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what�s inside

Not even Midwest thunderstorms,
flight delays, and a keynote

speaker’s lost luggage could
keep the 2006 IMAGIN

Conference “Geography
on the Move, Sustaining
Your Community” from
being a huge success.
The conference took
place at the beautiful
Grand Traverse Resort
in Traverse City, and

offered the 243 atten-
dees a chance to learn

about GIS efforts across the
State while networking with

their peers. 

The conference kicked off with the Annual
IMAGIN Golf Scramble at the stunning Grand
Traverse Resort Golf Course. Featuring Gary
Player’s 18 hole Wolverine Course and Jack
Nicklaus’ The Bear, the players had a fun and
challenging afternoon. After the golf outing,
conference speakers and vendors were treated
to a wine and cheese reception at the lovely
Ciccone Vineyard. The charming atmosphere,
excellent food, and unique wines made for great
networking and a fun evening.

This year the conference committee made a
number of changes to the conference program
offering free technical workshops, new facili-
tated networking sessions, and three prominent
speakers for the keynote address and plenary
sessions. The keynote address by Jim Geringer,
former governor of Wyoming, was originally
scheduled for Monday morning to kick off the
conference but due to flight cancellations, Mr.

Geringer arrived just in time to rally the crowd
at Monday’s lunch. Even after many flight
delays, lost luggage, and more than 24 hours in
transit, Mr. Geringer, who now acts as Director
of Policy and Public Sector Strategy for ESRI,
gave an exciting and educational keynote
address on the importance of placing a policy
perspective on GIS. Monday afternoon was
filled with interesting paper presentations and
workshops on everything from land records to
forest ecosystems and once again showcased
the best Michigan’s GIS community has to offer. 

This year’s technical workshops were included in
the conference registration fee and integrated
into the conference program to make them more
accessible to attendees. The workshops provided
attendees with an opportunity to take a more in-
depth look at a specific area of interest.
Workshops on ArcSDE, GPS Technology, Land
Records, and Integrating GIS Data with Google
Earth were a great success. The conference
committee would like to give a special thank you
to all the workshop providers. 

Also new to the conference this year were the
Facilitated Networking sessions. These sessions
offered an opportunity for attendees to trade
ideas about a specified subject in an informal
setting. The session topics Base Mapping, Public
Works & Utilities, Programming, and ArcSDE
stirred up many new ideas and exciting possibil-
ities. The Programming session was so well
received that the group decided to form an e-
mail list to continue to trade ideas after the
conference. 

The conference attendees wrapped up their
Monday with a Northern Exposure themed
reception in the exhibit hall and map gallery.
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Inc. to scrub existing GIS data, develop a geodatabase design, and
migrate commonly used GIS layers to the geodatabase. SEMCOG is
currently using ArcSDE with Oracle to serve its data, both internally for
staff use, and externally for Web applications. This migration has
helped to decrease redundancy with data storage and improve effi-
ciency in editing data. GIS staff are working with departmental staff to
maintain data in a versioned geodatabase model, specifically the data
that will be used as input to the Regional Development Forecast.
Data creation and preparation for the Regional Development Forecast
SEMCOG uses GIS to assist in developing a Regional Development
Forecast (RDF) of population, households, and jobs in Southeast
Michigan. The next update of the RDF is currently underway and will
provide a detailed set of forecast numbers for communities and traffic
analysis zones from 2005 through 2035. The computer model being
used for the 2035 RDF, UrbanSim, requires a number of GIS layers
and allocation procedures for simulating interactions between land use,
transportation, and public policy.
Through collaborations with county and local governments, SEMCOG
uses GIS to assemble and standardize regional GIS layers of residen-
tial and non-residential development, parks and recreation, wetlands,
flood-prone areas, soil types, and sewer service areas – all-important
factors for capturing a current snapshot of Southeast Michigan.
SEMCOG also compiles local master plans for predicting the region’s
future landscape.
Census 2000 Block and Block Group data serves as the primary
source for small-area demographic information, while aerial photogra-
phy, geocoded building permits, and current employment information
aid in representing recent development patterns. Other GIS layers are
also created to test alternate land-use scenarios, such as increasing resi-
dential density in master plans or delineating additional preserved
land.
Using GIS for environmental mitigation requirements and the RTP
SEMCOG is required to maintain a long-range Regional Transportation
Plan (RTP) covering at least a 20 year span, and a short-range
Transportation Improvement Program (TIP) covering three years. The RTP
and TIP establish policies, initiatives, and projects designed to achieve
regional transportation goals and objectives.
Federal legislation dictates a series of requirements for the RTP and TIP.
The current federal legislation — the Safe, Accountable, Flexible,
Efficient Transportation Equity Act: A Legacy for Users, or SAFETEA-LU
— contains a new requirement that the RTP include, “a discussion of
types of potential environmental mitigation activities and potential areas
to carry out these activities, including activities that may have the great-
est potential to restore and maintain the environmental functions
affected by the plan. This discussion shall be developed in consultation
with federal, state, and tribal wildlife, land management, and regula-
tory agencies.”
While no official federal guidance on this requirement has been
released, staff has consulted with the Federal Highway Administration
to define three general steps to this process:

