
 0 1

MetroGIS - Cooperation, Coordination, Sharing Geographic Data

June 4, 1999

Congressman Stephen Horn, Chairman
Subcommittee on Government Management,  Information, and Technology
U.S. House of Representatives
Washington D.C. 20515 

Oversight Hearing on Policies and Programs of Geographic Information Systems
June 9, 1999

Dear Congressman Horn:

On behalf of the entire MetroGIS organization, we are honored to have been selected to testify before
your subcommittee as a representative of locally focused, regionally coordinated GIS initiatives.  We are
equally honored to have the opportunity to offer suggestions about how the federal government would be a
resource to help regional GIS collaboratives overcome challenges and meet local objectives. 

I chair the MetroGIS Policy Board.  The Board is comprised of twelve locally elected or appointed
officials who represent eleven categories of local and metropolitan government which serve the seven-
county Twin City Metropolitan Area.  Each member is committed to institutionalizing widespread data
sharing among our stakeholder organizations.  MetroGIS, like the National Spatial Data Infrastructure
(NSDI) project, is founded on the principle that data sharing and collaboration are in the public interest. 
MetroGIS’ philosophy appears to differ slightly from that of NSDI in that we are attempting to address
stakeholder perceptions of the degree of benefit received rather than assume benefit is received.    

MetroGIS is a work in progress, an ad hoc organization not yet able to operate independently.  Even so, I
believe the guiding principles we rely upon as we undertake each of our strategic initiatives will permit us
to evolve into a sustainable entity.  I also believe the work of MetroGIS will have a profound affect on
information and data sharing policy as well as substantially increase collaborative data development and
data sharing activity in the Twin Cities, possibly the State of Minnesota.  The single most important reason
for MetroGIS’ success to date, I believe, is we took a substantial amount of time early on to understand
commonalties among the business information needs of our key stakeholder organizations.  We have also
remained focused on our ultimate goal to improve efficiency and effectiveness of our stakeholders in their
pursuits to improve quality of life and economic competitiveness. 

Again, on behalf of MetroGIS, and with great pleasure I submit the attached written testimony.  I also am
looking forward to appearing before your subcommittee to discuss goals and issues we have in common.  
Respectfully,

Victoria Reinhardt, Chairperson
MetroGIS Policy Board   and
Ramsey County Commissioner

Cc:  The Honorable Bruce Vento, The Honorable Jim Ramsted, The Honorable Martin Sabo, The
Honorable Bill Luther, Metropolitan Council MetroGIS Policy Board
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Congressman Stephen Horn, Chairman
Subcommittee on Government Management, Information, and Technology
U.S. House of Representatives
Washington D.C. 20515 

Oversight Hearing on Policies and Programs of Geographic Information Systems – June 9th

Dear Congressman Horn:

I am writing on behalf of the Metropolitan Council of the Greater Minneapolis-St. Paul Metropolitan Area.  I wish to
thank you for your recognition of MetroGIS’ philosophies and accomplishments as an example of a successful,
locally focused, regionally coordinated GIS initiative and for your invitation to MetroGIS to testify before your
subcommittee on June 9th. 

The Metropolitan Council is the regional planning organization for the seven-county Minneapolis-St. Paul
Metropolitan Area.  I serve as the Metropolitan Council’s chairperson and together with sixteen colleagues, each of
us appointed by the Governor of Minnesota, we provide policy direction for the organization.  The Council’s
responsibilities include running the regional bus system, collecting and treating wastewater and managing water
resources preservation, overseeing growth management policy, planning regional parks and administering funds that
provide housing opportunities for low and moderate income families1. 

In 1994, the Metropolitan Council concluded it needed a parcel-based GIS to support its business operations.  We
also concluded that a collaborative approach with our local government partners, in particular with the seven
counties, was the most prudent course of action.  Championing of this initiative was also consistent with the
Council’s over-arching goals to foster collaborative solutions to needs in common with other government entities
that serve our seven-county region and with the Council’s desire to be recognized as an effective leader in the
region.

Since the fall of 1995, the Council has been the sole source of local funding for what has become to be known as the
MetroGIS initiative2.  These resources include in excess of $1.2 million for MetroGIS’ various studies and projects,
providing two full time staff dedicated solely to the initiative, and making available the equivalent of an additional
two staff positions for special projects and administrative support. 

MetroGIS is a work-in-progress governed by its key stakeholders, the Metropolitan Council being one of eleven. 
Grant funding received from the federal NSDI Framework Demonstration Project has made it possible for MetroGIS to
embark on its final definitional challenges – developing of a fair-share cost allocation scheme and identifying an
appropriate organizational structure – without impeding progress on other strategic projects underway.

Again, on behalf of the Metropolitan Council, thank you for your interest in learning more about the Twin Cities’
MetroGIS initiative.  If the MetroGIS experiment is successful, and there is no reason at the present time to believe
otherwise, the Council and its partners expect to be able to more efficiently and effectively address issues of quality
of life and economic competitiveness and to minimize time consuming costly debates over inconsistencies in data
from one jurisdictional entity to another.

Good luck with your hearing.

