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 10 years of GSDI, achievements and challenges

Overview

The World Summit on Sustainable Development –WSSD (Johannesburg,

2002) or Rio +10, took place 10 years after Agenda 21 was promulgated.

Agenda 21 (and the ICT revolution), was the incubator for global initiatives

like GSDI, established in Bonn, Germany in 2006. Alike Rio +10, GSDI 9 allow

us to do a similar exercise, revisit the original ideas and recognize

achievements and difficulties.

This presentation advances an introductory exercise of this nature, based on

the experience and perspective gained by the author working for SDI

development at multi levels.

Michael Brand (Northern Ireland); Jane Petersson (USA); Peter Holland (Australia);

Dereck Clarke (South Africa); Santiago Borrero (Colombia); Ian Masser (England);

Mukund Rao (India) and Harlan Onsrud (USA), have chaired the GSDI in this decade.

Since GSDI 4 (2001) the Secretariat is the responsibility of the US FGDC
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The Emerging Global Spatial Data Conference (GSDI 1) 4-6

September, 1996 Bonn, Germany (1)

Maritim Hotel Konigswinter, Germany

Venue of the GSDI inaugural event

The Emerging Global Spatial Data Conference (GSDI 1), 1996 (2)

The Facilitators

¥ Initiative of Klaus Barwinski (DDDI), Michael Brand (EUROGI) and
Fritz Petersohn (Atlantic Institute)

¥ Conference convened by EUROGI, DDGI Germany, Atlantic 
Institute, Institute for Land Information, OGC, USGS FGDC and FIG 
Commission 3

¥ Event attended by 63 invited delegates, representing 20 countries

¥ Individuals still active in the GSDI Association: Bas Kok; Roger 
Longhorn; Jarmo Ratia and Gabor Remetey

¥ Organizations still active in GSDI: Atlantic Institute, EUROGI, 
FGDC, HUNAGI, ITC, NGA (formerly DMA), National Lands 
Finland, NR Canada, FIG, OGC and INTERGRAPH

The first two GSDI conferences were attended by invited delegates, since GSDI 3 in

Canberra, Australia registration is open. More than 600 public and private

organizations representing every region of the World have been represented at the

GSDI conferences
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The Emerging Global Spatial Data Conference (GSDI 1), 1996 (3)

Main Conference Goals

¥ To identify the critical opportunities and threats inherent in 
creating a global spatial data infrastructure

¥ To minimize duplication of national efforts and the cost of 
associated Research & Development (R&D), and

¥ To create a standardized vocabulary and the new concepts needed
to facilitate an ongoing dialogue and the use of geo-information 

products and services in a global spatial data infrastructure.

First words formally pronounced on GSDI: “Whatever our background,

culture, state of economic development, to overcome the constraints in

producing and using Geographic Information and to begin building the

necessary infrastructure to allow (the GSDI) to happen...” (Michael Brand,

2006)

The Emerging Global Spatial Data Conference (GSDI 1), 1996 (4)

Selected thoughts on GSDI

¥ “This meeting corresponds to a goal pursued most of my life… a spatial 
infrastructure for the good of all nations” (Fritz Petersohn)

¥ “To build a NSDI…, (there is need) for a strong linkage of the Geomatic sector with
the space sector and the political sphere” (Edryd Shaw)

¥ “ I recommend to define more precisely the concept, to identify the already existing
parts of the GSDI, to establish a network for exchanging ideas and experiences 

and to repeat the current exercise by inviting a wider audience (Bas Kok)

¥ “Asia is moving quickly to the viewpoint that a regional SDI policy is needed, 
although there is currently an uneven playing field, with countries well advanced o n
SDI…, but large players who most need GI and SDI, and who have a great impact in the
region, moving more slowly” (Akihiro Yamaura)

¥ “The African situation is dire, due to lack of funds for training, (need to) educate 
government officials on GI and its uses, data collection progresses slowly…” ( U n i s
Muftah)

To launch the debate, two discussion papers were prepared by Lance McKee (OGC)

and Peter Burrough (EUROGI). Lance centered on the GSDI concept, the need to for a

global vocabulary and the roles of technology and culture and that of government and

professional associations to set the regulatory framework. Peter focused on Europe

and defined the challenge as one “to move from NSDI to ESDI and then onto a GSDI”
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The Emerging Global Spatial Data Conference (GSDI 1) 1996(5)

Conference Development

Participants were organized into four working groups to draw a sketch for the
future GSDI: Benefits of GSDI; Potential GSDI Engineering Projects; Legal
barriers and unifying elements of GSDI; and Political, social, economic and
legal issues

