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Crowdsourced Data, 
Volunteer Activism

& Crisis Mapping from a 
GIS Perspective



The International Network
of Crisis Mappers

A venue for an interdisciplinary mix of 
field practitioners, scholars, specialists to 
meet
◦ Conference, ICCM
◦ Virtual

Sharing via google groups and Ning



What is Crisis Mapping?
An interdisciplinary new field?

A subfield of GIS? Something else?



Origins & Accelerants

Participatory maps

User-friendly platforms

Crowdsourced event data:

◦ Cell phones, twitter, social media



Core components of Crisis Mapping

Data
◦ Crowdsourced events
◦ Imagery
◦ Roads, landcover, other variables 

Visualization
Analysis
Response & P2P Connection







Syria TrackerSyria Tracker





SMS can facilitate telling your story



Volunteers fill the gap



Haiti Crisis MapHaiti Crisis Map









Good road maps: sine qua non for Crisis Mapping



Open Street Map  - 24 hours later



The power of the volunteer 
HOT-OSM community

http://vimeo.com/9182869



Scope of “Crisis”

Operational humanitarian support for 
acute crises like natural disasters, 
conflicts, oil spills, tornados, snowstorms
As witness or for evidence: monitoring 
elections, intimidation, human rights 
violations, torture, deaths, sexual 
harassment, GBV, wars, genocide







Somalia SpeaksSomalia Speaks



Both problems & solutions…



Concerns raised:  Verification



Verification II





An ecosystem of remote assistance

Standby Task Force, Open Street Map, 
GISCorps, CrowdFlower, Crisis Mappers, 
Crisis Commons, MapAction, Geeks 
Without Bounds…

Working with local communities, 
international institutions, NGOs…





Crisis Maps help:
Collect evidence: intimidation, human rights 
violations, torture, deaths, sexual 
harassment, GBV, election monitoring, 
forced evictions



Friends at Public Laboratory: 
balloons & kites for grassroots mapping



What can we learn from Crisis Maps? 
Creative ways to visualize complex data: 

Napoleon’s march



Analysis:
Snow’s Cholera Map



Sample questions & hypotheses 
from a crisis map

What explains why combatants sometimes 
target civilians while at other times they refrain 
from doing so? 

The deliberate targeting of civilians is NOT a 
ubiquitous feature in war. What explains 
patterns, variation and change? 

Coping with complex spatio-temporal event 
data



This 
horrific 
war…

and so 
many 
dots









A girl can dream…

Complex visualization for pattern 
detection and hypothesis formulation

Cross-event space-time correlations



Crisis Mapping Analytics
Detecting the signal from the noise
Understanding existing patterns, 
dynamics, trends
Testing for spatial effects 
(autocorrelation, clustering/dispersion)
Testing hypotheses (proposed 
correlations, relationships)
Forecasting
Data-mining



Learning from you…

Maps collecting location-event data

Spatial point pattern processes: 
Criminology and epidemiology
◦ Mapping space-time discrete events: incidents 

of crime, an explosion, battle, food 
distribution points, etc.



Connecting back

Closing the communications loop: 
◦ linking back to affected populations 
◦ Working within existing systems in the 

humanitarian community



Let’s brainstorm next steps!

For the ecosystem
For “volunteers”
For affected populations
For analysts/experts in GIS
For working together in cross-disciplinary 
teams
For finding ways to preserve this new 
knowledge



What is Crisis Mapping?

A field, a sub-field, a practice, just a good 
party, or nothing new under the sun? 
What is your perspective?

I look forward to learning from you!  
Thank you.


