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ABSTRACT 

This paper examines the relationship between collaborative disaster mapping and conceptions of risk. It looks at 

improvised mapmaking during the 2007 wildfires in Southern California to identify and analyze social and 

technological issues in creating a shared understanding through collaboration. By comparing and contrasting 

two different, yet intertwined, mapping practices this paper focuses on how the distribution of social and 

technological actors change how risk, threat, and uncertainty are approached. One, more centralized mapmaking 

collaboration produced risks related to managing authority and security. The other, more distributed 

collaboration, produced risks related to public trust and safety. This paper argues that map-making is 

characterized as a messy, distributed network of knowledge production in which the meaning of risk emerges 

through the unplanned collaborations that evolve as those involved work to make sense of the wildfires, not as 

an a-priori definition.  
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INTRODUCTION 

When the 2007 wildfires ignited in Southern California, San Diego was facing a crisis in disaster 

communication. Data appeared in so many formats from so many sources–from GPS data tracking firefighters 

on the ground to satellite data tracking heat signatures to verbal descriptions about specific locations–those 

responding to the disaster struggled to determine what should be gathered and how it should be compiled and 

shared. Digital maps emerged as a solution. Shareable, editable, and able to incorporate a wide-range of data 

types, digital maps seemed an ideal tool through which to manage complexity and encourage a shared picture of 

the situation. Maps were drawn to track rapid and variable movements of the flames, overlapping movement of 

people as they evacuated and returned home, and distribution of aid supplies on a shaky and inconsistent 

infrastructure. They were used to determine areas of greatest threat and need, to coordinate the official response, 

and to inform the affected public. Drawing these maps, though, required innovative collaborations that brought 

together previously unaffiliated actors, technologies, and data formats. This paper explores how making these 

maps not only required specific socio-technical collaborations but also, as a result of these collaborations, 

produced new understandings of risk. 

The 2007 wildfires were among the largest, most intense, and longest lasting in San Diego County recorded 

history (County of San Diego Office of Emergency Services, 2007). Overnight, what started as a set of small 

fires behaved irregularly, grew unexpectedly, and defied attempts to contain them. Around 6,200 firefighters 

deployed to battle the fires that lasted over a week and scorched 13% of San Diego County (California 

Department of Forestry and Fire Protection, 2008). Over half a million residents were evacuated, the nation’s 

largest ever evacuation due to wildfire (County of San Diego Office of Emergency Services, 2007). Emergency 

responders, humanitarian aid workers, the news media, and the general public realized that the situation required 

new forms of thinking and communicating about fire hazards and risk.  

When the fires broke out, the authorities in the region were already discussing how to manage the increased 

need for inter-agency fire response, the increased ways in which the public could be affected, and the increased 

variety of information sharing techniques that needed to be acknowledged (Office of State and Local 
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Government Coordination and Preparedness, 2006). State and County fire review boards had acknowledged the 

need for improved communication between institutions, the media, and the public, but had not implemented any 

new practices (County of San Diego Office of Emergency Services, 2007). The County’s maps exemplified this 

disjunction. Made throughout the fires, these maps were regularly withheld from the public and many 

responding organizations. If they were released it was often with restrictions and delays. Consequently, those 

who wanted maps, including news media stations and volunteer organizations, creatively improvised their own 

mapping techniques.  

With a plethora of maps being made, a problem emerged: no two sets of maps looked the same. Fires had 

different boundaries, infrastructural details varied, even the regions covered did not conform between the maps. 

Maps, as a format, do not tell a mapmaker, data gatherer, or decision maker how to make them, what should be 

included in them, or how to turn image into spatial awareness (Monmonier, 1997). While GIS has been used for 

decades by the various agencies in the County, standards for data sharing did not yet exist (Hardwick, 2007). 

