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Abstract
Geographic data are vital for the execution of many United Nations operations in the areas of peace and security, development, and environment. Data sets, where they exist, are often outdated or sometimes difficult to access.

The Second Administrative Level Boundaries data set project (SALB) is the first attempt, proposed by the United Nations community (UN), to take advantage of existing administrative boundaries data sets and to meet the general need for a consistent global coverage down to the second administrative level within the context of the United Nations Geographic Database project and the United Nations Geographic Information Working Group (UNGIWG).

Coordinated by WHO/EIP the SALB project can count on the active support of many UN and non-UN institutions including committees like Permanent Committee on GIS Infrastructure for Asia and the Pacific (PCGIAP) or the International Steering Committee for Global Mapping (ISCGM) 

This paper presents the concepts and methodology used in to create the SALB database. It also give a summary of the progres achieved since its launching in June 2001, discusses the creation of such a project before concluding with general thoughts on the development of global data sets.

1. Introduction 

The United Nations with its numerous agencies is an important producer and consumer of data. Sub-national data are collected for many purposes and need complementary data in order to represent these data on thematic maps or perform more sophisticated analysis using a GIS. In this context, the organisation of the data collected within the UN around a geographical database is very important.
To fulfil their mandate, UN agencies need adequate and accurate geographic data but the quality and the quantity of existing data do not often meet their requirements. This is particularly true for those that deliver services on the ground, where UN operations still rely on outdated paper maps. This do not lead to favourable conditions for comparative analysis and data sharing.

Covering activities such as the protection of the refugee (UNCR), health (WHO), outspace (OOSA), food and agriculture (FAO), environment (UNEP) or meteorology (WMO) the data collected are also very heterogeneous and can present different levels of complexity. So far, the collection, the production and the distribution of these data do not follow (or are not supported by) any common mandate, policies or even guidelines. Therefore, geographic data gathered at one agency are not readily available to the others. Uncoordinated data development initiatives lead to duplication of efforts and inefficient use of limited resources. Using existing global databases is often not an ideal solution as these data sets are usually of varied quality. 

The lack of a common geographic database within the UN system makes it very difficult, if not impossible, to provide information in a timely fashion and to undertake comparative analysis of substantive issues. Hence there was a need to develop a common geographic database for UN system-wide use.
This situation is the basis of two efforts that have recently started within the UN: The creation of a working group on Geographic Information. (United Nations Geographic Information Working Group, UNGIWG) and the development of the United Nations Geographic database (UN Geodatabase) project.

The establishment of the UNGIWG was the culmination of several years of efforts to bring together professionals in the fields of cartography and geographic information science within the United Nations system to address common issues affecting the work of the Organization in these fields. The UNGIWG was established in March 2000 to facilitate inter-agency co-operation on specific issues in the fields of cartography and geographic information science. The overall objective of the UNGIWG is to promote the efficient use of geographic information within the United Nations system for better decision-making.

The concept of creating a UN geographic database was initiated by the Cartographic Section of the Department of Public Information, in consultation with various UN departments and agencies. The primary goal of the project is to create and maintain a global geographic database consisting of basic cartographic elements and toponymic information. This is intended to serve as a geo-referenced base for overlaying and exchanging information within the UN system. This would establish the required institutional structure and policies to support the database. 

The project is being implemented in several phases. In the first phase several quick impact data sets are being developed to meet the demands of the majority of the UN users. These include two framework data sets namely international boundaries and administrative boundaries, and major data layers at country profile level, which include populated places, transportation network, hydrography and relief. Data distribution policies are also being discussed.
Taking advantage of these two efforts it has been possible to implement a first inter agency project to answer one of the needs expressed by many UN institutions. This project, called SALB, aims at creating an homogeneous Second Administrative Level Boundaries data set in order to improve the collection, management, analysis and sharing of subnational data. The review of the administrative boundaries data set available in several UN institutions done in the context of the 2nd UNGIWG meeting (Rome, 2001) confirmed the existence of multiple non-coordinated efforts leading to duplication of work and a lack of compatibility between the data sets regarding this particular layer.

