
Geographic Information Systems (GIS)
for Disaster Management
Brian Tomaszewski
Boca Raton: CRC Press, 2015, 295 pp, 
ISBN 978-1-4822-1168-9, £57.99

One of the most innovative aspects of Tomaszewski’s

timely and useful GIS for Disaster Management is its

inclusion, at the end of each chapter, of interviews with

key players in disaster management planning and

mapping. These interviews make GIS seem less ‘faceless’

than it can tend to come across in many GIS texts (even

many of the most well-meaning of them). This book

demonstrates the author’s level of connectedness in the

field of GIS, disaster planning, and development. This

reviewer also had the good fortune of meeting

Tomaszewski at the Singapore ICTD meeting in 2015, and

learned a good deal from him in both an open session

response, and in a subsequent discussion.

GIS for Disaster Management is timely in that it

discusses projects such as the Map Action and the

Humanitarian OpenStreetMap Team (HOT) mapping

efforts in disaster-prone and developing areas. Volunteered

geographic information (VGI) is at the forefront of cutting

edge disaster mapping and, as the author notes, it is a

rapidly evolving field. We are given a useful snapshot

selection of the best representatives of the VGI field’s

abilities to harness ‘citizen sensors.’ These represent

efforts of locals, usually guided by benevolent activist

outsiders, to map themselves into the world’s (online, open

source) base and reference maps, the better to respond to

subsequent emergencies.

This book is also notable for the rigour with which it

takes the reader through the disaster management cycle,

described in chapter 4 under the headings: emergency,

disaster, crisis, and catastrophe. We are given hands-on

examples of how GIS works; the role of data, metadata,

and people in the cycles described; and guidelines for

response, recovery, and mitigation. Much of this material

is approached from a North American or American

perspective, but most of the lists of datasets and sites also

include European and other non-American information.

A drawback to the book might be that it lacks, at

times, a criticality for looking at social implications of the

systems it describes. There is a somewhat uncritical

acceptance, for example, of HOT’s efforts through projects

like Missing Maps to fill in blank spaces on maps for the

laudable goal of attempting to ameliorate the negative

effects such blanks will inevitably have should disaster

strike in one of the blank (mapped) areas. As I have

blogged elsewhere, such efforts overlook their own

‘ground truth’ which is that they contain subtly colonizing

tendencies due for the most part to their inability to seek

longer term engagement with local knowledge systems. 

However, I would like for the reader to come away

with a positive vibe about this well-written and very useful

text, written by a top scholar in the field of GIScience. The

potential shortcomings noted above are more part of the

organizations described and not those of the book itself,

which is very social, as mentioned above, through its

descriptions of, and interactions with, real people working

in both office and field to reduce devastating effects of

disasters wherever they might occur.

Gwilym Eades

Britannia Obscura
Joanne Parker
Vintage: London, 2014, 224 pp, 
ISBN 978-1-784-70000-3, paperback £9-99

I was given Britannia Obscura, written by Joanne Parker,

by a well-meaning son at Christmas. I wondered what

more it could teach me about mapping this country I live

in. Written by an academic, would it prove to be rather

academic and a little dry? 

The book is only five chapters long and focuses on

different groups and communities who ‘map’ the land but

in a different way to what we normally expect. There are

chapters covering such topics as the canal system and the

ever increasing cave systems. As someone who has never

been inclined to go caving I found this chapter particularly

interesting, particularly when the author meets some of the

protagonists, and discusses the lengths some of them go to

in order to protect their new cave finds. The author profile

claims an ‘interest in the British countryside, in British

eccentricities, and in questions of identity’. I suspect from

the level of detail and access to cavers that she also has a

passing interest in speleology.

If you have any knowledge of industrial Britain and

its growth during the Industrial Revolution you will know

that we used to transport large quantities of cargo around

the country by canal barge. There are maps of the residual

canal system but we also get a lesson in what happened to

some of the lost canals, some of which have been built
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over, as with parts of the Rochdale/Ashton Canal and the

Glamorganshire Canal. I had always thought that the

Bridgewater Canal was Britain’s first, but the book makes

a case for several others to have that title. The discussion is

a bit semantic as it does depend on your definition of

navigability, in order to differentiate from drainage

ditches.

The chapter on the Highways in the Air I found very

interesting, especially when you think of the number of

flights that take a place across the country each day. How

we got the air routes of today is a fascinating read, as is the

explanation of why we have restricted airspace and the fact

that there are lower and higher flight paths. Looking at the

two maps on this topic is rather confusing but interesting at

the same time. I had not realized for instance how

restricted the flights of private jets are. The idea of pop

stars, or business moguls, getting in their private jets to nip

up to Scotland from London for instance would seem not a

simple operation, but would be a zig-zig in all probability

to avoid unpassable airspace.