And, when a range of actors is included in mapmaking, questions of authority and purpose arise, as each has 

their own way of producing accuracy and quality in data (Goodchild, 2009). Each actor also has their own way 

of making sense of the situation, drawing on past experience to account for how events will unfold and the 

decisions that will be made (Weick 1993). Disasters bring into question previously accepted analytical 

categories or systems of classification, systems necessary for map-making, and make it even harder to know 

what to include and how to include it; they make it even harder to figure out how to make sense of the wildfires 

(Hilgartner, 2007; Oliver-Smith, 2002). The different approaches that materialized to knowing the wildfires and 

to mapping the wildfires had consequences for how response priorities were determined, what qualified as 

valued information, and what constituted the greatest threat.  

Two mapmaking collaborations stood out as significant to the debates that followed, one formal and one ad-hoc. 

The first was the collaboration that made the San Diego County maps. The San Diego County collaboration was 

grounded in a formal network of specialists trained in disaster Geographical Information Systems (GIS) who 

worked with firefighters in the field, police, traffic control, local academic institutions monitoring satellites, 

American Red Cross volunteers, parks and recreation, and health services, among others. This collaboration was 

given the task of reconciling the various styles of data gathering, technologies of representation, and goals for 

map use that shaped the various interpretations of their map. The maps they produced were oriented towards 

helping decision-makers in the official response and were drawn to balance understandings of the fires’ current 

and potential threats, to aid risk analysis, and to be a means for interagency communication and coordination 

(National Interagency Fire Center, 2007). While not initially intended for the public, the county maps were 

released to the public as PDFs partway through the fires. The maps were offered to the public only after the 

other wildfire maps appeared on the scene as a way to maintain a level of authority over the information being 

provided to the public (County of San Diego Geographic Information Systems, 2008; County of San Diego 

Office of Emergency Services, 2007).  

The second collaboration was ad-hoc, unofficial, and publically oriented. The ad-hoc mapping collaboration 

formed in response to the initial lack of a publically accessible government map and the technological 

challenges the followed their endeavor (Majchrzak and More, 2011). It was started by a public media station 

(KPBS), but the scope of what they needed to cover quickly overpowered their rudimentary skills with 

mapmaking and they started to accrue a larger network to help. Working with Google MyMaps, a customizable 

form of Google Maps, the collaboration ended up including geographers from San Diego State University (some 

of the same ones that were helping the County mapmakers), researchers from California Institute for 

Telecommunications and Information Technology, and workers from Google. These mapmakers were not 

bound to hierarchical rules for data and drew upon their personal and professional networks to fill in the blanks. 

They started by tracing the lines from the county maps onto their map then added data from academic 

institutions, the American Red Cross, national and state agencies, and local volunteers. MyMaps was new in 

2007, so all involved were learning the platforms capabilities as they went along, and none had the same 

background or training. The resulting map became so popular that it received over five million hits. 

Because of the different underlying technologies, networks, and interactions involved in making these maps, the 

county and the ad-hoc maps ended up coping with and representing the dynamism of the incident differently 

leading to different conceptions of risk. This paper explores these two methods for visualizing the wildfire 

disaster as forms of distributed socio-technical knowledge production (Hutchins, 1995), to unpack how the 

collaborations relate to the production of risk. It argues that while mapping can be a productive tool for risk 

assessment that help approach the qualitative aspects of uncertainty (Orlando, Selicato, and Torre, 2005) before 

the resulting maps can be used in this way those engaging with a map must step back and examine how the 
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collaboration that built that map influences what risks are made visible and prioritized in the first place. 

METHODS 

In order to piece together how the maps were made this paper focuses on how technologies were engaged with, 

data gathered, social networks and collaborations relied upon, and maps used. It draws on eleven interviews of 

those involved in the mapmaking processes during the 2007 wildfires that were conducted three months and 

two-three years after the fires. Included were disaster GIS specialists and field fire mappers from San Diego 

County, online news producers at KPBS, geographers at SDSU, and one of the workers from Google. To help 

contextualize their statements, observation were conducted of their present day practices were when possible. 