Respectfully,

Ted Mondale, Chair
Metropolitan Council
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The Twin Cities MetroGIS Project and Its Significance to the NSDI

Introduction

Organizations within the Minneapolis-St. Paul metropolitan region have been working together since
1995 to build a sustainable structure for effectively meeting their common geospatial data needs.  This
effort, called MetroGIS, reflects Minnesota's historical tradition of practical collaborative development
and implementation of geospatial information technology.  Involving a comprehensive cross-section of
public and private organizations doing business within the seven-county metropolitan planning region,
MetroGIS evokes an unprecedented level of commitment from its stakeholders to a shared vision.  This
paper describes that vision, documents some of the progress that has been made towards achieving it,
identifies some important challenges facing MetroGIS and the National Spatial Data Infrastructure, and
offers some ideas about federal roles in fostering regional GIS collaboratives such as MetroGIS.

MetroGIS: Reflecting Minnesota’s Cooperative Spirit

MetroGIS1 may be the most ambitious multi-participant GIS venture in the country with over 250 units
of local government represented by its stakeholder organizations.  Conceived in late 1995, it reflects
significant commitments of a broad cross-section of organizations: the Metropolitan Council of the
Greater Minneapolis-St. Paul Metropolitan Area (Metropolitan Council)2; other metropolitan agencies,
such as the Metropolitan Airports Commission and the Metropolitan Mosquito Control District; city
councils; county boards; school districts; watershed organizations; state and federal agencies; the
academic and non-profit communities; and the private sector.

Organizational Structure. The organizational structure for MetroGIS reflects the strong commitment
that has been made. Legislative bodies and policy boards of key organizations have adopted resolutions
supporting MetroGIS principles and members from organizations critical to the success of MetroGIS
serve on the MetroGIS Policy Board3.  The Policy Board is advised by a Coordinating Committee
comprised of more than twenty GIS professionals and managers representing participating
organizations, while dozens of other GIS professionals serve on MetroGIS teams and special purpose
workgroups devoted to identifying workable solutions to data access, data content, data standards, and
policy needs critical to achieving the vision of MetroGIS.

Detailed by-laws and operating procedures guide MetroGIS.  Adopted by the Policy Board, they
provide a basic structure for governance. The Metropolitan Council provides administrative support and
most of the funding at the present time.  The Policy Board and Coordinating Committee meet quarterly.
 Advisory Teams and their various work groups meet as needed to complete their work, which is

                                                                
1 See the MetroGIS Internet site at www.metrogis.org for additional information about the participants, projects, and

operating guidelines.

2 The Metropolitan Council is the regional planning organization for the seven-county Minneapolis-St. Paul
Metropolitan Area.  Its responsibilities include running the regional bus system, collecting and treating wastewater
and managing water resources preservation, overseeing growth management policy, planning regional parks and
administering funds that provide housing opportunities for low and moderate income families.  See
www.metrocouncil.org for more information.

3  Refer to Appendix A for a listing of the MetroGIS Policy Board members and their affiliations.
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generally assigned by the Coordinating Committee.  The teams report back to the Coordinating
Committee, which recommends actions to the Policy Board. 

Although the current geographic scope of MetroGIS is the seven-county region served by the
Metropolitan Council, the by-laws and procedures adopted by the Policy Board provide for extending
the effort beyond those boundaries.  Since the
Metropolitan Council serves only the core counties
of a much larger Minneapolis-St. Paul
Metropolitan region recognized by the U.S.
Census Bureau, including three counties in
Wisconsin, the organizational framework and the
technical protocols for integrating data adopted by
MetroGIS must be capable of expansion.

Vision and Accomplishments.  A seemingly
simple vision guides MetroGIS, forged through an
intensive consensus-building process4 and
endorsed by all local government organizations
critical to its success. The vision:

Provide an ongoing, stakeholder-
governed, metro-wide mechanism through which participants easily and equitably share
geographically referenced graphic and associated attribute data that are accurate, current,
secure, of common benefit, and readily useable.

MetroGIS has made significant progress towards fulfilling its vision, thanks to substantial financial and
resource commitments made by the Metropolitan Council, several hundred volunteers representing
dozens of cooperating organizations, and grant funding received from the National Spatial Data
Infrastructure (NSDI) program. A timeline of significant MetroGIS accomplishments is provided on the
following page, supplemented by brief descriptions in Appendix B.

                                                                
4  In December 1995, the Metropolitan Council hosted a strategic planning retreat to begin discussion on how to

proceed with creation of a regional GIS collaborative to serve the seven county Minneapolis St. Paul Metropolitan
Area.  Twenty invited management representatives of public and private organizations, which serve the metro area,
attended.  Michael Domaratz, of the FGDC staff, also participated.  The majority of the participants agreed to
continue to serve as a Coordinating Committee for the initiative.  Dr. John Bryson and Charles Finn, with the
University of Minnesota, Humphrey Institute for Public Affairs, facilitated the retreat.  Dr. Bryson is a recognized
expert on strategic planning and public policy development.

MetroGIS Organizational Structure

Policy
Advisory Team

Technical
Advisory Team

Coordinating Committee

MetroGIS
Policy Board
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Nonetheless, MetroGIS is a work-in-progress, an ad hoc organization not yet able to operate
independently. The current schedule calls for the MetroGIS Policy Board to decide on October 27,
1999 whether to seek legal standing for MetroGIS as an independent entity.  The Board also will be
asked to act on the final components of the MetroGIS definitional phase: adopting an approach for
equitably sharing MetroGIS operating costs.

