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for good







Why start Azavea?



Two key experiences













Ian McHarg







Landscape Architecture & 
Regional Planning



Dana Tomlin







student loans paid
$ 15,000 savings
no customers
recession
knew what I liked doing
public service



Non-profit vs. for-profit



Two key experiences



1. Thrill of learning and exploration



2. Meaningful work



We advance the state-of-the-art 
in geospatial technology …



… and apply it for civic, social, and 
environmental impact.



Geospatial 
software and 
data analytics 
for good



1. Geography and Place



2. Civic, Social, and Environmental Impact



3. Simple, elegant design



4. Complex Problems



5. Open knowledge systems 



5. Open knowledge systems 



Lines of Business
● Custom software for the web
● Data analytics
● Reusable tooling, applications, and APIs

○ Cicero
○ Raster Foundry
○ Temperate

● R&D/Open Source
○ GeoTrellis
○ Raster Vision
○ Other new libraries



● Projects we select
● Fellowships
● Donate share of profits

We express our mission through:
● 10% time
● Open source
● Open data
● Partner collaborations
● R&D investments



Some of our work



Urban Forestry











Stormwater Infrastructure

































Agriculture and Pollinators







Apparel Supply Chain



































Summer of Maps
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Why?



How it’s used



● Evaluating a potential RFP or other invitation for 
proposal

● Evaluating and communicating with a potential client 
or partner

● Reevaluating a client or partner at the end of a project
● Reviewing a proposal or budget draft
● Responding to questions from job candidates



Questions we ask



● Client
● Technology/Skills
● Impact
● People
● Strategic Alignment
● Financial Risk
● Reputation Risk



Guidelines



We want to be on the right side of history



Open knowledge systems 
are usually better than closed



Have the courage to take on difficult topics



We don’t renege on commitments 
in the middle of a contract



Democracy is the worst system… 
except for all of the rest



We only have one planet



When there is uncertainty, 
we discuss the issues



A team needs to own the project



Above all, do no harm



We do not work on weapons systems, 
warfighting, or activities that will violate 
privacy, human rights, or civil liberties



Products vs. Services



Product Terms of Service



● disseminate or transmit material that, to a reasonable person, may be abusive, 
obscene, pornographic, defamatory, harassing, grossly offensive, vulgar, 
threatening, or malicious;

● disseminate, store, or transmit files, graphics, software, or other material that 
actually or potentially infringes the copyright, trademark, patent, trade secret, 
or other intellectual property right of any person;

● create a false identity or to otherwise attempt to mislead any person as to the 
identity or origin of any communication;

● export, re-export, or permit downloading of any content in violation of any 
export or import law, regulation, or restriction of the United States and its 
agencies or authorities, or without all required approvals, licenses, or 
exemptions;

● host, transmit, or provide Azavea with Protected Health Information (as 
defined by Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA);

● rely on the Services for dangerous activities such as emergency services or air 
traffic control, where use or failure of the Services could lead to death, 
personal injury, or significant property damage;



● aid or implement practices violating basic human rights or civil liberties. For the 
avoidance of doubt, you may not use the Services to assist in the creation of 
databases of identifying information for any government to abrogate any 
human rights, civil rights, or civil liberties of individuals on the basis of race, 
gender, gender identity, sexual orientation, religion, immigration status, or 
national origin;



● use the Services for warfighting, surveillance, and related activities;



● engage in any other activity deemed by Azavea to be in conflict with the spirit 
or intent of these Terms.



Case Studies



● Gray areas
● Background and context
● Decision
● Retrospective



Organizations are the sum of their people 
and their activities



Defense Department



US Army Corp of Engineers
Civil water infrastructure



Office of Secretary of Defense
Economic impact of bases



US Marine Corps
R&D Grant



National Geospatial Intelligence Agency (NGA)
GeoTrellis Support



Project A
OpenStreetMap tools



Boundaries for defense/intel work



● Clear civilian application 
● Technology is open (open source)
● No deployment to classified 

environment
● No classified data
● No security clearances



Fracking



● Project A - no
● Project B - yes



Big Ag Co



Siting windmills and solar arrays



World Bank







Road safety in Saudi Arabia



Cicero



NAACP
Benefits Data Trust
California Association of Nonprofits
Conservation Voters of PA
American Kidney Fund
Alzheimer's Association
American Gun Owners Alliance
Oakland Gun Club
National Network of Abortion Funds



HunchLab



HunchLab case study



Transparency & Mitigation
● Limited forecasts to places, rather than 

people
● Limited the data we used
● Used non-police data sources
● Filtered methods used for explainability 

and reproducibility
● Audit trail
● Shared methods, data, and source code w/ 

researchers and journalists
● Offered discounts to customers if they 

committed to community engagement
● Developed a Citizen’s Guide to the product



Oct 2018: we sold the product



Modifying the Guidelines: 
Satellite and Drone Imagery and Energy



Data explosion





Miniaturization









Higher resolution and generating 
avalanche of data



AI/ML with neural networks



Decline in Monopsony Power
Innovation causes basic changes to market structure



Azavea investments











Growing civilian applications











Energy Industry



● Monitoring fracking wellheads
● Monitoring pipeline rights-of-way



More ad hoc decisions



New guideline: 
We do not work to support expansion of fossil fuel extraction



● Privacy
● Satellite image of buildings don’t have race, 

ethnicity, or gender
● Bias in training data - built environment
● Bias in satellite imagery sources
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