The chapter on The Megalithic Shape of Britain is

extensive in range, covering many of the less well known

stone circles, barrows, and stone rows. The problem I have

with the descriptive approach taken here is that you don’t

get the full picture of what is being explained. On

Stonehenge for instance I wanted to have a detailed map of

the Avenue and see its spatial inter-relationship with the

many other Megalithic and Neolithic features nearby.

What it might do though is point up some of the other sites

where these features are visible, and often more accessible,

such as Castlerigg in Cumbria. This has a far finer setting,

with Blencathra looming over it, than Stonehenge, with its

location on Salisbury Plain with the A303 traffic rushing

right by.

I had sit back and chill when reading the chapter on

the Ley Hunter’s Map of Britain, mostly because I think it

mostly bunkum. Credit to the author for giving some of the

critical responses to the suggestions that are made, for

example, for the Belinus ley line, which connects (among

other places) Inverness, Carlisle, Birmingham and Lee-on-

Solent – magical places all! When enthusiasts start using

curvilinear linkages or maybe ‘geomantic corridors’ to

make their case I am afraid it just confirmed my feelings

on the matter.

The book is well researched though and

enthusiastically presented. The author seems to have

spoken to many people as well as doing a good deal of

research and lots of digging around in old documentation. 

Strangely though, it is a map book with hardly a map

in it, which maybe I should have anticipated. There are a

few maps included, which don’t reproduce that well in this

paperback version, while the book talks about dozens of

examples. Sadly, they were not really referenced that well

if you wanted to follow up on a lead, although there is an

extensive bibliography which will help.

Having said all that, Britannia Obscura is an

engrossing read and I ended up immersed in the text, in

which you are never far away from an interesting fact or an

obscure information snippet. It might well inspire readers

to have a look at things around themselves in a new way.

Steve Chilton

Lead Academic Developer at Middlesex University and

Chair of the Society of Cartographers

Cartography: A Reader
Edited by Steve Chilton and 
Alexander J. Kent
London: Society of Cartographers, 2014, 293 pp,
ISBN 978-0-9930089-0-0

In 2014 I attended the 50th anniversary meeting of the

Society of Cartographers in Glasgow, and picked up a

copy of this commemorative volume to take home with

me. After the meeting was over I consumed Cartography:

A Reader with fascination and excitement at having a sort

of time-travel device for exploring the evolution of

cartography at my fingertips. For those involved with the

Society from its beginnings there is possibly a different

(but no less exciting) resonance, an association built by

direct knowledge of the techniques and cartographic

products described. The articles found in the reader were

carefully selected by its editors as representing the best

and most interesting that its voice over the years, The
Bulletin of the Society of Cartographers, has to offer.

This volume will be useful to paleo- and neo-

geographers alike (and I’m a bit of both), whether or not

they choose to describe themselves that way. The earlier

chapters focus on things like computers and historical

cartography, both of which have useful lessons and real

currency for today. Middle chapters get into map design

and include some early efforts by current SoC president

Danny Dorling from the 1990s. In the 2000s gaming, 3D,

and neo-cartography, among other topics, enter the picture.

The 2010s get into counter-mapping, development, and

participatory aspects that are still quite cutting edge

contributions. But the full range of articles is impossible to

describe without reproducing the entire table of contents.

At the same time, it demonstrates a scholarly method and

approach held by both the editors, and by the authors they

have chosen to speak for cartography as a discipline by

including them here.

Cartography is packed full of high resolution

graphics, maps, tables, and charts as included in the

original papers. These are brought forward here and are in

many cases improved upon with this refreshment into

brand new publication achieved by the editors’ access to

all the original files from the archives stored at the

University of Glasgow (among other locales). This volume

is the work of many, including technicians, cartographers,

academics, committee members, and many others. The

forward by Danny Dorling, and the introduction to the

volume both add value to the selection that follows by

framing these works in time, giving them perspective, and
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helping the reader to understand their value. The latter is

great indeed, and I can only recommend Cartography very

highly to Society members, cartographers, neo-

cartographers, and paleo-geographers, not to mention

general readers, libraries, and the technologically inclined,

alike. 

One of the best outcomes I could foresee for

Cartography would be that it re-acquaints all who have a

stake in cartography today, including those with the

firmest interest in the latest and greatest in online forms of

mapping. The latter will gain a rich appreciation of all that

has gone before, and all that could be in our era of open

and free, but often fairly non-cartographic, mapping. For

those already sold on the idea, it will offer comfort and

education into some of the newer ways of doing things.

This can be all things to all people and, not to oversell it, it

is therefore great value for money, and a useful toolset to

boot. Its purchase is highly recommended and, even better,

it is made available at an attractive and inclusive price

range. Get your copies while supplies last. (To order a

copy of Cartography: A Reader, email Miles Irving at

Publicity@soc.org.uk, or directly from

http://soc.org.uk/cartography-a-reader/).

Gwilym Eades
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