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Public Laboratory worked with Gulf Coast residents to 
use balloons, kites, cameras, and other simple, 
inexpensive tools to produce their own aerial imagery 
of the spill – documentation that will be essential for 
environmental and legal use in coming yeas. We believe 
in complete open access to spill imagery and are 
releasing all imagery -- including this map -- into the 
public domain.

Mappers: Lauren Craig, Adam Gri!th and interns from 
Kiewit Construction
Cartographer: Stewart Long

View this map online at:

50 m / 164 ft

http://publiclaboratory.org/wbe0710



This map was made 
for under $200 
by volunteers using a helium 
balloon, a digital camera, 
and a boat.

Know an area that needs to be 
mapped? Get in touch:

team@publiclaboratory.org

(504) 358-0647

The Public Laboratory
for Open Technology & Science

Reimagining 
the data 
lifecycle
Shannon Dosemagen & 
Je!rey Warren

Where does data come from, and where does it go? Knowing 
the conditions under which data is produced, and the agenda 
of its authors, vastly a!ects how well we trust it -- one need 
look no further than the discord triggered by the diverse 
studies of the BP Oil Spill, or the controversies around the 
contamination of Brooklyn’s Gowanus Canal. In most cases, 
though, we're guilty of not asking hard enough questions: as 
information consumers, and especially as designers. Natalie 
Jeremijenko hit the nail on the head in her critique of our 
recent obsession with data visualization:

"...the designers of these types of 
projects use extant data sets from the 
EPA, from the Toxic Relief Inventory, 
federal databases, and do so without 
criticism, without asking how the data 
is generated, who collected it and 
under what conditions. That is, what 
does the data actually represent?"

What is lacking is not legibility, but trust. At 
a Summer 2010 town hall meeting in Buras, 
Louisiana, a fisherman with a bottle of oil in 
hand stood up and demanded why he 
should trust government statements that 
seafood was safe to eat, since he was still 
collecting oil from the bayous that he 
fished. A report released by the Louisiana 
Bucket Brigade, a New Orleans-based environmental group, 
finds that 64.1% of survey respondents in three of the coastal 
Louisiana communities were concerned about the safety of 
their seafood in Fall 2010, and the Louisiana Environmental 
Action Network has released numbers identifying Alkylated 
PAHs and Oil Range Organic Petroleum Hydrocarbons in 
seafood samples from areas they tested. Yet -- disregarding 
local knowledge and concern -- the government maintains 
that Gulf Coast seafood is safe.

The solution, we believe, is for local communities to produce 
their own high-quality data. We in the Grassroots Mapping 

community have worked since May 2010 to gather such 
data; information that can potentially bridge the gap 
between independent citizen-led data and that of sources 
such as NOAA. Rather than producing alluring visualiza-
tions of existing data, we've been working with Gulf Coast 
residents in the field to document the e!ects of oil on 
shorelines -- with do-it-yourself aerial photography. 

For less than $100 in parts, we use helium balloons and 
kites to send cameras to over a thousand feet, and stitch 
the resulting images into high-resolution maps. Over a 
hundred volunteers have hit the beaches to take tens of 
thousands of photos, depicting slicks, oiled wetlands, and 
the birds, fish, and plants threatened by the disaster -- at 
far better resolution than Google Maps. As we have refined 
these tools, new groups have adopted them to document a 
variety of environmental crises -- in Brooklyn, for example, 
a new Grassroots Mapping chapter has recently begun 
monitoring cleanup e!orts of the Gowanus Canal with 
balloon photography.

We are concerned that, to date, much of so-called citizen 
science treats people like mere data points. "Crowdsourc-
ing" often emphasizes data consistency, and asks a face-
less public to "submit" reports. The use of the crowdsourc-
ing platform Ushahidi during the BP Oil Spill was one 
project which faced such challenges. Between May 1 and 
July 31, over 2,200 volunteer hours, 29 outreach trips, and 
the support of 46 volunteers was expended towards publi-
cizing the Oil Spill Crisis Map -- an Ushahidi map -- as a way 
to independently report spill impacts and to gather 

reports. To this end, 1,595 reports were 
collected during this period, but only 17% 
of them were reported directly by 
residents -- a relatively sparse portrait of 
the disaster, and far too little for an accu-
rate needs assessment. One of the 
worries that the Louisiana Bucket 
Brigade voiced was that the di"culty of 
verifying reports meant that it could 
potentially be used to misrepresent the 
e!ects of the spill.