This included participating in formal county-wide and ad-hoc academic disaster mapping exercises that included 

the actors from 2007. Textual analysis was also conducted of after action reports, standards of protocol, and e-

mail exchanges—when provided—between the actors. 

DISASTER MAPS AS COLLABORATIVE TOOLS 

Disasters make visible the complex and dynamic relationship between technoscience, expertise, personal 

experience, and institutions in the production of knowledge and risk (Knowles, 2011). Frickel (2008) argues that 

how these relationships are deployed creates what he calls ‘knowledge gaps’, gaps that often lead to uneven 

spreads of risk and resources. Beck (1992) suggests that these gaps produce new forms of risk in which society 

seeks new ways to distinguish the bad. For Beck, this is no longer a purely technoscientific project or a project 

of the state, but one that has to manage both the private individual as a new dimension of the political and the 

multiple forms of competing knowledge at play. The 2007 wildfires hit where all these elements clash, the 

wildland-urban interface, where two ways of understanding and maintaining the land intertwine: one bound in 

city practices, the other in forestry. As the flames affected this land, government, private, individual, public, 

natural all hybridize into the risk being faced. But it was not clear what shape that risk really takes. 

Making maps became ways to locate these ‘bads’– these risks–and ways to try to coordinate and align these 

multiple ways of knowing. However, the practices that both make and make sense of maps are situated in 

histories and socio-technical networks. Each mapmaking collaboration asks for and produces a different type of 

literacy, as they structure experiential and exploratory ways of knowing that draw on different senses of 

authority, derived from scientific procedure, formal protocol, informal witnessing, transparency, or peer 

verification (Elwood and Leszczynski, 2013; Liu and Palen, 2010). Moreover, the distribution of responsibility, 

what is deemed proper aid and recovery, and who’s voice will be given the authority to speak are influenced by 

assumptions of what is at stake, preferences for types of data, mapping software used, the direction of a given 

satellite, and the physical landscape (Barrios, 2011; Fortun, 2001). How the maps encourage participation 

frames the knowledge politics that emerge: one map can narrate a situation, another can offer itself as a venue 

for individual exploration of the situation (Elwood and Leszczynski, 2013). While mapping can be a productive 

tool for risk assessment that helps approach the qualitative aspects of uncertainty (Orlando, Selicato, and Torre, 

2005), as different socio-technical actors organize data differently, they produce different frames of reference 

from which to calculate risk. 

MAPPING A BORDER, DEFINING PRIORITIES 

The differences between the maps are exemplified in how the perimeter for one of the fires was drawn as it 

burnt through a less populated area to cross the San Diego County border into Mexico. The County maps 

showed the fire perimeter ending with a straight line along the border, ending the space of the disaster at the 

edge of the county’s responsibility to protect (Figure 1). In doing so, these maps excluded a section of the 

people affected by the flames and smoke. The ad-hoc map traced the perimeter into Mexico, presenting a fire 

disaster that maintained continuity in where the fire went and who it affected rather than whose land it was on or 

whose responsibility was to fight it (Figure 2). The county limited the perimeter on its maps because to represent 

more required the exchange of data over an international border, jumping multiple levels of jurisdiction and 

transforming the wildfires into a federal issue, changing the entire practice of response. For the County to stay in 

charge of the response they could not officially incorporate that data. Meanwhile, the ad-hoc group worked with 

academic institutions that had access to much of the same satellite data as the county but were not bound by 

political limits. For them, mapping the perimeter was a technological challenge grounded in social networking.  
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These two ways of mapping data to represent the fire at the border place in juxtaposition the hierarchy of action 

(who is responsible) with the lived experience of the fires (who is affected). One suggests a priority of response 

and protection of the region, whereas the other a priority of public understanding enabling residents to take their 

own actions. While these differences can partly be explained by the different goals and audiences for the maps 

(public information vs. agency coordination), the differences also emerged from the collaborative work that was 

involved in making the maps. 

