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Comparison of online mapping applications reveals features and characteristics tailored to a 

specific audience among three online geographic information delivery systems for three organizations 

concerned with natural resources conservation. These organizations include:  state natural heritage 

organizations, represented via a consortium of heritage agencies and The National Geographic Society; 

the Conservation Biology Institute; and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.  Each geodata application 

serves a unique audience with diverse spatial data needs, and that is reflected in both the utility and 

offerings of each group’s online geographic information system. 

 The first organization to consider is the Conservation Biology Institute (CBI). Partnering with 

ESRI, CBI hoped to create a distribution hub for “thousands of scientifically-grounded, biological, 

physical, and socio-economic datasets.” The intended audience includes “researchers, natural resource 

managers, advocates, teachers, students, and members of the engaged public” across diverse 

disciplines. Total registered users number 7008.  Data Basin membership among organizations has the 

largest share within the academic sector (30.6% of total membership) with 1,981 registered users, 

followed by local or regional government, federal government, and corporate.   

The most current data indicates that Data Basin has 8,746 datasets and 1,044 maps.  The 

collection can grow by allowing individual researchers and members of the community to import 

datasets.  Users can connect with each other to share content, and discoverability of content is 

enhanced with “galleries,” “popular datasets,” and “trending” and “top tags.” Data Basin makes clear in 

its terms of use that the data contained within the system is “user contributed” and therefore Data 

Basin can offer no warranty or guarantee concerning the data. Contributed data is automatically 

assigned a creative commons “Attribution” license – and users are prohibited from commercial use of 

data that violates copyright licenses applied to Data Basin datasets.  



Sponsors for Data Basin include two large foundations – Kresge Foundation and Wilburforce.  

Founded in 1997, CBI itself is based in Corvallis, Oregon and is a registered 501(c)(3) non-profit. CBI 

suggests that the Data Basin project was intended to “interpret, analyze, and communicate using 

conservation science data,” with a focus on linking together “science, mapping, and people.” The service 

offers creation of custom maps, personal and private workspaces, search capabilities including area-of-

interest searches, and both upload and download capability.  The total number of datasets within Data 

Basin may be higher than the publicly listed count because Data Basin offers privacy controls to limit 

access to data. Analysis, commenting, and markup tools are available. Maps can be exported and saved.  

 



Opening the map interface available online at  http://databasin.org/maps/new reveals a blank 

map upon which to add datasets. An existing map can be accessed from “Explore a Sample Map.” From 

a sample map concerning Pinyon Pine Dieback in the Southwest U.S., a complete map can be evaluated. 

The first five items on what might be termed the “tool bar” for the web mapping application include 

text-based “button” style menu items: Tasks; View; Basemap; Locate; Analyze.  Three of these are drop-

down menu items: Tasks, View, Basemap, and Locate.  None of these items feature explanatory “pop-

up” text to explain these buttons; presumably ESRI and Data Basin designers felt the text and “drop 

down” items are self-explanatory.  Within the “tasks” feature, three options are available: add datasets, 

add drawing layer, and save as (this feature is disabled if the user is not logged in). Within the “view” 

drop-down, five options are available, two of which are available by default:  “Show Datasets” dialog  is 

loaded by default, along with the legend dialog.  

A discussion of the legend dialog is warranted. Checkboxes are available to control the visibility 

of the layers, similar to the “Table of Contents” pane within ArcMap or similar desktop spatial data 

manipulation software.  Also, additional options for each item in the data frame are available from the 

legend.  By clicking a small “right arrow,” the user gains access to the following items: details; zoom;  

transparency; style; and “remove.” The option for “Tools” is faded out, presumably it is active when a 

subscriber is logged into the system. When clicking “Details,” the user is offered a pop-up dialog with 

some elementary metadata: title, creator, and description, with a small graphical preview.  By clicking 

the hyperlinked title of the dataset, the user is directed to a more comprehensive explanation of the 

dataset featuring a description, data provider, date, citation, contact organization / person(s), and use 

constraints. A download option for ArcGIS (as a layer package) and a zip archive are available – but users 

must be registered members of Data Basin (a customized instance of ArcGIS online) to download data.  