Findings of Group 2 are of special interest. Three concrete actions were
proposed:

Early developments in GSDI focused on the idea of a unique global SDI concept. A

vision to be achieved within certain period of time based on the availability of a

significant amount of human, institutional and financial resources. A model to be

transferred to developing nations, through international cooperation…

1. Create a test site “in a multi-country region with high visibility and high
political profile (…) to test the utility of various technologies and 

interoperability”

2. Encourage worldwide publishing of metadata, agreed as “an extremely 
useful first step in helping geodata providers and geodata users to begin 

the process of integrating information”

3. Set up a clearinghouse, as “research is proceeding rapidly in many areas
of geospatial technology”

The Emerging Global Spatial Data Conference (GSDI 1) 1996 (6)

Conclusions of GSDI 1

A consensus was reached to start thinking about the GSDI concept and a
possible "implementation plan". The following conclusions were agreed:

• All people and especially the politicians have to be convinced of
the importance of spatial data

• Building up a consortium of politicians and GI experts to
evaluate the outcome “no more discussions and papers are needed but
concrete action!”

• Creating 'ad hoc working groups' to check the G7 projects for
underlining the necessity of a global spatial data infrastructure

• Finding acceptable funding for these actions

• Developing a logical overall concept based on an open system
architecture and focusing on information technology standards and
geospatial data standards

• Educating young people, who apply scientific, mathematical and
economic principles.

It was proposed that the GSDI Forum be extended to all sectors in the Spatial Data and

Geographical Information communities, worldwide. The GSDI Forum is needed to

review and comment upon the real, practical problems being faced today by global GI

projects
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Since then…, GSDI Achievements: The First Decade

¥ Successful as a Global Forum

¥ Has promoted and stimulated the formation of new leadership in SDI

¥ Has contributed to the development of  SDI initiatives at multi levels

¥ Consolidated Regional SDI Newsletters to spread the SDI words
widely

¥ Contributed to the application of transforming technologies in SDI

¥ Contributed to increase availability, access and application of spatial
data

¥ Impacted the way production of GI is now advanced (global
metadata, quality standards, terminology)

¥ Promoted national recognition of spatial data as  a strategic input for
development

The message of the GSDI has been shared directly to more than 50,000 people. Just

IGAC in Colombia reports 3826 attendants to its SDI training activities (SDI is also part

of the course outline for every training course offered at IGAC/CIAF)

GSDI Contribution:

“Enabling each of us
to arrange our local spatial data infrastructure”

SO FAR

“The greatest achievement of the GSDI Association over the past ten years
has been to aid each of us in viewing ourselves as "global citizens act in
mutual support" and thereby enabling each of us to arrange our local spatial
data infrastructure efforts to accommodate and support interoperability,
technology transfer, and the sharing of knowledge across the globe”

FUTURE

“A dominant challenge in the next five to ten years will be to enable
individual citizens in addition to organizations and agencies to gather and
use local data to effectively meet their most pressing needs”

Harlan Onsrud, GSDI President
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OGC contribution to GSDI:

Helping to advance objectives of the SDI movement

¥ Incorporated in 1994, now has over 331 members, growing in Europe
(138) and Asia/Pacific (37), …only 3 OGC members are in Africa and
South America

¥ OGC has 18 standards adopted by membership for use as OGC
Implementation Standards nowadays applied in hundreds of products
by traditional commercial and open source technology developers.
There are over 20 standards and profiles now in development by OGC
members

¥ OGC has formal agreements with ISO TC/211, OASIS, W3C, Open Mobile
Alliance and many others to collaborate on standards development,
testing, and harmonization.

¥ Besides conventional training programs that OGC offers the community,
OGC rely on resources and tools to assist the user community in OGC
standards, such as the OGC Web Map Service Cookbook and the OGC
Network, comprising a virtual collection of resources.

In a 5-10 years time, in conjunction with the standards community, OGC is looking for a

greater level of work to address the “spatial” Web; to advance standards based

solutions that can better produce more meaningful results; and to extend geospatial

awareness to citizens, businesses and governments in all sectors

With information from Mark Reichardt, OGC CEO

ISO contribution to GSDI:

Developing an integrated set of spatial data standards

¥ ISO/TC 211 began with its first Plenary in October, 1994 in Oslo, Norway

¥ 30 plus standards produced so far

¥ At least a 150 courses/workshops/seminars/tutorials

¥ Over 300 various people have worked within ISO/TC 211 on standards
and at least 5,000 people have taken the training

¥ There are about 60 national bodies involved along with various Class A
Liaisons and related standards organizations