Ushahidi is an innovative tool and its 
developers are adapting to these chal-
lenges. But the promise of engaging with 
local communities as full actors in seek-
ing environmental justice has recently 

driven a group of us Grassroots Mappers to begin invent-
ing new tools, based on the spirit of our balloon mapping 
kit: cheap, participatory, 'hacker' tools which produce 
excellent, legible, and independently produced data. We're 
organizing workshops in a variety of communities to test 
these prototypes in areas of environmental conflict, and 
building a new generation of web-based analysis tools on 
an open platform where results can be published and 
interpreted. Such an approach, while radical, better equips 
the public to challenge government and industry data, and 
lays the groundwork for a more representative approach 
to environmental justice.

When you think about Barataria, what comes to 
mind?

It’s the fishing that we are blessed and have the fortune to be 
exposed to and to utilize on a daily basis; out here we can fish, you 
can shrimp, you can crab, you can duck hunt. So you’re able to 
enjoy everything that is a!orded to the residents of Louisiana, 
which is why we’re called the Sportsmans Paradise. It is a paradise 
for people who enjoy those types of activities outdoors.

You’ve been here for about 30 years -- how has 
this bay been a part of your family's history? 

Well, I have to go back on my husbands life because he has fished 
and hunted down here since he was a child. The family of a friend 
of his had a hunting camp down on Wilkinson Canal -- a little 
fishing camp -- so he would come down with them on weekends 
and at other times of the year. They would go out and fish and they 
would trawl; catch their shrimp and crabs and do their boils. 
They’d go out and duck hunt in the morning and then fish in the 
afternoon. . . . And if all these wetlands aren’t protected, not only 
just restored, but protected the way that they are now, then in the 
end all these things you enjoyed and valued your whole life will go 
away -- not all, but a lot of it will go away.
 
Can you tell us about the kind of 
fishing people do here?

There are a lot of people -- mainly I guess 
commercial fishermen- that put their traps 
out along the Wilkinson Canal, out in Bara-
taria Bay, and a lot of the other little bays 
and lakes around here. I can put little 
crab traps down o! my dock and catch 
crabs right there from my dock. At 
di!erent times throughout the 
year, I can fish o! my dock, and 
catch all the trout I want. We 
catch redfish o! our dock, and 
sometimes we can throw a 
cast net out and catch 
shrimp, I mean… not last 
year because of the oil 
spill, but the year 
before that we 

were catching 15-20 count shrimp (which is nice cookable-sized shrimp) 
right o! the dock. That’s one of the things, you know, why we all bought 
land and built here.
 
What is your take on the impact of the spill? Have you 
noticed or heard about changes to the area?

We did notice some oil coming into the area, and BP came and put the oil 
booms up on all the canals around here to stop oil from being brought in 
on the boats coming in and out. At one time this was a main hub for BP and 
the Disaster Recovery Center to combat the oil from coming in through 
Barataria Bay and the Wilkinson canal. So we had a lot of activity going on 
that we were exposed to, you know, not only from the workers coming in 
and out all the time, trying to fight the oil from coming in, but some oil did 
come in to the area -- into some of the individual canals. 

We had that threat, but also we don’t know what it’s going to do to our 
health. You could stand on your porch some days and you could smell the 
oil. So who knows what e!ect that will have on your health, today, tomor-
row, five years from now or in the future. That greatly e!ected our ability 
to crab and shrimp and fish because they closed -- basically at a certain 
point in time everything was closed o! from fishing.

What do you think about the way the cleanup was 
handled? Do you find yourself thinking or feeling 
di!erently about the Bay since the spill?

Everyone has doubts and concerns about the polluting that took place, 
and how the fish and shrimp and crabs may have been a!ected by it, and 
the [lack of certainty] that what we’re eating is safe. I think people down 
here still have some concerns about that. I mean, we check what we catch, 
and of course if there was any kind of stench from it we wouldn’t eat it, but 
still -- who knows how much of that is in the system, and in the area down 
here? Everybody had those concerns.
 
Has it stopped you from eating 
certain types of seafood?

