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By: Jerry Klink


Panelists Dr. John Pine (jpine@lsu.edu), Dr. Malcolm MacGregor (mmacgregor@maritime.edu), Dr. Jamie Mitchem (mitchem@cup.edu), and moderator Dr. Thomas Mueller (mueller@cup.edu) presented both the importance of geospatial technologies, such as GIS, GPS, and remote sensing, in emergency management and how they are instructed to students during the breakout session.  Each of the panelists presented on specific usage and instruction of their own particular applications of these geospatial technologies.  


The first Panelist to present was Dr. John Pine of the Department of Geography and Anthropology at Louisiana State University.  His presentation focused on “Using GIS & Modeling in Support of Emergency Response Operations”, which used New Orleans and Hurricane Katrina as examples.  The first concern when using geospatial technologies in emergency management is the time that it takes to gather and organize the data.  According to Dr. Pine the majority of data is required in 24 hours of the disaster, which encompasses real time monitoring and immediate remote sensing images.  This allows for a more accurate account of the damages caused by the disaster and also more accurate estimates of recovery time.  Dr. Pine gave the example of the flooding in New Orleans.  By overlaying a satellite image of New Orleans after the flood onto an existing elevation model of the city, they were able to determine the exact amount of water depth in each area and how long it would take to pump out.  Even after the event the geospatial technologies used could show the extent of damage to natural areas, the city infrastructure, and the environmental impacts.  

One issue that arose from the effort made to use GIS in New Orleans was the availability of information.  Realizing the need of easily accessible and reliable data spawned the concept of data clearinghouses.  These clearinghouses provide one central location for accessing data from the proper authorities, which allows emergency managers to more efficiently use tools like GIS.

The second presentation was by Dr. Jamie Mitchem and Dr. Thomas Mueller both of the Department of Earth Sciences at California University of Pennsylvania on the use of HAZUS in emergency management.  According to Dr. Mitchem HAZUS is the title of a software program, which stands for Hazards of the U.S.  HAZUS is a “standardized, nationally applicable, loss estimation methodology that uses PC based GIS software (ARCMap 9.X)”.  Basically this program was designed by FEMA to estimate the loss caused by disasters.  HAZUS actually requires a team to most effectively produce results.  It is made of specialists in engineering, economics, geology, hydrology, meteorology, and GIS.  HAZUS is based around models of earthquakes, floods, and wind or hurricanes.  Dr. Mitchem used his own experience as member of the 3RiversHUG (three rivers hazus users group) to better explain the roll of HAZUS.  The 3RiversHUG is a forum of organizations from southwestern Pennsylvania in a variety of sectors such as private, non-profit, and academic who seek to use HAZUS software to develop disaster resistant communities.  The 3RiversHUG also conducts monthly meetings, conference calls with the national group, training, student projects, internships, and has a student chapter.  This group not only attempts to assist communities, but also tries to encourage involvement of the upcoming academic community.  HAZUS also illustrates the importance of geospatial technologies like GIS in the field of emergency management.

The final panelist was Dr. Malcolm A. MacGregor who presented about the Massachusetts Maritime Academy’s emergency management program.  The program consists of several sections of emergency management themes.  The first concept for students is an introduction to GIS that involves GPS data and various MARPLOT applications.  The second section is focused on risk assessment with instruction in ALOHA, MARPLOT, ArcMap, and LandView.  The third section deals with hazardous waste management and learning to use CAMEO along with MARPLOT.  The next section concerns technological hazards again using many of the mapping software programs to familiarize the students. The last two sections deal mainly with information technology in emergency management and the students’ ability to demonstrate actual application of the mapping software and knowledge gained throughout the program.  Programs such as this and the GIS/Emergency Management program of California University of Pennsylvania not only reveal the importance of geospatial technology in emergency management, but they also show the wide variety of usage for such technology.

During the open discussion in the breakout session the most common question was: “Why doesn’t every state, city, or town use or have this technology?”  All the panelists agreed that it is an issue of promoting emergency management on all levels and including geospatial technology in the promotion.  Also they pointed out the some areas are just too far behind or financially incapable.  One other question concerned what made GIS different or more useful than a standard map.  Dr. Mitchem replied “GIS provides live updateable maps” and that “the analysis capabilities of GIS give it seemingly endless possibilities.”  

After hearing all the panelists and the open discussion it is easy to see how the field of geospatial technologies has a bright future itself, as well as how necessary it will be for the future of emergency management.  It is also obvious that there are several types of mapping software and that everyone seems to have their own particular favorite.  The next step with this technology may be in unifying the software?       