Essentially, this requires two user accounts: one for ArcGIS online, and one for Data Basin and CBI. 

http://databasin.org/maps/new


  Along with descriptive tags and the abstract, dataset type is also specified. These may be 

thought of as descriptive metadata, but do not appear to comply with any particular metadata standard. 

Some recognizable elements of common metadata standards are present within the “Data Layers” 

summary, specifically “purpose,” “time period” and “attribute accuracy.” Along with these details, basic 

metrics on usage including downloads, bookmarks, and content use is provided , presumably as part of 

the “social” ecosystem touted by Data Basin.  

Returning to the user tool bar, these have small icons representative of each feature that can be 

enabled: Show Datasets; Show Drawings; Show Legend; Show Locator Map; and Show Attachments.  

Each icon seems to be appropriately representative of the action, although “Show Attachments” is 

interestingly represented by a  3.5 inch floppy more commonly associated with the “save” option; 

“save” in this case is a 3.5 inch floppy dish with a pencil superimposed, presumably to indicate “save.” 

Attachments in other applications such as e-mail are more often represented by a paper-clip icon.  

The “Basemap” icon grants the user access to a set of nine base layers to overlay data upon.  

This includes base maps on the following themes:  Topography, Terrain, Terrain (with labels), Streets , 

Imagery, Imagery (with labels),Oceans, “National Geographic,” a type of stylized cartography in the 

tradition of “National Geographic” maps, and “Light Gray” which is a kind of minimalist base layer 

showing muted representations of strictly the continents and major bodies of water.  

Moving from the option to customize the appearance via a base layer is a querying tool to locate 

a specific feature.  This drop-down features the option to locate a map feature “by name” or “by 

coordinate.” “By Coordinate” is powered by the public geocoding Web service “GeoNames,” and allows 

entry of free text. Finding by latitude and longitude offers the option to search by decimal degrees 

(which is the default) and also by degrees, minutes, and seconds. Free text or manipulation with a 

mouse pointer can be used in this case.  



The final text-based map tool is “Analyze” which offers a pop-up dialog inviting the user to 

“Choose Analysis.” Selections include “Buffer” (buffer around a geometric shape) and “Site Assessment 

Tool” to “determine where your project location intersects with selected datasets.” These are faded out, 

indicating that they are unavailable.  Additional details and a hyperlinked question “How Do I Enable 

This Tool” direct a user to more details about enabling advanced features – for a price.  These two 

analysis tools are “subscription-based” analysis tools with varied pricing tiers at $10, $25 and $50 per 

month for non-profit, government, and commercial, respectively. 

Subscription also provides access to, in marketer’s language, “powerful analysis capabilities” 

including: select by attribute; select by intersection; filter layer by selection; export selection to drawing; 

export to shapefile; buffer and; site assessment tool – two features in the “analyze” drop-down menu.  

The site- assessment tool features the ability to export results to PDF report or a spreadsheet. 

The remaining 10 items are small icons representing actions. Two grouped together by a pipe 

include “Add datasets” and “Add drawing layer.”  A second set of operators includes a hand icon with 

pop-up text reading “Click and hold to pan the map to a different location,” a magnifier icon with pop-up 

text reading “Click and hold to draw a region to zoom to,” a small globe with pop-up text indicating “Go 

to the full extent of all visible datasets and drawings,” and two left and right arrows, which indicate “Go 

to Previous Extent” and “Go to Next Extent,” respectively.   

 A third pipe groups the fairly universal “I” icon for “Identify” suggesting “Click on a location in 

the map to find out more detailed information about the datasets at that location” and an icon showing 

two rulers indicating “Measure areas or distances on the map” – which surprisingly adds an explanation 

“based on the nearest distance between points on the surface of the earth” and notes “geodesic 

calculation.” A drop-down menu for this allows selection between “Measure Area” and “Measure 

Distance.”  



 A final pipe offsets a “select” icon depicting a bounding box, paired the word “Select” and a 

drop-down option with instructions that read “SELECT: Click and hold to draw a box around one or more 

features to select.  Hold down the SHIFT key and draw another box to add more features to your 

selection or the CTRL key and draw a box to remove features from your selection.   

