
Initial concepts about a URISA-like 

organization were in formation by Professor 

Edgar Horwood (U of Washington).  As 

described by contemporary Professor William 

Garrison, “I saw something like URISA as a 

gleam in Edgar Horwood’s eye by the late 

1950s. Available and receptive, I served as a 

listener and sounding board for Ed’s ideas” 

In his paper from the 15th Annual URISA 

Conference in 1977, “The concept of URISA 

got its start unknowingly in the fall of 1961 

with the attempt of a few people to get 

information from the new tape technology of 

the US Census Bureau regarding the Census 

of Population and Housing of 1960”. 

 

 

I nit ial Concepts 

Location: University of 

Southern California 

Theme: Urban Planning 

Information Systems and 

Programs  

 

Meeting organized by Edgar 

Horwood (University of 

Washington) at the University 

of Southern California (USC) 

campus. Attended by 48 land 

information professionals. 

Foundation for the official 

formation of URISA in 1966. 

1963 
1st URISA Meeting 

Location: University of 

Pittsburgh 

Theme: Urban Information 

and Policy Decision  

Future President Ed Hearle was 

given lead role to prepare 

incorporation papers for URISA.  

1964 

2nd URISA Conference 

Location: Chicago, IL 

Theme: Urban Planning 

Information Systems and 

Programs  

Meeting was co-sponsored by the 

American Society of Planning 

Officials (ASPO) and coordinated 

with Northwestern University.  

Seminal Proceedings paper by 

Horwood entitled, “Association 

Needs for the Urban Information 

Systems Field” which laid out the 

basic principles for URISA 

formation.  

1965 

3rd URISA Conference 

Location: University of 

California-Berkeley 

Theme: Urban Planning 

Information Systems and 

Programs  

Approval of Constitution and 

election of Edgar Horwood as 

the first President. Future 

Presidents Ken Dueker and 

Barry Wellar were instrumental 

in drafting the constitution—

based on research on other 

professional organizations.  

1966 

4th URISA Conference Location: Garden City, NY 

Theme: Urban and 

Regional Information 

Systems (URIS) for Special 

Programs  

1967 

5th URISA Conference 

Location: Clayton, MO 

Theme: Federal Activities 

& Specialized Systems 

1968 

6th URISA Conference 

Location: Los Angeles, CA 

Theme: Service Systems 

for Cities 

1969 

7th URISA Conference 

Location: Louisville, KY 

Theme: Past, Present, and 

Future 

1970 

8th URISA Conference 

Location: New Orleans, LA 

Theme: Information 

Systems & Political Systems 

1971 

9th URISA Conference 

Location: San Francisco, CA 

Theme: Information 

Research for an Urban 

Society 

1972 

10th URISA Conference 

Location: Atlantic City,NJ 

Theme: Perspectives on 

Information Systems 

1973 

11th URISA Conference 

Location: Montreal, QC 

Theme: Resources & Results 

1974 

12th URISA Conference 

Location: Seattle, WA 

Theme: Computers, Local 

Government, and 

Productivity 

1975 

13th URISA Conference 

Location: Atlanta, GA 

Theme: Information 

Systems as Services to 

Citizens 

1976 

14th URISA Conference 

Location: Kansas City, MO 

Theme: System Inputs to 

Policies, Plans, and 

Programs  

1977 

15th URISA Conference 

Location: Washington, DC 

Theme: Data Resources 

and Requirements: Federal 

and Local Perspectives  

1978 

16th URISA Conference 

Location: San Diego, CA 

Theme: System Inputs to 

Policies, Plans, and 

Programs  

1979 

17th URISA Conference 

Location: Toronto, ON 

Theme: System Inputs to 

Policies, Plans, and 

Programs  

1980 

18th URISA Conference 

Location: New Orleans, LA 

Theme: Information Systems 

and all that Jazz: The Link 

Between Users and Providers  

1981 

19th URISA Conference 

Location: Minneapolis, MN 

Theme: Practical 

Applications of Computers 

in Government  

1982 

20th URISA Conference 

Location: Atlanta, GA 

Theme: Decisions = Support 

Systems For Policy and 

Management  

1983 

21st URISA Conference 

Location: Seattle, WA 

Theme: The Changing Role 

of Computers in Public 

Agencies  

1984 

22ndURISA Conference 

Location: Ottowa, ON 

Theme: Computers in Public 

Agencies, Sharing Solutions  

1985 

23rd URISA Conference 

Location: Denver, CO 

Theme: What’s the 

Difference  

1986 

24th URISA Conference 

Location: Ft Lauderdale, FL 

Theme: Building on the 

Past—Shaping the Future  

1987 

25th URISA Conference 

Location: Los Angeles, CA 

Theme: Mapping the 

Future 

1988 

26th URISA Conference 

Location: Boston, MA 

Theme: Charting the 90s: 

New Visions for Urban 

Technology  

1989 

27th URISA Conference 

Location: Edmonton, AL 

Theme: The Currency of 

the Future 

1990 

28th URISA Conference 

New scholarly journal with 

peer reviewed articles, 

features, and book reviews 

was launched by URISA. 

