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Executive Summary

Most development decisions have a spatial component.  Geographic information can greatly assist decision-making and resolve development questions in a wide range of areas including economic growth, trade, municipal planning and development, disaster planning and risk reduction, agriculture and food security, humanitarian assistance, environmental conservation, and information technology services.  These needs have been dramatically emphasized by requirements for responses to disasters, e.g., Mitch and Georges Hurricanes, the identification of areas of vulnerability to natural and man-made disasters, environmental management and conservation planning based on land cover and land use, and in general to facilitate national and regional planning.  

An important problem confronting decision-makers in the Mesoamerican and Caribbean (MAC) region is that spatial data are often unavailable, generally offer limited geographic coverage, might not be found in usable formats, and in many cases have been developed without the use of consistent standards and in an uncoordinated way.  The spatial data that are available are often developed in a project-oriented context. We have not placed adequate emphasis on a long-term and sustainable national and regional strategy for building effective spatial data infrastructures.  Moreover, spatial data access is often limited to the highly trained technician, leaving a wide audience of potential users without convenient access. The advent of new Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) now facilitates improved utilization by decision makers and establishes a new era.  These new ICTs include integrations of Geographic Position Systems (GPS) which now provide a global geological reference, Remote Sensing to provide monitoring capabilities at unprecedented large and small scales, GIS systems to accommodate these and other spatial data in powerful and consistent manners, and the Internet as a vehicle for broader access to information, analyses, understanding, and even wisdom.  

“The Mesoamerican and Caribbean Geospatial Alliance” (MACGA) was proposed by numerous alliance members to undertake concerted region-wide efforts in Central America and the Caribbean to aid and modernize the development, access, and applications of spatial data.  MACGA integrates donors, data providers, projects, and national interests to improve dramatically the return on investment in data collection and applications and to facilitate sustainable networking among alliance members.  

MACGA will:
1. build a regional task force for spatial data infrastructure development in the Mesoamerican and Caribbean (MAC) regions and initiate long-term personal and professional networking;

2. facilitate agreements on key standards, projections, policies, and practices;

3. build and strengthen the capacity of the national and regional organizations to produce, integrate, and share spatial data and incorporate data in Internet Map Server systems (IMS); 

4. distribute valuable remote sensing and topographic data sets and donate software for data production and applications, and

5. develop specific national and regional prototype information system products and data sets with special emphasis on disaster preparedness and risk reduction.

The main objectives of the MACGA are to improve access and distribution of existing and new spatial data sets; foster harmonization and integration of spatial data sets in the region; promote the appropriate use of common standards and methods for spatial data production and sharing; and establish a coordinating mechanism to link data providers among themselves and with data users.

MACGA is implemented in C.A. and the Caribbean in three phases:

1. Planning Phase:  A project planning committee of alliance members organized this conference and a Capacity Building Workshop. This workshop will institute a steering committee for continued capacity-building and product development.

2.  Capacity-Building Phase:  This phase completed (November, 2003) a capacity-building workshop for Central America and will implement a Capacity Building Workshop at the UWI, Trinidad, May 16-29, for the Caribbean.  This workshop will include a final 2 days for a Caribbean Planning Meeting for all interested parties to discuss their work and needs and to finalize action plans for cooperation and to guide subsequent work as well as identify Capacity Building agendas for the next several years.  Specific training will include ArcGIS and cartographic development by ESRI, ArcIMS implementations by ESRI and the EROS Data Center (EDC), Clearinghouse by EDC, topographic analysis by NGA, regional needs and standards by UWI, geodetic controls by NOAA and UWI, and other.  Landsat TM data will be delivered to each country for time series analyses, Shuttle Radar Topographic Mission (SRTM) data will be provided; and software supporting these activities will be distributed to confirmed participants.  

3. Implementation and Technical Assistance Phase:  The U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) EROS Data Center (EDC) and MACGA partners will provide technical support and capacity-building during the life of the project.  This will center on providing assistance in the development, implementation, staging, and cataloguing of specific data sets and products described in action plans developed during the capacity-building.  Disaster preparedness, risk reduction, environmental management, and land use planning will be emphasized and provide data for operational project or national Internet Map Servers.  Alliance members will provide data to initiate the implementation of the IMS systems during the Workshop.  

More than twenty partner agencies have announced their commitment to participate.  The list includes MAC national mapping and environment agencies, national ministries of agriculture, NGOs, funding agencies, U.N. agencies, research institutions, international development agencies, international agricultural centers, private corporations, public interest groups, and universities.  Each contributes to the alliance objectives in different ways: by funding certain activities, by providing capacity-building, by distributing spatial data sets free of cost, by offering workshop venues, by offering software and training packages, by developing products and deliverables, and by undertaking needed coordination and planning activities.  Partners have already pledged to contribute over $2 million in support of the MACGA.
The alliance brings very real and concrete benefits.  It provides tools and methodologies for data management to more than 250 MAC specialists, strengthens links among data producing agencies, facilitates data access to a wide audience of non-technical users, offers better data integration and interoperability for regional projects, and assists in the development of specific products such as global map data sets and national Internet map server (IMS) applications.  Already, following the MACGA C.A. workshop, a newsletter, LAC-SDI has been prepared and distributed throughout the region.  

Our vision is to build a lasting and sustainable spatial data infrastructure in the MAC region that facilitates access and integration of spatial data and through which data duplication is minimized and the incorporation of spatial data into the decision-making process is greatly increased.  This project undertakes activities for the first two years of the MACGA to provide the capacity-building, organizational support, and technical assistance needed to sustain this vision and to produce tangible products that demonstrate what this alliance can achieve.

In a few years, a beneficiary of this alliance should be able to sit at a single terminal and call upon the full wealth of spatial data resources collected throughout the region, and indeed, throughout the world!

(more information on http://edcintl.cr.usgs.gov/macga.html)

To subscribe to LAC-SDI, please do so on-line at:

sdi-lac@gsdi.org
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