
Jobs are no longer driving the population boom in the 
rural West. Instead, amenities like scenery, recreational 
opportunities, and small-town character and ambiance 

are fueling the dreams of retirees, second-home owners, and 
others. “Quality of life” and a sense of place are the draw for 
new residents and tourists who have discovered the charms of 
life in a rural community. And as traditional industries related 
to agriculture, logging, and mining become less influential, 
economic growth in these booming areas is centering around 
service industries that cater to a new, wealthier demographic. 

Ironically, so many people are migrating to many rural 
communities that the booming growth is eroding the very 
character that attracted people in the first place. Many rural 
community leaders have come to realize that “non-consum-

able” landscape amenities are key assets that not only enrich the lives of residents, 
but increasingly support the local economy. These amenities have become a priority 
to protect.
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Bringing the benefits of geospatial technology to rural America

Internet-mapping technologies are providing a new voice for citizens who want 
to be heard when it comes to land-use decision-making. In Kittitas County, 
Washington, a new Internet-mapping application allows stakeholders to iden-
tify landscape amenities that are important to them and their communities. 
This innovative public-participation tool—called Kittitas County Open Map-
ping Project—is another avenue by which citizens can offer their opinions 
and preferences as their communities plan for future growth. Besides aiding 
community decision-making in Kittitas County, this pilot application is serv-
ing as a test model for wider use. Based on feedback from citizen users, this 
application holds strong potential for boosting public participation in land-
use planning in communities nationwide. 

The power of Internet mapping
Kittitas County Open Mapping Project 

empowers citizens as they plan for the future

This abandoned farmstead in Kittitas 
County lends charm to the rural scenery. 

Scenic amenities, along with “assets” 
such as open space and a rural ambiance,  
are increasingly important to the people 

who live in rural communities.   



Before rural communities can work toward preserving and 
enhancing the less-tangible aspects of their landscapes, they 
must first identify what is there. In central Washington state, 
a new Internet-mapping application is helping residents do 
just that. The Kittitas County Open Mapping Project, devel-
oped by RGIS–Pacific Northwest, allows citizens to identify 
and locate the cultural and natural resource amenities that 
they hold dear. This innovative mapping application is one 
example of how geospatial technologies can help empower 
rural citizens as they grapple with growth issues. The map-
ping project is aimed at helping the following stakeholders:  
•  Local planners and involved citizens can use the 
 resulting data to promote policies that preserve 
 important amenities.
•  Grass-roots organizations can use it to persuade 
 decision-makers to formulate policies that reflect 
 the public’s values.  
•  Environmental designers can use the data to better 
 integrate their designs into the context of the community
 and enhance the quality of life. 

Avenues for public participation
One of the best ways to understand what is important to a 
community is to ask the people who live there. However, 
traditional venues, such as public meetings, are not reliable 
ways to get a broad picture of community values. Attendance 
at public meetings is usually low and only represents a small 
portion of the community. Barriers that hinder more citizens 
from attending public meetings include scheduling conflicts, 
discomfort with speaking before a group, and the tenor of the 
meetings themselves. They can be long and boring, lasting 
for hours before each person is able receive a fair hearing. 

As more local governments embrace comprehensive plan-
ning strategies, more inclusive methods of public participa-
tion are often incorporated into the processes. Visioning is 
one of these techniques. It attempts to bring citizens together 
to collaborate on the identification of community concerns 
and future goals using less-formal and less-intimidating 
methods of communication. Often it involves discussion 
groups and activities such as ranking and weighting of is-
sues, and community-asset mapping exercises. Even these 
more-inclusive techniques usually only attract a small por-
tion of the population. 

New Internet-mapping applications offer the possibility of a 
new public-participation paradigm. The applications pro-
vide the functionality to create geographic-based data on the 
Web. An easy-to-use interface allows users to create data that 
is stored in a GIS format. This data can then be integrated 
with expert data to help environmental designers, land-use 
planners, and elected officials make decisions reflecting the 
publics’ values. Because the Web applications are available  
“twenty-four seven,” citizens can log on at their convenience 
and share their knowledge, opinions, and preferences with 
decision-makers, as well as other community members. 

There are, however, potential limitations to using the Internet 
for public participation, as some people are not comfortable 
using the technology. Every public-participation method has 
limitations. The use of Internet mapping is not intended to 
supplant existing methods; it is intended to supplement them, 
as well as open new avenues for public participation in com-
munity development. 
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Home page of the Open Mapping Project



3

Open Mapping Project
The Kittitas County Open Mapping Project is a mapping Web-
site that can empower residents and visitors by allowing them 
to identify landscape features that hold meaning for them. The 
goal is to provide a citizen-based collaborative process that 
creates a GIS database of important land-based amenities in 
Kittitas County. 

Any modern Web browser on any computer platform can be 
used to access an interactive map of the county. A visitor to 
the Website can select areas by using a tool to draw polygons 
that correspond with locations of places in the county that he 
or she deems important. The digital polygons created by all 
participants are later aggregated in a GIS to determine the fre-
quency with which different areas in the county are identified. 
Frequency is used to make inferences about the importance of 
these areas to the overall community. 

The result is a map showing “hot spots” of agreement on the 
value of places in the county, much like a weather map that 
indicates areas of high and low temperatures. The most fre-
quently identified areas are considered to be important ameni-
ties or places that contribute most to the community quality 
of life and sense of place. Mapping the locations of these 
important places helps put a “face” on these intangible assets. 
This makes it easier to evaluate the impacts of new land 

development on the region 
and how that may affect 
quality of life there. 
 