1989 
Bill DeGroff was lead in 

formation of the program 

with first awards in 1981 at 

the New Orleans 

1980 

The Canada Land Inventory (CLI) 

began and was the impetus for 

the development of the first 

national GIS system-- Canada 

Geographic Information System 

(CGIS) in a project led by Roger 

Tomlinson, acknowledged to be 

the “Father of GIS”.  

1962 

Creation of the Synagraphic Mapping 

System (SYMAP) by Howard Fisher of the 

Harvard Laboratory of Computer Graphics 

and Spatial Analysis. SYMAP was the first 

widely used automated computer mapping 

system (on mainframe computers) that 

included spatial-analytic capabilities applied 

to spatially distributed data.   

1964 The U.S. Census Bureau developments 

the Dual Independent Map Encoding 

(DIME) data management system in a 

project led by James Corbett, a Bureau 

mathematician. The DIME file format was 

used to capture and analyze data for the 

1970 Decennial Census and became the 

basis for more advanced data systems. 

1967 

NASA Launches Landsat 1 satellite 

(originally called Earth Resources 

Technology Satellite (ERTS). Starting 

successful earth imaging program 

that continues uninterrupted today  

1972 

M&S Computing, founded in 1969 by Jim 

Meadlock and Terry Schansman (later to 

become Intergraph Corporation in 1980), 

developed turnkey computer graphics 

workstations based on their Interactive 

Graphics Design System (IGDS)—one of 

the first commercially viable systems 

used for CAD and mapping applications.  

Mid-70s 

Up to this time, slow pen plotters 

were the only means for the 

production of detailed, hard copy 

maps.  In the late 1970s and early 

1980s, some companies developed 

large-format “high-resolution” (200 

to 300 dots per inch) electrostatic 

plotters (no color yet).  

Mid-70s 

Developers at the Harvard 

Laboratory for Computer Graphics 

released the initial version of the 

first vector-based GIS software 

called Odyssey. Odyssey is 

considered to be the foundation for 

later commercially successful vector

-based GIS software.  

1979 

IBM PC using the Microsoft MS-DOS 

operating system was released. It 

become the standard for personal 

computing (with many companies 

producing “PC Clones” and was the 

platform on which later PC-based 

GIS and mapping systems were 

based.  

1981 

First commercially released version 

of ESRI ARC/INFO software 

operating on Prime Minicomputers 

in 1982.  

1982 

Federal Geographic Data Committee 

(FGDC) established—led by the U.S. 

Geological Survey. FGDC became an 

effective body for coordinating U.S. 

Federal government agency 

geospatial data management and an 

important standards setting body 

that has been the basis for GIS 

1990 

First PC versions of CAD and GIS 

software—operating on DOS-based 

and later Windows-based PC 

computers. Examples include 

MapInfo, pc ARC/INFO, MicroIGDS 

(Intergraph and Bentley), Caliper.  

1985-1990 



Location: SanFrancisco, CA 

Theme: Information 

Technology: Gateway to 

Solutions  

1991 

29th URISA Conference 

Location: Washington, DC 

Theme: Making 

Connections  

1992 

30th URISA Conference 

Location: Atlanta, GA 

Theme: Winning with 

People, Data, and 

Technology  

1993 

31st URISA Conference 

Location: Milwaukee, WI 

Theme: Integrating 

Information & Technology: 

IT Makes Sense  

1994 

32ndURISA Conference 

Location: San Antonio, TX 

Theme: Information 

Technology Linking the 

Americas  

1995 

33rd URISA Conference 

Location: Salt Lake City, UT 

 

1996 

34th URISA Conference 

Location: Toronto, ON 

Theme: Acting Locally, 

Connecting Globally  

1997 

35th URISA Conference 

Location: Charlotte, NC 

Theme: Sharing 

Information Technology 

Solutions  

1998 

36th URISA Conference 

Location: Chicago, IL 

Theme: Much More than 

a Users' Conference!  