• defining and inventorying environmentally sensitive areas;
• identifying and assessing likely impacts on these areas from RTP

projects; and
• addressing possible mitigation at the system-wide level.

GIS is being used to define and inventory environmentally sensitive
areas, using data sources which are consistent across the region. Once
the data is collected, using ESRI’s Model Builder, staff will identify the
number of planned projects which could potentially impact areas

Who�s Doing What in GIS and Spatial Technology

SEMCOG
Population: 4,898,000

Geographic Coverage: 4,600 square miles (11 913.94 km2)

Local government coverage: 7 counties, 234 local government
units

Staff: 76 total staff and 2 GIS staff

Budget: $11,000,000 operating budget, which includes $425,000
GIS development budget

GIS PROGRAM OVERVIEW

The chief mission of GIS within the Information Technology Department
at SEMCOG (Southeast Michigan Council of Governments) is to
provide GIS support to other program areas to fulfill the agency's
primary missions, including: 1) planning on issues that extend beyond
individual government boundaries; and 2) intergovernmental relations
in cooperation with local government, as well as state and federal
agencies.
SEMCOG’s GIS Department supports internal GIS projects and external
data requests. Internal projects include anything from setting up the
project, to providing programming support, to completing the entire
project, depending on the level of expertise and staff available within
the originating department. The GIS staff are also responsible for keep-
ing the GIS base layers current, maintaining good file management of
these files, upgrading GIS software when necessary, and keeping soft-
ware maintenance contracts current. Externally, staff foster many part-
nerships involving data creation and/or collaboration. ESRI products
are used at SEMCOG.

CURRENT ACTIVITIES
GIS staff are currently involved in a number of GIS initiatives.
Geodatabase conversion
Over the past 18 months, SEMCOG has worked with InfoGeographics,



The conference theme, Sustaining Our Community, took on new
meaning with Tuesday’s inspirational plenary presentation by
GISCorps co-founder Shoreh Elhami. Ms. Elhami discussed the
amazing response and recovery work being done worldwide by
thousands of GISCorps volunteers. Ms. Elhami highlighted the hard
work and dedication of the GISCorps volunteers who assisted with
the Asian Tsunami and Hurricane Katrina rescue and recovery efforts
and the importance of continuing to reach out to communities in
need.

The sustainable community theme continued throughout the Tuesday
educational sessions and into the annual awards luncheon where the
awards focused on GIS accessibility and outreach. The Professional
Recognition Committee did a fantastic job organizing the awards
ceremony and the Jim Living Geospatial Award winner, Joe
VanderMeulen, left the audience moved and inspired as he chal-
lenged attendees to reach out to their community and give back to
those less fortunate. 

Awards & Scholarships: 
The Jim Living Scholarship, sponsored by Woolpert, LLP, was
awarded to Scott Harding. Scott recently received his B.S. in
Geography at Michigan State University and will be entering the
Masters of Science in GIS program at MSU this fall. 

The GIS for Everyone Award recipient was the City of Kalamazoo.
They were recognized for their outstanding online GIS which
provides free access to much of the City’s GIS data. The online GIS
has been a great success and has made GIS data and analysis
accessible to additional internal departmental staff, other organiza-
tions, and the general Kalamazoo community. Their online GIS is
available at www.kalamazoocity.org. 

The Education & Outreach Award recipient was the Southwest
Detroit Business Association (SDBA). SDBA is an association
comprised of local businesses, community organizations, and
government agencies working together to foster healthy vibrant
neighborhoods in Southwest Detroit through innovation, drive and
commitment within the community. Tangible results of their GIS
Program include providing GIS services to organizations which
would not have had access or means to utilize GIS, increased
awareness of GIS technology, and increased partnership and project
collaboration.