Latitude and longitude are displayed dynamically in the lower right hand corner – the values are 

updates as the mouse cursor moves across the mapping frame. The map itself can zoom in and out using 

the scroll wheel on the mouse. Clicking and holding on the surface of the mapping frame enables a 

“pan” feature that has the same functionality as the open hand that “grabs” a surface in many computer 

applications to reposition the content within the mapping frame. 

Traditional map features including a North arrow and scale bar are included, along with 

customary Web mapping interfaces including “zoom” for both increasing level of zoom and decreasing.  

The option to view the map in full screen mode is available. 

 From an information management perspective, one of the more important features of the 

mapping frame is actually towards the bottom of the mapping window: the map description. It is simply 

titled “description,” which an information manager may think of as “metadata.” The description 

provides some of the same details as map metadata, although not in a standardized, formal way.  A 

small section of descriptive text functions as an abstract, with the option to click “see more” to open 

more information in a new window.   This is not the same “metadata” for an individual dataset, as was 

linked to in the legend, although metadata for each of the constituent datasets can be accessed from 

this page.  This page describes the collection of datasets used to create the individual map. While the 

individual datasets contain several dozen keywords, the collection or “mashup” of these datasets 

includes only three – “soils, us southwest, pinyon pine.”  Unlike the dataset details accessible from the 

legend, the map includes author credits and use constraints.  



 A second natural resources oriented online mapping utility to consider is produced by 

NatureServe in partnership with the National Geographic Society.  Called “LandScope America,” the tool 

is accessible online at <http://www.landscope.org/map/>.  This is a Flash-based map, built on the ArcGIS 

Server Flex API.  The tool is described by LandScope as “designed to increase the pace and effectiveness 

of conservation action and investment throughout the United States.”  From its “Terms of Use” page, 

insights into the scope and purpose are available.  In particular, the stated purpose is “to promote 

conservation and land protection efforts in the United States.” Toward that aim, the tool is designed to 

“make a variety of materials available for download and use that are in the furtherance of educational 

and conservation uses.” The terms of use go on to describe uses in educational settings, such as at non-

profit or educational institutions.  Permission to duplicate and distribute the content outside the Web 

application is disallowed, even for educational use.  

 Similar to a virtual globe, LandScope offers more than vector or raster datasets.  To be specific, it 

offers in-line with point, line and area visualizations digital content including still images, maps, text, 

pictures, videos, and “multimedia combinations.” Given the educational focus (versus analytical focus) 

of the tool, the LandScope tool might be thought of a data portal with a spatial component, rather than 

a spatial data portal for data access and visualization. LandScope itself describes the tool as a “content 

management system” and “digital asset management tool” with georeferencing capabilities.  

 This view of the tool as more of a georeferenced content library rather than a mapping tool is 

supported in consulting the LandScope’s “About the Data” page. There, text suggests that LandScope 

does “not attempt to provide an exhaustive collection of all data available for any geographic area,” 

noting that “existing portals already provide this function for GIS users.” Instead, the service is 

represented as a carefully curated collection of “useful” and “relevant” data layers intended to spare the 



prospective user from “information overload” (although given the litany of digital content types offered 

in the “terms of use” section, this might be debatable).  

 The “About the Data” page explains that map data is available pertaining to a set of five themes 

including Protected Areas, Conservation Priorities, Threats, Plants and Animals, and Ecosystems. Future 

expansions are indicated to include Reference Layers, Recreation, and Exploration.  A handful of state 

data is present within themes, but it is not comprehensive for every U.S. state, although the focus is on 

the U.S. and not the globe.  Detailed information is available for five “pilot” states: Colorado, Florida, 

Maine, Virginia, and Washington. Over 140 organizations have supplied either data or content.  

 Consistent with some of the legal concerns surrounding spatial data, the LandScope features an 

“Information Warranty Disclaimer” stating that there is no warranty and the data are provided “as is,” 

limiting liability arising from improper use of the data. For example, a designation for critical habitat 

under the endangered species act would be inappropriate using this data.  The terms of use state that 

the “data provided are for planning, assessment, and informational purposes,” reinforcing idea that 

LandScope is geared towards “light duty” educational applications.   Data is available freely to the public, 

and users can register with the site for the option to save specific maps that a user can create with the 

mapping utility.  