1999 

37th URISA Conference 

Location: Orlando, FL 

Theme: Benchmarking 

Best Practices in State and 

Local Government 

Information Technology  

2000 

38th URISA Conference 

URISA and IAAO organized 

the first in a successful 

annual conference series on 

Integrating GIS and CAMA .  

The first conference was 

held in Savannah with David 

Moyer as Chair.  In later 

years, the conference name 

was changed to GIS/

Valuation.  

1997 

Location: Long Beach, CA 

Theme: Benchmarking 

Best Practices in State and 

Local Government  

2001 

39th URISA Conference 

Location: Chicago, IL 

Theme: Looking Back, 

Moving Forward  

 

2002 

40th URISA Conference 

Location: Atlanta, GA 

Theme: Powering 

Progress Towards Process 

and Information 

Integration 

2003 

41st URISA Conference 

Location: Reno, NV 

Theme: The Place for 

Spatial Information 

Professionals  

2004 

42ndURISA Conference 

Location: Kansas City, MO 

Theme: The Place for 

Spatial Information 

Professionals   

2005 

43rd URISA Conference 

Location: Vancouver, BC 

Theme: Challenging the 

Limits  

2006 

44th URISA Conference 

Location: Washington, DC 

Theme: Sharing 

Technological Inspiration: 

Yesterday, Today, 

Tomorrow  

2007 

45th URISA Conference 

Location: New Orleans, LA 

Theme: Spatially Enabling 

the Enterprise  

2008 

46th URISA Conference 

Location: Annaheim, CA 

Theme: Providing Solutions 

to Challenges  

2009 

47th URISA Conference 

URISA sponsored the first 

Caribbean GIS Conference in 

Jamaica (November, 2001) 

which was followed by 

successful conferences in 2004, 

2006, 2008, 2010, 2012, 2016, 

and 2019 throughout the 

Caribbean region.  This 

Caribbean collaboration 

resulted in the formation of the 

URISA Caribbean Chapter in 

2007.  

2001 

Location: Orlando, FL 

 

2010 

48th URISA Conference 

Originally called the URISA 

Leadership Academy (ULA) the 

first of a successful series of 

GLA events was held in New 

Orleans in December 12/2007.  

This is an intensive 5-day 

leadership training course 

taught by seasoned GIS 

professionals which is now 

called the GIS Leadership 

Academby (GLA). 

2007 
GIS Hall of Fame established.  

Inductees in the fall of 2005 

were Edgar Horwood, Ian 

McHarg, Roger Tomlinson, Jack 

Dangermond, Nancy Tosta, and 

the Harvard Computer 

Graphics Lab. Nomination 

review and decisions on 

induction of members is 

conducted by the URISA Past 

Presidents.  

2005 

Location: Indianapolis, IN 

Theme:  Your INvitation to 

be: INspired, INvigorated, 

INformed, INvolved  

2011 

49th URISA Conference 

Location: Portland, OR 

Theme: Learn and Grow ~ 

Challenge and Inspire ~ 

Lead and Succeed  - 

Celebrating URISA’s 50th  

2012 

50th URISA Conference 

Location: Providence, RI 

 

2013 

51st URISA Conference 

Location: New Orleans, LA 

Theme: : Leveraging 

Spatial Technology to 

Support Sustainable and 

Resilient Communities  

2014 

52ndURISA Conference 

Location: Spokane, WA 

Theme: Geography at the 

Nexus of Collaboration  

2015 

53rd URISA Conference 

Location: Toronto, ON 

 

2016 

54th URISA Conference 

Location: Jacksonville, FL 

 

2017 

55th URISA Conference 

Location: Palm Springs, CA 

 

2018 

56th URISA Conference 

Location: Annaheim, CA 

 

2019 

57th URISA Conference 

Location: Virtual 

 

2020 

58th URISA Conference 

In 2019, URISA formed the Pro-

Equity Anti-Racism Committee to 

guide URISA through this journey 

and provide Pro-Equity Anti-

Racism organizational change 

management. The Pro-Equity 

Anti-Racism Committee to 

envision, collaborate, and create 

a framework for an equity-driven 

organization, centering anti-

racism in our strategic planning 

and operations.  

2019 
An initiative of URISA 

International to unify the 

membership of its Chapters 

within the organization. The 

process of bringing URISA 

Chapters into the new 

Framework as full participants in 

URISA International. As of 2022, 

13 Chapters are Chartered 

members . 