How it works
The Kittitas County Open 
Mapping Project Website 
is comprised of two maps. 
The first map is an editing 
map that allows individual 

citizens to input data. The second map is a community 
map, which allows everyone who has joined the project 
to view aggregated data, see the important hot spots, and 
read other community members’ descriptions of why dif-
ferent places are important to them.

To join the project, users create an account and an op-
tional personal profile, which is attached to each of their 
polygons in the database. After joining the project, they 
have the opportunity to use the editing map or view the 
community map. A simple interface for the editing map 
allows users to select a digitizing tool that lets them draw 
polygons (map, above) over a map area. Then they can 
attach attributes to the polygons in a highly integrated 
manner. The interface leads them through each step until 
the polygon is complete and the attributes have been add-
ed. The attributes include: the name of the place, a narra-
tive describing the reasons for its importance, and scaled 
evaluations concerning their strength of attachment to 
each place and satisfaction with its current condition. 

Zoom and pan tools allow users to navigate the map. As 
users zoom in on the map, aerial photographs appear, 
providing more detail for delineating the rough boundar-
ies of the places they are identifying. On the community 
map, a selection tool allows users to select an area of 

Editing a map in digitizing mode 
using sidebar for data entry.
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interest and read descriptions of why the area is important to 
other community members. When users sign out of their ses-
sion, an evaluation form appears. They are asked to evaluate 
the Website’s effectiveness in aiding public participation in the 
planning process.

Attaching meaning to place
Researchers have developed a topology of four basic meanings 
that individuals attach to the landscape: 
•  instrumental/functional
•  aesthetic
•  cultural/symbolic
•  individual/expressive 

After the data is collected, the narratives describing the 
reasons for the importance of each place are analyzed. The 
categories that best represent their “bonds” to the areas, which 
they highlighted, are attached as attributes. 
Hot spots of common agreement among users for each 
category of meaning are then aggregated. The results point 
to locations across the landscape that carry specific mean-
ings for many people. This analysis helps to provide a better 
understanding of why certain locations are important and what 
amenities are present at those locations. The same procedure 
is applied to different participant characteristics identified in 
their profiles. For example, areas that new residents, long-time 

residents, and visitors find 
important are identified 
through this process.

User response
The Kittitas County Open 
Mapping Project has dem-
onstrated that emerging 
technologies in Internet 

mapping have the potential to open up new avenues of public 
participation. They can reduce barriers to public participation 
and encourage broader participation in the planning process. 

The majority of participants evaluating the application offered 
positive feedback. They felt the application held moderately 
high to high potential when used to:

•  inform and educate decision-makers and the public 
 about important values in the region, 
•  help define issues related to land use, 
•  influence land use decisions, 
•  build consensus about land-use priorities, and 
•  encourage partnerships between decision-makers and 
 the public. 

The developers at RGIS-PN believe that the technology em-
ployed by the Kittitas County Open Mapping Project can ben-
efit land-use decision-making in rural communities. As noted 
by Mike Smith, city of Ellensburg senior planner, “The beauty 
of it is that the input potential is limited only by the imagina-
tion. It could be used to identify a wide range of community 
preferences for things like future park sites, public facility lo-
cations, school locations, and locations for things like regional 
retail, wind farms, roads, etc. The result would greatly assist 
decision-makers in getting a better feel for community prefer-
ences, which should result in better decisions.” 

Community Map depicting agree-
ment on important locations 
(orange = high, yellow = low).
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Technical Details

The optimal solution to meet the project requirements utilized free and open-source server-
side software, as well as data from Open Geospatial Consortium-compliant Web mapping 
services (WMS). WMS data are served over the Internet in an open-standards format and 
data are free for anyone to use. This solution has advantages for smaller rural jurisdictions 
and grass-roots organizations that do not have large budgets. An example of WMS data that 
the Kittitas County Open Mapping Project employs is USGS aerial photographs served by 
Microsoft Teraserver.

The software used for the project consists of MapServer, PostgreSQL with the spatial ex-
tension PostGIS, and Flexible Internet Spatial Template (FIST), which was developed at the 
University of Northern British Columbia. MapServer serves maps over the Internet, Post-
greSQL/PostGIS is a spatial database, and FIST provides the interface for users to interact 
with MapServer with their Web browsers. An advantage of FIST is that it supports digitiz-
ing polygons using the PostgreSQL/PostGIS spatial database. RGIS–Pacific Northwest cus-
tomized FIST to meet the needs of the project. Installing a working version of MapServer 
and a standard version of FIST is not as hard as it might seem. Packaged installers exist that 
will install configured versions of all the required software on your server: MS4W and FGS 
Linux (maptools.org). Organizations interested in developing mapping services with editing 
capabilities should also investigate GeoServer, OpenLayers, and MapBuilder.

This RGIS Innovator was prepared by David Cordner at the 
National Consortium for Rural Geospatial Innovations–Pacific 
Northwest. The goal of RGIS is to bring geospatial technologies 
and the benefits of the information age to rural America. Learn 
more about RGIS at http://www.ruralgis.org.

For more about this and other projects, contact: 
Anthony Gabriel: (509) 963-1166; gabriela@cwu.edu. 

Editing/Design: Bill Keenan, RGIS–Great Lakes

Photos of Kittitas County, pp. 1, 5 
courtesy of Pictoscribe at flickr.com
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This RGIS Innovator was produced by the National 
Consortium for Rural Geospatial Innovations. RGIS 
brings geospatial technologies and the benefits of 
the Information Age to rural America, where land is 
fundamental to rural economies and ways of life. 
Learn more about RGIS at www.ruralgis.org.
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