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He specifically cited “Google Maps
mashups” as illustrative of how value can be
created from existing resources in new
ways. “Google’s lightweight programming
model has led to the creation of numerous
value-added services in the form of
mashups that link Google Maps with other
internet-accessible data sources.”

Google Maps and Web 2.0?
What was “Web 2.0” about Google Maps
mashups? Google provided a web-based
component for others to build applications
on. It allowed developers to decorate their
websites with pictures of the world without
having to license data or dig deep into
cartographic tools. It altered the data licens-
ing models of suppliers. Yet it changed
none of the processes used to bring people
and data sources together. It offered what
had been available previously only to a few,
to many; but the only people able to
Harness Collective Intelligence and create
value from it, were Google themselves.

In hindsight, Collective Intelligence was
the feature of the new generation of
internet companies running under the
banner of Web 2.0 that generated the most
excitement. Wikipedia, Flickr, or the “blogos-
phere” taken as a whole; all large web-
based collections of data built iteratively by
and for a community of users. One person’s
contributions “add value” for many others
(and more importantly, for the organisation
that holds all the data together.) The public
success of Wikipedia, becoming a default
starting point for reference material, blazed
a trail through the mainstream media.

The ‘Cult’ Culture

The Cult of Collective Intelligence led to
books such as “Wikinomics” and “The
Wisdom of Crowds” becoming bestsellers.
Established ‘net pundits are certified in print
telling us that “Everything is Miscellaneous”
and “Here comes Everybody!”. Mass collabo-
ration over the Internet heralds a new mode
of creative production. Smart mobs!
Crowdsourcing! Swarm Intelligence! And
the backlash sets in early, according to
programme.

Andrew Keen’s “The Cult of the
Amateur” was the apogee of the backlash
critique. He saw the New Collaboration
rhetoric as an extension of the cant of

Sixties counterculture. In a wash of indistin-
guishable contributions by amateurs
working for nothing or for cheap, how can
we know quality? Our fine institutions of
knowledge creation are losing funding and
reputation, amateur work can’t replace
them. The Web 2.0 phase of the internet is
blamed for the erosion of culture, for which
read quality.

What distinguishes the work of the
professional from the amateur is its Quality.
Yet Quality is itself a quality without a name
- “I know it when i see it”. The chief critique
of Wikipedia over its history has been the
sporadic lack of Quality in its pages. The
historical accuracy of its information is not
measurable, and may change from one day
to the next.   

OpenStreetMap and Web 2.0?
The OpenStreetMap project has been called
the Wikipedia of Maps, and it, not Google
Maps mashups, is the standard-bearer as
the Web 2.0 of cartography. A topology
model with a user-created vocabulary for
describing features, it has been derived by
thousands of users from a basis of GPS
tracks contributed over the Internet. Over
time, the project is increasingly producing
map data of equally high objective Quality
as that available via Google’s services (see
illustration). Spinoffs include a distributed
rendering farm for map tiles, pioneering
work on open licensing for data, and now a
book available in the print media.

Like Wikipedia, OpenStreetMap has
been subjected to a critical backlash since
its inception. Its founders reply proudly, Yes,
This Is Not GIS. Yet the cartography
produced by its thousands of amateur
contributors is much like that of a more

Google Earth – how valuable is it?
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assured and standards-driven age. Though
in many areas its coverage is partial, it is
iterating towards Quality. While Tim O’Reilly
thought that “Google has taken the role of
data source away from Navteq”, that role is
increasingly well-filled by the effort of a
mob of amateurs.

This model may become able to fulfil a
large part of the needs of commercial
“location-based services”. The “geospatial
web” comes closer to reproducing what
could only be done through GIS systems;
recent highlights are the OpenLayers
browser-based client, the emerging Web
Processing Service standard. Yet the quarrel
netween GeoWeb and GIS, between what
are known in the online slang as the
amateurist “neotards” and the specialist
“paleotards”, goes on, and everyone is sure
that This Is Not GIS. 

So what is GIS?
What is GIS anyway? Was it ever a unified
profession, or simply many applications that
looked the same because toolmakers made
them look the same? We are all dealing with
spatial information, but for many different
purposes. The GI industry offers an illusion
of cohesion, a shared “front” for many differ-
ent classes of specialists, just as the GRASS
GIS package offers a common “front” for
hundreds of tiny processing utilities. Given
knowledge of one tool, another with a
similar interface becomes easy to learn, and
this is what turns people into (relative)
specialists. 

A distinction between “professional” and
“amateur” activity is not so important. The
term “VGI”, standing for Volunteered
Geographic Information, is recently gaining
currency in academic and policy GI
quarters. Historically, this has been known
as “PPGIS” or “Collaborative Mapping”. To
rebrand as “Volunteer” is to deliberately

amateurise, and thus to render “non-threat-
ening”, a free and open model of contribu-
tion. However, the perceived threat is not
really there; this over-emphasis of an
amateur-professional dichotomy is yet
another marketing technique.

As in politics, “the new” and “the old” are
marketed at the expense of one another -
change versus experience, renewal versus
reliability. The more different the new is, the
easier it is to distinguish 2.0 from 1.0, the
easier it is to sell upgrades. The production
process may be very different, the outcome
remains the same.

“Traditional” organisations that collect
and process GI may not be revolutionised
by an internet-based approach to tools, and
may be rightfully cynical about the rhetoric
accompanying them. They may have more
to gain by opening up their production
processes. Environmental agencies can use
the collective intelligence of their many
field-workers to create coverage classifica-
tions, rather than relying solely on the work
of image analysts trained to see in particular
ways. There’s no technological novelty here,
only a change in workflow and manage-
ment structures. 

Our internet pundits see a wider need
for the “flat” organisational models that
appear to be working well for projects like
OpenStreetMap or Wikipedia. They begin to
theorise that what was most different and
most interesting about “Web 2.0” was not
technological, but social; and not about
novelty, but about a reworking of older
ideas about participation in technological
terms.  

On to a misty Web 3.0!
So what is Web 3.0? The Web’s inventor, Tim
Berners-Lee, complained that “People keep
asking what Web 3.0 is.” His best answer to
this question was “everything rippling and

folding and looking misty”. Sometimes
when you want your map to ripple and fold
and look misty; on other occasions this
could prove inconvenient.

But I’d like to have a map one could
fold, scribble on, hand around, that could
be easily generated from or synchronised to
online services. It wouldn’t have to be made
out of smart ink and e-paper, and I’d be
happy to spend a little time transcribing the
information I was keen to share. 

I don’t feel like I’m engaged in a radical-
ly new kind of collaboration, but a painstak-
ing reconstruction of an older kind; a
collaboration that interfaces and industries
got in the way of. All that makes my paper
map different from OpenStreetMap is re-use
and the ability to replay, the things that are
facilitated by keeping information and
interactions purely virtual. I hope that Web
3.0 will be less of the web altogether.

Links:
http://www.openstreetmap.org –
OpenStreetMap project
http://geo.topf.org/comparison/ for
mapping comparisons

Reference: Comparison image from
“OpenStreetMap – Die freie Weltkarte nutzen
und mitgestalten” by Frederik Ramm and
Jochen Topf, Lehmanns Media, 2008.

Article by Jo Walsh, co-author of ‘Mapping
Hacks: Tips & Tools for Electronic Cartography’
published by O’Reilly, and a committed
developer for open source GIS and open
geodata. E-mail: jo@frot.org.
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