Minutes of 6/27/03 Texas Federal Geographic Information 

Workgroup Meeting

Homer Garrison Federal Building

Lufkin, Texas

Bill Flynn opened the meeting with welcome and introductions.  The major theme of the meeting was the Columbia Shuttle debris recovery effort that occurred over parts of East Texas, with the eventual command center being established in Lufkin, Texas.  That is the reason that Lufkin was chosen as the site for this particular TFGIW Meeting.

Mike Ouimet of the Texas Department of Information Resources (DIR) and TGIC gave a brief update on recent TGIC activities.  No major initiatives are occurring at present, but in September the TGIC will be strategizing on new funding opportunities.

Dr. Drew Decker, the Director of TNRIS, was unable to attend this meeting, so Mike also gave a brief update on the Texas Water Development Board reorganization status.  Bill Flynn said he wanted the Federal folks in Texas to be assured that TWDB/TNRIS is still heavily engaged in supporting StratMap, and Mike confirmed that they are.

Opening remarks were made by Dr. Gordon Wells of UT/CSR, who gave an excellent overview of the Columbia event, since he became involved very early in the process.  He noted that this is a good example of how remote sensing and GIS can be applied to a disaster.  Gordon gave a good description of how the various agencies responded with needed data when called upon.  He received the first phone call from Bruce Davis at NASA (Stennis).  Teresa Howard and the Department of Emergency Management sprang into action.  USGS came through with some high-resolution DEM’s at Gordon’s request to support the search.  He talked about the volunteer effort and the problems with coordinating it.  Since the tragedy occurred around the same time that the Texas GIS Forum was being held in Austin, some presentations on the Columbia effort were made remotely to Austin.  Gordon was joined in his opening remarks by Craig Scofield of the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department (TPWD), who stressed the need for rapid assistance.  Craig worked with the Forest Resources Institute (FRI) in Nacogdoches during the initial response.  Craig said he appreciated FRI’s efforts and the use of their equipment.  Data connectivity between FRI and CSR was critical.  Craig emphasized the need for more mitigation and improved communication in the future.

Bill Flynn informed everyone that he intended for this meeting to be a learning process, and asked the speakers to give “the good, the bad, and the ugly” of their experiences.

Chris Williams of TNRIS/TWDB first wanted to mention the status of the TNRIS/TWDB contribution to The National Map.  The project is still on target for implementation by October 1.

Chris, whose job it was to establish a GIS database to support the Columbia search effort, described the chaos that he initially walked into, and the extreme effort that was required at all levels to bring things together.  Working with Ron Langhelm of FEMA helped in that effort.  Many of the players had little understanding of GIS and were trying to utilize tools that were far too basic for the task at hand.  He described the five components of the GIS required to support the Columbia recovery effort:  software, hardware, people, data and analysis, all of which were eventually implemented.  Analysis was probably the weakest link in the process.  There wasn’t enough time for pre-planning to build an optimum system.  You have to know what the data can answer and this requires a data framework.  One of the biggest problems was working with the multitude of operating systems, databases, GIS’, spatial databases, arcSDE, shapefiles, Excel, etc.  Chris was impressed with NIMA’s closed GIS system, and how easily they could incorporate a variety of data.  They wrote a script to download the DOQQ’s.  Hardware compatibility was also a major problem.  Seventy percent of network problems are cabling.  Ultimately, rapid response groups require a familiar working environment that has standards for data input.  He suggested developing a disaster framework for the five GIS components based on the situation and develop relationships with data stewards at local levels; invest in a mobile analysis center, but also a centralized GIS lab.  Everything eventually came together due to the extreme efforts of the people involved, many working round-the-clock.

Since Chris mentioned The National Map, Bill Flynn took the opportunity to acknowledge Chris and the other TNRIS/TWDB employees for the work they are doing on The National Map.  USGS is very appreciative of their efforts, and intends to use “StratMap to NatMap” as a model for other states.  He believes The National Map will be a significant part of the solution to emergency response in the future.