 From the site’s frequently asked questions page, more insights into the intended audience are 

available.  As envisioned by LandScope partners, “anyone with an interest in land conservation” might 

find the tool useful.  LandScope provides examples like land trusts, local and regional governments, 

federal agencies and policy makers, non-profits, and private landowners who want “to learn more about 

America’s natural places.” Fundamentally, the message appears to be that the content is geared 

towards people interested in spatial data but not necessarily interested in using Geographic Information 

Systems, at least not the highly technical variety purveyed by outfits such as ESRI. Despite this 



intentional lack of technical sophistication, LandScope claims all spatial data is “backed by extensive 

metadata describing the source.”   

 After establishing the purpose and likely user base of the LandScope America map, a discussion 

of the mapping application itself is appropriate. The initial base layer is provided by Bing Maps.  It does 

not include satellite imagery.  The default theme is “Protected Areas” and the default extent of the map 

is the conterminous United States, although data is available for Canada. A north arrow is not available, 

but a scale is. The user can zoom in or out using a “plus” or “minus” tool standard for most online 

mapping applications, or by using the mouse scroll wheel.   Within the mapping window, the user may 

choose between three base layers: street, satellite, and hybrid. This contrasts with the nine base layers 

available at Data Basin through ESRI’s ArcGIS online mapping application.  

 



 The most prominent content in addition to the map window itself is a gallery of multimedia 

content entitled “Explore Related Items” including “Photos” and “Videos” within a “Sights & Sounds” 

tab. For the continental U.S., 100 photos and 40 videos are displayed.  This number changes dynamically 

as the user zooms in to a particular area. Within a second tab in the “Explore Related Items” page 

entitled “Words” an individual can access reports such as “Restoring Native Fish to Pigeon River,” a 2008 

publication from the Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies.  A very poorly highlighted link (blue 

hyperlink on black text) links to the article itself hosted at 

http://www.landscope.org/article/NC/Restoring%20Native%20Fish%20to%20Pigeon%20River/Restoring

_Native_Fish_Pigeon_River/.  Other “words” content is available: “Stories,” “Case Studies,” and “Reports 

& Analyses.”  The final tab within “Explore Related Items” is “Map Data,” which is tied to the particular 

map theme.  Data can be accessed in tabular form in a dynamic display on the map, but it is not possible 

to download the dataset from the mapping application itself. Further, there is not a link to the specified 

dataset, e.g., the user cannot access the “Protected Areas Database of the U.S.”   

Because the tabular data has attributes that should be described by metadata linked to a 

dataset, it is difficult to derive meaning from some of the attributes in the tabular data.  For instance, 

“IUCN Category” and “GIS Acres” are listed as attribute headings without explanation.  IUCN for those 

familiar with it refers to “International Union for the Conservation of Nature,” but to a novice user, this 

might be confusing. GIS Acres is also unclear.  Does this unit refer to the area of the feature?  Or to the 

area of the map window?  Is it inclusive of the entire protected area (Cherokee National Forest as a 

whole), or is it only the area within the southern portion of Cherokee National Forest (South of Great 

Smoky Mountains National Park)?  These are key questions that metadata can answer; yet, this 

metadata is not accessible from the “Map Data” component of the application. 

http://www.landscope.org/article/NC/Restoring%20Native%20Fish%20to%20Pigeon%20River/Restoring_Native_Fish_Pigeon_River/
http://www.landscope.org/article/NC/Restoring%20Native%20Fish%20to%20Pigeon%20River/Restoring_Native_Fish_Pigeon_River/


Returning to the mapping window, an evaluation of the tools provided is appropriate. Occupying 

the largest space, perhaps to give the feature prominence, is a “find” box where a user may enter free 

text and execute a search. By entering “Great Smoky Mountains” and clicking “enter,” the map 

automatically zoomed to the extent of Great Smoky Mountains National Park on the North Carolina and 