¥ Major global contribution has been the development of an integrated set
of spatial data standards

¥ Second generation of standards are primarily raster/gridded data
standards and location based services standards

Over the next 5 to 10 years will see the global implementation of the ISO Metadata

Standard via many profiles integrated through metadata registries. The increasing

institutionalization of the ISO/TC 211 standards by the agencies of international

organizations and the adoption of ISO/TC 211 data standards by the geospatial open

source community

With information from Henry Tom, Chair ISO TC 211Outreach WG
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GSDI: A Complex Process

Ian Masser’s rate of innovation approach to SDI

SDI is moving “From a product to a process model … from

formulation to implementation” (GIS Worlds Creating SDI, Ian Masser,

ESRI Press 2005)

GSDI: Evolving Definition

"The Global Spatial Data Infrastructure supports ready global access

to geographic information. This is achieved through the coordinated

actions of nations and organizations that promote awareness and

implementation of complimentary policies, common standards and

effective mechanisms for the development and availability of

interoperable digital geographic data and technologies to support

decision making at all scales for multiple purposes.” (Adopted:

Cartagena, Colombia, GSDI 5, 2001)

“A SDI is a framework of technologies, data, policies, institutional

arrangements and people aimed at increasing the availability,

understanding and use of spatial data  and services to support policy,

business, research and society at large” (Francois Salge: “SDI, as

simple as Five Fingers”, GIM Magazine. September, 2006)

An SDI is about interconnecting data and institutional collaborations but also

about dynamic changes, consensus-building processes and, on top, about

getting people to work together to serve people to access and to apply

spatial data
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“I argue for more pluralism and diversity (…)
for understanding SDI implementation phenomena

in developing regions” (Y. Giorgiadou)

At GSDI 2 (1997), I expressed “SDI will reflect local social and economic

conditions, cultural aspects and elements related to national identity and also

that, in Latin America and the Caribbean the road is not paved for GSDI”.

Later, at UNSIS (2003), I added “(i) technology itself does not ensure the

successful use and application of digital data and (ii) information technology,

infrastructure, and connectivity do not necessarily equate to information

access and a real bridging of The Digital Divide”.

Recently, Y. Giorgiadou stated that “A look at the current SDI discourse (…)

reveals that we find ourselves, roughly speaking, in the technical and

mythical phases, especially in developing regions”. Yola is asking for more

“socio-technical” and “multidisciplinary” approaches and for discussing the

commonly held assumptions about key SDI concepts, its intensive focus on

developed nations and their disconnectedness with reality in the developing

world.

The Impact of Non-technical Variables on SDI Building Processes in Developing

Nations were analyzed at the Atlantic Institute Think Tank VI “Embracing Cultural

Differences in a GSDI” (MIT, 2005)

Between Global Uniformity and Local Challenging Realities:

Current and Alternative Understanding of Key SDI Concepts

“One size does not fit all....There are multiple approaches to technology and those

multiple approaches must be considered in the context of multiple cultures”

(H.Onsrud, 2005)

Georgiadou, Y. SDI Ontology and Implications for research in the developing world. IJSDI, 2006

A complex, value laden, socially shaped,
historically contingent entity

A value-neutral, globally enabling
mechanism, ÔendingÕ history.

Information

Technology

Mutually reinforcing social structure,
managerial agency and SDI
implementation

Dualism of social structure and
managerial agency
Dualism of social structure and SDI
implementation

S o c i a l

Structure

Muddling through and tinkering
Formal objective processes and
structures

Management

methodologies

Diverse rationalities, culture, valuesUniversal rationalityPeople

Flexible, complex, based on ideology
and power games

Stable, straightforward and formal
based on logical criteria

D e c i s i o n

Processes

Contingent, informal, qualitativeStandardized, formal, quantitativeInformation

Alternative understandingCurrent understandingConcepts
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Conclusions

(1) GSDI is a multilevel, interdisciplinary, intricate and dynamic process
contributing to Sustainable Development and the expansion of the
Information Society (and the reduction of the Digital Divide);

GSDI is about Development Opportunities for PEOPLE

(2) GSDI should be identified by the SDI community as an innovative and
relevant Association, with facilitating roles. A Global Forum supportive and
respectful of diversity, where multiple approaches to technology and change
are promoted by professionals representing different ethnic, national and
disciplinary perspectives;

GSDI is about Multiple Views PEOPLE have on Development

(3) Expansion of SDI is a structural requisite for nations in progress to
accomplish multidimensional developments objectives

GSDI is about Spatial Data for the PEOPLE

No Data, No SDI


