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Location Is the Key to 21st Century Policing
Lew Nelson, Global Law Enforcement Manager (Police Chief Retired)

“where”—of policing. Crime, criminals, victims, 
and most of what law enforcement deals with have 
a location: a specific address, building, street corner, 
block, or similar geography. 
 Today’s geographic information system (GIS) tech-
nology allows us to understand the nature of crime 
using information captured in any number of ways. 
This is good news for law enforcement. It means 
that no matter what database or system architecture 
your department runs, it can harness the power of 

geography and use mapping to make better deci-
sions. And it’s happening everywhere—in national 
agencies, big cities, and small municipalities. 
 Data-driven policing, combined with GIS, results 
in an accurate information picture. It allows your 
organization to put the right people in the right place 
at the right time. For this reason, GIS use in law 
enforcement continues to grow. It is recognized as 
an integrating technology that adds value to existing 
resources. This ultimately makes communities safer.

A new Esri Web site is now available for finding 
and sharing GIS content, organizing geographic 
information, and building GIS communities. With the 
importance of communication, collaboration, and co-
ordination among all types of public safety agencies, 
this online resource will help meet mission demands. 
 The site, ArcGIS.com, also contains a link to 
ArcGIS Explorer Online, a browser that provides 
direct access to ArcGIS.com content.
 Through ArcGIS.com, visitors can access a number 
of free, ready-to-use basemaps for use in projects and 
applications, such as an interactive map for locating 
health services. 
 These include community maps built with data 
from organizations around the world. Esri gives us-
ers its high-quality basemaps as a starting point, and 
community map builders can then search ArcGIS 
online content or other GIS servers and the Web to 
find additional layers to build mashups.
 These mashups can be shared and consumed by 
others, including those using the new ArcGIS for
iPhone mapping application. ArcGIS.com also allows 

ArcGIS Online Supports Community Mapping
for Public Safety

people to share 
their maps and 
apps with everyone 
or with groups that 
they create or join 
to collaborate on 
specific projects.
 At ArcGIS.com, 
choose from spe-
cial interest groups 
to join, where you 
can contribute 
content and create 
and share maps.
 One existing 
resource that 
takes advantage 
of ArcGIS.com is 

organizations. This site includes applications to per-
form planning and analysis, assist in mitigation ef-
forts, provide comprehensive situational awareness, 
and support response and recovery operations.

ArcGIS.com provides comprehensive access to data resources. In this instance, California 
wildfire fire history and other related data are available.

GIS for Public Safety

Twenty-first century law en-
forcement takes advantage of 
many different methodologies 
for fighting crime. Whether 
it’s evidence-based, problem-
oriented, predictive, or

intelligence-led policing,
each has a particular 
need: understanding 
the geography—or the 

the Public Safety Resource Center user community 
(resources.arcgis.com/public-safety). It provides use-
ful templates and best practice information, enabling 
you to implement ArcGIS to support public safety 



You will find more news and information 
specific to GIS for the public safety industry 
in ArcNews, a quarterly magazine for the Esri 
community. Please visit esri.com/arcnews.

To learn more about GIS for public safety, 
visit esri.com/publicsafety.

To submit an article, subscribe, unsubscribe, or 
change your mailing address, visit Public Safety 
Log online at esri.com/publicsafetylog.

Keep up with breaking GIS news, watch the 
latest videos, access ArcGIS resources, and 
connect to social media outlets at the newly 
launched esri.com/news.

More Industry News

More GIS News

The Wilson, North Carolina, Fire/Rescue Services 
(WF/RS) organization is as impressive as it is diverse. 
From response time analysis to building inspections 
to modeling natural disasters, WF/RS uses GIS as 
a high-tech firefighting weapon that protects both 
citizens and responders. 
 Emergency planning for hurricanes, floods, and 
other natural disasters begins with GIS-based maps 
and information acquired from multiple sources. 
When a major incident occurs, WF/RS has the infor-
mation needed, such as a 100-year flood plan model 
and shelter locations, to plan a response, evacuate 
people, and maintain situational awareness as the 
event unfolds. 
 Geospatial analysis allows WF/RS to accurately 
evaluate performance and ensure that it is meeting 
established goals. Maps of incidents—response 
times, arson, traffic accidents, building fires, and 
false alarms—can be generated by week, month, and 
quarter. WF/RS senior staff can identify if there are 
incident spikes that may require public education or 
further investigation. 
 As part of the strategic planning process, WF/
RS has a GIS-based executive dashboard that brings 
multiple tabular and geospatial files together into 
a single, comprehensive view. It’s available to fire 
commanders to track patterns, identify trends, or 

Information as a Weapon to Fight Fire
Wilson, North Carolina, Fire Department Improves Mission Delivery

allocate resources. Recent events, such as building 
inspections, emergency medical calls, and fire re-
sponses, are viewable in the form of reports, maps, 
and charts. The application is available via a simple 
Web browser. Customized analysis routines ensure 
data updates automatically so that the information 
presented is always current. 
 For tactical, daily use, mobile data terminals in 
fire trucks provide valuable information for firefight-
ers. Street maps of the city show the location of the 
incident. Digital preplans help firefighters view floor 
plans, digital images, special tactical considerations, 
exposures, water supply, utilities, and more. This al-
lows personnel to quickly ascertain critical informa-
tion for safer incident response. 
 In addition, the City of Wilson has built an emer-
gency response common operating picture (COP) 

The mobile data computers in fire 
apparatus give the company officer all 
types of data to view remotely. 