This project has been launched in the continuity of different efforts that took place in the middle of the 90's where the delimitation of the administrative boundaries needed for the creation of population distribution grids (Tobler et al., 1995).

In order to facilitate data exchange within the United Nations and the international community a list of characteristics were defined for this data set:


- digital format (ArcInfo export file)


- global coverage (concentrating on the UN member countries)


- representative of January 2000


- international borders and coastlines standard developed by the UN cartographic section


- specific coding scheme developed for the context of the SALB project


- freely redistributable for non-commercial purposes (under copyright for avoiding any commercial use)


- validation by the National Mapping Agency (NMA) of the respective countries 

Since the launching of this project an important amount of information and data have been collected. Since this information finally covers the period 1990 to 2003 a database on historic changes has also been created which is now associated to the SALB data set.

2. Standards, methods and processes

A reflection took place at the beginning of the SALB project in order to define the standard, methods and processes that were going to ensure the strength and homogeneity of the data set.

2.1 Standards 

The elements considered are as follow:

- the international borders in order to be able to create a global data set in which each country map would be compatible with the neighbouring countries.

- the metadata that is associated with the information in order to insure its documentation.

- the representativity of the information collected as the administrative units represent territorial entities that are subject to changes through time

- the codification of the administrative units and spelling of the names in order to provide a homogeneous tool for the management, analysis and sharing of subnational data

- the validation of the information collected by an official entity within the country

For the first two elements, the SALB project has been able to take advantage of the work done in the context of the UNGIWG. For the last three elements, solutions have been specifically designed for the SALB project.

2.1.1 The International Boundary Database 

The SALB database relies on national data for the depiction of administrative boundaries. The alignment of administrative boundaries does not involve territorial disputes. However, for most countries (except islands and a few other entities) one or more common boundaries are shared with the neighbouring country. Because the representation of the international boundary might differ based on various reasons (interpretation of treaty, sources of data, political view, etc), it was crucial that SALB data set could be used in conjunction with an international boundary data set common to the UN community. 

The most appropriate office to develop such data set was within the UN Secretariat at the UN Cartographic Section. In 2001, the UN Cartographic Section undertook the task to review and to edit a digital data set expected to provide the United Nations community with a world wide coverage of international boundaries consistent with the boundary representations that are used by the UN Cartographic Section at scales of 1:1,000,000 and smaller. This data set is based on the Vmap data set and has been updated with the most appropriate information available (topographic, legal, geographic data).

While the legal basis of international boundaries can only be found in treaties, the present work was understood as being a “best attempt” at representing these boundaries in digital form suitable for GIS applications. This “best attempt” is the result of long-term cartographic compilation of information and data from multiple sources such as treaties, existing maps, other forms of documentation, and consultative interpretations. The two sets are thus developed in tandem where close cooperation is essential in order to keep the two data sets fully compatible and also to take the feedback from the countries into account.

2.1.2 The metadata associated with the SALB data set 

One of the most important elements when distributing data to third parties is the metadata associated with it which allows the user to make an optimal and appropriate use of the data.

In the case of the SALB project it was important to create a metadata record for each of the digital maps that will be downloadable from the internet.

In order to insure the homogeneity of these records and their comparability with other data sets it was important to use one standard recognised within the United Nations. In this regard the SALB project has been able to take advantage of the work done in the context of the UNGIWG.

Using the ISO 19115 Standard (Geographic Information- Metadata), the working group on Metadata and Clearinghouse has identified a series of fields that should be used to create UN standardised metadata records. This standard has already been integrated in spatial data portals like the FAO GeoNetwork which allow an homogeneous integration of records within the UN for dissemination.

This UN standard has been used to create the SALB metadata records.

2.1.3 Representativity of the data set

It clearly appears from the beginning of the project that many sources of information were available for the same country and that many differences were observed between these sources in terms of number and naming of the administrative units reported. Even if most of the time this difference was due to a difference in the level of the information it clearly appeared that the main reason was in fact connected to the lack of information regarding the representativity of the data.

This leads us to two decisions: the first one was to make a choice regarding the representativity of the first version of the SALB data set, the second one was the constitution of a database of historic changes that would allow us to identify the representativity of different information collected in the context of the project (maps, tables).