MetroGIS: the State and National Context

MetroGIS shares a similar vision with visions adopted by the Minnesota Governor's Council on
Geographic Information and promoted for the NSDI.  Each assumes that geographic data have
significant value and that coordination among data producers can significantly enhance that value while
reducing the costs of data development and use.  Each also envisions making data available for use at
minimal cost to users.  Further, MetroGIS5 and the state of Minnesota6 have both actively contributed
                                                                
5 MetroGIS staff has been invited to participated in a number of FGDC meetings concerning the NSDI and FGDC staff

has shown great interest in MetroGIS as a model for other regional GIS collaborative projects.  MetroGIS has
received an NSDI Framework Demonstration grant to identify and assess some of the organizational issues of
sustainable regional geodata collaboration.

6 The Minnesota Governor's Council on Geographic Information is recognized by the FGDC as an NSDI cooperating
state organization.  Its member organizations have contributed to creating, reviewing and promoting standards for
data and data documentation, helped guide creation of a Minnesota Geospatial Data Clearinghouse node, and
coordinated other NSDI activities within Minnesota. 
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to refining and advancing the NSDI vision.  Based on these circumstances, it is tempting to conclude
that the NSDI vision is a practical goal and that, at least within Minnesota, the pieces will easily and are
rapidly fall into place.

But similar visions do not guarantee easy synchronization between MetroGIS, the state of Minnesota,
and the NSDI.  As a regional organization, the geodata needs for MetroGIS cannot be assumed to be
identical to state of Minnesota needs or to the needs of federal agencies.  Even within single units of
government, geodata needs are often complex.  A municipal public works department may legitimately
view its data needs differently from the same city's planning department; diverging data needs also are
common among county departments, state agencies, or federal units of government.  Assuming that
locally generated data can be meaningfully pieced together to form coherent regional, state or national
data collections requires a huge leap of faith.  Simply stated: one size does not fit all!

The NSDI vision7 assumes that any organization may contribute to the NSDI framework by integrating
data for a geographic area contributed by local governments, state and federal agencies, the private
sector and other organizations.  Such organizations, called data integrators, would format the data to
agreed upon standard specifications.  In local areas, organizations would work together to create large-
scale data.  These data would be aggregated by data integrating organizations needing more generalized
data for larger areas.  This would be a plausible scenario if the geodata needs of all organizations within
an area were identical and the costs of integration were trivial. But the reality is quite different 
organizations have different data needs and the costs of integration are real!  The vision requires willing
data contributors and willing data integrators.  Therein lies a key question: why would organizations
choose to assume those roles?

MetroGIS makes a practical assumption that organizations cooperate out of self-interest.  Very early,
participants agreed that they would be asked to support the "data sharing" ideal only if it met their own
business needs.  In other words, MetroGIS must serve a diverse collection of functional ends, not data
sharing for its own sake.  For MetroGIS, the principal stakeholders are the Metropolitan Council and
local units of government  counties, cities, school districts, and watershed districts  few of which
need geodata for the same purpose or use it in the same form.  The principal challenge for MetroGIS is
to meet the geodata needs of these organizations without costing them more in resources or time than
would otherwise be the case if they developed or integrated the data themselves. 

To succeed, MetroGIS must clearly identify benefits to stakeholders to justify the resources they will be
asked to commit to collaboration.  Costs are a significant issue.  In some cases, the data-sharing goal
threatens stakeholder revenue streams  sometimes real; sometimes imagined.  This issue, too, must be
addressed fairly and practically.  The answers will be important to MetroGIS and to the NSDI.

Based on this "self-interest" assumption, MetroGIS is guided by several fundamental principles,
including the following.

1. Actively Involve Policy Makers .  The MetroGIS Policy Board was created to include high level
representation of key stakeholders and to keep MetroGIS focused on stakeholder needs.  The
Board has set the direction for strategic initiatives, provided a reality check for proposed courses of
action, identified appropriate areas for collaboration and, of course, set policy.

                                                                
7 Federal Geographic Data Committee. 1997. Framework: Introduction and Guide.  Federal Geographic Data

Committee.  Washington, D.C.
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2. Promote Understanding.  To help Policy Board members understand the value of geodata and
GIS, Policy Board meetings include demonstrations by organizations represented on the Board
using GIS to support their business operations and to point out benefits associated with data
sharing.8 

3. Seek Consensus on Policy Decisions.  Consensus among Policy Board members is sought for
courses of action on issues and opportunities fundamental to MetroGIS.

4. Represent Diverse Perspectives.  MetroGIS decision making derives from work performed by
broadly representative committees and workgroups, comprised of managers and technical staff with
appropriate expertise, which identify common needs, develop work programs, and formulate
solutions to these needs. 

5. Maintain Focus on Business Information Needs .  MetroGIS took pains to identify common
business information needs of key stakeholder organizations and embarked on a regional geodata
strategy consistent with these common needs.

6. Focus on Stakeholder Benefits.  Identifying stakeholder benefits is fundamental to strengthening
commitments to MetroGIS, whether or not benefits can be precisely measured.  Identify and
communicate the benefits.