The Jim Living Geospatial Award recipient was Joe VanderMeulen of
the Land Information Access Association (LIAA). As Director of the
Science & Technology Division of the Michigan Legislative Service
Bureau in the 1980s, Joe oversaw the development of a full service
GIS and was instrumental in shaping a number of environmental
laws enacted by the Legislature. Joe was also one of the founders of
IMAGIN which, as quoted by Mike Beaulac of the Michigan DEQ,
has resulted in “the present forum for diplomatic discussion of
statewide needs that bridge both the public and private sector's
interests in communicating with data that could be mapped and
analyzed in a spatial context.” In the 1990s, Joe created the Land
Information Access Association which continues to help people
shape better communities through: participation, education, informa-
tion, and the effective use of technology. One of his most significant
projects is a "Sense of Place," which tries to help communities
develop long-range land conservation plans. Joe continues to be
instrumental in the geospatial industry in Michigan today. 

Brooks E. Kelley of InfoGeographics, Inc. was the first recipient of
the IMAGIN Volunteer of the Year Award. This award is given to an
IMAGIN member in recognition of their continuing commitment to
the organization and their work that goes above and beyond what
is expected. Brooks was recognized for his efforts on IMAGIN’s
newsletter, IMAGINews. He has been chair of the newsletter
subcommittee for the past 5 years and along with his subcommittee,
dedicates numerous hours writing, compiling, collecting, and format-
ting articles for the bi-monthly newsletter. IMAGIN thanks Brooks for
his hard work and dedication over the years. 

Map Gallery Awards
Sponsored by: North Arrow Technologies

Best Cartographic Design
1. Jeremiah Podleski; Prein-Newhof; Metro System Map

2. Jeremiah Podleski; Prein-Newhof; Non-Motorized Trailway Routes

3. Aaron Bodbyl-Mast; Ottawa County; Relief Map

Best Analytical Presentation
1. Eric Steckling; Stantec Consulting; River Raisin Watershed
Management Plan

2. Dave Frey; LIAA; Examples of Rural Growth in the Howell Area

3. Frank Fisher; Waterford Township; Waterford Township Wellhead
Protection Areas

Best Data Integration
1. Dave Frey; LIAA; Land Parcel/Large Parcel Land Use

2. Eric Steckling; Stantec Consulting; River Raisin Watershed
Management Plan

3. Wade Prestonise; Universal Map; Universal Map Distribution
Coverage

Best Cooperative Presentation
1. Joe Vandermuelen, LIAA (with the United Way of Northwestern
Michigan, the Grand Traverse County MSU Extension, the Northwest
Michigan Human Services Agency, and the Traverse City Area
Chamber of Commerce): Fresh Food Partnership: Persons in Poverty
in 1999 by Census Block Group

2. Eric Steckling, Stantec Consulting (with the Eastern Michigan
University Institute for Community and Regional Development and the
City of Monroe): River Raisin Watershed Management Plan

3. Michael Dey, St. Clair County Health Department (with the St.
Clair County Drain Office and the Michigan Department of
Environmental Quality): St. Clair County GPS Survey Results

Student Poster and Paper Competition
Sponsored by: Sanborn Solutions, GITA Great Lakes Chapter, Hubbell,
Roth, and Clark, Lansing Board of Water and Light, and ESRI.
The Student Poster and Paper Competition winners from the
November competition were also recognized at the awards cere-
mony. The undergraduate poster winners were Scott Harding of
Michigan State University for his poster “Flood Protection for
Michigan State University”, Dan Wieferich of Michigan State
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WHO�S DOING WHAT continued from page 2
believed to be environmentally sensitive. Staff will then provide this
information to implementing agencies and elected officials for use in
their decision-making. It should be noted that this analysis will be
conducted at the regional level only; it is not designed to explore
detailed design alternatives or impacts at the project level. There are
other complementary processes already in place to do this. It is hoped,
however, that the data collected will be useful in those project-level
activities; staff will develop the means for sharing that data with others.
2005 Southeast Michigan regional orthoimagery flight update
Over the past few years, SEMCOG has worked with a number of part-
ners to acquire orthoimagery for Southeast Michigan. The partners
include Livingston County, Macomb County, Monroe County, Oakland
County, St. Clair County, Washtenaw County, Wayne County, the
Detroit Water and Sewerage Department, the State of Michigan, and
USGS.