As a delay may often be observed between the promulgation of a law affecting the extension or naming of administrative units and its application and in order to have a first reference that could be associated to a particular date it has been decided to consider 1 January 2000 as the reference for the representativity of the SALB data set. This decision also ensures the consistency of the mosaic that would be created by merging the country specific maps together in order to create the global coverage.

The historic changes database was firstly used as a tool allowing the identification of the representativity of the maps collected and often to find out what should be done in order to update this map and make it representative of 1 January 2000. It finally appears that the information contained in this historic changes database was a good complement to the January 2000 data set and that in some cases was an essential tool in order to understand the representativity of subnational data that could have been collected for different years. It has therefore finally been decided to also post these tables on the SALB web site.

2.1.4 Codification of the administrative units and spelling of the name

In order to improve the utility of the SALB data set as a tool for subnational data collection, management, analysis and representation it was important to provide the users with a standardised coding scheme that would take into account the vertical structure (levels) and the time representativity of the administrative units within a country and also ensure the homogeneity between countries.

We thought at the beginning of the project that such a scheme already exist. The analysis done demonstrates that this was not the case. A SALB specific coding scheme has therefore been developed in order to be able to take these elements into account.

This coding scheme has been reviewed by a committee composed of GIS technicians and statisticians working within UN agencies or non UN-institutions. It has now become one of the core elements of the SALB data set and different institutions are already implementing it in their database or evaluating its implementation (Measure for their DHS survey, CIESIN for the Global Population of the World project,…). We are also discussing the possibility of submitting this scheme to ISO in order to make it become an international standard.

In order to take full advantage of the database on historic changes mentioned in the section 2.1.3 protocols have also been developed in order to be able to code any historic changes that occurred before or after January 2000. This protocol as well as the result of the analysis done and the description of the scheme developed for SALB can be downloaded from the SALB web site.

It was also important to homogenize the way the name of each administrative unit was spelt by choosing a common alphabet that could be used with the GIS technology (problem of representation of the diactrical symbols). The Roman Alphabet as been chosen as it answered these requirements and also because it was possible to find a version of the names spelt with this alphabet for an important number of countries. There are nevertheless still some countries for which the translation into the Roman Alphabet has still not taken place and for which discussion is under process in order to find a solution.

2.1.5 Validation of the SALB data set

It was essential for the project that the digital maps that will be provided to the international community reflect the correct situation observed in the different countries in terms of international and administrative boundaries. For a question of homogeneity it was also important that the institution chosen was present in each country in order to insure its comparability.

We therefore had to identify which institution would be considered as being in charge of validating the data set before posting it on the internet. After having done some research it appears that nearly all the countries had a National Mapping Agency (NMA). The type of institution recognised as being the NMA may vary from one country to another (Statistical Office, Academic Institute, Military department,…) but always has a link with the government which was reinforcing our choice.

2.2 Methods and Processes

The creation of the SALB data set concerns an important number of countries (191), implies a large spectre of information to be collected (list of admin unit names, historic changes, maps..), involves different types of institutions and does not have access to extensive resources. 

It was therefore essential to define clear methods and processes in order to avoid any duplication of work and obtain the desired products that will be downloadable from the SALB web site. These products are:

1) a table listing the names of the first and second level administrative units as observed 1 January 2000 and validated by the NMA (Table 1). The correspondence between the levels also has to be indicated and the SALB coding scheme implemented in this table.

Table 1 - extract from the first and second level administrative unit names table for the Philippines

2) a digital map showing the delimitation of the first and second level administrative units as reported in the table validated by the NMA for January 2000 (Figure 1). This map has to correspond to the characteristics mentioned in the introduction which includes its validation by the NMA of the country in question.

Figure 1 - Delimitation of the administrative boundaries of the Philippines corresponding to the table provided by the NMA for January 2000

3) two tables presenting the historic changes observed at the first administrative level since 1990 (example on Table 2) and the one observed at the second level since 2000. Both tables include the SALB coding scheme.

Table 2 - Historic changes observed in the Philippines between 1990 and 2002 at the first administrative level

The last product can be used to create digital maps representative of any period before or after January 2000.