7. Acknowledge Fair-Share Contributions .  Contributions to the sustained operation of the regional
collaborative, from any one stakeholder, may be in the form of funding, data, and/or people and
equipment.  

8. Compensate for “Costs of Collaboration." No stakeholder organization will be asked to
perform a function for the collaborative, which exceeds their internal business needs, without
appropriate compensation.

The Metropolitan Council as Project Champion

The Metropolitan Council is a metropolitan government organization charged by the Minnesota State
Legislature to provide leadership that results in policies and mechanisms to wisely use land resources
within the seven-county Minneapolis St. Paul Metropolitan Area and to cost-effectively operate regional
systems for transit and wastewater treatment.

In 1994, the Metropolitan Council concluded it needed a parcel-based GIS to support its mission.  It
also concluded that a collaborative approach with local government partners was the most prudent
course of action for achieving this goal.  The Council also concluded that championing a regional GIS
collaborative was consistent with its over-arching corporate goals to foster collaborative solutions to
needs in common with its local government partners and with its desire to be recognized as an effective
leader in the region.

In October of 1995, the Metropolitan Council and the Minnesota Land Management Information
Center co-sponsored two informational forums to assess support for pursuing a regional GIS and for
the Council to facilitate the effort.  Over 150 people attended these forums.  Strong support was

                                                                
8 See Appendix I for an overview of one benefit associated with each level of government, five of which are

represented on the MetroGIS Policy Board.  This material was shared with the Board at its first meeting in January
1997. 
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received for both concepts.  In 1995, recognizing that a regional GIS could simultaneously address two
of its high priority corporate goals, the Council approved a statement of its role in facilitating the creation
of regional GIS (Appendix C) as recommended by the MetroGIS Coordinating Committee. 
Subsequently, the Council authorized additional staff for the project; funding for data and cost sharing
agreements with each of the seven counties; and funding for outreach activities, general program
administration, team support, pilot projects, and strategic initiatives to acquire institutional and technical
knowledge needed to implement a regional data sharing mechanism. 

Through May 1999, the Metropolitan Council has contributed in excess of $1.2 million in project
funding, in addition to four FTE in staff support.  Other sources of project financing have been about
$380,000 from the Minnesota Department of Transportation for a master data license and maintenance
agreement for addressable street network data and a $100,000 NSDI Framework Demonstration
Grant awarded for the MetroGIS Fair-Share Financial Model and Organizational Structure Project (see
the Strategic Initiatives section). 

The Metropolitan Council concluded it would be difficult, not to mention extremely time consuming, to
obtain significant financial contributions from other stakeholders until they acknowledged the benefits of
a regional GIS.  By removing the financial risk of participation, the Council cleared the way for essential
stakeholders, regardless of their philosophy and financial resources, to actively participate in strategic
decisions that have shaped MetroGIS.

MetroGIS Strategic Initiatives

Several MetroGIS strategic initiatives are currently in progress.  One is complete.  The following
initiatives address needs critical to the success of MetroGIS and achieving its vision.

1. Obtain Endorsement From Key Stakeholders

This initiative is complete.  In spring 1996, immediately following agreement on a mission statement and
high level goals for a regional GIS, a stakeholder classification scheme was devised9.  By December
1996, all eleven “essential stakeholder” organizations had approved a resolution (Appendix D)
endorsing the MetroGIS principles and had appointed one of its members to serve as a member of the
MetroGIS Policy Board.  The Policy Board met for the first time in January 1997.  The members and
their affiliations are listed in Appendix E.

2. Execute Data and Cost Sharing Agreements

Geospatial data assembled by local governments within Minnesota is often distributed for a fee and with
restrictions.  Minnesota law permits cost recovery for datasets developed by government that have
commercial value and whose development involved substantial public investment.  For instance, most
counties within the region currently maintain some cost-recovery policy for their parcel data as does the
Metropolitan Council charges for its existing land use and other datasets. 

The first phase, securing the agreements, is complete.  In accordance with its MetroGIS facilitation

                                                                
9 The scheme is posted at the MetroGIS web site at www.metrogis.org/organization/who are the stakeholders.
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roles, the Metropolitan Council entered into interim data and cost sharing agreements10 with each of the
seven counties in the Twin Cities Metropolitan Area.  The focus is now on administering the provisions
of these seven agreements.  They foster a collaborative environment for testing solutions to technical and
organizational obstacles to data sharing.  The Council provided more than $635,000 to the seven
counties to assist with local GIS data and systems enhancement projects that have regional significance
as an incentive to the counties to share, without cost other than any modest costs for reduction, their
data with all government units. 

