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Executive Summary 

 
The Tug Hill Commission has been a leader in the North Country in Geographic Information Systems (GIS) 
since obtaining its first system in the early 1990’s.  Over the years the Commission has made a point of staying 
current with hardware and software, enabling us to provide mapping and data analysis support for our projects 
and to our communities.  GIS services are an integral part of the Commission’s program and support all three of 
the program areas (natural resources, planning, and community development).  The Commission’s GIS strives to 
keep GIS software, hardware, and data current and maintained; promote and maintain working relationships 
with other GIS professionals and communities interested in pursuing GIS; and provide ample opportunities for 
staff development and training for all those using GIS. 
 
Below is a summary of recommendations and issues staff identified during the strategic planning process.  They 
are expanded upon in the text of the plan. 

 
Outreach/Education 

 
� The thram.org web-based GIS platform is a useful tool to deliver GIS and relevant data to our 

communities.  Upgrades to the interface to make it more user-friendly, and the addition of other 
mapping applications, will be considered as necessary. 

� The Tug Hill GIS Cooperative is a valuable concept and should be reexamined in order to adjust it to 
the needs of today’s North Country agencies and groups.  

� A community or organization that borrows the Tug Hill Commission GPS unit should be encouraged to 
join the Tug Hill GIS Cooperative. 

� The Tug Hill User Group should continue providing networking, education, and outreach to its 
members.   

� The Commission should continue to sit on the State Agency Advisory Group to the New York State GIS 
Coordinating Body. 

 
Work Balance 

 
� Requests for Commission GIS services originate from two sources:  Commission projects undertaken by 

staff for communities in the Tug Hill region and projects undertaken by communities themselves.  
Generally demand from both sources is manageable and does not put a strain on what the Commission 
can provide in a timely fashion with a quality product.  However, when demand is such that 
mapping/GPS requests must be prioritized, requests that support Commission projects should be 
considered first priority.   

 
Technical Assistance 
 

� The Commission will work with its circuit riders and staff to find the best and most efficient ways of 
informing local officials about the types and options of geospatial technologies that exist and how they 
can be applied in their local communities. 
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Software 

 
� Current annual maintenance costs are $9,000/year. 
� Another ArcView floating license may be needed if the increased number of staff using GIS creates too 

many conflicts for the existing licenses.  The addition of an ArcView license would cost $1500 upfront 
and add $500 to the annual maintenance fee.   

� All office computers should be upgraded to Office 2007, to maintain compatibility with the GIS 
software.  As ESRI continues to upgrade their software, we will have to keep track of this for possible 
future Microsoft Office upgrades. 

� The Commission has purchased a license of Manifold GIS to explore and compare it to other GIS 
products based on functionality and technical support.  If the findings come back positive for Manifold 
GIS, then the Commission may want to look at slowly making the transition from their current GIS 
software to Manifold. 

 

Hardware 

 
� Another data server or more memory for the existing server will be needed within two years.  A new 

server would cost between $2000 and $5000. 
� The GIS team’s desktop computers should be evaluated to make sure they are adequate to running 

ArcView.  They may need to be upgraded to have more processing speed and random access memory. 

� The Commission’s GPS request system should be formalized for staff, local government officials, and 
other users to comply with.  A database to store requests in should be created, similar to the GIS request 
database. 

 
Staff Development 

 
� Staff should attend the annual NYS GIS Conference, the Northeast ARC Users (NEARC) Conference 

(when nearby), and the NYS GIS Summit as time and funds permit. 
� Program staff should follow procedures as far as organizing and documenting their GIS use and the 

products they create.  Cartographic standards and map archiving procedures (both developed and 
approved by the GIS team) need to be followed so work is standardized and efforts are not duplicated.  
Also necessary is that any data created and/or edited by program staff is submitted to the GIS specialist 
before it is added to the Commission GIS datasets. 

� The GIS request form should be updated and redistributed to staff, since the number of GIS users has 
increased and not everyone regularly submits request forms.   