Dave Roach, a USGS Texas Mapping Partnership Office (MPO) employee on assignment to the EPA Region 6 Disaster Response Center in Dallas, gave a presentation on how he was able to map various recovery points from GPS positions obtained in the field.  He noted that EPA’s primary concern was hazardous material and possible contaminants from the debris.  Dave noted that EPA has a goal of being able to respond to five incidents of national significance simultaneously, although the Orange Alert status at the time activated the Regional Support Corps (RSC), which caused them to be somewhat understaffed for the Columbia event, which necessitated pulling some of the personnel back.  The RSC maintains a staff of EPA employees with knowledge, experience, and training to provide assistance during Incidents of National Significance.  
While over 46,000 points were recovered in Texas from the Columbia disaster, many points were never recovered in Louisiana because of a lack of GPS and GIS activity and coordination.  Most all the points in Louisiana were recovered by the Department of Public Safety without GPS.  EPA initially got some points from the FBI and set up an internal web site to display the data, but NASA decided to keep it secure.  This was still a mechanism to get data to the field.  Some EPA field people were unable to get maps from Lufkin, so they sent coordinates to Dave in Dallas.  More debris was recovered than NASA’s initial goal, and a good percentage of hazardous material and pyrotechnic devices have been recovered.  See Dave’s PowerPoint presentation (Shuttle Talk.ppt) at this web site or link directly at http://tx.usgs.gov/mapping/tfgiw/Minutes/ShuttleTalk.ppt for recovery statistics and flight paths.

Dr. James Kroll, Director of Stephen F. Austin State University’s Forest Resources Institute (FRI), discussed the TNRIS Texas Geography Network (TGN), which is the model for his concept of regional nodes, envisioning TNRIS as the hub for the state.  He noted that his group is active in Internet2, a partnership of academia, government and private industry for deploying advanced network technology, and America View/Texas View for satellite imagery. He said that the types of maps needed should be determined ahead of time and fall into three categories:  tactical, operational and informational.  He pointed out that people at his Nacogdoches site were able to respond to the Columbia disaster with a statistical analysis that defined the search area in just 12 minutes because of FRI’s Regional Geospatial Data Center and mobile mapping units.  He is a strong believer in the regional node concept, and is an advocate of the “Nacogdoches Model.”  The keys to the Nacogdoches Model are:  planning, knowing and trusting each other, unified command structure, mapping support (service centers), and media relations.  The fact that the Texas GIS community is a tight-knit group and we do all know each other helps to support this model.  He believes emergency response should be initiated at the local level by informed professionals (not just volunteers) familiar with the geographic area, and the activity should be managed from the bottom up, not the top down.  He believes the communication between federal and state coordinators and the local responders was not all it could be in this case.  He noted that federal agencies are too often used to being in charge, while their main goal should be support of the locals, which they are very well equipped to do.  He believes that the superior response to the Columbia disaster by the Nacogdoches site is a proof of concept and he hopes the Nacogdoches model will receive funding and be adopted by other local areas throughout the state and nation.  See Dr. Kroll’s presentation (story.ppt) at this site or link directly at http://tx.usgs.gov/mapping/tfgiw/Minutes/story.ppt for more details.

Ron Langhelm of FEMA, Region 10 referred to himself as the “ultimate outsider,” having come from a federal agency stationed in Seattle.  Ron was called in to lead the emergency response to the Columbia disaster in Texas because of his recognized expertise in GIS within FEMA.  He stated that this was a completely federally generated unique event.  In this event, FEMA was assigned to support NASA, but NASA had too many bosses with no unified command structure, making this event more chaotic even than 9/11.  Nacogdoches undoubtedly maintained the best staff and delivered the best datasets.  Ron wasn’t sure of the mission at first, and FEMA lost two people in the first week.  Before Ron left Lufkin, he tried to ease some of the pains from the early days to better prepare for the future.  He noted that while Chris Williams’ major tools in emergency response are data, his are people.  It is Ron’s job to bring together the right people to accomplish the task.  He was immediately able to recognize Chris’ ability to generate TNRIS products for use in the recovery effort, and TNRIS map products were passed out to help in the search.  There was a different setup for air searches.  He also noted that through this event, he was able to enlighten the Navy to the usefulness of GIS in the sonar water searches, although water searches in this case didn’t turn up any debris.   They had no scope for GIS; Six Mile was the their first exposure.  It appeared that Ron was able to work well with the myriad of state and local agencies involved and did a good job of coordinating the resources to make the recovery effort successful.  Eventually they were able to eliminate duplication of effort through consolidation of the GIS activities for field support and search management with the grid search patterns.  Ron says the efforts of the community were incredible, although organizations have some lingering internal problems.  The GIS community in Texas, however, is a community, and he has high hopes for the future.

