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Supporters of the Digital Earth (www.digitalearth.gov) movement say the plan to create a digital, real-time representation of the planet is proceeding despite the loss of one of its early U.S. advocates, former Vice-President Al Gore.  Nearly 600 representatives from 30 countries demonstrated their continued enthusiasm at the Second International Symposium on Digital Earth in Fredericton, New Brunswick, Canada, June 24-28.

“Digital Earth is a global initiative,” said Myra Bambacus, Digital Earth Program manager at NASA’s Goddard Space Flight Center (www.gsfc.nasa.gov).  “The geospatial data market is out there and it’s evolving.  We will continue to participate and influence geospatial data interoperability standards to support knowledge capture and decision making regardless of administration or programs,” she said.

Digital Earth is an ambitious concept that aims to incorporate maps and data – ranging from topography and population to weather patterns and migration – into a seamless geospatial system accessible worldwide.  The initiative envisions a three-dimensional globe that users could click on to access data layers.  At its full potential, this globe would be interoperable with everything from local to global data and be available via terminals that might some day literally surround you like a personal theater to take you on virtual tours.  Sufficient data depth and breadth would ensure its use by researchers, local planners, and students.  The project encompasses standards development, idea marketing, and data collection and draws openly on the work of other organizations.  Digital Earth participants have already been instrumental in developing several critical technology elements required for the program’s success, including the Open GIS Consortium’s (www.opengis.org) Web Mapping Testbed.  

Since its inception in 1998, the international project has been primarily driven in the United States by 23 federal agencies.  As lead agency, NASA (www.nasa.gov) acts as a secretariat, coordinating efforts for the others, which include the Federal Emergency Management Agency (www.fema.gov), U.S. Geological Survey (www.usgs.gov), Federal Geographic Data Committee (FGDC, www.fgdc.gov), and National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (www.noaa.gov).  According to Bambacus, though, this structure will soon change as the working group becomes integrated into the structure of the FGDC.

The Digital Earth project has also garnered increasing support from the private sector as firms envision a future in which almost limitless information is available – from crime rates to tax rates, from electric power lines to underground water pipes, and from wildlife habitats to smog forecasts – related to nearly any place on the Earth.