Everybody pretty much, for a period of time, 
stopped eating the seafood because no one 
really knew. You know, even though you might 
get something that may not smell like oil, they 
used all those dispersants in the water out there 
and who knows how much the crabs and shrimp 
and the fish ingested, and what it did to them, 
and what it would do to us eating it. We were 
very careful with what we were eating and where 
we got seafood from. Really, for a while we didn’t 

eat anything; we didn’t even have our crab 
traps down to catch anything because 

there was just that uncertainty.
 

What are your suggestions 
for restoration/recovery of 
this area?

I can say, through some of the meet-
ings I’ve been to, I’ve heard a lot of 
concerns from people that live down 
here -- people that fish down here 
for a living -- about the freshwater 
intrusion if they bring water in from 
the river. There are people that have 
said there are other ways to bring in 
the sand to build up the marshes 
and that is a di!erent process than 
what the Corps is proposing. I’ve 
heard a lot of negative comments 
about how the Corps wants to do it, 
versus what other people suggest 
who have fished, and lived, and 
hunted, and used the land their 
whole lives.

From what I’m understanding, if they 
start pumping in from the Missis-
sippi River like they are proposing … 
it would bring a lot of freshwater 
into this marsh area … so it would 
basically be a freshwater area 
versus a brackish or saltwater area. 
Which when that happens, your not going to have the crabs, the 
shrimp, the fish down here.

Can you talk about the flood gate issue that you 
all are working on here?

A couple of years ago, it came to the 
attention of landowners down here that 
the Corps of Engineers wants to build 
around this whole subdivision area and 
the marina. Currently we have a private 
four foot levee that is owned by citrus 
lands and what the Corps is looking to 
do is appropriate that land through the 
parish.

When this land was approved through 
local governments, it was approved for 
development for residential areas. At 
that time when all this was taking place 
and the approvals were being done by 
the various government agencies, it was 
mandated by the national flood insur-
ance program, which now is an arm of 
FEMA, that in order for people to build a 
house down here, they had to build up 
on piling and it had to be eight feet 
above mean sea level, which is basically 
four foot. So we all had approvals to do 
this. 

Now, based on the flooding that took 
place after Hurricane Katrina, the 
Appropriations Committee of the United 
States Congress has approved the 
Corps to come in and build 

levees to give flood protection -- originally it 
was 100-year flood protection. We were 
[then] told by the Corps that this area would 
not be included in that flood protection 
basically because of them trying to use the 
existing levee structure that’s there now.

Which means that all the people that have 
bought all this property out here -- some 
have built homes, some have not yet -- about 
300 home sites -- will be left outside of the 
levee protection. So what will happen is any 
storm that comes into the Gulf and pushes 
storm surges in through Barataria Bay -- that 
will come in through Wilkinson Canal which 
will increase the flooding of all this area 
down here. 

So how does this make you feel -- that the 
federal government is trying to proceed with 
plans without taking into account the way 
that residents feel?

They say that they are doing this under the 
guidelines of protecting people. Well, you’re 
not protecting people if you intentionally 
leave them outside of a levee protection 
system and flood them. Now, we proposed to 
the Corps back in 2009 a plan to construct a 
flood gate across the Wilkinson Canal, which 

will protect all of us here as well as the marina. It not only protects all these 
homes, but it also gives a safe harbor to the fishermen that are south of us; 
down in Empire, down in Port Sulphur, and even further down in Buras. It 
gives them a safe haven to bring in their ships, their boats, to protect them 
from the hurricanes and from the devastation that they saw during Hurri-
cane Katrina. 

When people ask why you live here, what’s your 
response?

When this land was approved for development, 
and approved for sale for residential develop-
ment, everyone that purchased a lot, whether 
they lived here full time or not, built down here 
knowing that we were building behind a four foot 
private levee. I can pretty much guarantee you 
that if these three hundred people and 
businesses that had purchased property here 
knew that there would be a 12 foot levee going up 
and what the impact would be, number one, no 
one would have bought the land, and second of 
all, they would definitely have built up higher.

So this is like what has happened 
with the MRGO?

Exactly, and that’s what we are trying to stress in 
the communication we are developing -- they are 

creating a mini MRGO.