2017 

Location: Baltimore, MD 

 

2021 

57th URISA Conference 

Location: Boise, ID 

Theme: Better Together  

2022 

60th URISA Conference 

 

Internet (originally ARPANET), 

developed by the U.S. Defense 

Advanced Research Projects Agency 

- DARPA becomes available for 

unrestricted commercial and public 

use. 

1991 
GPS fully operational. The GPS 

System whose development began 

in the early 1970s as the Navstar 

system by the U.S. Department of 

Defense, completed the launch and 

operation of a full constellation of 

24 satellites.  GPS is the basis for a 

wide range of location based 

services supporting GIS applications. 

1993 

Commercially Relational Database 

Management System (RDBMS) 

became adopted as platform for 

handling spatial data in GIS 

software. SQL Server and Oracle 

were leaders along with 

considerable use of open source 

RDBMS systems like MySQL. 

Late 90s to early 2000s 

The Open Geospatial Consortium 

(OGC) was formed and quickly 

became a driving source for 

standards and interoperability for 

GIS software and data. 

1994 
Robust Open Source GIS software 

becomes available with expanded 

use. Stemming from open source 

GIS projects in the 1980s, including 

GRASS and MOSS from the U.S. 

Department of the Interior, new 

software tools become available 

including PostGIS, GeoServer, and 

QGIS. During this time, consumer 

Web-based mapping services 

became available. 

1998-2005 

Light Detection and Ranging (Lidar) 

technology, originally developed in 

the 1960s came into common use 

for acquisition of elevation data 

from aircraft largely replacing older, 

photogrammetric methods. Lidar 

data is used to generate useful 

digital elevation data products to 

support GIS applications.   

2000-2005 
Launch of Apple iPhone, considered 

the first flexible mobile device 

combining phone access with other 

applications. The iPhone triggered 

the development of a range of 

mobile computer devices by 

multiple companies. Combined with 

location positional services and Web

-based tools, these devices launched 

a revolution in mobile/field GIS 

applications. 

2007 

Cloud-based Computing enters the 

mainstream for government and 

corporate use. And later plays an 

important role in GIS applications.  

2005-2010 

Digital aerial cameras and imagery 

acquisition systems were developed 

by multiple companies and 

gradually replaced film-based aerial 

photography from aircraft platforms. 

This greatly reduced the price of 

aerial image captured, drove higher 

resolution capture, and led to 

imagery being a primary data source 

for GIS programs. 

2005-2010 

URISA members and formal 

work groups began 

investigating GIS certification in 

the early 1990s. Key URISA 

members involved were Nancy 

Obermeyer, Bill Huxhold, Karen 

Kemp, Lyna Wiggins, Will Craig, 

and others.  The work of the 

Committee resulted in an 

acceptable point-based 

certification model. The GISCI 

was formed as a separate 

certification organization in 

2003.  

2003 

Brainchild of URISA members 

Shoreh Elhami, Ed Wells, Tom 

Conry, Martha Lombard 

(Wells), others. Volunteer 

effort approved by Board at 

2003 Atlanta Conference . 

2003 
In 2010, the U.S. Department of 

Labor (DOL) asked URISA to 

assembled a task force of 

experts in GIS management. The 

Geospatial Management 

Competency Model (GMCM) 

was completed and approved by 

the DOL in 2012. Rather than an 

exhaustive inventory, the GMCM 

is a concise list that is widely 

applicable to evolving industry 

needs . 

2012 
With Past-President Barry Wellar 
as Editor and with contributions 
by many long-term URISA 
members and GIS professionals 
as contributing authors, URISA 
published the milestone book, 
Foundations of Urban and 
Regional Information Systems 
and Geographic Information 
Systems and Science.  It was a 
special publication prepared in 
celebration of URISA’s 50th 
Anniversary.  

2012 

Microsoft Windows operating 

system released and became 

standard for PCs and later for 

servers—the primary platform for 

future GIS software  

1995 

Social media emerges as a go-to 

platform  for connecting and finding 

news.  Social media drives location 

intelligence advances as well as new 

data collection methods.  Between 

2005 and 2019, social media usage 

rose from 5% to 72% of adults. 

2010-2020 

GeoDesign and Building Information 
Management (BIM) - GIS, CAD and 
other technologies become highly 
integrated in effective software 
supporting planning and 
management for efficient and 
sustainable landscape and urban 
design and in the design, 
construction, and management of 
buildings and other structures. 

2018-2022 


