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COINAtlantic – the Coastal and Ocean Information Network for Atlantic Canada 
(see http://COINAtlantic.ca) is an initiative of the Atlantic Coastal Zone Information 
Steering Committee (ACZISC) – see http://aczisc.dal.ca. COINAtlantic is working to 
develop, implement and sustain a network of data providers and users that will support 
secure access to data, information and applications, for decision-making by coastal and 
ocean managers and users of coastal and ocean space and resources. 
 
As part of the COINAtlantic user centred design (UCD), this workshop was held on April 
21, 2010 to engage users in reviewing progress to date and to get their input on future 
strategic directions for COINAtlantic development.  
 
This report summarizes the discussion and outcomes of the workshop and is intended 
for use in the on-going development and implementation of COINAtlantic. 
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This workshop, organized by the ACZISC Secretariat, was held at the Bedford Institute 
of Oceanography, Dartmouth, Nova Scotia on Wednesday, 21 April, 2010. Data and 
information providers, metadata experts, on-line application developers and users were 
brought together to review the present state of the geospatial search tools to consider 
options for the future strategic directions that would build on recent developments - see 
Appendix 1 for a list of participants.  
 
Participants were welcomed to the workshop by Michael Butler, ACZISC Chair. 
Following a round table introduction by participants, Paul Boudreau, COINAtlantic 
Project Manager, outlined the actions that had led to the convening of this Workshop, 
namely technical changes to the GeoConnections Data Portal (GDP), which in turn had 
significant implications for the functioning of COINAtlantic, and the decision to integrate 
the COINAtlantic Search Utility (CSU) into the ACZISC Website as recommended by 
ACZISC members.  
 
The purpose of this Workshop was to gather input and define a technical strategy for 
COINAtlantic to go forward. 
 
Mr. Boudreau reviewed the accomplishments of COINAtlantic over the past two years. 
COINAtlantic has successfully integrated text and map-based information into a 
geospatial search utility: http://COINAtlantic.ca. Through the efforts of the members of 
the ACZISC, and some critical seed funding from GeoConnections, COINAtlantic has 
facilitated the searching and display of geospatial information from various sources that 
are registered in the GDP through a simple to use search/find/view on-line application.  
 
However, there have been changes in technology since the start of the 
COINAtlantic/GeoConnections project that now requires COINAtlantic to review and 
adapt its strategy for geospatial searching.  
 
A key piece that has recently been developed through an ad hoc group of participants is 
a demonstration application that uses the Google engine to carry out a search for user 
specified text within the full Google index for all files that provide URL links to either 
Open Geospatial Consortium (OGC) web mapping services (WMS), web feature 
services (WFS) and KML. 
 
Following the review, Mr. Boudreau presented and reviewed a proposal for a revised 
strategy for managing information under COINAtlantic that would build on existing 
technology and experience. The strategy continues to focus on linking information 
providers with ICOM end users. The discussion was focused on identifying challenges 
and issues arising at each of the five steps (Figure 1). 
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Discussion on the strategy for COINAtlantic focused on several themes: 
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There was much discussion on the target user groups for COINAtlantic. There was a 
consensus that the managers of coastal and ocean zones (e.g., governments, 
researchers, journalists, non-governmental organizations) were the primary users of 
COINAtlantic. It was suggested that a business model needed to be developed for 
COINAtlantic that would set out three or four clear objectives and goals that could be 
evaluated a few years hence. It was noted that COINAtlantic had conducted a number 
of user surveys as well as provided training to about 85 NGO personnel on its use.  
 
It was suggested that development of some “use case studies” would be useful. They 
could serve as a guide to the technology decisions that COINAtlantic needs to make. 
Participants noted the need to emphasize the search functionality in such use case 
studies; the technological savvy user would be more interested in download functionality 
so that they could use applications on their desktop to manipulate the data retrieved 
through COINAtlantic. It was suggested that COINAtlantic might want to pursue 
discussions with GoogleEarth or Microsoft on developing enhancing geospatial search 
functionality. It was reported that Google currently does not provide a way for users to 
restrict their search results to specific geographic areas.  However, it was recognized 
that the Google/GoogleEarth/GoogMap search model is the industry standard for user 
friendly searching and must be included in the strategy so as to build on the experience 
of users that are increasingly comfortable with using these tools. 
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As with all efforts to get information providers to develop and register their metadata, it is 
difficult to engage them is a task that is most often seen to be additional and 
unnecessary for the management of data which they are intimately familiar. The 
existence of metadata standards is conceptually a good idea, but non-metadata experts 
are challenged to learn and implement what are often complicated and detailed 
metadata standards, such as the FGDC and the  ISO11915. Nevertheless, the ongoing 
COINAtlantic strategy will need to continue to promote the development of the best 
possible metadata either in established metadata catalogues such as the GDP and 
GeoNova, or as stand-alone text files. In all cases, the available metadata must be 
searchable by Google search engines so that it is potentially findable by through user 
defined text searches. 
 
