What's Missing from Digital Earth?
Thought Experiment: Space Station Management

We can imagine Earth as a very large space station, (the First international space station, or Deep Space Release 0.1) with a very large and growing set of passengers and crew.  It seems that the crew does not have the documentation for the station - the documents were "lost" after the station was built.  (There are no blueprints, no users manuals, no “Dummies" books, no "Secrets of..." books.) Nor is there a "bridge" for managing the space station systems, unlike the bridge on the Enterprise, whether aircraft carrier or starship.  No documentation, and no feedback about system status and trends.  To top everything else off, it seems the rapidly growing set of passengers and crew is very busy tinkering with and even dismantling much of the life support system.. .    And there is no

Captain Kirk, or Picard, or Sisko, or Janeway (or Christopher Pike, thanks Mark) to "save us."  We have the challenge of getting people not to be passive passengers who sit back and watch things happen, without responsibility or accountability, but to function as crew. 

1.   Geospatial Intelligence

We, the "crew" of Earth, need geospatial intelligence that tells us what is happening at the station and what is forecasted to happen.  This is not cloak-and-dagger stuff, but intelligence in the sense of real information about what is really going on in real places. And intelligence, not noise.  Our current weather information infrastructure demonstrates some of this functionality for one subset...

2.   Active Participation

The crew needs to be able to actively participate in the process.  One important piece is the ability to feed information in, as well as get information out.  The Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology and the National Audubon Society have demonstrated the "citizen science" concept for birders, creating web-based interfaces that allow people to report their bird observations over the Web and retrieve interactive maps that include their inputs.  See: http://www.birdsource.org .  The National Weather Service uses storm spotters to report storm information.  Amazon.com helps to build its community by encouraging people to contribute product reviews and lists of products that are immediately viewable on the website.  SETI@home recruits people to use their PCs to search radio signals data for evidence of extraterrestrial life.  These forms of participation build a sense of ownership and increase public buy-in.  And a public that has PCs, personal GPSs, hand-held wireless devices, cell phones, etc. increasingly has much they could contribute in the way of relevant data.

3.   It's a Game!

I watch the enormous energy kids of all ages put into modern computer-based games.  How can we connect some of the creativity of the game developers and that energy in with Digital Earth?  Are the ways to get the game people involved?  How could games use Digital Earth?  Justin Lancaster of Geosoftware demonstrated exactly the potential here.
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