� The GIS Specialist is responsible for map production, technical support, training, system maintenance, 
GPS program, system design, database administrator duties, programming, analysis, coordinating, and 
managing GIS components.  As more staff use GIS software, demand increases on the GIS Specialist 
for technical support, software upgrades of all systems, addition of new datasets, more procedures to 
keep data and maps centralized, training of staff, and more coordinating duties.  GIS interests are and 
will continue to be an annual priority.  In the future another part-time or full-time staff person may be 
needed to support GIS and database needs. 

 
Data 

 
� The intermediary custodian agreement that municipalities must sign before accessing thram.org states 

that the Commission will act as the primary custodian on behalf of the municipality to collect and 
distribute data owned by the municipality to other data sharing cooperative members; and that the 
Commission will act as the secondary custodian on behalf of the municipality to receive data acquired 
from other members who are primary custodians and redistribute it to the municipality.  This obligates 
us to handle local data.   
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1.0 Introduction 

1.1   Mission 

It is the mission of GIS services at the Tug Hill Commission (Commission) to provide 
ongoing support for the commission programs of planning, community development, 
technical assistance and natural resources through production mapping and analysis in 
Tug Hill communities.  Typically, GIS services are provided through program staff and 
circuit riders working with a community on a specific project.  In addition, Commission 
GIS staff seeks to investigate other beneficial uses for the technology and share those 
discoveries with staff and Tug Hill communities as time permits.  

1.2 Vision 

GIS hardware, software and data sets will provide capacity-enhancing tools for 
communities to use in decision-making and project development.  Data sets will be 
readily available in hard copy and on-line and will be comprehensive in nature, thus 
providing an up-to-date inventory and analysis tool.   

1.3 History 

The Commission developed its GIS in the late 1980s in a joint venture with the now 
defunct St. Lawrence Eastern Ontario Commission (SLEOC).  The GIS was housed in 
the SLEOC office and consisted of copies of ESRI’s DOS based PCARC/INFO, two 
digitizing tables, a pen plotter and various computers.  Tug Hill and SLEOC each 
employed a full time GIS technician.  Each agency also had program staff that used GIS 
part time.  At that time, very few digital datasets were available; therefore, data creation 
was a large part of the GIS technicians’ duties. 
 
Around 1994, the Commission invested in an ESRI ArcView license allowing more 
program staff to work in GIS.  Around this time, the Commission also switched its 
computer network from a UNIX system to a Microsoft Windows based Local Area 
Network type system.  In 1995, SLEOC was abolished by the State and all of its GIS 
assets were given to Tug Hill.  All system hardware and software components were 
moved into the Tug Hill office.  SLEOC’s datasets were archived by the Commission. 
 
In 1998, the Commission upgraded its plotter to an inkjet model which dramatically 
improved the quality of its mapping services, allowing for the printing of solid fill 
graphics and raster data.  More use of the Windows based ArcView application was 
also taking place during this time, aided by the Spatial Analyst extension that allowed 
topographical analysis.  This period also saw the creation of the New York State GIS 
Data Sharing Cooperative and the availability of many new datasets.  This brought 
about a large shift away from data creation at the Commission.  During this period, the 
staff included a full time technician and two program staff that used GIS part time. 
 
The Commission’s early entry in GIS technology along with upgrades to software and 
the surplus of hardware (available due to the demise of SLEOC) allowed the 
Commission to share its GIS wealth with other government and not for profit agencies 
in the Watertown area.  Through the Tug Hill Commission GIS Cooperative, a 
framework was put in place where other agencies could utilize Commission GIS 
equipment and services - especially technical assistance.  Through this arrangement, the 
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Commission played a large role in the development of the Jefferson County Planning 
Department’s GIS capability.  While the nature of the Cooperative has evolved due to 
the more widespread use and availability of GIS, the Commission still plays a 
continuing role in providing technical assistance to local agencies. 
 