The dependence of the COINAtlantic Search Utility on a single metadata catalogue, the 
GeoConnections Discovery Portal, has resulted in some challenges for COINAtlantic. 
While the “management” of metadata remains an ongoing issue, within government 
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catalogues metadata is generally well managed and can be exported to various formats. 
Proper cataloguing, updating of metadata catalogues and avoiding duplication of 
catalogues were some of the ongoing issues raised by Workshop participants.  
 
The limitations of existing approaches to metadata management, i.e., cataloguing data 
into “boxes”, was raised. There is interest in having other sources of information more 
fully and systematically integrated into COINAtlantic geospatial searching. In the future 
COINAtlantic may be able to incorporate the results of current research into semantic 
analysis that will allow searches based on patterns of text and/or non-textual information 
into geospatial searching. These approaches may also contribute to the development of 
more intelligent presentation of results than are presently available based on the simple 
matching of user-defined text and geographic boundaries and the text that is in the 
metadata.  
 
For the present, metadata remains the primary method of documenting information in a 
way that can be access by search tools.  
 
It was agreed that the strategy should build on the demonstrated ability to use readily 
available text search engines (e.g., Google, GoogleEarth, GoogleMaps), to search and 
find text files with URLs for functioning map services, and extract their links to geospatial 
services. The on-line application that was presented at the workshop was funded by the 
Massachusetts Ocean Partnership (MOP) and developed by Applied Science Associates 
(ASA): http://staging.asascience.com/OGCSearch-OL. This development was very well 
received by participants as a useful demonstration of the power of using existing text 
search tools to deliver links to geospatial services. Once implemented within the revised 
COINAtlantic strategy, it would provide an effective method for searching beyond any 
one single metadata catalogue and should be able to incorporate both OGC and KML 
formatted images into a single map viewer. 
 
Workshop participants agreed on the need to encourage the development of Google 
applications and their integration into COINAtlantic.  
 
COINAtlantic will need to develop tools to get feedback from users to aggregate back to 
the application developers.  
 
There was a discussion on the need to include in the strategy other types of information 
beyond what is typically identified as geospatial information in the GDP. This would 
include, such as things as documents, reports and information on individuals and 
organizations. Given the challenges in meeting the technical requirements for geospatial 
searching, it was suggested that a phased-in approach might be considered by 
COINAtlantic. As a first step, efforts should focus on usefully finding and delivering 
WMS & KML files to users. Retrieval of data from other forms can be considered in the 
ongoing development as a secondary priority. 
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The COINAtlantic business model should continue to work to identify specific users and 
their priorities, which will facilitate identification of a timeline for dealing with particular 
issues.  
 
COINAtlantic must keep up with industry standards, but the best strategy for dealing 
with the technological trends is to remain as an umbrella or aggregator for accessing 
data collected and maintained by other agencies. 
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Following on the discussion on metadata and other geospatial file standards and 
development of use case studies, there was the suggestion that information shaing 
agreements could be developed between the COINAtlantic partners. Generic use case 
studies require properly maintained data, and it remains a problem that not all of the 
data needed would be available online, documented properly, or even accessible. An 
information sharing agreement might address interconnectivity issues such as metadata 
cataloguing standards and standardization and management of other data and 
information that will become available to COINAtlantic.  
 
Such an initiative would build on national data management processes that are currently 
underway. However, COINAtlantic needs to move beyond merely using federal 
government data management standards and focus on standards that meet its long-
term goals. COINAtlantic has served in an educational role with its partner agencies and 
sought to help everyone move forward on best practices in information management. 
Encouraging good data management remains an essential function of the ACZISC and 
COINAtlantic. 
 
Information sources must continue to cross the 
watersher/freshwater/estuarine/marine/fresh water interfaces, include all levels of 
government, and include input from NGOs, private and academic sources. The limited 
amount of non-mapped information available on GDP remains an issue that 
COINAtlantic must address. In particular, the integration of traditional ecological 
knowledge (TEK) into COINAtlantic was raised as an ongoing concern during the 
training sessions. COINAtlantic needs to be flexible in presenting information that is 
useful to users either geographically or thematically. 
 