See how GIS helps local government 
save lives and property.

Maps are increasingly becoming a common denominator in helping public safety agencies share data to solve 
problems. GIS professionals across the nation are effectively leveraging years of work and investment to 
support responding to emergencies and keeping our communities safe.  
 GIS to the Rescue features one such community in Maryland. Many of the state’s communities were early 
adopters of GIS, resulting in the present-day availability of excellent GIS data resources. The state also has 
a long history of GIS professionals partnering with public safety practitioners to promote the vision of data 
sharing for public safety support. 
 In this video, you will see GIS pro-
fessionals working side by side with 
public safety staff to build GIS maps 
that are making the difference in 
keeping people and communities safe. 
They will discuss the key elements 
involved in building an effective GIS 
system designed to fit the mission of 
saving lives and property.
 Visit esri.com/publicsafety  to view 
GIS to the Rescue.

Sharing Data for Safer 
Communities

Agencies like Wilson Fire/Rescue Services are adopting the U.S. 
National Grid to dramatically improve multiagency interoperability.

using the ArcGIS API for Flex. This will provide 
WF/RS with real-time data feeds and analysis during 
large-scale incidents. As part of the COP, the city and 
county are supporting the use of the U.S. National 
Grid (USNG), which provides a common set of geo-
referenced points that are uniform across the country. 
As more local and state agencies adopt USNG, the 
common grid will improve interoperability when a 
major, multijurisdictional disaster occurs.
 “We’ve been using GIS for years,” says Wilson’s 
fire chief, Don Oliver. “With any emergency, you 
have just minutes after the alarm is received and 
arrival on scene. Accurate information about the 
incident is beneficial. GIS gives us insight into the 
situation before we arrive.” 
 To learn more about how GIS is used in the fire 
services, visit esri.com/fire.

http://www.esri.com/publicsafetylog
http://www.esri.com/news


Esri has entered a partnership with Ushahidi that will 
improve the collection and use of crowdsourced in-
formation during large-scale emergencies. Ushahidi 
is a nonprofit organization that allows local observ-
ers to submit reports to its Web platform using their 
mobile phones or the Internet during a crisis. Esri is 
providing software, services, and training to support 
Ushahidi’s Web platform. The result is better infor-
mation that’s more readily accessible by decision 
makers and the public.
 Both victims of and witnesses to a crisis or disaster 
can request assistance or report conditions using the 
text messaging capabilities of their personal phone 
or Internet-enabled device. These reports are col-
lected, georeferenced, then mapped on Ushahidi’s 
Web-based map. Esri and Ushahidi will now work 
together to make this information available to more 
people, including those using Esri GIS technology. 
This will provide access to Ushahidi information to 
organizations that use GIS analysis and modeling for 
humanitarian response and relief.
 “Ushahidi has provided an invaluable informa-
tion service during crisis events, such as the Haiti 
earthquake, by supplying a social media platform 
to capture and communicate critical information for 
response and relief services,” says Russ Johnson, di-
rector of public safety solutions, Esri. “Esri wants to 
support these efforts by making GIS tools available 
that assist in analyzing, displaying, and publishing 
critical information on the Ushahidi platform.”
 “Our strategic relationship with Esri represents an 

Ushahidi and Esri Team to Improve
Crisis Mapping Services

The Ushahidi platform 
is used to collect and 
map information, during 
large-scale emergencies.

eyewitness reports of violence sent in by e-mail and 
text messages and placed them on maps. The free 
and open-source software platform developed for the 
site has since been improved and used for a number 
of events. For instance, in the aftermath of the Haiti 
earthquake, thousands of people sent text messages 
for help. That information was mapped and used by 
emergency responders to provide resources quickly 
where they were needed most.
 To learn more about how GIS is used in emergency 
management, visit esri.com/emergencymanagement.
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important step forward for our combined user base,” 
says Patrick Meier, director of crisis mapping at 
Ushahidi. “Esri’s technology will provide Ushahidi 
users with access to extensive GIS data and advanced 
analytic tools. Esri users will also have the ability to 
contribute to Ushahidi mapping efforts in more seam-
less ways and use this data for further analysis.”
 Ushahidi, whose name is Swahili for “testimony” 
or “witness,” first established itself by developing 
a Web site created in the aftermath of Kenya’s dis-
puted 2007 presidential election. The site collected 

The Esri Federal User Conference brings together geospatial leaders, decision 

makers, and geographic information system (GIS) professionals who are 

working on the challenges facing our nation and our world. 