 

 
Figure 1. The County Map: San Diego EOC PDF map of the wildfires, day three of the wildfires.  

Source: SanGIS. 

 

 

 
Figure 2. Ad-Hoc Map: Screenshot of the ad-hoc group’s Google My Map, day four of the wildfires.  

Source: KPBS/Author. 
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KEEPING THE VIEW CURRENT 

Both collaborations took their forms largely as a result of the technologies and mapping platforms they were 

using. Each provided specific conceptions of success that defined some of the risks being accounted for. For the 

County, the success of the collaboration was grounded in acknowledging every group’s concerns, focusing on 

literally mapping them together rather than risking losing central control. For the ad-hoc group collaboration 

was around a shared goal and success was grounded in their ability to achieve that goal, to any degree, as they 

tried to manage a new platform with little compatibility.     

As the county mappers made their maps, they needed to incorporate as many of the data sources as possible in 

order to maintain their collaboration, regardless of form and consistency. Consequently, what became worth 

mapping was what data could be reconciled in time for the next map to be made, not always what data was most 

current. Because the data came from a variety of actors involved in the response, it varied in terms of resolution, 

spread, and scale. Sometimes more recent data was not readily compatible with what was already made and so 

got ignored or postponed. The data also varied in terms of temporality. For example when determining how to 

draw their fire perimeters they gathered data about past burn from the San Diego Geographic Information 

Source to know where there was fuel, present data being sent from the Incident Command Posts, and the GPS 

data from firefighters about offensive perimeters to limit the fire’s future movements. To create one polygon, 

the county mappers had to flatten together past, present, and future data (Figure 3). Because of how they had to 

manage the data, these maps could only be used as a tool for planning and prediction of future risk, not accurate 

descriptions of present risk.  

 
Figure 3. Fire perimeter map drawn for a briefing at an incident command post. This was one type of information 

used in the County maps. The different styles of lines within the perimeter represent if the line is past, present, or 

future, a distinction that gets erased when put on the County maps. Source: Author. 

 

The ad-hoc mappers came together because of the common cause to provide up-to-date information to the 

public. Keeping things current was their priority and as a result, data quality took a back seat to data regularity 

and immediacy. Unlike GIS, in 2007 MyMaps had few compatible data forms. Decisions about what to include 

were based on what data was fastest rather than what was most detailed. For example, because of their links to 

academia, these mapmakers had access to a range of satellite data of the region. But different satellites took 

pictures at different rates and resolutions. While in general higher resolution imagery allows for greater 

precision when determining specific location and lines on land, the lower resolution images were arriving more 

frequently. In addition, if data was not readily available at regular intervals, the element being represented was 

eliminated. For example, they had no regular source for data on road status. While road status was important 

information for a moving public, these mapmakers did not want to use data that came to them sporadically. 

Even if it meant leaving off valued information, the ad-hoc mappers decided not being able to consistently 

represent a type of information was worse than not representing them at all. For this map, risk was less about the 
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situation unfolding in the wildfire’s paths and more centered on the risks for the public associated with 

inconsistent or out-of-date information. 

MANAGING UNCERTAINTY, MITIGATING RISK 

Managing uncertainty was a big challenge for both collaborations, but what that meant was shaped in part by the 

socio-technical relationships being forged. The County defined uncertainty as a problem of interpretation, one 

that was created in how the data for the maps were interpreted in order to be drawn. As these interpretations 

changed with the inclusion of different people and technology they focused on trying to align all interpretations. 

The ad-hoc group defined uncertainty as a technological problem, and managed it by focusing on the limits of 

the data gathering technologies, balancing government approved accounts and scientific models with public 

knowledge of the events.  