Tennessee border.  A true test would be to examine how the tool reacts to a more generic query, such 

as “National Seashore.”  Executing a query for “national seashore” (without quotes) zooms the map out 

again to a larger extent than the default, which includes Alaska and Pacific Islands. Placing “national 

seashore” with quotes yields an error: no results found. This is incorrect as visitors to Cape Hatteras or 

Fire Island National Seashore can attest. Indeed, entering “Fire Island National Seashore” without 

quotes zooms to the correct National Park unit on New York’s Atlantic Coast. It should be noted that 

entering quotation marks around the query results in the same error: no results found.  And yet this 

seems consistent with the stated goal of serving the non-boolean, non-advanced consumer of spatial 

information. Would the casual online mapping user know to search for “Fire Island National Seashore” 

with quotes?   

Apart from the “Find” feature, the user has the option to view the “Map Key & Credits” along 

with “Map Reports.” Clicking either of these opens a dialog box, one of which was blocked by Internet 

Explorer’s pop-up managing features. Frustratingly, the map report feature, which relies on Web 

services from the U.S. Geological Survey, is disabled by the U.S. Federal Government shutdown.  In 

contrast with the fast response time for locating area (perhaps an advantage of using flash-based ArcGIS 

Flex as the mapping platform) the “Map Key & Credits” was slow to load. It is possible this slowness is 

related to retrieving the information via a Web service. “Key & Credits” links to basic metadata for the 

data layer. As with the Data Basin site, there is not a formal metadata standard, even though the PAD-

US data is well-documented with Federal Geographic Data Committee (FGDC) metadata from the PAD-

US data portal <http://gapanalysis.usgs.gov padus data standards  >. Within this basic metadata, under 



the heading “How to get the data layer,” the Conservation Biology Institute points users to the National 

Conservation Easement Database.  However, this site requires a login to download the raw data.  

Assuming that the raw data would have more complete metadata, it is unfortunate that the metadata 

which LandScope provides does not adhere to a standard metadata format answering the core 

questions of “Who, What, Where, When, How, and Why.” 

Directly under the “Find” tool are five additional tools: “Identify,” “Draw,” “Save,” “Print,” and 

“Share.” Hovering over each reveals text. For Identify, the text reads “Activate Identify Mode.” Identify 

mode removes the “zoom” control bar (but not the mouse scroll wheel zoom functionality) and replaces 

the cursor with a mouse pointer and question mark. Clicking randomly on western Nebraska where no 

protected areas exist yields a “Feature Details” dialog with a message “No Features Found.” It is difficult 

to move to a new section of the map in “Identify” mode.  For instance, it is not possible to drag the map 

from Nebraska to re-focus on the U.S. Virgin Islands while in Identify Mode.  Identify Mode must first be 

disabled by clicking on the tool icon a second time. It is also not possible to switch from “Identify Mode” 

to “Draw” while “Identify” is active; again, the tool must be de-activated first. 

Hovering over “Draw” reveals a pop-up for “Open Drawing Tools Tool Bar.”  The drawing tools 

toolbar features a row of 5 tools: Line, Freehand Line, Polygon, Text Label, Move, and Delete.  Free text 

for creating a label, and customization of both shape outline, fill, and label color are options. Clicking the 

drawing tool reveals a mouse cursor with the instruction “Press Down to Start and Let Go To Finish.” 

Following the instructions yields quick rendering of a freehand drawing, set to yellow by default.  

Geographic Coordinates are not available on this interface.  

Initially, the polygon tool did not appear to work in Internet Explorer.  After activating the 

polygon tool, the mouse cursor displayed the hovering text “Click to Start Drawing.” However, click and 

release is more appropriate; clicking and holding as with the freehand drawing tool does not start a 



drawing with the polygon tool. Rather, it moves the entire extent. Entering free text, moving, and 

deleting followed conventions typified by basic office presentation software.  Modification of the maps 

was easy to accomplish and straightforward.  

Clicking “Save” allows the map to be saved with a title.  However, saving the map requires a log-

in. Clicking “Print” allows a user to enter a title, subtitle, notes, and a map border with a legend. The 

printed map produces the current extent; however, at a scale appropriate for printing the Island of 

Puerto Rico, map data was not visible for the layer of interest.  That is, at about 50% zoom, marine and 

terrestrial protected areas were visible; at higher levels of zoom, the protected areas disappear from the 

map.  The same is not true for Florida.  Without metadata, it is difficult to know what the appropriate 

uses are for the data concerning the extent of coverage. 

