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THE CAROLINA GIS COMMUNITY  

You Are Always Welcomed  

 

Though I have been involved with GIS for a number of years, I feel that I am 

somewhat a newbie to the GIS community.  A few years ago, I looked at the two 

disciplines that have made up my 20+ year career (Planning and GIS) and made a 

decision to fully concentrate on one.  While I had an educational background in the field 

of Regional and Urban Planning, the challenges of thinking geospatially drew me to 

expand my commitment to the GIS field.  Once that decision was made, the next few 

years would prove to be rather exciting.  

 

I have been to several GIS conference and workshops as well as some instructor lead 

courses, but upon really looking at what the GIS community of the Carolinaõs offered, I 

realized that I had only scratched the surface.  One of the first things I did was to 

enhance my education.  There are a number of in -state colleges that offer 2 -year 

certificates as well as 4 -year degrees.  NC State has just launched a Master Degree in 

GIS.  After looking over all of the educational options, the decision was made to enroll 

into the 2 -year postgraduate certification curriculum at NC State.  This could then 

lead to a Master Degree in the field.  Right off the bat, I discover a whole new 

dimension to the Geographic Information System industry.  It was so much more than 

parcel editing and map -making.  Students from a variety of different educational tracks 

were taking graduated level GIS courses. This was my first exposure to a vast GIS 

Community and it was awesome.  In fact, one thought continues to come to mind: like 

word processing and email, GIS has fast become an expectation and an application on 

which everyday life in the workplace relies, from top level management to the field 

crew collecting data.  

 

So along with this energized outlook on increasing my aptitude in GIS, I made a small 

comment or two at a GIS Conference last year about wanting to get more involved in 

the GIS community of the Carolinaõs; nothing much at first, but just wanting to get my 

feet wet and become part of the larger group.  As a then current member of Tom 

Tribbleõs A-Team, I did get a glimpse of what some of the larger issues were in Carolina 

GIS circle. What I really wanted though was a bit more understanding and involvement.  

So from that single moment of òraising my handó to volunteer, everything changed and I 

was swept in to opportunities I could not have foreseen. (My head is just now beginning 

to slow to a more manageable spin.)  Within a few weeks of that Conference, I got a call 

from then CURISA President ð elect Kathryn Brewer who asked me if I would serve in 

some capacity on the CURISA Board.  Though I had heard of CURISA (and of course 

URISA), I had to admit to not having much knowledge about the organization.  However, 

since I am one to jump right in, I agreed and ended up being named the Secretary of 
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Workshops continues to be a 
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2011 NCGIS conference 
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CURISA sponsored 
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concluding.  Includes a Local 

option. 

Preliminary reviews of 2010 
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òPart of my job 
was to educate 
both county 
employees and 
the general 
public about what 
we can do.ó 

This quarter CURISA asks another one of our newest members, Patrick Thorstenson of 

Swain County, NC a few questions.  

 

Please tell the readers a little about your career.  (Where do you work?  What do you do 

for that organization?  How long have you been there?) 
I work for Swain County, NC in Bryson City as the GIS Coordinator and I have been there 

for almost 4 years. I really enjoy it there. 

 

How are GIS resources structures within your organization and what GIS software 

does your organization use? 
We are using ArcGIS 10.0. Our 911 GIS system and online mapping are contracted through 

3rd parties but I would love to see everything housed under one roof eventually.  

 

What is a typical work day like? 
We are a small department. Our GIS Technician is in charge of parcel drawing and deed 

transfers and I handle everything else that needs to be done ï as much as I can I automate 

things using Python. There is always a list of ongoing projects from basic data requests to 

maps and analysis for our county planning board but I have to be flexible about where the 

day takes me. I was hired by Swain County to build a fully functioning GIS program. There 

were existing GIS layers and some mapping capability but there wasnôt any real integration. 

I was excited have the opportunity to build the Swain County GIS program ï I donôt think 

that happens very often anymore. 

 

What do you enjoy most about your present job? 
I like the diversity. I enjoy tackling challenging problems whether its how to display a dataset 

on a map or digging through databases to access the information I need. 

 

What other GIS or Local government posisitons have you held and where (public or 

private)? 
I have been working in GIS at all levels of government (county, state, federal) for almost 10 

years starting with an internship at Big Cypress National Preserve down in South Florida. I 

happened to strike up a conversation with the GIS Specialist for BCNP in the hall and he 

mentioned that he could use some help. During that internship, I realized that GIS would 

make a great career and started to pursue it more seriously. 

 

What is your educational background? 
I got a B.S. degree in Environmental Studies at Florida State University.  

 

How has your college experience prepared you for a career in GIS? 

When I was going to school there wasnôt many GIS specific classes. I had a one hour 

introduction to ArcView 3.2, a Remote Sensing class and that was it. The majority of my GIS 

education was from on the job training. 

 

What major projects are you currently working on or have just completed? 

I am in the process of making maps and datasets for the Swain County Planning Board. We 

are taking a close look at data available from the Tax Office and Building Inspections and 

looking for trends to help plan for future infrastructure. The county Economic Director and I 

have been working on a data ñwishlistò for this process. My job is to get as much of that as I 

can. Itôs been a fun process and has really highlighted the need to review data entry 

standards in our county.   

M E M B E R  S P O T L I G H T  

We are looking for interesting 

subjects for our next interview!   
 

This is an excellent opportunity to 

showcase someoneôs talents, learn 

from and about fellow members, and 

share with CURISA members. 

If you know someone who you would 

like to see interviewed and hear what 

they have to say about CURISA, GIS, 

etc., please email the editor at:  

 

james.armstrong@richmondnc.com 
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Patrick ñPJò  Thorstenson 

works for Swain County as 

the GIS Coordinator 
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Kathryn Brewer, President Mountain Region mailto:kathrynb@msdbc.org 
Tim Muhs, Vice President Triangle Region mailto:tim.muhs@ncagr.gov 

Cyndi Hendricks, Treasurer Coastal Region mailto:chendricks@brunsco.net 

James Armstrong, Secretary Piedmont Region mailto:james.armstrong@richmondnc.com 
 

 

 
 

Advisory Board    Advisory Board 

Kristian Forslin, Past President   Pam Carver - Mountain Region 
Andrew Shore, Past Vice President  Rachel Boone - Piedmont Region 

Daniel Madding - Triangle Region  Kirby Whitley - Coastal Region 

Bryan Townsend - SC West Region  Patrick Thorstenson - Mountain Region 
OPEN -  SC  East Region   Gene Hume - LCG Representative 
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Conference Calendar 

URISA/NENA Addressing Conference - August 16 - 18, 2010 - Charlotte, NC 

NCAUG Annual Conference - September 14 - 17, 2010, Carolina Beach, NC 

URISA 48th Annual Conference - September 28 - October 1, 2010 - Orlando, Florida  

�8�5�,�6�$�¶�V�����W�K���&�D�U�L�E�E�H�D�Q���*�,�6���&�R�Q�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H��- November 30 - December 3, 2010�² Port of Spain, Trinidad (show of hands?) 

2011 NC GIS Conference - February 17 - 18, 2011, Raleigh, NC 
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