The treatment of a first series of countries allowed us to identify the general steps that have to be applied in order to obtain each of these products:

1) collection and compilation of information and documents

2) application of specific protocols in order to create the products 

3) validation of the final product by the country specific NMA.

4) distribution of the final products through the SALB web site.

As some information contained in one document was often necessary for the completion of the digital map a certain order of treatment has also been applied. The priority has therefore always been given to the creation of the table listing the administrative units names. Once this first document was validated, the processes aiming at creating the digital map representative of January 2000 as well as the historic changes table were started.

It is also important to mention that the project follows the order of treatment of the countries based on the priorities expressed by the different UN agencies or partners involved and/or interested in the SALB project (i.e. CIESIN). This list of priorities is continuously updated in order to help the different technicians involved to plan their work.

Differences in the methods and processes used during each of these steps are observed between the creation of the different tables and the map. These differences will be presented now for each of the steps listed.

2.2.1 Collection and compilation of information and documents

The collection and compilation processes have been done in parallel for the tables and for the maps.

For the table the only source of information has been the NMA of the respective countries which has considerably simplified the process and provides us with already validated information. We unfortunately had to face other problems when contacting these institutions:

- the list of NMA available was out-of-date,

- for some countries it is very difficult to join the NMA,

- finally, a certain number of countries have refused to give us the requested information

The request sent to the NMA regarding the historical changes also allows us to have a last check of the information provided by the NMA. It often happens that changes need to be done in the original table as this exercise makes the NMA aware of some errors in the information provided.

Parallel to the collection of the administrative boundaries names and historic changes tables an important part of the activity of the SALB coordination team concerns the collection of maps that could be used in the context of the SALB project. In this case, the approach has been different from the one followed for the creation of the tables as we have tried to find as many sources of information as possible. This is simply due to the fact that:

- very often the digital maps available are out-of-date and we then need to find other documents that allow us to update them

- for some countries it is difficult to find maps that can be redistributed to third parties

In order to solve these last points, two documents have been prepared in the context of the SALB project:

- a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) in collaboration with the UN Office of the Legal Counsel in order to be able to integrate maps from institutions willing to contribute to the SALB project only if they can keep their copyright on the original document

- a letter, signed by the Under-Secretary-General for Communications and Public Information, has been prepared by the UN Map Library and will be sent to the countries for which we have difficulties in obtaining maps. This should allow us to solve the situation that we are facing in some particular region of the world like Europe.

The important variety of maps found made us create an access database for their management. This database contains information about: the format, the source and the redistribution rights linked to each of these maps and allows us to visualise the situation by country. 

Having access to a map does not necessarily mean that a map is representative of a particular date. It is also important to mention that, due to the difference in the quality of the data sets compiled, the cartographic use of these maps is finally more suitable for thematic mapping than for precise locating or modelling.

In order to avoid any duplication of work and to take advantage of all the information, the NMA contact information have been centralised at the UN Map Library in New York and all the documents collected (tables, maps and others) at the World Health Organization in Geneva.

2.2.2 Creation of the SALB  products

Because of the differences observed in the processes being used, this section will be separated into two parts: the first one concentrating on the creation of the tables associated with the SALB data set (administrative units names as observed in January 2000, historic changes), the second one on the creation of the SALB data set itself.

For the tables, we always wait for the NMA to provide us with the validated list of administrative units names observed in January 2000. This list is then coded, using the coding scheme presented in the section 2.1.4, and converted into a table (Table 1). The NMA is then contacted one more time in order to obtain the historic changes tables. This part of the process is very straight forward and only depends on the goodwill of the NMA to provide us with the requested information.

Because of the heterogeneity observed in terms of data availability the processes involved in the creation of the digital map representative of the situation observed in January 2000 are more complex. It has therefore been necessary to find a general approach flexible enough to be applied to each country. In this approach all the maps collected, independently from their format, source or redistribution rights were considered and confronted to the table provided by the NMA for this particular date, the objective being to find a map or combination of maps that will contain the same administrative structure as the one reported in the table.

