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Introduction 
The Capturing the Energy project, launched in 2006 and based at the University of Aberdeen, is 
working to preserve a record of the UK offshore oil and gas industry. In 2013 funding was secured for 
a three year Development Officer post to take the project forward, and I was appointed to the role 
last November. One of my key objectives is to create an online interactive map of the heritage of the 
industry. The map will form an important part of the project’s wider goal of increasing recognition of 
the importance of the oil and gas industry to the UK. 

Increasingly heritage organisations are using interactive digital maps as a way of disseminating 
information about their collections and it’s easy to see why: digital maps are engaging for audiences 
as they are visual, participatory, and emphasise the connection between history and places. They are 
particularly useful for promoting the heritage of the oil and gas sector as so many of the sites 
associated with the industry are inaccessible to the general public.  

History Pin is one of the most best-known, and popular, examples of heritage mapping, and we can 
see History Pin entries for Rotterdam here. Another exciting example is the Imperial War Museum’s 
Putting Art on the Map project, which is crowdsourcing the investigation of 619 ‘mystery’ First World 
War paintings through History Pin. At the other side of the world, Wikimedia is working with 
volunteers to collect documentation about the Philippines’ cultural heritage into a Heritage Map, in 
the wake of the earthquake and typhoon that struck the area at the end of 2013.  

Over the last few months I have researched a variety of interactive maps in both the oil and gas 
industry and the heritage sector to establish how Capturing the Energy could produce its own 
interactive heritage map. In this paper I will be running through three that focus on the oil and gas 
industry – the Norwegian Petroleum Museum’s Petroleumskartet, the Oil City website’s map of the 
North Sea, and the UKOilandGasData service – as well as a selection of heritage sector examples that 
illustrate the many possibilities of heritage maps. I will conclude by discussing what I hope to achieve 
with our map and how we might go about putting the map together.  

I will begin by quickly running through how interactive digital maps work. Basically, they are a form 
of GIS – geographic information system – that involves a map server combining a selection of pre-
generated map tile images (the base layer) with other sets of data that overlay the map. The overlay 
data set must include some geospatial data – latitudes or longitudes of a point, or equivalent 
information about the locations of lines or polygons. This is then published on the internet for the 
public to access through a browser.  

Oil and Gas Industry maps 
So moving onto the oil and gas examples, the Petroleum Map was produced by the Norwegian 
Petroleum Museum with a software company, KADME, in 2011. The map shows information about 
the regulation and production of hydrocarbons across the North Sea, and you can see the features 
covered in the map on this slide. As you will see, the information is provided in various layers, which 
allows the viewer to select different combinations of datasets. Clicking on the fields, licence and 
pipelines in the Norwegian sector of the North Sea and onshore installation across the map produces 
a pop up box – seen at the bottom corners of the slide. This provides basic details about the feature 
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and a link to an article on the Petroleum Museum’s website, although I have struggled to access 
them on my visits to the site.  

The map’s base layer is from Google Maps and the geospatial data about features on the map come 
from a variety of sources, including a number of countries’ energy ministries, Wikipedia and Great 
Norwegian Encyclopaedia. It is accessible to a wide audience with an English language version 
alongside the Norwegian resource. In many ways the site represents a model of what we would 
hope to achieve with our map: it is tailored specifically to the oil industry, focuses on the industry’s 
heritage, and allows users to control the data they view.  

Another existing heritage map of the industry is the map of the North Sea provided on the Oil City 
website. Oil City collects the stories of those involved in the North Sea oil and gas industry, and the 
website’s map has a simple design and shows onshore and offshore oil and gas discoveries on the UK 
Continental Shelf, colour coded by hydrocarbon type. Clicking on an icon brings up a pop up box with 
the name of the field, its grid location and the field type, and an option to read more via a link to a 
web page or stub on the field, shown at the bottom right corner of this slide. A timeline feature 
allows you to see change over time – and you can get some idea of this on the current slide – but 
this only allows you to jump from year to year rather than moving through the timeframe. The data 
on the site comes from UK Government reports. 

The last oil and gas resource I’m going to cover is UKOilandGasData, a service provided by Common 
Data Access Limited (CDA), a subsidiary of the industry representative body Oil & Gas UK. It was 
launched in November 2013 to share exploration and production data as part of the PILOT 
programme, a government and industry partnership working to maximise the competitiveness of the 
UK oil and gas industry. The service is primarily used by operators, but is also available to a wider 
audience including academics, government departments and agencies, supply chain companies and 
the fishing industry. Subscribers to the service can access information about wells, geology, licences 
and infrastructure through ESRI’s ArcGIS platform. This allows users to select different categories of 
data to display and pick from a range of base maps. You can also search different layers for specific 
attributes, and clicking on various features provides additional information and links to documents 
such as company profiles or seismic survey reports. You can see all these features on the slides. 
Although it obviously contains different sets of data to that in a heritage focused map, some of the 
functionality in the service, such as attaching documents to specific locations on the map, would be 
desirable for our site if we wanted to provide archive images, audio or films in the map.  