Each of the agreements has a three-year term and is intended to be superseded by agreements with the
MetroGIS Policy Board.  Two of them will expire on December 31, 1999.  Extensions will be sought if
the MetroGIS Policy Board decides to seek legal standing.  Each of the seven Counties has or will
receive funds ranging from $49,500 to $160,700 for GIS program and data enhancements that have
significance for defining and implementing components of a regional data sharing mechanism.  In
exchange for these funds, each of the Counties has agreed to:

• share their geospatial data with all government organizations serving the region during the term of the
agreement,

• facilitate the creation and foster operation of a GIS Users Forum for local government within their
respective boundaries,

• actively participate in these forums and in the MetroGIS decision making process to address GIS
issues and opportunities of common interest,

• abide by common rules for data access/distribution,

• maintain logs of the data they share, and

• provide the data sharing logs to MetroGIS to support research on the benefits of data sharing

3. Define Priority Information Needs

MetroGIS participants have worked hard to reach consensus about their collective priorities.  The
Business Information Needs Project has been especially important.  This multi-purpose, consensus-
based, broadly representative process was devised to:

• identify priority regional information needs information needs common to stakeholder organizations,
in particular those represented on the Policy Board,

• identify data needed to answer each priority information need,

• identify primary and regional data custodians and their responsibilities, and

• define critical standards, integration and aggregation specifications, and institutional policies
necessary for MetroGIS participants to share commonly needed priority data. 

An Information Needs Forum and three Business Object Framing Modeling Sessions held fall 1996
were the initial events for the project.  A survey was administered in February 1997 to narrow the field
of distinct information needs from 87 to the top 13.  The highest priority information needs are not only
significant to the internal business operations of a variety of key MetroGIS stakeholder organizations,

                                                                
10 See <www.metrogis.org/publications/index of MetroGIS Publications in PDF Format/Moving MetroGIS From

Concept to Reality: An Overview of the Metropolitan Council’s Data and Cost Sharing Agreement Initiative> for
more information about the objectives and expectations.
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but are also highly dependent upon others for the data to address these information needs.  In the near
future, a summary of the ranking methodology used to identify MetroGIS’ highest priority information
needs will be available on the MetroGIS web site.  Dr. David Arbeit, Director of the Minnesota Land
Management Information Center (LMIC), and Dr. William Craig, Associate Director of the Center for
Urban and Regional Affairs at the University of Minnesota, designed this methodology.

Thirteen priority business information needs11 were identified for MetroGIS.  A consensus-based
process also was created to identify desired specifications for data needed to answer each priority
information need and candidate custodians for these data and their responsibilities.  The seven NSDI
Framework Functions, as outlined in the Framework Handbook published January 1998, have been
incorporated into the methodology. 

Work on the top MetroGIS information need, “location of MCD (city and township)/county
jurisdictional boundaries”, is complete.  The Metropolitan Council has accepted responsibility to serve
as the regional custodian and has developed the regional dataset.  Preliminary work has been initiated
on data specifications for regional school and watershed district jurisdictional boundary solutions.  A
partial solution has been implemented for the “addresses for people, places, and things” information
need through a public-private partnership.  This partnership between the Metropolitan Council,
Mn/DOT and The Lawrence Group (TLG) provides free access to TLG’s addressable street centerline
dataset by government and academic institutions that serve Minnesota.  In October 1998, the Governor
of Minnesota awarded a Commendation as an Exemplary GIS Project to this partnership.  Desired data
specifications for the MetroGIS census geography information need are substantially complete and
desired regional specifications for the parcel, future land use and existing land information needs should
be complete fall 1999.  MetroGIS is collaborating with the Minnesota Governor’s Council on
Geographic Information to develop specifications for the MetroGIS hydrology information need. 

4. Implement Internet-Based Data Search and Retrieval Tool

Core functionality for Data Finder (www.datafinder.org), the MetroGIS internet-based data search and
retrieval tool, became operational in April 1998.  Data Finder is designed to facilitate data sharing by
providing a means to quickly search metadata for data holdings relevant to specific needs and facilitate
data retrieval.  The concept is similar to that of the NSDI Clearinghouse.  Consequently, there has been
close coordination between the Data Finder project and Minnesota’s Geospatial Data Clearinghouse, a
node of the NSDI Clearinghouse infrastructure.

Emphasis for the past year has been on identifying incentives to institutionalize widespread development
of metadata by MetroGIS stakeholders for their data holdings in a standardized format endorsed by the
Minnesota Governor's Council on Geographic Information.  Emphasis is on documenting data
associated with the high priority regional information needs.  The standardized metadata is then posted
with the Data Finder database to enable it to be searched over the Internet.  The findings and
recommendations of this metadata facilitation effort will be presented at the 1999 National URISA

                                                                
11 More than 120 persons representing governments, private and non-profit sector interests and academia serving

the metropolitan area where asked: what information do you need to do your job?  More than 800 individual
responses were received, which were consolidated to 87 mutually exclusive categories.  A similar group was
surveyed to rank the 87 needs on the basis of importance to the respondent’s organization and the dependence on
other organizations for data.  On May 28, 1997, the MetroGIS Policy Board endorsed 13 of the 87 as priorities. 
These are listed in Attachment E.
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Conference and summarized in a paper entitled “Making Metadata Part of Your Daily Diet.”  An
expanded version of this paper will also be available on the MetroGIS web site. 

In addition to continuing to encourage MetroGIS stakeholders to develop and post metadata with Data
Finder, the next phase of the Data Finder project will involve expanding its functionality.