From this point different situations may occurs:

a) we have a map or combination of maps that correspond to the table and we are authorised to use it/them

b) we have a map or combination of maps that correspond to the table but we are not authorised to use it or them (redistribution rights, copyrights,…)

c) we have a map or combination of maps that present a structure close to the one reported in the table (unit missing, differences in the unit names)

d) all the maps we have are far from the structure reported in the table from the NMA

Different actions are then taken depending on the situation observed, in the case of the situation mentioned under point a) the editing work can be started. In the case of the situation b) the owner of the map(s) in question is contacted in order to obtain the authorisation to use them (using the MOU mentioned in the section 2.2.1). In the case of missing information (point c), a research on the internet is done and/or institutions having activities in the field as well as the NMA are contacted in order to complete the map. In the case of the situation d), further research is done, mainly through the NMA in order to find a map that would correspond to the table.

If we contact the institution owning the map(s) we are requesting them to authorise us to:

- digitise the boundaries in case of a paper or jpeg map,

- modify the limits of some administrative boundaries if they were not representative of January 2000 as a first stage and then of any historic changes that would have occurred in the period 1990-2003

- fit the administrative boundaries into the international borders standard provided by the United Nations

- modify the attribute table that will contain the administrative units names and the project specific coding scheme

- redistribute the final maps to third parties for non-commercial use through the SALB web site.

In any case the approach is to finally obtain a map or combination of maps that can be used in the context of the SALB project and in which the administrative unit structure corresponds to the ones reported in the table provided by the NMA. Once we have reached this objective the editing process can start.

The editing process is based on a protocol specifically created for the context of the SALB project. This protocol presents two advantages:


- it facilitates the creation of editing poles located in different institutions


- it represents a new tool ensuring the homogeneisation of the data set

This protocol being quite long it would not be presented in this paper but can be obtained by contacting one of the author. It is just important to mention that this protocol allows the integration of the international border mentioned in the section 2.1.1.

The application of this protocol allows the creation of a shape file that:

- represents the administrative structure of a particular country as observed in January 2000 (example in Figure 1)

- contains the administrative units names and codes in its attribute table

which represents the expected products

2.2.3 Validation and distribution of the SALB products

As mentioned in the previous section the validation of the tables is already included in the data collection process and each table received from the NMA is then directly posted on the SALB web site.

As it is essential for the project that this digital map reflects the correct situation observed in the country concerned in January 2000 in terms of international and administrative boundaries we are coming back to the NMA asking for the validation of the map created by the editing process.

Soon after the validation by the NMA, the corresponding table or map is prepared to be put on the SALB web site for free non-commercial download. For the map this implies the finalisation of the metadata record. The use of the metadata standard developed in the context of the UNGIWG also allows us to post the SALB records on the FAO GeoNetwork data portal giving therefore a broader access to the maps available on the SALB web site.

2.4 The SALB network

The creation of the SALB data set would never have been possible without UN and non-UN institutions, projects, commissions, committee or networks that have, and are still, actively participating in each of its steps (see Figure 2).

Figure 2 - List of the institutions, projects, commissions, committee or networks presented according to the step(s) in which they participate for the creation of the SALB data set

As we can see on this Figure, the data collection process involves an important number of institutions. Once the information is collected and compiled, the series of processes and protocols elaborated in the context of the SALB project do not require the involvement of many institutions.

This figure also mentions the maintenance and updating part of the process which has recently been put in place in order to follow the evolution of the administrative units within the countries that already provided the project with the January 2000 situation and the historic changes since 1990. In this new part of the process, the NMA are contacted for the last time requesting them to directly inform the UN Map Library about any changes that would occur in their country regarding their NMA contact information or in terms of administrative boundaries delimitation and administrative unit names.

This figure finally illustrates one of the concerns of the SALB project which is the distribution of the tasks to institution according to their specific mandates and/or technical capacities. In this scheme the National Mapping Agencies are playing a key role and therefore appear at different place in the process. The UN Map Library is also playing a central role by updating the NMA contact list, following up on the validation process and keeping the contact with the NMA for updates.

3. State of Progress

This chapter presents the evolution observed since the launching of the project for some of its steps. The steps are presented in the same order as the Sections in Chapter 2.

