
Welcome, Wilkommen, Bienvenido, Fáilte, Karibu, Selamat Datang, or as my folks used to 

say, Howdy, yôall 
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Iôm honored to be allowed to speak with you.  I come from the 
environmental systems research institute, just down the hill, where Iôve 
run their conservation support program for almost 30 years.  Our 
institute helped to create GIS, or geographic information systems, back 
in the seventies and we are one of the sponsors of this great 
conference.   
   As part of our sponsorship I asked if I could give a presentation 
about building communities of practice within ecological 
informatics, but the only opening you had was in this session on art.  
Yikes!   Well, weôre all ecologists, so weôôre used to odd things being 
interconnected, like art, technology and conservation.     In Fact, these 
slides are from SCGIS, an international society I started long ago, who 
really do connect all those things together and more. 
   Also, since this is my first time telling this, Iôve laid it out like a 3-act 
play, with a pledge, the turn, and the prestige.   
The Pledge is my promise to you: Iôll show you how Naturalists, using 
your skills, your passion and a few modern advances in geography, 
can lead the human race forward to great victory in the protection of 
planet earth.  More simply, Iôll show you how GIS is awesome, it makes 
cool stuff and does useful work, even outdoors, even for naturalists. 
In the Turn, Iôll look back on the intertwined history of conservation, 
art and technology. 
Iôll end with the Prestige, where Iôll show you how the promise can be 
met. 
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Back to the pledge.  Seriously, I do believe that naturalists are among the most important 

people on the planet right now, because Natural History is the human practice best able to 

support life against a changing environment.   

 

Much more than a profession, it is the oldest and most fundamental of all human survival 

arts: the art of careful observation, reflection and collection.  

 

Itôs also an act of stewardship and love, a fundamental practice of reverence that gave 

humanity a sense of belonging on this planet and belonging to one another.  

 

The conscious practice of careful observation of nature places weight and value upon 

millions of years of natural selection, that rewarded those who were closely attuned to their 

changing environment, and removed those who werenôt. 
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But as important as you are, you suffered a severe blow after WWII when the postwar 

explosion in hard sciences and the space race meant that many natural history & geography 

degree programs started a a decades-long decline, just as humans entered a new era of 

extinction and harm.  I believe the 2 are deeply connected.    
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In spite of this long decline, a new renaissance in conservation began in the seventies 

during the environmental movement, as new programs in natural history began to appear 

around the west in National Parks and ñalternativeò universities like Prescott and UC 

Santa Cruz. 

 

Dr. Ken Norris was one of the founders of the UC Reserves System and the modern field 

course.  He also created a new Natural History Major at UC Santa Cruz in the early seventies, 

which I was lucky enough to complete.  

 

Dr. Norrisô concept of a naturalist was someone rigorously trained to observe, study and 

understand like an ecologist, but to also teach, inspire and advocate like a conservationist, 

in an outdoor workplace, in the wild.  I am proud of my degree in natural history and excited 

about this new statewide naturalists group.   

 

It gives me new hope that the long decline is over, and I express that hope from what used to 

be a pretty odd point of view. 
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The reason I say I have a weird point of view is because I live in a schizophrenic conflict 

between a love of the wild outdoors and a love of technology & science fiction.   Itôs is a 

problem that has consumed me all my life.      

    Like many naturalists I grew up in an outdoorsy family and spent my childhood  

backpacking across the Sierras.  I was also a typical space-race, science geek, child of the 

sixties, sitting in dark rooms reading sci-fi & building ham radios, and making rockets and 

robots whose only notable effects were grass fires & terrified neighbors.        Bear in mind 

that this was ten years before Star Wars made science fiction mainstream.  In the sixties we 

were still nerds and misfits. 

    As an adult, though, about the only thing I was any good at was small computers, starting 

in the early seventies when they were just toys for hobbyists.     I wasnôt a very good 

naturalist, and my fellow students thought my obsession with computers was highly suspect.        

I wanted to help them understand computers but I was also a terrible explainer.    In fact the 

only award I ever got from those colleagues was when I was voted ñMost likely to save the 

planet using dump trucksò, a reference to an awful analogy Iôd tried once in explaining 

computer data structures to them.  

    Even so, as computers gained dominance I watched in horror as my own mental 

disorder became a social phenomenon, making it harder and harder to get people outside 

to experience nature firsthand.     How can you reach people whose attention is constantly 

focused on an unending variety of little computer screens?       I canôt even call my teenage 

daughters on their cell phones anymore, I have to send them a text or a twitter instead!   
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Maps were what saved me.  In the case of the backcountry & the jungle, quite literally.  But 

even though computer advances forced me into late-night green-lit rooms to create them, 

the fundamental user experience of a map is still an outdoor one.   

 

More than any other kind of information, maps are democratic, in the same way as the 

scientific method: they compel you to step outside and see for yourself if what the map is 

trying to tell you is true.         That basic experience, I believe, is an important moment when 

change can begin, the fundamental changes we need as a society if conservation is to 

succeed.   

 

My core belief today is that GIS allows conservationists to create new kinds of maps and 

images, and thereby achieve new understandings and new strategies, telling new stories 

with a reach and a power unlike anything theyôve done before.    

 

Now, Lets turn back to look at a few of the great images that have changed human behavior 

& conservation in the past 
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