The “Share” feature generates a title, with the option to e-mail the generated map. It is not 

necessary to log-in or create an account with LandScope to share via e-mail or social networks including 

Facebook, Stumble Upon, Digg, Reddit, Delicious, Furl, or Technorati. Sharing via Facebook preserves the 

extent and theme at the time of sharing. Interestingly it is not possible to cancel the action – a sharing 

service must be selected to return to the map, even if the user changes their mind about sharing at all. 

By changing the theme, a raster dataset with color-coded ecological regions appears.  However, 

absent a legend, the user must rely on the “Identify” tool to reveal the name of a color-coded region. 

However, as discussed earlier, connecting users to the underlying data may not be the intent of this map 

– rather, it is a spatially aware content delivery system. For example, the “Tropical Florida” terrestrial 

ecoregion serves as the backdrop for a variety of images, including pictures of the Florida Everglades 

habitat and animals, presumably geocoded.  While it is easy to view this multimedia content, it is not 

possible to download the content to a local disk. It is possible however to browse photos and media 

independently, then select an option to “show on map.”  Therefore it appears that the purpose of this 



application is not to distribute data, but to connect users with content to consume within the 

application itself – consistent with the goals of “educational use” outlined elsewhere on the LandScope 

Web Site.  

The final online mapping application is a Federal agency Web site intended to distribute data 

concerning wetlands.  It is the National Wetlands Inventory, available online at 

http://107.20.228.18/Wetlands/WetlandsMapper.html. An HTML version of the Wetlands Mapper 

Documentation and Instructions Manual normally available at 

<http://www.fws.gov/wetlands/Documents/Wetlands-Mapper-Instructions-Manual.pdf> but offline due to 

the 2013 Federal Government shutdown explains the purpose of the online mapping application, 

published in 2010. Within the Federal Department of the Interior, the Fish and Wildlife Service is 

responsible for maintaining data on the “extent and status of the Nation’s wetlands,” described as a 

component of the National Spatial Data Infrastructure.  The Fish and Wildlife Service is charged with 

making the data available online. The wetlands data refers to the “status, extent, characteristics, and 

functions of wetlands, riparian, deepwater, and related aquatic habitats” with a mission to “promote the 

understanding and conservation of these resources. This data comprises an impressive 45,000 U.S. 

Geological quadrangles – 82 percent of the conterminous U.S.  The data is stored within an ESRI file 

geodatabase. 

Like the Landscope mapper, the Wetlands mapper is a flash-based Flex mapper. The Fish and 

Wildlife Services notes that this platform was chosen because it can “deploy consistently on all major 

browsers, desktops, and operating systems.”  The default background imagery is provided via ESRI 

imagery sourced from NASA and USGS, among other vendors. The finest resolution available is 1 meter. 

Within the mapping application itself, the default scale is 1:144,448, although the optimal scale is larger at 

1:12,000 or 1:24:000. Higher resolution is possible. Streets, Imagery/Labels, Topo, and USGS topo are 

other available background layers. Full screen viewing is possible. 

The documentation provides an overview of some map features, including types of features 

mapped, data availability, metadata access and standards, and notes on data delivery at various scales 

http://107.20.228.18/Wetlands/WetlandsMapper.html
http://www.fws.gov/wetlands/Documents/Wetlands-Mapper-Instructions-Manual.pdf


and locations. Data can be downloaded as a compressed file geodatabase or a shapefile. A Web 

Mapping Service is also available for importing data into an online mapping instance, and Google Earth 

Data is available.  However, the online mapper site itself is the mechanism for downloading spatial data 

concerning a particular extent (e.g., not a pre-staged “view” such as Tennessee or Florida).  In all, the 

documentation is over 17 pages. The documentation directs users to contact the Fish and Wildlife Service 

“Wetlands Team” for details concerning data limitations and uses.  