Since June 2001, 172 NMAs have been contacted. Figure 3 shows the evolution of these contacts.

Figure 3 - Evolution in terms of number of NMAs contacted

Until now, these contacts have allowed us to collect the table listing the administrative units observed in January 2000 for 107 countries (Evolution in Figure 4).

As mentioned in the introduction, information about the historic changes observed at the first level since 1990 and the second level since 2000 have also been collected since the beginning of the project. So far it has been possible to validate historic changes for 73 countries at the first level and for 68 countries at the second level. 

Figure 4 - Evolution observed regarding the number of tables validated for January 2000 and for the historic changes at the first and second level

In terms of administrative boundaries maps Figure 5 represents the evolution of the number of countries for which:

- a map that can be used in the context of SALB has been found (modification and redistribution authorised). 125 so far

- we are still under discussion in order to obtain a map

- a map is still missing

Figure 5 - Evolution of the number of countries for which a map can be used, is still under discussion or is missing (SNL = SubNational level)

Figure 6 presents the evolution of the number of countries for which the comparison between the available maps and the table provided by the NMA has been done since June 2001. We can see that:

- there is a constant progression in each step reported

- there is a certain percentage of the countries for which the maps at disposal do not correspond to the table provided by the NMA and for which we do not have the necessary information in order to perform the update (currently 25% of the countries for which we have received the table from the NMA)

- there is still an important number of countries for which we have maps but still do not have the table from the NMA

- the process should still be improved in order to have the comparison done each time that a table is validated by the country (the blue line should overlap the red one).

Figure 6 - Evolution of the number of countries regarding the comparison between the table and the maps (the evolution for the tables and map that can be used are also included)

The redistribution rights checking process concerning the use of the maps has been very time-consuming mainly because some institutions do not keep the indication of the redistribution right on the map they have in their database or even do not know the source of the map they are redistributing. We therefore had many times to find out the source of these maps and contact the institution in question in order to obtain their authorisation.

This problem of redistribution appears in Figure 5 where we can see that the number of countries for which we had a map that could be used has decreased between October 2002 and January 2003 due to the fact that for some of them we were no longer sure that they could be distributed to third parties. This explains the growing number of countries for which the use of the map was still under discussion.

We are still in discussions with some institutions regarding the use of maps for 60 countries. The MOU mentioned in the section 2.2.1 should allow us to solve the situation for about 30 countries in the coming month. 

For some other countries (i.e. Switzerland, Turkey,…) the problem remains the redistribution to third parties outside the UN. We may therefore have to consider the possibility of distributing some maps only within the UN with a special mention on the SALB web site (this mainly concerns European countries).

As of June 2003 the editing work has started for 55 countries and has been completed for 49 of them (evolution on Figure 7). 

Figure 7 - Evolution of the editing process

The lack of information regarding the source of the map at disposal, the restriction of redistribution or copyright that are associated with the required documents explains the gap that exists between the number of countries for which the map we have corresponds to the table and the number of countries for which the editing work has started.

The validation process of the final digital map is certainly the slowest step of the whole process. The fact that the UN Map Library is now taking care of the validation follow up is already showing some results as the number of validated maps is increasing again since last May as we can see in Figure 8.

Figure 8 - Evolution of the validation step

On the same figure, the gap existing between the number of countries for which the editing has been done and the number of countries for which the map has been sent for validation corresponds to countries for which the problem of copyright has been identified after the editing work has started and for which the discussion regarding a possible use of the map is still taking place.

Up until now we have received the validation for 12 countries, the maps for these countries are already posted on the SALB web site.

Finally, the UN Map Library has so far requested the collaboration of 66 NMAs regarding any changes that would occur in the future and have already received the confirmation from 22 of them that the UN Map Library will be kept informed about any changes.

4. Future of the Project, Synthesis and Discussion

After 2 years of work, all the processes, protocols, guidelines and documents that were needed in order to create and maintain the SALB database are now ready and most of them have been tested successfully. It is true that some part of the process still needs to be improved but we are confident that the synergy created by the posting of data on the SALB web site will make the data provider and countries realise the importance of such database for data collection, management, distribution and representation and therefore increase their input to the project.