The imagery was acquired in spring 2005, and SEMCOG is currently
working with the vendor to take delivery of the final products. There are
a number of products that will be available from this flight including
true color, 6 inch (15.24 cm) pixel resolution imagery, 1 foot (30.48
cm) pixel resolution imagery, and 2 foot (60.96 cm) pixel resolution
imagery. For more information on acquiring the imagery, please visit
SEMCOG’s Web site at
www.semcog.org/Products/AerialPhotos/2005RegOrtho.htm
Southeast Michigan GIS User Group
–This technical GIS group meets three to four times per year to discuss
GIS issues and expose others to new products. This technical group
evolved from the more formal SEMCOG GIS Regional Coordination
Committee, which was formed in 1998 in response to a need for infor-
mation sharing and coordination of GIS concerns among SEMCOG
member local governments. At inception, a number of subcommittees
were formed to address specific issues, such as policies and data stan-
dards. As this has become more of a technical group, and less of a
policy group, the formal subcommittees convene to research specific
topics on an as-needed basis. Members of the GIS User Group include
individuals and organizations interested in the use and applications of
GIS technology in Southeast Michigan. This is an open meeting, and
all are welcome to attend. A schedule and agendas can be found at
www.semcog.org/RegPlan/GIS/RegionalCoord.htm
New products offered on SEMCOG Web site
SEMCOG’s Web site has recently been updated to allow for free
download of GIS data. The majority of GIS data that is created and
maintained by SEMCOG will be available for free download. This
includes land use/land cover, generalized community master plans,
and sewer service areas, among others. 
Upcoming Projects 
Looking towards the future of GIS at SEMCOG, staff are currently work-
ing on two new GIS tools that will bring SEMCOG’s data directly to the
public, via SEMCOG’s web site. A new version of SEMCOG’s
Transportation Data Tool will allow users to select a road and view
attributes such as number of lanes, pavement condition, pavement type,
speed limit, and traffic counts. This new map viewer will be based on
the Macromedia Flash Viewer. 
The second map viewer will allow users to view and purchase the
2005 1 foot (30.48 cm) pixel resolution, true color, digital orthopho-
tography. The application is designed to clip, zip, and ship. This tool
will be available on SEMCOG’s web site as soon as SEMCOG takes
delivery of the 1 foot (30.48 cm) imagery. 

SEMCOG GIS Coordinator Ann Burns can be reached at (313) 961-
4266 or burns@semcog.org.

From the Nominating Committee
The Nominating Committee of IMAGIN is pleased to announce the
results of the 2006 IMAGIN Board of Directors Election. Members’
ballots were tabulated during IMAGIN’s 2006 Annual Conference in
Traverse City this past May. This year’s election brought two new
members to the Board.

The following individuals were re-elected to the IMAGIN Board of
Directors:

• Tara Maguire, GIS Coordinator, City of Birmingham

• Jessica Moy, GISP, Director, Remote Sensing and GIS
Research and Outreach Services, Michigan State University

• Bill Rowe, Planner, County of Marquette

• Barbara Saunders, Supervisor, Data Integrity & Technology,
DTE Energy/Gas Operations 

• Dawn Siegel, Supervisor, Land Implementation Services,
Oakland County Department of Information Technology

New members welcomed to the Board were:

• Tom Kellogg, AICP, Planner, DLZ Michigan, Inc.

• Eric Nischan, GIS Specialist, Michigan State Police Emergency
Management and Homeland Security Division

IMAGIN would like to express its gratitude to the following leaders
who concluded their terms on the Board of Directors:

• Gary Bilow, Group Manager, Woolpert Design, LLP – 8 years
of service

• Matt Malone, GISP, GIS Coordinator, City of Farmington Hills –
2 years of service

The Board’s annual meeting was held Tuesday evening at the
Conference, at which time a unanimous ballot was cast for the Board
officers. The Executive Committee will consist of Steve Aichele,
President; Bill Rowe, Vice President; Dawn Siegel, Treasurer; and Chris
Blough, Secretary. We wish the new Directors and Officers much
success in leading IMAGIN into the challenges of the next year.

Bill Rowe, Chair-Nominating/Governance Committee, can be reached
at (906) 475-5595 or by email at BRowe@mqtcty.org
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The thirteenth semiannual meeting of the
ESRI Northern Michigan User Group

(ENMUG) is scheduled for July 17, 2006.

This meeting will be hosted by Wexford County 
at Mitchell State Park’s Carl T. Johnson Hunting

and Fishing Center near Cadillac.

All are welcome to attend.

For more information, see the group’s website:
www.infogeographics.com/enmug
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University for his poster “Beech Bark Disease in Michigan”, Chad
Schaeding of Ferris State University for the poster “Evaluating and
Utilizing National Digital Elevation Models.” 