In 2000, the Commission began providing GIS services to local communities in the 
form of the GIS Starter Kit program.  Participating communities received compact discs 
with copies of free ESRI ArcExplorer software along with GIS data from a wide variety 
of sources in a user-friendly format.  Providing this data established the Commission as 
the ‘intermediary data custodian’ as defined within the framework of the NYS Data 
Sharing Cooperative.  This allowed local governments to designate the Commission as 
their intermediary custodian, which in turn allowed the Commission to package and 
redistribute data from primary custodians.  This was necessary due to the differing 
formats and projections of the source data. 
 
Around 2001, ESRI effectively combined its ARC/INFO and ArcView software into a 
new release called ARCGIS.  The Commission opted to purchase the ARCEditor 
version of this software and discontinued use of ArcView and PC ARC/INFO.  All GIS 
data was reformatted and reorganized into a database format.  The digitizing equipment 
was sent to surplus and replaced with GPS units, which allowed the creation of data 
directly from the ground.  The Commission then initiated a program where local 
governments in the region could utilize the Commission’s GPS equipment to collect 
their own infrastructure data. 
 
In 2005, the Commission invested in ARCIMS web GIS server software, funded in part 
through former New York Senator Jim Wright.  A password protected internet map 
service was created that allows local government officials to view a variety of 
geographic data for their communities.  This web based GIS continues the service to 
local governments that the Starter Kit program began. 
 
Very recent developments include the creation of the Tug Hill GIS User group, which 
includes participants from the four Tug Hill region counties, as well as the provision of 
technical assistance to a developing GIS curriculum in the Carthage School District.  
Also of note is the growing number of GIS savvy program staff.  Currently, four staff 
uses GIS regularly, including the full time GIS Specialist.  Two additional staff are 
occasional users. 
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2.0 Program Philosophy 

The Commission’s GIS operates under three general program themes.  First, the Commission 
provides outreach and education opportunities specifically for GIS users in the region.  These 
are designed to give the user opportunities to become independent users of GIS requiring little 
or no guidance from professionals.  Second, when work requests are received from staff or 
regional GIS users, the Commission strives to maintain a fair and efficient means of serving 
mapping and analysis needs.  Third, the Commission provides technical assistance to users 
within and outside the organization.  Each is discussed in the following paragraphs. 

2.1 Outreach/Education 

Tug Hill GIS Cooperative 

In 1998, the Commission created the Tug Hill GIS Cooperative.  The purpose of the 
cooperative is to make the THC GIS available to governmental agencies, non-profit 
corporations and other noncommercial entities in northern New York.  Towns and 
villages of the Tug Hill Commission region are considered members of the cooperative 
in regard to any GIS work done with the Commission.  Participating groups are asked to 
agree to the following standards: 
 
a. A cooperative member requesting database development, analysis or hardcopy 
production services for projects that are directly related to Commission program 
priorities may receive such services from Commission staff at no charge. 

 
b. A cooperative member requesting database development, analysis or hardcopy 
production services for projects that are indirectly tied to Commission program 
priorities may receive such services from Commission staff provided that a) it is 
expected that the services will involve little staff time, or b) the Commission is 
compensated through in-kind services or payment for direct staff time. 

 
c. A cooperative member may undertake GIS tasks through its staff using 
Commission hardware, software and data, provided its staff acquire and maintain an 
acceptable knowledge of operating procedures. 

 
d.   Cooperative members may receive hardware and software training from 
Commission staff in return for in-kind services. 

 
e.    The Commission may serve as a repository of digital data for cooperative 
members.  However, a cooperative member who produces data through the THC GIS 
shall be considered the “primary custodian” of the data under the guidelines of the NYS 

GIS Cooperative Data Sharing Agreement.  Similarly, a cooperative member who 
creates hardcopy products through the THC GIS shall be considered the owner of such 
products. 
 
