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Development experts need maps for everything from finding their way around com-
munities after a natural disaster to strategically planning their next project. 
 The United States Agency for International Development (USAID) is a US government 
agency that works to end global poverty and foster democratic societies. GeoCenter, 
an agency resource created four years ago and headquartered in Washington, DC, has 
a staff of 20 experts who conduct analysis to improve USAID’s international develop-
ment programs. 
 In addition to conducting their own analyses, GeoCenter team members also work 
to build geospatial capacity within USAID. The team provides training to USAID staff 
and has created a global network of GIS specialists in USAID field offices around the 
world. Most of the specialists are Foreign Service Nationals (FSNs), who bring with 
them a valuable cultural understanding of the countries in which USAID works. 
 Much of the GeoCenter’s work is focused on analysis to help USAID better target the 
places where its limited resources can have the greatest impact. GeoCenter analysts 
use ArcGIS and other statistical tools for conducting analyses, said GeoCenter director 
Carrie Stokes.
 “In the United States, we are so used to having basic maps. That is not always the 
case in countries where USAID works,” said Stokes. “Many parts of the world remain 
unmapped,” Stokes said.
 Youth Mappers, a network of university studients established under the Mapping 
for Resilience University Consortium, works on USAID projects. (See “Youth Mappers 
Unite for a Good Cause” in this issue.)
 Students create foundational basemaps that are vital for a variety of international de-
velopment projects. USAID also anticipates that the Mapping for Resilience University 
Consortium will cultivate professionals with mapping skills, especially women from 
developing countries. The consortium plans to foster leadership roles for women. 
 The word resilience in the name Mapping for Resilience University Consortium un-
derscores the importance of the consortium’s mission to help the people in the nearly 
100 countries where USAID works. “We are trying to end extreme poverty and to help 
communities be more resilient to the many challenges they face, whether it is a drought, 
a change in government, an earthquake, or the changing climate,” Stokes said. 

Mapping a Better World

get the opportunity to connect to students 
from these areas.
 Last year, a chapter at Khulna University 
in Bangladesh and chapters in the United 
States at George Washington University and 
Texas Tech University collaborated to make 
a basemap of a rural community near Khulna, 
Bangladesh, where the US government’s 
Feed the Future initiative operates. Once 
the basemap was finished, the Bangladeshi 
students visited the area to collect de-
tailed information such as the locations of 
bodies of water where high-protein fish 
and prawns are farmed. As part of efforts 
to improve food security, the map will help 
USAID better understand who has access to 
enough nutritious food to live healthy lives. 
 Students in developing countries know 
their communities and the land surround-
ing them well. They can add important in-
formation and a local perspective to maps, 
according to Carrie Stokes, director of 
GeoCenter, a USAID resource for expand-
ing and institutionalizing the use of geo-
spatial tools and analysis. (See “Mapping a 
Better World” on this page.)
 “Many people in poverty feel they don’t 
have a voice in their own governance,” she 
said. “Give them a skill to define their world 
by mapping it [and] they feel empowered.” 
 Youth Mappers was formed under the 
auspices of the new Mapping for Resilience 
University Consortium. Julia Kleine, the 
Youth Mappers chapter president at Texas 
Tech University, said the group has great 
potential to help people in developing na-
tions because of its international inclusive-
ness. “Youth Mappers gives people the 
opportunity to collaborate with students 
and youth from all over the world, ulti-
mately creating a strong network of lead-
ers in developed and developing nations 
that can face world issues together and be 
equipped with the tools to do so,” she said. 
 Most of the students who are drawn 
to Youth Mappers are those who have a 
drive for change and desire to give back 
to the world, said Kleine. This includes 
members who are international students 
from developing nations who are study-
ing in the United States. Their reasons for 
getting involved are personal. They have 

experienced firsthand the struggles in the 
developing world and the lack of access to 
geographic data. 
 “If you can visualize the problems and 
visualize the solutions [with maps], that can 
bring us together to address development 
issues,” said Solis, who is also a research 
associate professor of geography at Texas 
Tech University. 
 Universities in the United States and in 
countries where USAID works are welcome 
to join the consortium. Students worldwide 
can participate in Youth Mappers chapters, 
mapathons, and research fellowships to 

create geospatial data for USAID projects 
in parts of the world where few maps exist. 
USAID awarded a $1 million grant in 2015 to 
the consortium.
 The GeoCenter works with the con-
sortium’s founding members, Texas Tech 
University, George Washington University, 
and West Virginia University, to build what 
Stokes calls a “virtual partnership” be-
tween students in the United States and 
students in developing countries. The 
cadre of international student mappers will 
then collaborate on making maps using 
OpenStreetMap (OSM). 
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