The graduate paper winners were Iryna Dronova from the University
of Michigan for her paper titled “The Successional Replacement of
Aspen Species in Forest Ecosystems”, Pariwate Varnakovida of
Michigan State University for the paper “Evaluating Accesses: A
Travel Time Analysis for Decision Support”, Ed Hartwick of Michigan
State University for his paper on “The Impact of Environmental and
Aesthetic Factors on Riverine Property Values.” All posters and
papers can be viewed on the IMAGIN website.

After a long day of enlightening educational sessions, attendees
gathered in the exhibit hall for some networking and raffle draw-
ings. This year the vendors gave away fantastic prizes including soft-
ware, iPods, and cold hard cash. 

The conference wrapped up on Wednesday with an opening
plenary session followed by a half day of paper presentations and
workshops. The plenary presentation was conducted by David
DiBiase, senior lecturer at Penn State University. Professor DiBiase
discussed GIS education in universities today and how e-learning
and other innovative approaches can provide opportunities for non-
traditional students to obtain GIS degrees. 

Thank you to all attendees who filled out the conference survey. The
Conference Committee will use your feedback when planning next
year’s conference. Congratulations to Julie Weston of Huron-
Manistee National Forests on winning the 2006 conference survey
drawing. Julie will receive a free conference registration to IMAGIN
2007 in Kalamazoo. 

Finally, IMAGIN would like to thank all of the members of the
Conference Committee, the Sponsors and Exhibitors, the staff from
IMAGIN headquarters, presenters, and all the attendees for making
the 2006 conference such a success. See you at IMAGIN 2007 in
Kalamazoo at the Radisson Hotel May 7-9, 2007.

Conference Co-chair Kimberly Wraight of Washtenaw County can
be reached at (734) 222-6551 or wraightk@ewashtenaw.org.
Professional Recognition Committee Co-chair Sarah J. AcMoody of
MSU’s RS&GIS can be reached at (517) 432-7447 or
acmoodys@msu.edu
Professional Recognition Committee Member Scott Swan of Stantec
can be reached at (734) 214-2539 or sswan@stantec.com

From the President
If any of you have experience in construction or plan review, you
may be familiar with the expression “BTF.” In formal usage, that
stands for “Build to Fit.” My grandfather, a builder, generally
interpreted it to mean “Bash to Fit.” But the buildings he “bashed
to fit” are still standing. For that matter, my house was built by a
variety of skilled (and in some cases, unskilled) craftsmen over
about 100 years, with widely varying ideas on framing,
plumbing, heating, and wiring. But the house is still standing, and
generally very functional for our requirements. In other words,
close enough.

When are we “close enough” in GIS? Ten years ago we generally
weren’t close enough. The MIRIS transportation and hydrography
were as accurate as they could be given the techniques of the
time, but had wide tolerances. Parcel mapping as a GIS task was
still just getting going, and the few places that had parcels likely
had scanned or digitized versions of the paper parcel maps. Both
of these data sets, and most others of the period, also had
cartographic artifacts representing the limitations in printing and
map design, making them little more than cartoons of the reality
on the ground.

Over the past decade, the increased availability of GPS and
digital orthophotos has made it possible to capture data with
much greater spatial precision and accuracy. But these
technologies continue to become more accurate and less
expensive, paving the way for the continuous update cycle. When
is it close enough?

In the parcel mapping arena, most locales have abandoned the
idea that GIS would somehow replace conventional surveying. If
parcel lines are within a couple feet/decimeters, that’s close
enough for the purposes of the GIS. Information such as measured
area and line lengths can be stored as attributes, and a property
owner would still need a proper survey to really identify their
property from their neighbors’ on the ground. In transportation,
perhaps even less precision is required, except for the
engineering applications that will likely always require a
traditional survey. In hydrography, where the features actually
move through time, perhaps even less precision is required,
except where hydrography interacts with another framework
layer.

As a profession, we have been driven by several decades of
technological constraints; although GIS was a better way of
storing attribute data, we were constantly trying to achieve the
data quality that was available through conventional analog
methods. But now those levels have largely been achieved.
Perhaps it’s time to step back and evaluate whether we really
need 6 inch (15.24 cm) or 3 inch (7.62 cm) orthos, or whether
it’s really worthwhile to nail down the transportation framework to
less than a couple feet/decimeters. Perhaps we have entered a
maintenance phase on many of these datasets, where we focus on
registering changes rather than wholesale modifications. If there
is a real business practice that requires the higher level of
precision, that’s one thing. But perhaps on many of these data
layers we’re close enough.

IMAGIN President Steve Aichele can be reached at (517) 887-
8918 or saichele@usgs.gov

Encourage a
colleague to join
IMAGIN today!
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