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Who's using your mapping 
website?

JOSE DIACONO
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`Otherwise you're just in 
a bubble, with no idea 
who your audience is...'

The new GIS at North Shore City Council

Smith correlates rises and dips with 
external events ± a new council website 
in 2007, holiday periods, floods. When 
Cyclone Hamish threatened the area 
in March 2009, the daily average of 
4500 hits shot up to 6022. Concerned 
residents checked to see if they were in 
the (purple) evacuation zone ± making 
`purple zone' one of the most popular 
search phrases on the day.

`We know it has reduced incoming 
phone calls about planning issues,' 
says Smith. `And not just local 
calls. Melbourne-based property 
developers are using it. Overall calls 
have reduced by 50 per cent and the 
average call length is down from four 
to two minutes. This shows callers are 
researching their problem in advance.'

While it started as a business tool, 
MIMAPS is now used by the masses, 
many of them after-hours or on 
weekends. `It is used by delivery drivers 
in remote locations, fencing contractors 
and fishermen for calibration of their 
GPS units. They don't have to register, 
so we may only hear from them if they 
have a problem or on the rare occasion 
that the website is unavailable,' adds 
Smith.

Council is trialling a website analysis 
tool called Loganalyzer. It details the 
number of visitors, page hits, entry 
and exit pages, search words, services 
used ± for example, land and property, 
community facilities, planning ± and 

activities on a page. An activity can be 
a pan, zoom, draw or print; the typical 
user does 14 per visit. Loganalyzer can 
also be used for intranets.

The main internal users are planners, 
but dog catchers and engineers also 
feature. They are easy to track through 
their logins. Understanding usage is 
invaluable. `Otherwise you are just in a 
bubble, with no idea who your audience 
is,' says Smith. `Council knows it can't 
afford not to have MIMAPS because 
phone calls and workload would 
increase or business would be lost.' 

You have spent considerable effort 
and money building a web-

mapping portal. You think it will reduce 
the load on your customer service 
staff, improve public perception and 
streamline business processes with 
professional users. But can you prove it?

In many organisations, reporting on 
public use of maps and GIS data is ad 
hoc or anecdotal. Using a systematic 
approach enables GIS managers 
to increase the visibility of their 
work, demonstrate a return on their 
investment and justify enhancements.

By combining feedback from users 
with hits, search phrases and call centre 
reports, they can build a valuable 
picture of what their visitors are doing.

Graham Smith of Mackay Regional 
Council has been tracking business 
and public visitors to the council's 
Internet Mapping and Property System 
(MIMAPS) for three years. 

Usage is rising steadily, he reports, 
and in June 2009 it reached three 
million hits. 

It also helps build the business case 
for enhancements such as modernisation 
of the user interface, he says.

Jenny Telford, the director of Census 
products and services at the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics, breaks down 
her audience into three categories: 
information tourists, harvesters and 
miners. The information tourist ± who 
is just browsing ± gets overviews and 
can create simple maps with Mapstats. 
Cdata is for harvesters and miners. 
Harvesters tend to come back regularly 
for the same type of information ± such 
as monthly labour statistics. 
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The tool details 
numbers of hits, entry 
and exit pages, search 
words and services 
used...
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Miners want to know everything 
about a single topic. While Cdata is 
free, its 8000 users have registered their 
name and email address, indicating 
whether they come from academia, 
private industry or government. 

`We like to know more about our 
users and which data items they are 
using to build their maps and tables. It 
helps us decide which questions should 
be in the Census,' she says. `Adding or 
changing a question is an expensive 
exercise.' 

Usage analysis tools can often be 
downloaded free or are included in 
website hosting. 

Google Analytics, for example, is 
free and offers powerful reporting and 
visualisation. A map of the world shows 
where visitors are located and graphs 
give usage trends and time of day. You 
can sort data by how long the visitor 
spends on each page, most popular key 
words, and whether they are visiting for 
the first time or returning. It also shows 
if they are coming via a search engine, a 
link from another site or directly via the 
URL. Analytics is enabled by inserting a 
special code in each web page. 

a more restricted and less intuitive 
interface.

The new viewer has modern icons 
and a free text-predictive search 
capability that works out what you 
mean even if you make a spelling 
mistake. You only have to type in 
`primary sch' and it is already giving 
you a list of primary schools. It has 
the look and feel that Google has led 
people to expect.

`Contractors, consultants and 
residents told us they wanted easier 
access, and to be able to extract data 
themselves from the GIS. So now, rather 
than coming to us with individual 
requests, they can access data any 
time of day, night or weekend. They 
download the information as Shape 
or geo-referenced JPG files and soon, 
in DXF format,' says document and 
information services manager, Kumar 
Kannan. 

Developers planning to build a house 
can download boundaries, the location 
of existing services, aerial photography 
and contours to draw up initial plans 
and check visual impact. They can view 
the metadata for each layer to check the 
source of the information, as well as its 
currency and extent.

North Shore City does not require 
users to register, but has a good feel for 
who its users are. `We know from our 
web statistics that 50 per cent of visitors 
access the GIS. The GIS page is always 
either number one or two in terms of 
hits,' says Kannan. He believes the new 
capabilities will lead to even greater 
use of the site. It will also streamline 
communications and business processes 
with professional users.

To make sure that a first-time user 
gets the most out of the site, staff in the 
call centre have been trained to point 
customers to it. When they receive a 

Graphs displaying usage trends by time of day.

Web stats software shows you where your visitors are located.

The ABS uses Urchin, the intranet 
equivalent of Google Analytics. It can 
analyse content behind a firewall. 

Leadlander, which describes itself as 
a sales tool, drills deeper to give you the 
company name of the visitor.

North Shore (www.northshorecity.
govt.nz), just north of Auckland, is 
New Zealand's fourth largest city. The 
local council has just launched a new 
viewer for professionals and residents 
to access wide-ranging GIS information 
on its website. It includes property and 
rating information, road boundaries, 
water assets, contour data, flood plains, 
zoning and aerial imagery. They can 
zoom from a high-level perspective to 
the fine detail of an individual home, 
property or geographical feature 
anywhere within the city. It also 
provides transitory information such as 
roadworks and subdivisions currently 
underway.

The old viewer is still available 
± easing the transition for current 
users and giving the opportunity to 
compare the two. It looks much more 
like a traditional GIS with vector and 
point data, spidery fonts and icons and 
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Just one page of Google Analytics can reveal a wealth of information.

request for geographic information, they then guide  them 
through the process. There is an extensive online h elp 
facility and the all-important feedback form. Stati stics 
will be rolled up and reported by the call centre a nd web 
team. 

Google has also raised the bar on fast and consiste nt 
response. But how do you know what response your us ers 
are getting when they build their own queries?

Jose Diacono <jose.diacono@communica.com.au> is a 
communications consultant specialising in spatial systems. 
She manages a number of websites.

`This helps us decide which 
questions should be in the 
Census...'

Graeme Taylor of business integration specialist Co hga 
supports a number of spatial portals ± including No rth 
Shore City in NZ and City of Melbourne ± with its W eave 
Framework. `It's pretty hard to performance-tune yo ur 
system without real metrics on how it's behaving,' he says.

Knowing who is using your mapping website is just 
one part of the equation. How intuitive and easy is  it 
to use? Does it actually answer users' questions? D o 
visitors understand the terminology? Is appropriate  help 
available? 

And what about the people who don't even find it? 
What are the most cost-effective ways to create awa reness 
and increase search engine ranking? 

The public has high expectations in all these areas . 
There is much more to explore.