Finally, once the user has identified the information and data they are interested in, 
COINAtlantic needs to be able to better deliver it in the formats the user wants (e.g., 
PDFs, images, etc.). A feature that would allow a person to store their search results, 
along with the accompanying background information parameters, and make it available 
to others would be useful. This will require further development of the the existing 
COINAtlantic Map Gallery function, 
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It was suggested that the strategy (Figure 1) required one more element, an arrow from 
the outputs/products back to information sources. Users of the COINAtlantic utility 
should be able to provide feedback to its managers on their experience in accessing the 
data (as opposed to comments on the metadata itself). It was noted that Microsoft’s on 
screen comment box feature was a good model to follow as an individual can respond 
directly from the screen where they are experiencing a problem. Addition of this feature 
would allow COINAtlantic to determine missing metadata and facilitate updating of the 
information sources made available under it. While COINAtlantic will not develop 
information itself, it can provide feedback to data providers (e.g., GDP, GeoNova) on 
information and data needed by ICOM managers and users of COINAtlantic. 
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The ACZISC has made significant progress in developing COINAtlantic over the 
past two years. As a result of the work of the ACZISC members and COINAtlantic 
partners, the COINAtlantic Search Utility (CSU) is up and running as a functioning 
prototype that is essential in the necessary education and outreach for continued 
support. 
 
Existing materials have been compiled by the ACZISC secretariat that need to be 
considered in any future development. These include: 
1) Report from Third Party Evaluation - March 31, 2009 
2) Report on the Next Steps Workshop February 3-4th, 2009. 
3) User Needs - Applications Workshop September 24, 2008 Report 
4) User Needs - Applications Workshop May 14, 2008 Report 
5) User Needs - Applications Workshop March 8, 2008 Report 

 
Based on the existing technology and valuable COINAtlantic experience to date, the 
proposed strategy was well accepted for the ongoing development an 
implementation of a viable future COINAtlantic. 
 
It was recognized the each of the components of the new strategy (Figure 1) will 
required ongoing work to ensure that COINAtlantic can provide users with a useful 
tool that links the available on-line information. Problems in any one of the links in 
the chain will result in a useless product. 
 
In particular there are a number of specific challenges: 
1) Information sources:  

a. OGC and KML geospatial formats are sufficient for the purposes of 
discovering and displaying information from multiple sources. They are 
unlikely to be sufficient for the purposes of geospatial analysis. 

b. Although there is a Federal Treasury Board of Canada standard for 
publishing geospatial data in WMS/WFS format, it is not reasonable to 
expect full compliance by departments and agencies by 2014. 

c. Some departments and agencies continue to support the publication of 
their geospatial information using other formats that are not compatible 
with those identified in this strategy 

 
2) Metadata Catalogues: 

a. While metadata catalogues were identified as essential for the good 
management of this key element in geospatial searching, work may be 
required to ensure that on-line search tools such as Google are able to 
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adequately search and provide the appropriate URLs to the search 
utilities. This may involve providing Google access to the database or the 
development of export functions that would provide the metadata to 
Google through some intermediary text format. 

 
3) Metadata products/Searchable Text Files: 

a. The big challenge of including KML files in the COINAtlantic Strategy will 
be to ensure that the information that they contain is complete enough to 
support the search functions. Existing minimal requirements for KML files 
are inadequate to provide a reasonable expectation that the file would be 
found through user searches. See Appendix 3 for an example of a typical 
KML file that has the minimum amount of information. 

b. Even Open Geospatial Consortium (OGC) Web Map Server (WMS) 
standards allow for the publication of getcapabilities files that may not 
contain sufficient information. See Appendix 4 for an example of a well 
structured getcapabilities file from Natural Resources Canada’s 
Toporama WMS. 

 
4) Geospatial Search Utility(ies) 

a. Google may be developing the necessary geospatially restricted search 
of their text based index which would greatly facilitate the implementation 
of the desired COINAtlantic functionality. Efforts need to be made to 
promote such solutions while not wasting resources on dead end 
development.  

 
5) Output and Product Generation 

a. While the existing COINAtlantic Map Gallery 
(http://www.marinebiodiversity.ca/coin/gallery/index.php) provides an 
example of a useful example of how products might be managed under 
the new strategy, it required additional development to include a 
folder/hierarchical structure, enhanced descriptions and improved 
reference to the map services that they link to. 