5. Identify A Sustainable Long Term Financing and Organizational Structure

Addressing this strategic issue is currently the highest priority of MetroGIS.  A $100,000 NDSI
Framework Demonstration Grant has been received to assist with this effort.  A peer review forum is
proposed for August and final consideration by the MetroGIS Policy Board is scheduled for October
27, 1999.  At that time, the Board will be asked to decide if sufficient public purpose exists to seek
legal standing for MetroGIS.  If so, the Board will be asked to act on recommendations to secure
sustainable financing for the organization and an appropriate organizational structure to move MetroGIS
to the next level.  Several assumptions (Appendix F) have been approved by the Policy Board to drive
the development of the cost allocation model.  They include recognition of previous investments, in
particular by the Counties as producers of primary (source) data, recognition of existing formal
partnerships between counties and local governments located within the counties, and acknowledgment
that contributions cannot exceed perceived benefit.

The project consists of the following four major tasks:

Task A: Clarify Roles and Responsibilities

Outcomes/Deliverables: Identification of the roles, responsibilities and tasks beyond the
business needs of MetroGIS stakeholders that are necessary to the functions which the Policy Board
adopted for MetroGIS (Appendix G) in September 1998.  These include executive guidance,
monitoring, communication, advocacy, and support for MetroGIS Data Finder as well as regional data
development and management responsibilities associated with each of our thirteen priority information
needs.  The roles and responsibilities for Framework Collaboratives, as presented in NSDI Framework
Handbook, provided the starting point for this task.  High level differences between roles and
responsibilities identified for MetroGIS and those identified for NSDI will be documented.  Cost
estimates to carry out these tasks for MetroGIS will be provided.

Challenges: Development of roles and responsibilities scenarios must balance the needs of prospective
primary data producers, area integrators/regional custodians, and data consumers.  No proven models
exist to accomplish this balance.  Consensus on a solution is necessary to achieve widespread
participation. 

Task B: Estimate the Costs of Tasks Identified In Task A

Outcomes/Deliverables: A realistic estimate of the “costs of collaboration”.  That is, the tasks and their
associated costs beyond the internal business needs of the stakeholders but necessary to sustain
operation of a mature MetroGIS organization.

Challenges: Completing Task A in a timely manner and accurately estimating the level of expertise and
amount of time needed to accomplish each of the tasks.  No proven models consistent with MetroGIS’
needs exist to our knowledge.  

Task C-1: Design Fair-Share Financial Model
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Outcomes/Deliverables: A politically-acceptable cost allocation model that equitably distributes
the “costs of collaboration” among the stakeholders consistent with their perceived benefits from
MetroGIS.

Challenges: Defining “perceived benefit”12 and developing a scheme that balances amount of
contribution with perceived benefit.  Defining a means to balance the value of non-cash contributions, in
particular, the relative value of data that addresses priority information needs against the need for cash
contributions to fund administrative and maintenance needs of MetroGIS. 

Task C-2: Identify Appropriate Legal Organizational Structure

Outcomes/Deliverables: A politically-acceptable organizational structure to sustain the stated mission
of MetroGIS and a high-level implementation strategy, including any legislation needed to achieve any
authorities not currently available.  The implementation plan will include options for an agency to which
the MetroGIS organization could be assigned, number of staff positions, and their responsibilities.

Challenges: There are no proven models consistent with MetroGIS’ needs.  Board consensus is a must
if Legislative approval will be required.  An acceptable balance among decision-maker representation
must be achieved between primary producers, regional custodians/area integrators, and data consumer
interests.

6. Finance Pilot Projects with Regional Significance

The Metropolitan Council, acting in its MetroGIS facilitation role, has financed three pilot projects
outside of its GIS Data and Cost Sharing Agreements with the seven Metro Area Counties: facilitating a
GIS Data Fair, mapping land use designations in Dakota County, and assisting the North Metro I-35W
Corridor Coalition implement its GIS “backbone GIS database.  The latter is the most significant,
resulting in a subregional “backbone GIS” database including integrated: parcel, future land use, existing
land use, and zoning data. 

The Coalition is comprised of seven cities, located in two adjoining counties within the MetroGIS
project area.  The business needs the Coalition is attempting to address with GIS are similar to the
business needs of MetroGIS stakeholders throughout the seven-county region.  Specifically, the
Coalition developed its subregional GIS to address the following objectives:

• Expand conventional land-use planning methods by applying livable community goals and
objectives;

• Approach physical, social, and economic development issues in an integrated and multifaceted
manner;

• Work at a subregional level to bridge the gap between regional policies and local circumstances;
and

• Implement the policies and strategies outlined in the Twin Cities Metropolitan Council
Regional Blueprint.

In addition to addressing similar business needs to those of many other MetroGIS
stakeholders, the technical GIS procedures developed by the Coalition to merge parcel data
                                                                
12 We will be relying upon three surveys/studies from which to craft these financial equity policies and definitions

(1997 MetroGIS Information Needs Study, 1998 NSGIC survey-Minnesota component, and Will Craig’s 1999
MetroGIS Benefits Study).
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from two counties are directly relevant to technical hurdles that MetroGIS must resolve. 
MetroGIS is currently evaluating the policies and procedures developed by the Coalition for
their applicability to MetroGIS needs. 

In Appendix H, a detailed summary of the Coalition’s leading edge work is presented in a
document entitled “Using GIS In The Multijurisdictional Planning of Diverse Metropolitan
Communities.”  This paper will be presented at the 1999 Nation URISA Conference in
August. 

