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The vanishing horizon

a peek at the future
of knowledge

Noel Chenier
Charles McKenna of the U.S, Army Corps of Engineers' Topographic Engineering Center speaks about the Digital Earth
project n Fredericton Monday.




The vanishing horizon

Technology: Digital Earth conference offers a peek at the future of knowledge

By Tali Folkins, Telegraph Journal

Fredericton – A “living, dynamic model of the earth” that will enhance sustainability, improve people’s quality of life and generally “add value to the planet’ is on the horizon with the development of the Digital Earth project, an engineer with the U.S. Army told attendees at the Digital Earth 2001 conference in Fredericton Monday.

Digital Earth is essentially a plan for a highly sophisticated, detailed and interactive map of the world, stored on computers and communicated over the Internet.  The concept was first coined by NASA and is being spearheaded largely by various U.S. government agencies, but interest in the project has been growing around the world in recent years.  The first Digital Earth conference was held in Beijing, China in 1999: this year Fredericton is hosting the event, which runs from Sunday to Thursday. 

Digital Earth promises to transform human life because it will eventually encompass, in real time, all the information we have about the planet, said Charles McKenna of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers’ Topographic Engineering Center, who often spoke in language not typically associated with the military profession.

“Think of a world in which there is magic in our interactions and music in the results,” he said, when describing the potential of Digital Earth.

Less Utopian, perhaps, but no less enthusiastic about the project were Jeff de La Beaujardiere and Fritz Hasler, two NASA officials who showed off some of the latest Digital Earth software in a packed ballroom in the Fredericton Sheraton yesterday morning.  Mr. de La Beaujardiere showed the audience a few examples of the types of information now available on the alpha, or early, version of NASA’s Digital Earth system – maps, compiled largely from satellite photos, Himalayan mountain ranges and valleys in 3D or depicting storm clouds as they billowed over Florida.  Mr. Hasler used some the system’s interactive maps to pan and zoom over the globe, eventually homing in on the future site of the coming Olympics near Salt Lake City, Utah.  The system’s high resolution allowed viewers to see individual cars in a parking lot of the site.

Although much of the initiative for Digital Earth has come from government, the project has now picked up enough momentum for it to be carried along even without state participation, because of its enormous potential for business, said Myra Bambacus, manager of NASA’s Digital Earth program.  The information available through Digital Earth, Ms. Bambacus said, will be useful not just to governments and university researchers but to companies and individual consumers as well.

“The market is out there”, she said.  

For example, information about the availability of services in different places will help people make decisions about where they might want to live or travel.  Much of this information, she said, in fact already exists; one of the main tasks of Digital Earth is putting it all together.  

In fact, this act of combining the massive amounts of geographic data now stored by various governments (some hostile to one another), and by various organizations, all in myriad different forms – “ensuring interoperability”, as Ms. Bambacus puts it – is one of the biggest challenges facing the geomatics industry, say people in the business.

“Everyone goes off in their own directions – there doesn’t seem to be any real standard.” Says Jay McGee, a software developer with GeoResearch Systems Inc., a small Fredericton firm.  This, he says is due partly to the competitive nature of business, where companies pride themselves on having a unique product.

Making various sources of geomatics data compatible with each other is “certainly an obstacle’” says Sheri Flanagan, a spokeswoman for Fredericton-based Caris, which with its 140-plus employees is one of Atlantic Canada’s biggest geomatics companies.  However, she says, many of the talks at Digital Earth 2001 deal with the problem, and people in the industry hope that the conference and others like it will make progress in overcoming it.  Also, some companies, such as Caris, sell special software tools for reading other geomatics formats, and companies have recently been formed to specialize in translating geomatics data from one form to another, she adds.