Members include:  the Adirondack North Country Association, Jefferson County Job 
Development Corporation, Jefferson County Planning Department, Jefferson County 
Soil and Water Conservation District, Lewis County Chamber of Commerce, Lewis 
County Planning Department, Oswego County Planning Department, Seaway Trail, Tug 
Hill Landowners Association, Tug Hill Tomorrow Land Trust, Thousand Islands 
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International Tourism Council, Thousand Islands Land Trust, The Nature Conservancy, 
and Winona Forest Recreation Association.  See Appendix A for a copy of the Tug Hill 
GIS Cooperative agreement. 
 
The Cooperative has seen less action in recent years, due to the more widespread 
availability of GIS among agencies in the area.  The Cooperative is still a very valuable 
concept, however, and should be reexamined in order to adjust it to the needs of today’s 
North Country agencies and groups. 
 
A community or organization that borrows the THC GPS unit should be encouraged to 
join the Tug Hill GIS Cooperative. 

Tug Hill GIS User Group 

The Tug Hill GIS User Group was setup as a forum for GIS users and professionals to 
network, while providing a platform to learn how GIS is being used across the region, 
what GIS projects are being developed, and also a way to share technical advice and 
user tips.  It was started in July 2006 and the meetings are usually held every three 
months.   
 
A prime focus of the User Group is to showcase current GIS applications along certain 
topics/themes.  To date, the group has covered topics in the educational, agricultural, 
and public health sectors, along with a meeting devoted to the ESRI release of ArcGIS 
9.2.   
 
With an average attendance of 20 people, the User Group has been very successful. The 
meetings have been very informative and so far have succeeded in meeting goals of the 
User Group.   The Commission foresees the User Group continuing to play a vital role 
in networking, educating, and outreach.  In the future it may become a way for 
addressing GIS issues that face the Region as a whole.     
 
The Tug Hill GIS User’s Group is an excellent tool for providing technical assistance 
on specific, applied topics.  The THC should continue to coordinate the Tug Hill GIS 
User’s Group.  It should continue to meet on a quarterly basis and provide an open 
forum for exchange of ideas and the opportunity for local officials and local GIS users 
to come together and hear presentations about how geospatial technology and data are 
being applied in the field.  State GIS Advisory Government 

The State Agency Advisory Group to the New York State GIS Coordinating Body was 
established to address GIS interests specific to state government in New York. As an 
advisory group, its primary responsibilities are to raise issues and provide feedback 
about the impact of relevant GIS matters from a state agency perspective. The group 
also serves to provide a forum for information exchange regarding current statewide 
GIS programs, initiatives, and activities with which the agencies are involved. 

The Tug Hill Commission has been an active participant of this group and uses it as an 
opportunity to network with other state agencies, learn new GIS techniques, and share 
technical advice and ideas.  Also, on occasion we are asked to demonstrate some of our 
GIS/GPS techniques that we use on various projects.  It is in the best interest of the 
Commission to continue its participation in the State Agency Advisory Group. 
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Web-based GIS  

In 2005, the Commission began offering a web-based version of its GIS Starter Kit to 
Tug Hill communities.  Communities are required to sign an Intermediary Custodian 
agreement, naming the Commission as the entity that distributes statewide GIS data to 
the community and provides any data the community might have to member of the NYS 
GIS Clearinghouse (see Appendix B for a copy of the Intermediary Custodian letter).  
The community then receives a username and password that allows it to access the web-
based mapping application at thram.org.  Currently, 48% of the communities in the Tug 
Hill region are engaged in the program.  Of those engaged, 83% have completed the 
necessary paperwork to join the program. 
 
The web-based GIS platform has many advantages over the GIS Starter Kit.  Data is 
easily updated on the Commission’s server and immediately available to communities.  
With the older, CD-based program, updates were done on an annual basis and were 
mailed on a CD.  Also, unlike in the past, data is not clipped to the participating town, 
allowing the user to understand where their town or village fits into the larger area.  It is 
available on any computer with Internet access, rather than being limited to whatever 
machine the community has installed the Starter Kit on.  One disadvantage, however, is 
that the application runs slower with a dialup connection. 
 