MetroGIS Challenges and Issues

The MetroGIS vision that emerged out of public forums and strategic planning events held in 1995
continues to drive the active involvement of organizations within the Twin Cities metropolitan region. 
With the Metropolitan Council acting as a patron, offering significant start-up funds and staff support,
tangible benefits have resulted, some of which are referenced in this paper.  Still, the long-term future of
MetroGIS is unclear: no permanent structure has been created, no stable source of funds have been
committed, and data sharing agreements and license arrangements that currently facilitate extensive data
sharing among MetroGIS participants will soon end. 

This fall, the results of the MetroGIS NSDI Framework study will offer recommendations that may help
resolve some of these uncertainties.  But even with such recommendations, a sustainable MetroGIS will
not be guaranteed. The following are some of the more evident challenges and issues that must be
overcome, presented in no particular order.

1. Clarifying Benefits for Data Producers.  MetroGIS has clearly benefited MetroGIS
stakeholders who depend upon other organizations for data, especially organizations that depend on
data from more than one data producer.  School districts and watershed districts are good
examples, especially when their jurisdictions cross county lines. Reliable and useful geodata that
costs them little allow such organizations to fulfill their missions more effectively at reduced costs. 
However, counties are the primary data producers within Minnesota and depend only marginally on
other organizations for most of the data they need.  The case for county participation  essential
for MetroGIS success  can be greatly strengthened if the benefits to them of data from other
sources can be more convincingly documented.

2. Developing Practical Common Data Specifications.  MetroGIS has identified its highest priority
information needs, based upon public forums and formal surveys, and is working to develop clear
data specifications to appropriately address those basic needs.  Some of the data needs parallel the
NSDI framework data elements, but others reflect local priorities.  General specifications have been
developed for some of the highest priority data, such as municipal boundaries, and de facto
specifications have evolved for some others, such as an addressable transportation network.  In all
cases, adopted specifications must be supported by strong consensus.  Developing data
specifications that both work and receive consensus support requires a significant investment in time,
resources and personnel.  This is a challenge with no obvious solution.

3. Respecting Costs of Collaboration.  MetroGIS participants, whether active on its Policy Board,
its Coordinating Committee, or its working committees, have made a huge investment to help carry
MetroGIS as far as it's come.  These investments cannot be continued forever without obvious
benefits or some form of compensation.  As protocols for integrating local data within a regional
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data infrastructure are implemented, some organizations may potentially incur new costs to adapt
their data to be compatible with that infrastructure.  These collaboration costs must be fully
understood so that organizations can be fairly compensated for work not needed to meet their own
needs.

4. Adopting a Workable Organizational Structure.  MetroGIS still functions without legislative
authority as an informal organization supported by the Metropolitan Council.  Alternative legal
structures are currently being evaluated as part of the NSDI Framework grant.  A recommendation
will be presented at a public forum later this summer and to the MetroGIS Policy Board in the early
fall.  Identifying a workable structure that can be supported by the principal MetroGIS stakeholders
and then implemented is a significant obstacle to overcome and is directly linked to funding options

5. Securing Adequate and Stable Funding.  Based upon the MetroGIS experience, the ongoing
costs for maintaining basic support for MetroGIS is in the $300,000 to $500,000 range, depending
upon the level of staff support for committees and the pace of development for some technical
needs related to web site maintenance and data distribution.  These costs are above and beyond
what organizations already spend to meet their own geodata and GIS needs.  They do not include
data integration efforts beyond those that meet the immediate needs of the Metropolitan Council or
data development costs for other regional needs.  Nor do they include the costs for "data sharing
incentives" such as those that made active data sharing possible thus far. .

6. Adapting to State Data Practice Laws.  Minnesota laws governing data access, privacy,
intellectual property, and cost recovery were reviewed by a state Information Policy Task Force
that made some very significant recommendations in a recent legislative report.  Controversial
recommendations were considered but not approved during the 1999 legislative session and will be
reintroduced next year.  Several of these directly affect the currently ability of government to charge
fees for data.  Most local governments oppose the change, especially those that classify their
geodata as having commercial value.  The challenge is double-edged: while eliminating most data
fees potentially removes a major barrier to data access, it also may curtail funding for geodata
development and constrain MetroGIS from using subscriptions and fees as revenue sources to
support for its work.

7. Replacing "Data Sharing" Incentives.   MetroGIS participants have enjoyed an open data-
sharing environment for the past several years, largely because of agreements between the
Metropolitan Council and each of the seven MetroGIS counties.  In exchange for a negotiated
amount of funding to be used for data maintenance and other technical work that both meets the
needs of the contracting county and addresses a MetroGIS issue, each county has agreed to make
its geodata available to any public organization doing business within the metropolitan region. 
Several metropolitan counties had previously charged fees for their data, but essentially have waived
those fees for MetroGIS participants in return for a negotiated amount. Continued "data sharing"
incentives may be needed to maintain an open data sharing environment for MetroGIS.

8. Maintaining Focus.  Keeping focused on the basic MetroGIS vision remains a challenge,
especially as the real and perceived successes of MetroGIS become increasingly apparent to
organizations elsewhere promoting the NSDI vision.  MetroGIS was created to meet regional and
local needs.  MetroGIS staff has participated actively in Minnesota organizations seeking improved
coordination of geographic information technology and with NSDI events sponsored by the Federal
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Geographic Data Committee.  For the most part all parties benefit, but maintaining focus on
MetroGIS needs is, at times, a balancing act that requires constant attention.