LaDonna Buhlig of the USDA Forest Service in Lufkin described the local chaos in the early stages as the agencies descended upon her city.  They initially set up their GIS lab in Hemphill (when the plotter in Lufkin wouldn’t work) and were woefully lacking in GIS resources.  Search teams made up of Forest Service firefighting crews, however, were on the ground searching within hours of the crash.  The mission for Hemphill was to map the debris findings from sites established by the search teams using GPS to map the searched areas.  LaDonna noted the plethora of problems, such as:  lack of continuity (and sleep) of personnel, a variety of different GPS equipment, projection inconsistencies due to the fact that they originally only had data on federal lands, scheduling and coordination conflicts, data sensitivity, et al.  They had trouble keeping up with the search crews’ demands for map products to cover their 2-mile grid search patterns, and some of the maps had too many errors.  FBI’s requirement to remove sensitive data and shut down the Hemphill GIS lab too soon for the move to Lufkin also hampered efforts.  They were fortunate, however, to have access to the Sabine Internet, and that FRI and SRA donated equipment.  There is a need for more basic data in the future.  She noted the value of USGS contours, access to high-speed plotters and printers, and the expertise of liaisons to accomplishment of the mission.  Dave Petit of USACE mentioned that he was aware of problems with getting staff out into the field.  See LaDonna’s presentation (Shuttle Columbia Recovery3.ppt) at this web site or link directly at http://tx.usgs.gov/mapping/tfgiw/Minutes/Shuttle%20Columbia%20Recovery3.ppt
for more details on the search effort.

After the Columbia presentations were concluded, Bill Flynn stated that many provocative and important points were made by the speakers and participants that were worthy of more discussion, but unfortunately time didn’t permit it at this particular meeting.  He intends to consider some of the issues presented here for possible further exploration at a future meeting or meetings.

Mike Ouimet then gave a presentation on the recent simulated biological attack in the Houston area conducted by the TGIC Critical Infrastructure Mapping Workgroup in conjunction with the Texas Department of Health (TDH).  This was an intergovernmental, interagency coordinated exercise conducted through e-mail over a secure web site set up for the purpose, with various organizations contributing needed GIS datasets.  Dave Roach mentioned that EPA utilized a 90m-grid Landscan pilot dataset they received from Oak Ridge to contribute daytime and nighttime population data that TDH was interested in.  This pilot dataset from EPA covers 29 Texas counties, and they have used the Houston exercise to promote the pilot data.  The data is sensitive but not classified.

TDH was very impressed with the GIS integration and analysis, and its ability to visualize the situation through generated map products, and to isolate the outbreak to a particular localized area, which aided them in making critical decisions based on the information, such as what areas to immediately quarantine.  They recognized how valuable these GIS tools would be in the case of an actual disaster.  This is also a good example of how different levels of government can collaborate for local emergency response.

Bill Flynn and Mike Ouimet then spoke briefly about the message given at the latest NSGIC meeting by the National Association of Counties (NACO) concerning federal agencies coordinating their communication and requests with state and local entities.  Many federal initiatives, e.g., Geospatial One-Stop, The National Map, 133 Urban Areas, the 2010 Census, etc., are dependent upon local GIS datasets and they often cause them to duplicate requests to state and local organizations.  Mike noted that the same thing could be said of federal surveys and inventories.  Bill and Mike both made the point that TFGIW is the group that represents Federal agencies in the state of Texas, and it behooves us to at least communicate internally about contacts of this type whenever possible to keep from causing duplicative work for locals and/or for ourselves.  The point was noted and Bill will discuss the possibility of establishing a more formal process for keeping each other informed at a future meeting.

Bill Flynn brought up the issue of the ongoing failure of Landsat 7 to deliver data, and Gordon Wells gave a detailed explanation of the problem.  At this point it isn’t known whether the problem is mechanical, which would be catastrophic, or electrical, but simulations to solve the problem are ongoing, and at some point NASA will have to take a risk to try and repair the problem.  Bill said he didn’t know what the prognosis was if Landsat 7 couldn’t be brought back online, especially in light of the recent Presidential Directive to use more commercial satellite imagery.  But Gordon noted that Landsat 8 is scheduled for implementation in 2006, and it could conceivably be expedited to come on line sooner.  There are certainly enough constituents dependent on Landsat data that some sort of supplemental funding is also within the realm of possibility.

Craig Scofield raised an issue that was previously discussed in the TGIC Critical Infrastructure Mapping Workgroup, i.e., that the state and local communities are seeking guidance on which way the feds are leaning concerning a critical infrastructure standard data model, since such data sets are presently in the process of being constructed.  At this point Craig is looking towards GNIS.  Bill Flynn said that he had begun to look into it and right now there are several models being discussed and utilized in pilots, but he would continue to pursue the issue and get back to Craig in the near future.

Finally, Bill thanked all the speakers and participants for what turned out to be a very enlightening afternoon for TFGIW members and associates.
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