As the County worked on their maps, limiting uncertainty in their data stood at the center of many of the 

decisions they made about who to engage with and what data to use. This often meant the mapmakers guided 

their interactions with others through the mapmakers’ culture of map use. Shaping the collaboration in this way 

affected both whose voice took priority and how the mapping practice needed to be engaged with for it to make 

sense. For example, when a field mapper from the 2007 fires explained how a fire spread progression map was 

derived from comparing data from a thermal imaging satellite and from radio communications he pointed to a 

map of one of the fires and commented that the purple section of the map was wrong (Figure 4). Drawing on his 

past experience, he asserted that the thermal imaging data was misinterpreted. While thermal satellite data 

provided a wide-sweeping view and lines between temperatures, what those lines meant was not always certain. 

The lines between what is hot and not offered clear notions of what had not been affected. But what was 

happening within the heat signature could be many different things: flames, ashes, smoke. Making sense of the 

data often required a specific set of past experiences, usually a mix of technology, scientific knowledge, 

practical skills, and previous experience that help build a meta-view of the events that help create continuity and 

logic (Weick, 1993). But organizing the data in this way meant that understanding the maps required 

enculturation, limiting the possible engagements around the maps with a wider audience. Despite the 

collaboration to gather data, the power to give it meaning was in a limited number of hands. 

 
Figure 4. A fire progression map made for and incorporated by The County into their maps. Each day is represented 

using a different color. The purple being referred to is on the eastern edge.  

Source: Author. 

 

As the county maps were released to the news media and public, this type of uncertainty was accentuated. They 

had to modify their focus within the maps in order to manage the different cultures of engaging with maps. For 

example, the county mapmakers changed how they drew the fire perimeters because their new audience 

incorrectly assumed ‘everything red = burnt.’ Additionally, the public and the media treated this map like a 

Google map, zooming in to see if they were inside or outside the fire perimeter. However, the maps were not 

meant to be used in this way: the perimeters were estimates and drawn at specific scales. To avoid the risk of a 
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false sense of security from these non-expert map use patterns the county began to add more detail and get more 

precise in their representations. The modifications included adding shading, hot spots, and outlining the 

perimeters. Because they were changing so often, when the maps were released to their audience the GIS 

specialists had to, in their words, include “a detailed description of what it's saying” (Figure 5). Risk, emerging 

from misinterpretations, was not about the lived experience of the flames but about public security and County 

liability. 

 
Figure 5. Progression of the County maps, showing the shifts in perimeter style, details, coloring, and shading that 

occurred. These maps cover a 36-hour period. Source: SanGIS. 
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The ad-hoc mapmakers also relied on their culture of map use. However, theirs was grounded in the scientific 

modeling upon which the much of their data were based. By relying upon remote sensing technologies, fellow 

scientists, and engineers, these mapmakers could not comment on the meaning of the lines they were drawing 

(Figure 6). Some spatial information requires training in order to understand how to draw inferences (Goodchild 

2009). A fire might have been under control but not contained, or a decision to let a section burn and move 

might have been one of safety rather than one of lack of control or information, yet all these decisions appear as 

the same line on a map (National Interagency Fire Center, 2007). These underlying firefighting practices and 

ways of managing threat are discussed using maps (as assumption about map practice built into the County 

maps), but impossible to discern from remote sensed images, regardless of detail (Kolden and Weisberg, 2007). 

Since the ad-hoc mapmakers could not rely upon their interpretation of the data, they amended their data by 

drawing the actors from KPBS’s culture of map use, which included on contributions from the affected public. 

Because they were connected to a public radio station, listeners were calling in with descriptions of what was 

going on around them as well as corrections to the already visible map. For example, they would call in with 

road status information that was not yet noted by the Department of Transportation, corrections to the fire 

perimeters with statements like “your map says my house has burnt but it has not,’ and information about what 

kinds of spaces remained at specific evacuations centers. In some cases, though, the information was rumors 

supplied as fact. Despite the risk of repeating incorrect information—something the County could not ignore for 

the sake of liability—this participation provided overall up-to-date information for the ad-hoc fire map.  