Some Federal Role for Regional GIS Collaboratives

MetroGIS is honored to have this opportunity to suggest roles the federal government might consider to
facilitate and nurture regional GIS collaboratives.  The following suggestions are based primarily upon
experiences gained as we have tackled institutional issues associated with implementing the MetroGIS
vision. Our suggestions are.

1. Advocate Data Sharing.  Federal agencies, particularly through the Federal Geographic Data
Committee, have been strong advocates of data sharing through the NSDI.  The vision is important
and continued leadership is needed.

2. Promote Dialog. Continue to provide opportunities for officials of regional GIS collaboratives from
around the country to meet and discuss issues and opportunities we have in common. Continue to
bring the corporate and public sectors together to collaborate on common issues.

3. Promote Standards. Continue to facilitate development of model standards with broad
representation from all key stakeholder communities.

4. Maintain Grant Programs. Continued funding is needed, especially to help regional collaboratives
such as MetroGIS develop in a timely fashion.  Continue support for data search and distribution
solutions and to address institutional needs as currently provided by the NSDI Framework
Demonstration Grant Program.

5. Offer "Bridge Financing" for Regional and State Collaboratives.  Provide “bridge financing”
to support regional GIS collaboratives until they secure a mature revenue stream.  Continued
development of MetroGIS will require funding from several key stakeholders in excess of their
individuals needs.  The Metropolitan Council agreed to finance the majority of the definition phase
of MetroGIS, which could be effectively complete on October 27, 1999.  Continued progress may
require funds from the Metropolitan Council not justifiable by the direct benefits derived.  This is
likely to be an obstacle to establishing other regional collaboratives.  Regional GIS collaboratives
will encounter time consuming organizational hurtles such as legislation to authorize implementation
of the organization as well as building political consensus to enter into the selected organizational
structure.

Federal participation as a stakeholder, acting to promote its NSDI objective, could help foster and
nurture GIS regional collaboratives.  To qualify for this “bridge financing", regional GIS
collaboratives could be required to: a) adopt a business plan determined to be consistent with the
NSDI philosophy and b) have an authorized organizational structure consistent with the functions
stipulated in the business plan. 

6. Get Real About Data Integration.  Resolve the inconsistency between NSDI’s philosophy of
aggregating data from highest accuracy source with the dilemma of the Census Bureau not being
able to incorporate higher precision locally produced data.  This situation results in significant and
repeated manual effort by local government of no value to their GIS programs and in an age when
they are trying to work more effectively in a digital world.  To date, no federal data has been
identified as a source to address a priority MetroGIS Information Needs.
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7. Support Research to Quantify Benefits. Facilitate research that develops creditable and flexible
methodologies to quantify benefit received from framework collaboratives.

8. Participate Directly in Operating Collaboratives.  Consider participating directly in regional
collaborations, contributing to their annual costs just as financial responsibility is shared by state,
metropolitan, and local governments and other partners.

9. Address Information Policy Issues.  Leadership is needed to help resolve information sharing
and data access policies, both at the federal level and within states.  For instance, it is common
practice in Minnesota to restrict redistribution of data as a condition of sharing.  Circumstances are
not very different within other parts of the country; only the Federal government is required by law
to put data into the public domain.  This conflict must be resolved to achieve the framework goals
regarding data access and pricing as reflected in Circular A-130 from the U.S. Office of
Management and Budget.

10. Respect the Collaborators.  As the NSDI continues to mature, respect our time and limited
resources.  Our first priority is meeting the business needs of our respective organizations.  NSDI-
related activities must have relevance to our day-to-day operations and should not require
expenditures or commitments outside of the scope of our business needs unless adequate
compensation is provided

                                                                
1 See www.metrocouncil.org for more information about the Metropolitan Council’s responsibilities.
2 See www.metrogis.org for more information about MetroGIS as an organization, its objectives, and its

accomplishments.  See www.datafinder.org for MetroGIS’s Internet-based tool to search for, view, and obtain data.



U.S. House of Representatives Subcommittee on
Government Management, Information, and Technology

Oversight Hearing on GIS Policies and Practices – June 9, 1999
Appendix A, Page 1 of 1

APPENDIX  A

MetroGIS
Policy Board Members

Name Organization
Commissioner Dennis Berg Anoka County    (Vice Chairperson)

Board Member Conrad Fiskness Metro Chapter of MN Association of
Watershed Districts

Council Member Donn Wiske Association of Metropolitan Municipalities
(AMM)

Board Member Antoinette  Johns Technology Information Educational Services
(TIES)  Consortium of School Districts

Commissioner Dennis Hegberg Washington County

Commissioner Randy Johnson Hennepin County

Commissioner Edwin Mackie Scott County

Commissioner Willis Branning Dakota County

Commissioner Victoria Reinhardt Ramsey County   (Chairperson)

Council Member Terry Schneider Association of Metropolitan Municipalities
(AMM)

Council Member (new appt pending) Metropolitan Council

Commissioner John Siegfried Carver County