The floodgate [counter-proposal] gives this area and even areas 
south of us a place where they could have a base of operations for 
emergencies, like with the BP oil spill. They had for a period of 
time a base of operations here, helicopters and boats were able to 
get in and out, medical people were able to get in and out. 

Can you talk about why the canal areas and 
these small bits of wetlands in Barataria and the 
Bay Wilkinson area are so important to the pro-
tection of this area?

That’s our first line of defense -- going down to the first line of 
barrier islands in the Gulf. Through the years of the oil companies 
being able to dredge for oil out in the Gulf, you know, just like the 
MRGO, they’ve had to make canals to get in and out to get various 
rigs set up, even out here in Barataria Bay. Just like the MRGO, it 
gives no protection to what’s already here, and all it does is it 
allows more intrusion of salt water into these areas that eat the 
marshlands. When you build the barriers out there and you have 
these lines of defense, it helps stop that storm surge from coming 
in. And every time that storm surge comes in, it deteriorates what 
we do have left -- washes it out. So by having those barrier islands, 
those lines of defense, it helps protect the marshlands that are 
closer in from eroding.

What happens if those protections erode 
further?

More devastation. On top of the fact that we’re losing our coast-
line, we’re losing valuable land. Building up those barrier islands 
will give us an opportunity to rebuild all this wetland through 
various projects. There are various ways to rebuild it and its 
looking at the smart way to do it and the least impactful to the 
shrimp, crabs and fish that are down here in these areas.

What hopes do you have for the future of this 
area? Are there any positive outcomes that you 
can imagine in the wake of the oil spill?

I would hope that the Corps of Engineers 
and any of the other organizations, 
government or otherwise, that are 
involved in this, listen to the people that 
have been down here, lived here, fished 
here, and camped here their whole 
entire lives and even their parents lives, 
for generations. Because they know how 
these waters are, they know how the 
tides come and go, they know how the 
storms a!ect this area, they provide a lot 
of valuable information and a lot of 
valuable ways that they can accomplish 
what they want to do without destroying 
the things that we do -- the fishing, 
crabbing, shrimping.

There’s one gentleman -- I think the 
organization he’s with is from the Lafitte 
area -- and he talked about how the 
Corps did a diversion project in that area 
of the waters and how its changed 
everything down there from being 
brackish water to freshwater. So they 
have no more trout, they have no more 
redfish, croakers, flounder, they don’t 

have drum fish that they can catch, sheephead, and eat anymore. Its 
all the freshwater; the bass and I don’t know all the freshwater fish 
there are, but that’s what they’re stuck with now. So its totally 
changed everything that they grew up being able to do.

Knowing this area as you do, what would you like 
to tell to somebody who’s not from around here?

Get informed, talk to the organizations and the people down here. 
What I would hope is that people will hear all sides of it, and hope-
fully promote peoples interests enough that they want to come 
down here and help us fight for what we’ve all been able to enjoy, 
just like they would want in areas that they lived in.

Anything else you’d like to add?

If people want to know more and help with our fight -- to help our 
community, they can contact me at barbsmar@bellsouth.net. Help 
us fight for the protection we deserve, just like the rest of Plaque-
mines parish, Louisiana or the entire United States. We’re looking 
for any and all help we can get.

On Site 
An interview with 

Barbara Marcotte
Shannon Dosemagen had a chance in May 2011 to speak at 
length with Barbara Marcotte, a resident of Myrtle Grove, 
Louisiana, about the Wilkinson Bay area as well as the broader 
environmental threats to the region. Here we’ve printed 
excerpts from that interview, but the full transcript can be 
found at: 

http://publiclaboratory.org/wiki/barbara-marcotte-interview

Wilkinson Bay
Louisiana
29� 28' 28.833", -89� 54' 29.2248"

July 22, 2010
4.8 cm/pixel
(100cm/pixel reference data publishd by the USGS)

View this map online and 
get involved at:

http://publiclaboratory.org/wbe0710

This is the first in a series of maps which the Public 
Laboratory is publishing — subscribe or buy more 
copies at:

http://publiclaboratory.org/subscribe 
Every month we will print a new grassroots map, with 
interviews, commentary, and updates on recent trips 
and events. Submissions are welcome; send them to:

submissions@publiclaboratory.org

Images collected by: Lauren Craig, Adam Gri"th and interns from Kiewit 
Construction 