Join Esri president Jack Dangermond, Esri staff, and federal government 

professionals to explore the vision and reality of GIS for the nation, and to find 

out how to leverage GIS technology to accomplish your agency’s mission.

 Learn how Esri•	 ® software aligns with the policies of the current 

administration to address today’s challenges and initiatives.

Find out how your colleagues are using GIS and get insights from industry •	

specialists, technical support, and product development teams.

Explore trends and technologies that are transforming the GIS field, such as •	

Web-based GIS and cloud computing.

Discover the capabilities of Esri’s newly released ArcGIS•	 ® 10.

GIS in Public Safety
Whether you work in law enforcement, fire, homeland security, or emergency 

management, take advantage of this opportunity to learn how GIS is used to address 

our nation’s public safety challenges. User presentations and technical workshops 

allow you to hear firsthand accounts of how GIS enables more informed analyses and 

meet mission requirements.
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esri.com/wildfire

This interactive wildfire map allows you to view continu-

ously updated U.S. wildfire information. You can see 

current wildfire locations as well as view the potential 

for wildfire in a given area. The map also provides 

access to news feeds and precipitation information. In 

addition, you can place new information on the map, 

including links to Web sites, photos, videos, and other 

relevant information. 

resources.arcgis.com/public-safety

This Web site is for the public safety user community. 

You can access templates, best practices, applications, 

and more. Discover better ways to perform planning 

and analysis, assist in mitigation efforts, provide 

comprehensive situational awareness, and support 

response and recovery operations.

napsgfoundation.org

The National Alliance for Public Safety GIS Foundation’s 

mission is to support the public safety and homeland 

security communities in the advancement of data 

interoperability and connectivity, through geographic 

information systems, and in support of local and na-

tional preparedness goals. This site provides tools and 

resources such as data models, best practices, and a 

capability and readiness assessment poll.
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The City of Rancho Cucamonga, California, accord-
ing to the FBI’s Uniform Crime Report, is one of the 
safest cities in the country among municipalities with 
100,000 or more residents. The city also boasts one of 
the most mature and leading-edge GIS operations in 
local government.
 To improve school safety in the event of an emer-
gency, the city developed and deployed its own tactical 
response application, known as Active Shooter. The 
application has two different versions—one for field 
use and one for use in command centers. 
 The field version of the application runs from a flash 
drive and supplies situational maps of school facilities 
and emergency response plans to law enforcement, 
fire, and emergency medical services personnel. These 
situational maps enable any first responder to pan and 
zoom to a school floor plan at different levels. It also 
provides digital access to tactical response data in the 
event of a school emergency such as a school shooting 
or hazardous chemical spill. 
 The Emergency Operations Center (EOC) version 
of the application is built using Esri server technology 
and the Flex application programming interface (API). 
The server application supplies the ability to perform 
query and search activities, draw notification zones, 
export information using a simple Web interface, 
and more. The application has a GeoRSS feed that is 

A Better Way to Protect Schools
California City Builds Tactical Response Application

linked to the dispatch center database to supply a live 
feed of incidents. 
  Prior to the Active Shooter application, data 
management was paper based. Binders containing 
all school emergency response protocols were kept 
in the watch command’s office and the trunks of law 
enforcement vehicles. They were updated once a year 
with new, static images inserted. 
 “We had limited information, and it was in a cum-
bersome format,” said John Gillison, assistant city
manager, City of Rancho Cucamonga. “GIS gives us the 
ability to access more information, faster. And now we 
can do more with it using analysis and visualization.” 
 The application provides first responders with a 
common operational picture (COP), enabling multiple 
first responders to communicate using the same infor-
mation while en route to an incident. Detailed floor 
plans of schools and panoramic photo views of class-
rooms and other buildings are available. Additionally, 
contact information of key persons and standard 
protocols are available with a touch of a button. 
 “Any deputy sheriff can access vital school layout 
data and identify the location of the call,” said Joe 
Cusimano, captain, San Bernardino County Sheriff’s 
Department. “More importantly, it supplies the same 
single common operating picture to all emergency 
responders.” 

Detailed floor plans give responders an accurate 
understanding of the layout of schools.
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My Esri News keeps you connected with GIS users and events in 
your area. Sign up today at esri.com/myesrinews.

 “This program has opened the door to a 
new level of collaboration between histori-
cal silos in the public safety arena,” said 
Mike Bell, fire chief, Rancho Cucamonga 
Fire District. “With GIS as a bridge, fire and 
police leadership can take full advantage 
of the tools available and leverage them 
for maximum benefit for their responders 
in the field.”
 To read the full story, check out the win-
ter issue of ArcNews Online at esri.com/
arcnews.


