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A quick definition of “infrastructure”:

A standardized integrated support system that moves or disseminates: People, goods, energy, or information…and may provide temporary storage as well.

There are public works infrastructure systems:  Roads & bridges, water systems, sewer systems, …(sometimes schools are included – they disseminate information.), (sometimes libraries are included – they store information.)

There are also privately owned infrastructure systems: Electric utilities, telephone, cable systems, railroads,…

All these standardized systems become available to everyone as a “public good.” When private infrastructure systems go bankrupt, they are then maintained by the public sector for the public good.  (e.g., trolley and bus systems.)

Within the Information Technology (IT) sector, Geographic Information Systems (GIS) have now become Spatial Data Infrastructure Systems.  At the national level, the federal initiative is called the National Spatial Data Infrastructure (NSDI).  The NSDI focus revolves around standardizing data about location..  The objective is to leverage investments in each agency’s spatial data collection efforts to share with others and prevent duplication of effort.  GIS differs from the traditional IT approaches by adding point, line, area and volume data elements – the “spatial data elements.”  GIS is currently in the process of being integrated within IT (it used to be a separate discipline) and now called “spatial data” as in the Oracle Spatial database application.

The same reasoning applies at state, county and municipal levels and increasingly at the watershed level.  All government agencies need to access and share similar spatial data.

This creates a new infrastructure system: The storage and dissemination of standardized spatial data of the built and natural environment for all to share freely.  (In the rest of the world, it is called Geomatics because focuses on measuring the earth.).  All infrastructure systems will use GIS for its decision support and management functions.

Spatial data becomes valuable not because it is kept confidential but precisely because it is shared.  When spatial data is widely available and disseminated freely the economy benefits: government agencies become more effective in providing services; new private sector companies emerge to provide niche services to both private and government organizations; the public has access to more detailed information in map format for easier comprehension.  These “public goods” deserve continued support and investment.

The emerging model for how to pay for this new infrastructure is based on the way we pay for libraries - no user fees.  Accessing library information is considered so important that everyone may use the library for free.  Funding is shared regionally by special taxes willingly paid by the public. .

The spatial data infrastructure and all the benefits from its stored data will evolve only by similar strategic investments.  Readily accessible spatial data is a public good.  The financial payback occurs with multiple uses of the same spatial data.

Other regions have adopted the technology and use it extensively for normal business and government transactions.  Its use for identifying the optimum parcel for a new company to locate to is a common business application.
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