What makes a GIS? 

The statement in the NC Orders gives no clues as to what is meant by GIS. It is, therefore, open to some interpretation. There is, however, a generally agreed set of tools and functions that play a part in GIS. These work together to enable map data to be displayed and for the data to be queried and processed. Doing this involves a set of ICT techniques that individually, are generic, but when combined, make a more powerful tool with which to work. 

Base map

· Hand drawn base map – this can be drawn using vector-based drawing tools (as in a Word processor)

· Imported image – a base map can be scanned and saved as a .jpeg or .bmp file then imported into a GIS, though it has limitations over zooming and it does not have co-ordinates that link to data 

· A digital map – a vector-based digital map whose co-ordinates are identified by a GIS program, that can link to the GPS and that can be enlarged or reduced without loss of quality.   

Data

· Raw data in a GIS is held in a data base with items of data relating to points, lines or areas related to points, lines or areas (polygons) on the map. 

· Raw data can be imported from web sites.

· Raw data can be entered in the GIS program, usually in much the same way as entering data in cells on a spreadsheet.

· Data can consist of text, figures or in some programs, also of photos.  

Layers

· A GIS is made from different layers with each layer containing data about an aspect of the area shown on the base map, e.g. a layer for rivers or buildings. Layers are called Themes in some GIS software.  

· The layers can be switched on or off to view or hide as needed. 

Quantitative map displays

· The data can be displayed on a base map in different ways, i.e. using a choice of mapping techniques. 

· The display can be changed quickly to show it in a different way, e.g. a different technique, size of graphics or colours.

· Any map display is temporary and can easily be changed or recreated using the map data. 

Data processing and map tools

· The data can be queried in the same way as querying a database, e.g. to only show data within stated limits. 

· There are tools to measure distance and areas. 
· The data is dynamically linked to the map display, so changing the data automatically changes the map display
· Some GIS programs can be used to select and present data from within an area such as a circle (called buffering).   

Downloaded from www.geography.org.uk 