So there are a number of maps that provide information about the oil and gas industry in the North 
Sea. But none seemed to combine a focus on heritage and the UK industry with the range of 
information and functionality that Capturing the Energy might be interested in providing. Before I 
discuss these aspirations in more detail, I will look at some of the heritage maps produced outside 
the industry.  

Heritage Sector maps 
A wide range of maps have been put together by heritage organisations, on a range of budgets, 
using different software and with a variety of content and functionality. I am going to discuss the 
four main options I have identified through my research: Google Fusion Tables; the use of web 
developers to extend and develop a Google Map interface; specialist mapping software; and lastly, 
custom built maps designed by specialist web developers.  
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Beginning with Google Fusion Tables: this is a data management web service provided by Google 
which allows you to produce a visualisation of data from a table onto a map. It was used by two 
heritage maps I looked over: a map on the built heritage of the hydroelectric industry produced by a 
member of staff at Historic Scotland; and a map of Scottish business’ archive collections initiated by 
the National Strategy for Business Archives in Scotland. 

The hydroelectric map was produced as part of Historic Scotland’s Digitising Heritage: Hydroelectric 
Power project and took about a day to put together. Data was collected via crowdsourcing at a 
conference on the built heritage of Scotland’s hydroelectric power through a Google form, and this 
slide shows the information captured. The forms were exported into Fusion tables, which convert 
postcodes captured in the forms into latitude and longitudes for display on a Google Map. You can 
flip the map between map and satellite displays, allowing you to see an aerial view of the site itself. 

The second Fusion Tables example, the Business Archives data mapping project, was completed over 
6 weeks by a Project Officer. A master dataset was created through a search of the UK’s National 
Register of Archives for Scottish place names and supplemented by an appeal for information on a 
Scottish Archives mailing list. This data was enhanced by the Project Officer and then uploaded to 
Google Fusion Tables to produce a map: you can see the information recorded here. Some issues 
were experienced in display the large volume of data (6100 entries) in the map.  

Overall Fusion Tables is a simple, free option that allows you to display data on a map quickly 
without specialist computer skills. Its appearance is fairly basic and the functionality is limited. You 
would need to be familiar with keyhole markup language (KML) to display lines or polygons – which 
is what you would need to display oil fields or pipelines.   

Moving onto the next method, I’ll cover two websites which use Google Mapping as the basis for 
their heritage map, with additional web design work to improve the appearance and functionality of 
the map. The first example, TXTileCity, links stories and memories about the role textiles have played 
in shaping Toronto’s urban landscape, and it was designed by an external web developer, Collabra. 
Led by the Textile Museum of Canada, the project recorded interviews and films about the industry 
which are made available through the map. You can see some examples of the content on these 
slides – so we have a video about a strike in 1931 an interview about a weaving loom – and they 
have also produced an app.  

The second example, the Historical Society of Pennsylvania’s PhilaPlace website, provides stories and 
collections related to places across Philadelphia on a Google Map interface, which can also be 
overlaid by four different historical maps – these are particularly effective in showing how the city 
changed over time. There are a number of routes through the site: the map display can be filtered by 
neighbourhood, street or topic – this slide shows a click through for the health topic – and all the 
images, film and audio are shown in a separate collection page. Visitors to the site can contribute 
their own stories about the city, with images, film or audio. The website was developed by a web 
design company, Night Kitchen Interactive, with GIS specialists from the University of Pennsylvania’s 
School of Design. It uses Google’s API service, which facilitates the integration of Google Maps into 
website, and a middleware was written to integrate the API with a collections management system 
and deliver the map to browsers. Both projects have been awarded Museums and the Web ‘Best of 
the Web’ awards, in 2013 and 2010. 
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Another option available to heritage services is mapping software applications, and I am going to 
cover two of these today: Collections Base and Arches. Collections Base is a set of web applications 
that combine text and geospatial data from different collections management systems, and mapping 
is just one of the ways the system displays the combined data.  Collections Base uses Ordnance 
Survey mapping as a default for the map’s base layer, but this can be changed to Google, Bing or 
historic maps – so this slide shows collections from the John Gray Centre in East Lothian, Scotland, 
laid over a 19th century ordnance survey map. Coloured areas indicate that there is a collection 
record associated with a location and these can be clicked on for further more information including 
images. A key at the foot of the map indicates which collection the data comes from – so in this slide 
from the Black Country History website you can see data from the local Historic Environment Record 
in purple, four museum services in green, three archive services in blue and a local history centre in 
orange. I’ve focused in on a catalogue entry for an archive item linked to a park in Wolverhampton 
so you can see the data available for individual items. Collections Base also has a module to enable 
user generated content to be incorporated. This software is particularly valuable for combining data 
from different sources, but there are some issues in navigating around the maps, particularly when 
you are just browsing, and you can’t filter the results by source organisation. 