Map processing by Stewart Long of Public Laboratory & GonzoEarth.com

We dedicate the map on the front of this poster to the public domain as 
well as under the Creative Commons Zero license:

http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/

We release the content on this (the “back”) side of the poster under a 
Creative Commons Attribution ShareAlike 3.0 license: 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0

Front side base reference imagery: USGS High Resolution State 
Orthoimagery for the Louisiana Coastal Area
U.S. Geological Survey, 2009

Inset map data: OpenStreetMap, rendered in MapBox, by 
DevelopmentSeed: Creative Commons, Attribution/ShareAlike
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Public 
Laboratory 
Do-It-Yourself
Guides
Part of our mission at Public 
Laboratory is to produce legible 
and accessible tools – and 
towards that goal, we develop 
simple, step-by-step guides to 
many of the tools we have devel-
oped. Balloon mapping was our 
first “kit” and continues to be 
our most popular. 

The guide pictured at right was 
developed to help people get 
started assembling and flying 
their first balloon mapping kit; it 
is not the most advanced or the 
best, but it is close to the cheap-
est, simplest setup – and is very 
close to what’s used in the Gulf 
of Mexico by grassroots map-
pers even today.

Download the full 5-page PDF at:

http://grassrootsmapping.org/guide
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Can you get to the site shown above? 

Bring this map with you, and – using a black pen -- mark 
observations on the smaller, blue map on this side of the 
poster. Next, scan or photograph the blue map with your 
notes and sketches on it, and upload it to share your 
observations at:

http://publiclaboratory.org/analysis
Or mail it to: 

Public Laboratory
P.O. Box 426113
Cambridge MA 02142

Use the map above to help monitor Wilkinson Bay, LA
Look out for:

      sources?

      health problems near the site, for yourself or others?

 “They say that they 
are doing this under 
the guidelines of 
protecting people. 
Well, you’re not pro-
tecting people if you 
intentionally leave 
them outside of a 
levee protection 
system and flood 
them.”

Wetlands loss 
is a major concern on both environ-
mental and economic terms; while it 
has a variety of causes, chief 
amongst them are the lack of new 
silt deposit since the Mississippi 
River has been closed by seawalls -- 
much of the silt is now carried deep 
into the Gulf of Mexico. Another 
contributing factor is the vast 
human intervention in the land-
scape, such as pollution, wake, and 
the cutting of canals in marshland, 
much of which occurs in connection 
with oil drilling and pipeline opera-
tions in the region. 

MRGO,
or the Mississippi River Gulf Outlet 
Canal, is a canal linking New Orleans 
to the Gulf of Mexico. Designed for 
deep-draft shipping, it has been 
criticized for its environmental 
side-e!ects such as wetlands loss, 
as well as for amplifying the 
destruction su!ered by New 
Orleans during Hurricane Katrina -- 
a "funnel" formed by the canal 
increased storm surge height and 
wave speed. Read more at 
http://mrgo.gov 

We are 
concerned that, 
to date, much of 
so-called citizen 
science treats 
people like mere 
data points.

This project was was supported in a variety of ways 
by the MIT Center for Future Civic Media, the 
Louisiana Bucket Brigade, GoSo.com, the Awesome 
Foundation, the Washington Post, Western Carolina 
University, GonzoEarth.com, 1337arts.com, Tulane 
University, and many many others.

Printing was sponsored by DevelopmentSeed, 
creators of MapBox. 

The Public Laboratory for Open Technology and Science (PLOTS) 
is a community which develops and applies open-source tools to 
environmental exploration and investigation. By democratizing 
inexpensive and accessible “Do-It-Yourself” techniques, Public 
Laboratory creates a collaborative network of practitioners who 
actively re-imagine the human relationship with the environ-
ment.

The core PLOTS program is focused on “civic science” in which we 

research open source hardware and software tools and meth-
ods to generate knowledge and share data about community 
environmental health. Our goal is to increase the ability of 
underserved communities to identify, redress, remediate, and 
create awareness and accountability around environmental 
concerns. PLOTS achieves this by providing online and o#ine 
training, education and support, and by focusing on locally-
relevant outcomes that emphasize human capacity and under-
standing.