 
The vision for a fully implemented COINAtlantic that would provide easy search and 
access to all forms of geospatially referenced information (Figure 2) continues to be 
supported, although the amount of time and resources to accomplish this vision is a 
great uncertainty. On the positive side, online search and geospatial management 
tools are being improved at a rapid rate. On the negative side, the limitations on on-
line information availability and metadata continue. 
 
Success continues to require the active participation of individuals and agencies 
involved in all links in the chain. It will required the continuing balance of effort to 
ensure that effort is appropriately partitioned on all required aspects of the strategy. 
In the case of the geospatial search utility, it may be possible that industry solutions 
such as under development by Google, will adequately address COINAtlantic 
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needs. There is good reason to believe that the challenges of ensuring adequate 
metadata management will continue to persist over time. 
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Figure 2. A schematic representation of the future long-term goals for a coastal and ocean information network.
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It must also be acknowledged that the current success of COINAtlantic is a result of the 
participation of numerous individuals and organizations, who have contributed their 
time, effort, resources and thoughts to this initiative. Their contributions have been 
critical to the development of this growing network that is attempting to address real life 
issues and situations. 
 
The ACZISC Secretariat would also like to acknowledge the participation of all those 
who took the time to attend the workshop and contribute their insights into the future of 
COINAtlantic. 
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Appendix 1 
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Name Aff i l iat ion  

Jerry Black Fisheries and Oceans Canada TTTT    

Shelley Bond Fisheries and Oceans Canada TTTT    

Paul Boudreau ACZISC Secretariat TTTT    

Bob Branton Ocean Tracking Network TTTT    

Chris Burbidge Dalhousie University, Marine Affairs Program TTTT    

Michael Butler ACZISC Secretariat TTTT    

Phil Comeau Fisheries and Oceans Canada TTTT    

Kevin Deagle Nodeworx Integrated Solutions TTTT    

Brad Fay Interpretation Resources Inc TTTT    

Charlton Galvarino Applied Science Associates Via tel 

Michael Greskow Natural Resources Canada Via tel    

Jennifer Hackett Fisheries and Oceans Canada TTTT    

Tim Hall Fisheries and Oceans Canada     

Justin Huston NS Dept of Fisheries and Aquaculture     

Jazmine Hayden Fisheries and Oceans Canada TTTT    

Lorelei Langille Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada     

Claudette LeBlanc ACZISC Secretariat TTTT    

Ed Light Service Nova Scotia TTTT    

Colin MacDonald  Service Nova Scotia TTTT    

Ann Martin Natural Resources Canada, Data Dissemination Via tel    

Phil Moir Natural Resources Canada, Geological Survey of Canada TTTT    

Eugene Peters Public Works and Government Services Canada TTTT 

Trevor Rankin Natural Resources Canada, GeoConnections Via tel 

Susan Rolston Seawinds Consulting Services TTTT    

Brent Rowley EIT Group TTTT    

Andy Sherin Natural Resources Canada, Geological Survey of Canada 
emeritus TTTT    

Barb Szlavko Natural Resources Canada, Geological Survey of Canada TTTT    

Kohila Thana Fisheries and Oceans Canada TTTT    

Elaine Toms Dalhousie University TTTT    

Jay Walmsley Fisheries and Oceans Canada     

Kyle Wilcox Applied Science Associates Via tel    

Cameron Wilson Natural Resources Canada, Corporate Data Via tel    
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ACZISC Workshop to Develop a COINAtlantic  
Strategy for Geospatial Searching ,  

Wednesday, 21 April 2010,  

Location:  George Needler Boardroom, Vulcan Buildin g 

Bedford Institute of Oceanography, Dartmouth, Nova Scotia 
 

 
900-915  Welcome, Introductions and Workshop Objectives:  
   (Paul Boudreau, COINAtlantic Project Manager) 
 
915- 9:45 Brief overview of COINAtlantic Progress to date including: 
   COINAtlantic Search Utility 
   Metadata catalogues 
   Getcapabilities & KML files 
   Google search 
 
945-1015 Proposed Strategy for Geospatial Searching 
 
1015-1030 Health Break 
 
1030  Roundtable discussion including 
   Role of existing metadata catalogues 
   Required standards for getcapabilities and KML files 
   Application and development of new API 
   Other considerations and requirements 
 
1145-12:00 Next steps 
 
 
12:00  Adjournment 
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The Coastal and Ocean Information Network Atlantic (COINAtlantic) is an 
initiative of the Atlantic Coastal Zone Information  Steering Committee 
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applications relevant to Atlantic Canada</font></ce nter> 
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