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BY [T, JOHNSON

he idea and intent were nght, but the

technology imelbectuslly flaccd. At beast

that s wiat | make of Item No. 7 ona

list gathered by Prize Press, a monthly
tabloid about newspaper journalism.

Prize Press editors called dozens of dailies
and weeklies around the county and asked a
varicty of jowrnalists what they really need to
o their pobs. Mumber 7 out of 50 was "Push
pins and a mounted city map o display devel-
apment or crime trends”

What they had discovered was a rudimen-
tary Geographical Information System. GISis
1 old as maps, but
o= the=shelf software
like Baprlnfo or Atlas
Pro can give a jour-
nalizt with a PC
unpearallced power o
analvee social, eco-
nomis, and political
circumstances. Fven
the impact of the
wwrather can be anii
iprated

The shortooming
of the map-and-push-pin analysis tool s that
it 15 limited in dimension, Sure, there can be
different color pins for muorders, arsons, bor-
glarics, and assaults. And the proxmity of the
pin heads can g.i'l.'l.‘ a superficial indication of
the location of the crimes,

Bat what's missing s a quick way 1o massage
that data ar richer levels of abtraction. What
are the demographic factors under those pins?
What are the time and seasonal factors of the
crimes? What does the system tell—or more
mmporiant, allos the reporter to ask—alwout
the economic dimensions of the location?

The power of computers &5 that they permit
us o ask questions, drw condusions, and fnd
answers by arranging and rearranging data
without much cost in time or materials,

GIS programs are becoming the fifth tool in
a suite of fundamental utilities for journal-
tsts. [ The other four? Telecommunications,
wiord processing, spreadsheet, and database
prograns. ) Political ¢ ampaigns, businesses, and
S0 ncwspapers an: already wtilixng them.

Bill Clinton’s campaign staff started map-
ping voling trends and voter profiles, at the
precnct level, two vears before the election.
Uksing Atlas Pro software from Strategic Map-
ping Inc., the micesorkers fime-tuned their barde
plares by targrtimg states where the dection oould
go either way:

“The challenge was to find 2 way to assimi-
late and analvee the information we receved
fromm a variely of sources,” snid Janer Handal,
a campaign technology xj:r:k*gisi_ "!-.-1_3_p|1;|;|15._;_
was the best way™

The mapped information helped draw the
Clinton-Gore bus route through the Midwest
after the Demaocratic comvention. “The maps
shoned s it was a part of the country hard-hit
by the recession and where there were a log of
persuadable volers” 2 Democratic saffer told
InfoWarld

Az Hurricane Andrew bore down on South
Florida, TTT Hartiond Insurance COFAPATTY ~erm-
phyees letened 1o the radio reports and dhanted

Tired of pushing
pins into maps?
Let GIS do it

PC software plots statistics,

analyzes databases, shows trends

the progress of the storm as geographic data
poants on a Maplnfo map,” reported PC Week
By cstimating, 10- to-40-mile paths of the storm
when it made landfall, and overdaving those
maps with information on census tracts and
prolicy holders, the company was able 1o esti-
mate damage 1o its chients. And cstimate how
many chums adpesters to dispatch where.

This technology i not foreign to journal -
1sam, At least not to newspapers, notably the
Mrarr Heraldd, San fose MerceenyeMeasand Thhe
Mew York Trmes,

The Mewspaper Association of America
(MMA] s conssdered testing a GIS approach
to mearketing and circulation data called AMCTS
[Addvertizing, Marketing, and Circulation In
formation Syslem ).

Your publication or station might already
have the hardware, software, and kills right
down the hall in the business office, waiting to
e added to the "What a Journalist Weeds™ list

Oh, yes. Number One on the Prize Press tally
shert? A viciowus serse u:quiz::z'u-:-'jl:}'.'

L T, “Tom™ Johnson, & profesior and San Fran-
crsco-tsed comsultant, can be reached on
CompuSere 72005 343