The second software example, Arches, is an open source system developed by the Getty 
Conservation Institute and the World Monuments Fund to manage data about the heritage of the 
built environment. Arches records data in four categories: sites, people or organisations, events, and 
documents associated with a site, and these can all be linked through relationships. This slide shows 
an Arches test site with data from the North of England. The map can be searched or filtered 
through the four categories and various sub-categories, and a number of base layers, including 
Google mapping, are available. Results are shown in coloured clusters which turn into individual pins 
when you zoom in: clicking a pin produces a bubble which allows you to zoom into the site or view a 
report, which loads on a pop-up and provides a fuller set of data about the feature – you can see this 
process across this slide. Arches is specifically designed for the built environment, so it may not be 
suitable for every heritage map, and some expertise in programming is needed to customize Arches 
to an individual project.  

The final development method I have come across is the employment of a dedicated web developer 
to produce a bespoke map. The examples for this method are the Royal Commission on the Ancient 
and Historical Monuments of Scotland’s Canmore and the Britain from Above project. The Canmore 
map was put together by a web developer over a two year project, and uses ESRI’s ArcGIS platform. 
The map is accessed through records in the collection database – shown on this slide– or through a 
direct search across the map using various search criteria and filters – shown here. Results are 
shown as pins in the map and on a list in the side bar. The map uses Ordnance Survey mapping data 
and the system can also incorporate submissions from the public. The map actually includes data 
about some sites relating to the oil industry – so the last two slides related to the Ardesier 
fabrication yard and there’s also an entry for Piper Alpha here, which is categorised as a wreck site. 

My last example, the Britain from Above project website, showcases a set of 10,000 photographs 
from the archives of Aerofilm Ltd, a pioneering commercial air survey company. A partnership 
project between several UK heritage organisations, the website has a browseable map which allows 
you to view the photographs taken of a specific location – you can see an example from the Forth 
Bridge here. You can also access the images through a list of keywords, or by various search options. 
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Users can add comments, and contribute extra information and tags to the catalogue record. A web 
developer and web project manager worked on the web interface for the project. 

Conclusion: What we’re looking to achieve with our map 
This research has been really useful in developing my ideas for Capturing the Energy’s map, and I’d 
like to conclude by outlining some of my aspirations for this map.  

Content wise, I would like to include the features covered by the Norwegian Petroleum Map: fields, 
pipelines, offshore installations, maritime boundaries and onshore terminals.  I would also hope to 
include information about key land bases for the industry – such as Aberdeen – and fabrication and 
decommissioning yards like Ardesier, Kishorn and Nigg, as they are important to the wider story of 
the industry. I’m also considering whether it might be useful to include additional geological data for 
educational audiences, as it would enable us to move through the whole lifecycle of the industry. 
One interviewee also suggested we could look into displaying water depth, and this would 
emphasise the hostile environment the industry works in, but it could be too technically challenging 
to include this.  

Capturing the Energy is looking to widen the recognition of the industry, so the audience we are 
aiming for is the general public, school children and business historians – not industry specialists – so 
it’s important that the data is not overly technical. For fields, we could explore including: the field’s 
names; the names of current and previous operators; discovery, production, cessation and 
decommissioning dates; and details about platforms in the fields. For platforms we might look to 
include information about: the construction site; installation method; height and weight; water 
depth; number and type of modules; its distance from the mainland; and an indication of the typical 
working population of the platform. I would also like to explore the possibility of providing access to 
digitised copies of archival material through the map, as demonstrated in some of the heritage maps 
I’ve discussed today.  

In terms of functionality, to emphasise the fact that it is a heritage map I would like to be able to 
show how work on the North Sea has changed over time, in the same way as Oil City’s map. I would 
also like to be able to incorporate information from users and enable users to tailor the data 
displayed in the map, which is possible with many of the maps discussed today.  

Consultation with Capturing the Energy’ Steering Group and the University’s IT team will be needed 
to explore what is feasible within the budget we have available, and how we might go about 
assembling the map. I also need to explore what partnerships we can establish to build up a data set 
for the map: I hope that we can work with the Department for Energy and Climate Change and 
perhaps CDA to get access to some of their geographical data about the industry. I’d like to explore 
the option of approaching operating companies to provide content and information for the map, 
similar to Historic Scotland’s approach with the hydroelectric map. This would also help raise the 
profile of Capturing the Energy within the industry. We could also look at including relevant 
materials from other heritage organisations, such as the Aberdeen Maritime Museum and Scottish 
Screen Archives, in the map. Wider international collaborations, as discussed at the 2011 EOGAN 
conference, might also be possible. 

There are other issues I will need to consider – the long term management of the resource, various 
copyright issues, the integration of different data sources, and potential security or commercial 
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sensitivities in displaying some of the data – so there is certainly plenty to keep me busy over the 
next few months! I’d like to finish by thanking the staff at the Business Archives Council Scotland, the 
Ballast Trust, Historic Scotland, the Norwegian Petroleum Museum and the Royal Commission on the 
Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland for answering my questions about their resources. 
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