 

Upon opening the mapping application, the user is presented an image of North America with 

colored overlays across most all of the continental United States.  Alaska is not in the map extent, but the 



lower “panhandle” is visible.  The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and Map Title is prominently visible.  A 

scale, along with present viewing scale, and dynamically updated latitude and longitude are visible. A 

zoom level tool is accessible on the left hand side, consistent with other online mapping applications.  

Along the top of the map window, a variety of tools and menus is present, although muted. An “available 

layers” menu presents checkboxes for wetlands, which is checked by default, and other data layers 

including “Riparian,” “Riparian Mapping Areas,” “Data Source,” “Areas of Interest,” “FWS Refuges,” and 

“Historic Wetland Data.”  Each of these layers has a “question mark” icon next to it, which when clicked, 

reveals “metadata information” in a new screen – notably inaccessible due to the 2013 Federal 

government shutdown. 

 Immediately below the “Available Layers” checkboxes is a color coded “Wetlands Mapping 

Status” showing three levels of data availability: Digital Data, Scanned Map, or No Data.  “Digital Data” is 

available for the majority of the U.S. Areas in the continental interior such as the Rocky Mountains. The 

deserts of Southern California, Nevada, and Arizona are prominent areas of “No Data.” Via a toolbar, it is 

possible to zoom to areas off of the map’s default center such as Hawaii, Alaska, Puerto Rico, and Pacific 

Island trusts.  

From the tools menu, it is possible to “Measure,” “Download Data by State” or “Download Data in 

Current Extent.” On the left hand size near the zoom toolbar, a “zoom history” toolbar is available to 

advance to “previous,” “next,” and “full” extent. As with LandScope, a “Find Location” map search is 

available – this map does allow quotes – although the system does not produce any result for “national 

seashore” with quotes. Searching for “national seashore” without quotes appears to randomly select 

Cape Canaveral National Seashore. The “measure” tool offers the option to “draw a polyline” or a 

“polygon.” Distance is provided in miles.  Area is provided in acres. The tool itself can be minimized, as if 

on a desktop operating system, although restoring the window to full size appears to have a flaw. Ease of 

use is strong, although the “fading out” effect of the tools makes it difficult to assess what tools are 

available, and there is no logical grouping along a unified toolbar as with Data Basin or LandScope. 

It is reasonable to speculate that this particular online mapping application was developed for 

professionals requiring access to spatial information concerning wetlands.  However, in contrast to the 



Data Basin application, this application has limited analysis tools – essentially, “measure” is the extent of 

this application’s toolbox.  This likely reflects that the purpose of the NWI mapping application is to 

distribute data for use with desktop applications, and provide a quick online reference for visualization of 

spatial data with various imagery, base maps, and themes related to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.  

Without access to the ancillary Federal web resources supporting this application, it is difficult to 

assess metadata quality.  However, it is likely that the metadata is held to a more rigid standard than for 

data layers discoverable either via Data Basin or Land Scope. LandScope is in greatest need of improved 

metadata, followed by DataBasin.  Any improvements to recommend would likely center on enhanced 

metadata for those two applications.   

Each site was similar in terms of ease of use, although the Flash based sites loaded and updated 

quickly than the DataBasin data. It is difficult to compare without approaching from a specific task or goal 

that a user might have.  A user interested in obtaining spatial data for wetlands using his or her own 

software would suffer if attempting to access wetland data from LandScope; the Wetlands Mapper is 

more suited to that individual’s needs.  Similarly, a user interested in viewing multiple conservation 

themes would be frustrated by the limited available map themes available for viewing at the Wetlands 

Mapper.  Data Basin or LandScope would be more appropriate.  

In conclusion, each mapping utility is designed for a specific audience. The common thread is 

that they are to be a universally accessible visualization platform, but what data is being visualized 

diverges widely on a theme of natural resources availability and locations within the environment. Design 

of any geographic information system should focus on the intended audience and the expected uses of 

data being sought by that audience. Data Basin offers discovery, visualization, download, and online 

analysis.  LandScope offers discovery, visualization, and exploration with no analysis. The Wetlands 

Mapper offers discovery, visualization, and downloads of selected data products with virtually no analysis 

capacity. 