The growing interest shown by the UN and non-UN institutions towards the SALB project as well as the utilisation of the material collected for different subnational projects within WHO should insure the continuity of the project in the coming year. By that time we expect to have:

- finalised the historic changes database for the UN member countries that accept to contribute to the project and succeeded to show the interest of such information to the remaining countries

- access to at least one digital map delimiting the administrative units for each country

- posted as many maps as possible on the SALB web site.

Before reaching these objectives, the SALB web site will have been redesigned in order to simplify the access to the data.

The SALB project is a good illustration of the potentiality that exists within the UN and non-UN community in terms of collaboration, access to data and technical skills. Within the United Nations, SALB even represents the biggest interagency project ever realised in the field of Geographic Information.

We could therefore wonder why such a project was not started earlier within the UN, which would have reduced the duplication of work and insure a better homogeneity of the data set used nowadays. Some answer to this questions are the lack of:

- communication and coordination between the UN and non-UN agencies in terms of access to digital information

- funding

- time at disposal and specific mandate for the reflection, creation of protocols and standards that were needed in order to insure the homogeneity of such a data set

The creation of the UN Geographic Information Working Group, and more specifically the creation of the contact network that resulted from the different meetings of the working group, improved the communication between UN agencies and therefore the coordination of different efforts linked with geographic information.

Funding is always an issue when we want to start such a project and SALB is not an exception. In this particular case the launching of the UN geographic database project as well as the willingness of some institutions to avoid duplication of work in this area provided the project with sufficient funding for the elaboration of the concepts, the preparation of the standards to be used and the different protocols necessary to ensure the homogeneity of the data set. This being achieved it was easier to request technician working time from institutions in order to perform some work (editing for example) than asking them to allocate new funding for doing that same work. However some funding was still requested in order to buy some information or documents necessary for the creation of the data set.

The time issue is far from being the least important. Nearly all the UN Organization that are working with digital maps need, most of the time, to have access to accurate information very quickly in order to answer crisis situations happening in the field. Crisis being unfortunately very frequent, these institutions always have to work in an emergency which does not allow them the time to elaborate strong concepts like the one being the basis of the SALB project. The objective of projects like SALB being also to reach the global coverage it is necessary to find an institution that can cover this frame in terms of mandate which exclude institutions working on a particular region or set of countries. In this context the SALB project had the chance to benefit from the WHO Evidence and Information for Policy cluster frame which didn't have to give an answer to crisis situation and was favorising the coordination of such project due to its global mandate.

In conclusion we can see that a certain number of elements have to be present in order to allow the launching of a project like SALB but it also shows that this becomes possible as soon as we:

- improve the communication between the institution needing and using the requested data, 

- can fund the beginning of the process in order to insure the development of the methods, concepts and standards. Once this is achieved it becomes easier to obtain contribution from the interested parties

- involve the countries in the process

- have an institution which has a mandate that can fit with the creation of the layer in question.

The rapid development of the Geographic Information Systems these past years has brought most of the attention of the users to the different GIS software that are available on the market, making them forget that the core element of any GIS system are the data and not the software itself. This is often reflected in the poor quality of the metadata that is associated to the data provided by some institutions. It is therefore very important to bring the attention back to the data, to their quality, standardisation and documentation. In this context the SALB project could maybe be used as an example for the creation of other framework data set as part of the UN geodatabase project (i.e. the river network). 

Before that there is a strong need for finding a way to have a reference layers that could be used for the creation of these framework data sets and therefore insure their geographic compatibility. The important heterogeneity observed between the different sources of data for the delimitation of the same administrative boundaries is already a first example of this lack of compatibility. The same observation can be made for other layers available on the market or accessible through the internet. Maybe that the solution could be found in the satellite scenes that start to be freely downloadable from the internet and that could form this layer of reference at least for some of the frame work data.
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Useful Links

SALB project: http://www3.who.int/whosis/gis/salb/salb_home.htm
UNGIWG: www.ungiwg.org
FAO GeoNetwork: http://www.fao.org/geonetwork/srv/en/main.search
UN Cartographic Section: http://www.un.org/Depts/Cartographic/english/htmain.htm
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