 

 
Figure 6. A fire perimeter drawn from MODIS satellite data. The lines are drawn by extrapolating from the variation 

in the pixels. Sournce: CALFIRE. 

 

In addition, the public was more willing to engage with the ad-hoc map to understand their own risks because it 

better matched what the County had been asking of them regarding preparedness. The county had asked 

communities at risk for wildfires to develop preparedness plans based on localized knowledge of community 

values and definitions of risk (County of San Diego Office of Emergency Services, 2004). The My Maps 

platform was thus advantageous for the public concerned with their community or their house because users 

were not limited to orienting themselves to the county as a whole; they could center on or zoom in to any point, 

like their residence, to personalize their perspective and bring the map into alignment with their cartographic 

literacy (Liu and Palen, 2010). As the public was being asked to manage risks personally and locally, the same 

type of interactions was also possible in how they engaged with the ad-hoc map, but not the County map. Rather 

than train the public to engage with the map in a specific way, the ad-hoc mapmakers incorporated the public’s 

personalized way of interacting with the maps into the representation. And, while the general public could not 

physically edit the map, they could call in and request edits and changes. The ad-hoc mappers tended to include 

what was provided with the rational that if the data were wrong, another member of the public would call in to 
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correct it. In collaborating with the public in this way to mitigate uncertainty, they incorporated into their map 

another type of risk – the risk of just plain being wrong, incorrectly guiding public response, and losing 

credibility because they mapped a rumor. 

CREATING GAPS, PRODUCING THREATS 

As the collaborations introduced in new technologies to wildfire mapping, their use had consequences for how 

threat was defined. For example, partway through the wildfires, the ad-hoc mappers were given the opportunity 

to draw on a collaboration between, SDSU, the national forest service, and NASA, that was testing the potential 

of UAVs for fire monitoring. The ad-hoc mapmakers gained access to one of NASA’s UAVs that could provide 

high resolution thermal imaging within minutes of it being gathered, much faster than the typical satellite which 

takes hours to be prepare for interpretation. While the tests were being conducted in San Diego County, none of 

the of the partners involved were county level, so this data source was not initially included in the County’s data 

pool. But the ad-hoc mappers were not restricted by these jurisdictional politics. As soon as permission was 

granted to fly they found its data valuable. When SDSU went to the County to share, the County initially said: 

no. This was not in the County’s jurisdiction and they considered it a risk to change practice mid-disaster. Only 

after seeing the ease and speed with which this data source merged onto the ad-hoc maps was the county 

convinced that this new technology was worth the risk of modifying procedure and incorporating.  

 

 
Figure 7. Visualization of the data from the UAV looking south towards the US-Mexico border. The border is drawn 

as a yellow line near the top of the image. Notice the zone with no data. Source: NASA. 

 

But introducing the UAV into the equation introduced a new understanding of ‘greatest’ threat. The UAV had to 

follow the rules of airspace and international borders: it could not fly near large airports, military bases, or 

within ten miles of the Mexican border. The possible flight patterns made available by these restrictions covered 

all but one of the fires, the one right on the border (Figure 7). Though the fire along the border had less people 

and structures in its path than the other fires, the gap produced by this new data source changed the discussion 

around threat from what could burn or how prominent the potential destruction to where was their lack of 

information. In fact, it was not long after the introduction of this technology that the country redistributed fire 

aid, sending more to this fire that had previously seen few resources (County of San Diego Office of Emergency 

Services, 2007). 

 

CONCLUSION  

As the workers collaborated to put data on the maps, their interactions framed specific forms of engagement 
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with the content. The County map encouraged sense-making that was centrally determined and managed. The 

ad-hoc map encouraged a more distributed sensibility. Doing so put the collaborations in different positions in 

relation to the production of risk.  

