MDCH-GIS meeting minutes, 7 June 2007

Present were Kyle Enger, Ed Hartwick, Katie Macomber, Traci Wightman, Andrea Weston, Bob Scott, Mike Carr, Scott Reynolds, Henry Miller, Carolyn Dulai, JiQiang Xu, Erik Foster, and Tina Scott.

Katie Macomber spoke on a survey that examined GIS use in STD programs around the country. A key finding was the use of ‘rules of 5’ to reduce the chance that a particular person could be identified as diseased from data that do not contain explicit identifiers. A ‘rule of 5’ means something like, ‘all regions with <5 cases are suppressed’. There was a lot of variety among different STD programs in their confidentiality rules for data reporting. Many used various rules of 5, but some used higher or lower numbers (3, 6, 10, etc.). California did not suppress data at all, claiming that they’d never had a situation where a case had been identified from their aggregate data.

One problem with ‘rules of 5’ is that there is no standard definition; variants included reporting 1-4 as no data, reporting 0-5 as 0, etc., which causes problems with comparing data between states as different rules result in different reported totals. They also do not take the denominator into account; reporting 1-4 cases in a population of 10 is much different from reporting 1-4 cases in a population of 1000. If statistics are stratified by groups (age, race, gender, etc.) the denominator can quickly fall, permitting possible identification of an individual.

Henry Miller spoke briefly about a GIS capacity-building grant that the MDCH Division of Chronic Disease has obtained. They are working with Duke University to train 6 chronic disease staff in GIS use, and to provide necessary computer equipment and software. One potential project that they are considering is an analysis of the locations of stroke treatment centers to allow more rapid transport of patients to centers, speeding emergency stroke care. 

Henry asked about good introductory GIS texts that examine GIS from a non-ESRI/ArcView point of view. Kyle responded that there’s an Excel spreadsheet on the MDCH-GIS homepage that contains information about GIS books owned by MDCH-GIS members. Ed recommended MSU’s Remote Sensing & GIS department for GIS training, having worked for them in the past and knowing that they do good work. 

