








local government. Approximately 5% of the respondents in both Wisconsin
and Ohio indicated that their local government had achieved some degree of
democratization (Figure 1). While any number of issues might be used to
cloud the specific meaning of this response (e.g. respondents ability to
understand the definition provided in the survey questionnaire), it still seems
clear that a number of land information professionals recognized equity as an
outcome of their system.
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Figure 1 — The Stages of MPLIS development having been achieved by local
governments in three states

Another question asked about the categories of indicators which might
exist as a result of MPLIS development. Wisconsin respondents indicated that
“use of technology” and “transfer of data” were the most commonly present
indicators. In contrast, they also responded that “change in decision making
processes” and “impacts on land related decisions” were the least present
indicators, although they were shown as being present in some organizations.
This seems to suggest, like the stages results, that most systems are not yet
sufficiently developed to produce equity. It does seem to show the possibility
of an increase in future societal benefits.

Anecdotal evidence

Because system benefits are usually accrued only after several stages of the
MPLIS development process, it can be difficult to find examples of benefits,
especially equity, as an outcome of system development in communities.
However, we will endeavor to present a few recent occurrences which
demonstrate the potential of this benefit.

When the land information officer in Waukesha County, Wisconsin

automated the tax assessment records, a few “lost” parcels were discovered.
These parcels accounted for thousands of dollars in lost revenue each year. The
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first benefit generated was that of a more efficient operating office -- faster and
cheaper to maintain. The second benefit came from the office’s use of the
system to “better” perform their traditional tasks, as illustrated by the
discovery of the “lost” parcels.

For roughly a decade, Winnebago County, Wisconsin has been developing
a MPLIS to serve its 140,000 residents in as many ways as possible. In recent
years the database development has been completed and the system has been
maintained and used for a variety recordkeeping and analysis purposes. One
unexpected opportunity arose when investments in system development led to
the discovery of inaccuracies in the FEMA produced Flood Insurance Rate
Maps (FIRM) of the county. The maps are adopted by localities and used to
determine whether homeowners are required to purchase flood insurance and
also to determine where new structures can and cannot be built. In response to
concerns raised about the maps, the county used existing data to construct new
floodplain models and maps. The county system showed that, in fact, a
number of homes had been inappropriately located in or out of various zones.
Because of the high quality of the data and the “transparency” of the analysis,
the county’s efforts have been recognized as a suitable alternative to the old
maps.

System efficiencies allowed for the timely production and update of
necessary maps, address lists, and other system products. The result of the
analysis -- a complex hydrologic modeling process not previously feasible ~
was a more effective means by which the county could fulfill its mandates.
Both of these examples also have the subtle potential for the social benefit of
equity because they may have both altered the public’s confidence in those
government agencies and may have a long-term impact on participation.

The Register of Deeds in Dane County, Wisconsin, has automated the title
records and indexes for the county and maintains the digital material as the
county’s official property records. The entire database is available in digital
form at the cost of reproduction (as mandated by state open records laws).
Title insurance companies, for whom a complete copy of all relevant land
transactions is necessary for competitive operation, are able to cheaply acquire
the entire database for their use. While the existing firms are able to use this
database to update their existing data at low cost, thereby increasing profits,
new firms are able to enter the market avoiding the previously prohibitive start-
up costs associated with building a database. The result has been the entry of
new title insurance companies and an increase in competition which appears to
have driven the cost of title insurance for homebuyers down about $300. This
system, with an estimated cost of $500,000, results in a savings for
homeowners of an estimated $6-7 million annually.

The Register of Deeds Office finds that the system makes its basic
recordkeeping activity more efficient, requiring less time and space.
Effectiveness is harder to judge because the primary duties of the office are
recordkeeping and promoting access to data rather than an application that
requires sophisticated data analysis. The automated system allows the general
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public to access land records easier and faster with an increase in direct citizen
participation in use of the material and an indirect increase in participation
through the added title insurers. Hence the accrual of the equity benefit. The
reduction in title insurance illustrates and provides measures for the benefits of
this increased participation.

SO WHAT?

A fundamental lesson leamed from the model's development and
application concerns the relationship between time and equity. The results
suggest that only after MPLIS development is well advanced does a system
tend to produce its single most valuable benefit, equity, in the form of
increased participation in land decisions with the resulting sense of greater
fairness that characterizes a democratic society. Since recent measures of
systems status indicate that few systems have yet reached democratization, it
seems likely that the major societal benefits have yet to be realized by
communities. Experience with many systems indicates, however, that an
increasing number of communities should soon be able to capture this benefit
at increasing levels.

For those working with communities to develop MPLIS, the model and its
application provide a means to demonstrate and measure the outcomes of the
development process. Moreover, the model shows the importance of continuing
MPLIS development beyond “operationalization”. Only through complete
systems development can a community reap these most important benefits.

A community-wide perspective is becoming increasingly important.
Potential beneficiaries are often people without technical knowledge who will
be dependent, implicitly or explicitly, on the products and services of systems
for their land-related activities. As they become aware of these systems, they
will be in a position to influence the establishment of mandates and standards
for MPLIS Development in the community. They, as representatives of the
larger community, are likely to play an increasing role in determining the
nature and extent of system development.

MPLIS Development is at a point of transition from system development
initiatives that arise from the efforts of technically-oriented system builders to
initiatives based upon the demands of many outside the organizations who
want and need products for their decisions about land and resources. These
potential users are greater in number, financial strength, and societal impact
than the typical GIS technician in a traditional organization. These users,
some of whom want data and products so that they can better participate in
land and resource decisions in a community, represent groups that have yet to
benefit in great numbers or to great extent from system development. However,
many are increasingly aware of what the products of GIS/LIS can provide for
them and are now prepared to exert influence on MPLIS development from
outside the domain of traditional GIS/LIS organizations. Their interest,
involvement, and impact is now crucial to the pace of development.
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Finally, the model suggests that systems that are not fully developed (i.e.
do not achieve the level of participation that represents democratization) are
also most likely to eventually fail. It seems apparent that communities who
recognize, demand, and plan for equity will be those communities whose
systems are most likely to experience continued success and community
support. We would go so far as to assert that, if these technologies are to
experience continued success throughout the coming decade, a clear recognition
of equity as a key concept in MPLIS development must emerge.

While efficiency and effectiveness alone can justify the cost of a system,
the benefit of equity has the potential to be the largest of all when received by
the community. In the long term, failure to secure the democratization
associated with increased participation exposes systems to threats of cuts and
elimination. A full realization of equity can lead to community-wide
acceptance and even embrace of a system thus providing support for system
activities.

Equity has many emerging, embedded concepts. A significant element is
more extensive involvement by organizations and citizens in land related
decisions. Indeed anecdotal evidence of minority groups being empowered by
this technology is already emerging (e.g. Native American populations in
Wisconsin). However, equity also includes public access to data, increased
participation in government processes, altered community resource-related
decisions, increased confidence in government and reductions in home owner
land records processing costs such as title insurance. This trend, especially
when viewed within a community-wide context, suggests not only the potential
but the absolute need for community application of systems in order to see
their use continued. As recognized by the FGDC’s NSDI initiatives, this also
suggests that local governments are becoming increasingly vital players in the
production, use, and dissemination of land information.
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