In making their maps, the County built their collaboration around centralized meaning to build a shared and a 

common sense of the fires. Doing so, it aligned actors towards the same cultures of inquiry and priorities in 

action, connecting their decisions to normative social structures and systems of classification from non-disaster 

times. Moreover, the specialized techniques required to understand what a line represented in these maps placed 

the power to make decisions using the maps in a few people’s hands. This collaboration was fostered around a 

common sense of power, one that informed all involved how to engage with the maps. Risk was not just to lives 

and property, but was to their ability to coordinate and to maintain authority.  

However, mapping in this way reinforces pre-existing social divides in how responses are organized. It patterns 

the future off of the past and makes it difficult to make sense of change and the unexpected (Weick, 1993). It 

also risks losing authority and lives if the carefully structured relationships fail. Likewise, during a disaster the 

public does not fall into disorder unless there is a hierarchy imposed, rather they create a new order (Tierney, 

Bevc, and Kuligowski, 2006). Not acknowledging the ways in which the public works to find their own order 

can delegitimize the work put into this style of map, bringing into question the types of risks and authority it 

defines. 

The ad-hoc mapmakers built their collaboration around providing information to the public, their form emerging 

from the messy situation and a shared goal. They chose to not have a consistent organization to structure 

engagements in order to maintain a creativity in the mapping that matched the dynamism of the situation. This 

collaboration seemed to take no sides or give power to no specific social position over another, making room for 

negotiations in meaning grounded in local contexts and multiple realities that can lead to a resilient collective 

sense-making practice (Wolbers and Boersma, 2013). Risk for them was grounded in maintaining a consistent 

public engagement: it was one avoiding having the public use the wrong data at the wrong time to make bad 

decisions.  

Unless some structure that is familiar outside of the event is in place for the necessary sense-making 

negotiations, a collaboration like this can come at the cost of common action and shared meanings upon which 

to understand and rationalize decisions and explanations (Wolbers and Boersma, 2013). It can also come at the 

cost of an understanding of risk that connects present decisions to past events and future potentials. Doing so 

both ignores how social structures influences how a disaster unfolds and makes it possible to claim an end to the 

disaster when the map ends, risking providing limits to claims of responsibility and future requests for aid. 

Moreover, providing data and extracting information from the data are two different things. Some expertise is 

still required in order to connect geometric measurement with a specific understanding of the environment or to 

broader issues that carry beyond a local concern (Goodchild, 2009).  

There was some overlap between the mapmakers in the actors who carried expertise that could have helped 

alleviate some of the challenges faced by both. But because of the different goals and needs around which the 

collaborations formed the overlapping actors were not able to align to two collaborations to bring the expertise 

to the ad-hoc mapmaking or bring the sense-making negotiations to the County mapmaking. Understanding how 

maps are made is vital to understanding how they can bring people together or create a shared sense of space. 

Stopping the conversation at ‘what’ they are contesting or supporting basically produces two sides with no way 

to see why each do what they do or see what they see as important. Instead of asking ‘why wasn’t this map 

complete?’ and placing blame on who was involved in the map-making it becomes more productive to ask: what 

was its goal and how does risk derive from that? In many cases, it is more complicated than simply political 

bias. 

This paper simultaneously adds to and challenges many of the narratives around collaborative mapping. While it 

supports the argument that there are benefits to distributed and participatory mapping, it also demonstrates that 

the forms and goals of the collaborations that make the maps shape what is considered relevant and ‘clear’ 

information, constitute the greatest threat, and produce—not just describe—risks to be mitigated. It also 

complicates the notion that collaborative mapping is necessarily democratic and that new developments in 

geospatial technology improve risk prediction (Roche, Propeck-Zimmermann, Mericskay, 2013). Looking at 

how the data is called upon to make sense of risks during the 2007 wildfires helps demonstrate that no socio-

technical collaboration offers a complete or consistent solution to the uncertainty and risk built into the nature of 

disaster response and information sharing. Knowing how the risks emerge as visible can take us one step closer 

to understanding how to better create a common understanding to manage them. 
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