorporate into a map and how that information is to be presented. 

3.1 The Risk of Exclusion  

While technologies associated with the GeoWeb are generally accredited with allowing for a greater level of citizen involvement in the mapping process, it is possible that certain members of the community may be excluded if their perspectives do not fit within the dominant point of view held by the community. This is especially the case if they are members of society who do not traditionally have a voice (e.g. women or children). 
3.2 Technocracy
Although the tools of the GeoWeb are becoming more user-friendly and are generally easier to understand than traditional GIS, they may still present a barrier to certain sectors of society. Primarily, using these tools requires access to a computer. For many people, this will not be a reality. Even in situations where a community has one or several computers, access may not be equal when certain members become more skilled or are more forceful about becoming involved in the mapping process.  Also, while the technologies are becoming simpler to use and understand, some people may still find them overly complicated, particularly if they are working with a computer for the first time.

4 Ongoing management of an Internet map

Once the map has been created and initial information has been added, the community will likely wish to continue adding points and updating the map. It may be necessary to put one person or a small group of people in charge of overseeing this. This role is usually referred to as a moderator (i.e. someone who will be in charge of monitoring and uploading information that community members submit to the map). 
Moderators play an important role in the early and ongoing stages of the map-making process. However, the controlling element of this role could lead to a situation where some community members become excluded from adding their own information to the map. This can be potentially mitigated by establishing protocols for creating, submitting and uploading information to the map.

5 Protecting online information

The information contained in an Internet based-map is usually available to any user of the World Wide Web, although it is possible to keep the map private by protecting it and allowing access only to those users with a registered user name and password. Given this worldwide availability, it is important to ensure that no sensitive information is included in the map. 
Furthermore, all contributors to the map must be made aware of how the data they provide will ultimately be displayed and they must confirm that they are comfortable with this. It is also possible to make certain aspects of the map publicly visible, with other aspects being visible only to members who log in to view the map. 
5.1 Dissemination 

Requirements for disseminating the data will depend on the characteristics of the audience(s) for whom the map is being made. When dealing with dispersed communities, it is important to establish some means of ensuring that all members have access to the map. When working with smaller communities, the dissemination process may simply involving holding a town meeting during which community members are introduced to the map. 

5.2 Adding and Modifying Data 

Once the map has been shared, communities may wish to allow additional information to be contributed by other community members or the general public. This may also involve some kind of discussion board, where viewers of the map can post their comments. Prior to releasing the map, it will be necessary for community members to decide:

· who will be able to add or modify data;  

· who will be in charge of overseeing these additions and modifications;  

· if there will be a limit on the number or kinds of additions that can be made. 

5.3 Dealing with Offensive Content  

When creating a map that is open to community input and editing, it is possible that some people may add content that would be offensive to others. At times, it may be obvious that this content has been added inappropriately. At other times, items that may seem perfectly acceptable to some contributors may be deemed inappropriate by others. For this reason, it is important to decide upon standards to guide the nature of submissions and guidelines for potentially rejecting certain contributions. 
6 intellectual property rights

Intellectual property refers to the rights that groups hold over their own knowledge, beliefs, practices, artwork and other cultural expressions. Expanding access to the Internet leads to increasing distribution of these cultural elements and many communities, particularly indigenous peoples and groups, are becoming concerned about the unlicensed use of traditional knowledge. Protecting the intellectual property of communities who may engage in creating a Web-based map is important for reasons related to:

· social justice, whereby communities are seen as having a fundamental right to control the distribution and use of information that is tied to their collective identity; 

· the benefits that are being gained from the cultural knowledge base, including a belief that the indigenous communities should be receiving any financial gains stemming from their knowledge.
  

Because of the risks associated with posting material online, it is important to take measures to protect the rights of community members over the knowledge that they contribute. Community members can be protected from infringement upon their traditional knowledge base in a number of ways. These include: 

· associating and storing the right holder’s information, such as name and contact information, with the data that s/he provides. This does not necessarily need to be displayed online alongside the data, but could be housed in a separate database. Regardless of how it is done, it is important to keep track of where the information is coming from and who officially possesses the rights to that knowledge base. These rights could also be held collectively by a group, including entire communities.

· protecting the rights of contributors through such measures as granting limited access or attaching some kind of statement outlining acceptable uses of the information. These statements can be displayed alongside the information when someone from outside of the community accesses it. 
· establishing policies regarding the use of certain types of data. These may include excluding certain information that is sensitive or that the group collectively feels should not be shared publicly. These policies may also necessitate that permission be granted exclusively by those individuals who can be seen as possessing some kind of right over the knowledge that is being displayed. This could be one person or an entire community, depending on the nature of the information that is being shared.
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