The Commission plans to continue offering the web-based GIS platform.  Upgrades to 
the interface to make it more user-friendly, and the addition of other mapping 
applications, will be considered over the next five years. 

2.2 Work Balance 

Requests for Commission GIS services originate from two sources:  Commission 
projects undertaken by staff for communities in the Tug Hill region and projects 
undertaken by the communities themselves.  Generally demand from both sources is 
manageable and does not put a strain on what the Commission can provide in a timely 
fashion with a quality product.  However, when demand is such that mapping/GPS 
requests must be prioritized, requests that support Commission projects should be 
considered first priority.   
 
The GIS Specialist and other staff that regularly provide GIS mapping services 
generally prioritize their own workload.  When competing demands on staff time and 
resources become too great, however, staff should consult with their supervisors and/or 
the Executive Director to help guide workload decisions. 

2.3 Technical Assistance 

The Commission GIS provides support to its communities in the spirit of its overall 
mission of enabling local governments to shape the futures of their communities.  In 
terms of technical assistance, the Commission has two primary missions:  1)  to provide 
mapping and analysis where needed on projects initiated through staff or circuit riders; 
and 2)  to enable communities to seek out, implement and sustain their own geospatial 
solutions whenever feasible or deemed necessary by the community. 
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The Commission GIS will continue to meet the mapping and analysis needs of the 
communities through projects undertaken by staff and circuit riders.  These will be 
prioritized accordingly by staff. 
 
While the Commission will continue to provide mapping and analysis work on 
community driven projects, communities may find themselves in the position of 
wanting or needing to more fully utilize GIS tools locally so that mapping, analysis, 
data collection or data maintenance can occur at the local level.  The Commission will 
work with its circuit riders and staff to find the best and most efficient ways of 
informing local officials about the types and options of geospatial technologies that 
exist and how they can be applied in their local communities. 
 
In these cases, it is critical that the community considers all aspects of implementing 
geospatial technology and, most importantly, considers and plans for the ongoing needs 
of maintaining the system.   Therefore, the Commission will strive to provide the 
community with reputable sources of information about hardware, software and 
ongoing training, maintenance costs and staffing needs.  That may involve passing 
information along through staff or circuit riders or through direct correspondence with 
the communities via phone, email or meetings. 
 
Presently, the Tug Hill Communities are in various stages of implementing geospatial 
technology.  While some communities have not yet faced the need for their own local 
GIS or GPS, some may be considering an implementation, while others are ready for a 
full-blown installation project.  The Commission should be in the position to provide 
every community, at whatever stage they are in, with information that will best enable 
them to choose a viable, self-sustaining solution.  When a community needs more 
detailed assistance, the THC staff should assess its ability to provide that type of 
assistance in terms of hours needed and staff time available.   
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3.0 The Four Components of GIS 
Geographic Information Systems are generally made up of four components:  software, 
hardware, staff, and data.  Following are sections on all components, what we currently have 
and what we anticipate needing in the future. 

3.1 Software 

 
We are currently using the following pieces of software: 
 

 
 
Currently our GIS has adequate software support.  The main need will be keeping 
annual maintenance agreements for all the software, which costs $9000/year.  
Maintenance fees are necessary to ensure upgrades for the GIS software as they become 
available and for ESRI technical support.  We may need to consider purchasing another 
ArcView floating license if the increased number of staff using GIS creates too many 
conflicts for the existing licenses.  The addition of an ArcView license would cost 
$1500 and add $500 to our annual maintenance fee.   
 
There have been recent compatibility issues between GIS database software and 
Microsoft Office software not being the same versions.  We recommend that all the 
computers be upgraded to Office 2007.  As ESRI continues to upgrade their software, 
we will have to keep track of this for possibly future Microsoft Office upgrades. 

 


