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Since 2019, the HeiGIT (Heidelberg Institute for Geoin-
formation Technology) and German Red Cross (GRC) 
have worked closely together to advance geoinformati-
on-based methods, open technologies, and operational 
innovation for international humanitarian assistance. 

The partnership connects scientific expertise with the 
decision-making and operational logic of humanitarian 
programmes. While mapping and the collection of geo-
spatial data through Missing Maps Mapathons were at 
the core of the initial collaboration, the focus later shif-
ted towards the practical use of geodata and the de-
velopment of geo-applications relevant to humanitarian 
operations. HeiGIT’s  Geoinformation for Humanitarian 
Aid team is a key partner for GRC, providing remote 
and in-person technical support to Red Cross Red Cre-
scent National Societies as GRC’s key partner for geo-
information technologies. 

Together, HeiGIT and GRC make geodata, technolo-
gies, and local knowledge actionable for decision-ma-
kers, local communities, and volunteers enabling evi-
dence-informed decision-making. This support spans 
preparedness and anticipatory action before crisis, to 
response during acute humanitarian emergencies and 

onward in long-term disaster risk reduction and resi-
lience-building, including in complex crisis contexts. 
The partnership serves as a model for structuring long-
term collaboration between research and humanitarian 
practice can be structured beyond isolated, project-ba-
sed initiatives. 

Joint Approach 
Research meets practice – open, participatory and 
application-oriented 

The collaboration is based on a shared understanding 
of the advantages of open-source technologies and 
data, as well as partnership-based cooperation. Re-
search is not pursued in isolation from the realities of 
humanitarian operations; rather, it is developed jointly 
with practitioners from GRC programmes – including 
anticipatory action, disaster risk reduction, and health – 
as well as with sister National Societies in GRC partner 
countries. 

The focus is not only on developing new tools but also 
on ensuring their transferability, maintainability, and lo-
cal ownership – from pilot phase to scalable applica-
tion within the Red Cross Red Crescent Network and 
across the wider humanitarian system. 

Our focus

Operational Support
Geospatial data for the analysis 
and planning of humanitarian 

programs

Knowledge Transfer
Building capacities, sharing 

knowledge, strengthening net-
works

Applied Research & 
Innovation

Jointly developing and testing 
innovative methods
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https://www.drk.de/en/aid-worldwide/how-we-assist/missing-maps/


1. Operational Support
Geoinformation for the analysis and planning of 
humanitarian programmes 

A central pillar of the cooperation is the direct technical 
support provided to GRC programmes and those of its 
partners. HeiGIT contributes geoinformation expertise 
to concrete operational use cases, ensuring that huma-
nitarian decisions are based on robust data. 

Joint activities include: 
• Technical advisory support for anticipatory action 
and disaster risk reduction, including automated work-
flows integrating forecasts and risk analyses to identify 
priority intervention areas for anticipatory actions. 

• GIS-based operational analyses of hazards, expo-
sure, vulnerability, and accessibility aligned with the 
operational information needs of humanitarian pro-
grammes. 

• Support for Mapathons and other Missing Maps 
activities to close data gaps in at-risk regions and 
strengthen OpenStreetMap as a humanitarian data 
foundation in collaboration with local communities, 
National Societies, and volunteers. 

• Support for the application and co-development of 
open-source GIS tools including QGIS software and 
OpenStreetMap-based tools, to promote long-term 
use by partners. 

This structured linkage between research, technology 
development, and operational realities strengthens the 
quality of planning, prioritisation, and impact orienta-
tion of humanitarian action. 

2. Knowledge Transfer
Building capacities, sharing knowledge, 
strengthening networks

Beyond operational support, HeiGIT and GRC syste-
matically strengthen the capacities of staff within the 
Sister National Societies to enable the independent 
application of geoinformation-based methods. The 
emphasis is not on ad hoc training activities, but on 
systematically enabling National Societies to embed 
geospatial data sustainably within programmes, deci-
sion-making processes and institutional structures. 
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(1) © Colombian Red Cross 
Regional GIS Training in Colombia
(2) © HeiGIT
Mapathon at HeiGIT
(3) © HeiGIT
GIS Training for Healthcare Professionals
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Joint activities include:
GIS training from basic to advanced levels with a 
focus on geospatial analyses for humanitarian projects 
in anticipatory action, disaster risk reduction, and 
health. 

• Methodological trainings on data processing, auto-
mation, visualisation, and quality assurance using 
open-source tools. 

• Development and operation of the IFRC Network 
GIS Training Platform, an open learning platform for 
National Societies, volunteers and partners worldwide, 
implemented in cooperation with the British Red Cross 
and Netherlands Red Cross. 

• Train-the-Trainer approaches to sustainably anchor 
knowledge and skills within organisations and regions, 
and to strengthen local multipliers. 

The close link between training and project imple-

mentation helps ensure that newly acquired skills are 
directly applied in programmes and contribute to long-
term impact. 

3. Applied Research & Innovation
Jointly developing and testing innovative methods  

In the field of applied research and innovation, HeiGIT 
and GRC jointly develop new methods and tools that 
are directly informed by the needs of humanitarian 
practice.  

Examples include:  
•	 (Further) development of digital tools such as the 

QGIS plugin for quantitative risk analysis and the 
Sketch Map Tool which illustrate how participatory 
methods from humanitarian practice can be trans-
lated, together with research partners, into scala-
ble digital solutions. In particular, the Sketch Map 
Tool supports National Societies in engaging local 
communities in the collection and digitalisation of 

 © Colombian Red Cross
Use of the Sketch Map Tool for disaster prepa-
redness in Colombia
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https://giscience.github.io/gis-training-resource-center/content/intro.html
https://giscience.github.io/gis-training-resource-center/content/intro.html
https://heigit.org/risk-assessment-qgis-plugin-to-support-the-development-of-early-action-protocols/
https://sketch-map-tool.heigit.org/


knowledge in data-scarce contexts for disaster risk 
reduction projects. 

•	 Research cooperation on risk, perception, and 
historical analyses of hazard impacts.  

•	 Consortium-based projects such as AI for Anti-
cipatory Action (AI4AA) initiative and the Fit4Re-
silience project funded by the German Federal 
Ministry of Research, Technology and Space 
(BMFTR), which examine resilience, multi-hazard 
risk and decision-making in complex and intercon-
nected crisis systems. 

•	 The integration of humanitarian practitioners into 
research design to ensure relevance, applicability, 
and ethical grounding.

This close linkage fosters innovation through conti-
nuous exchange between science and humanitarian 
practice. 

What’s next
A sustainable partnership with a future 

The cooperation phase enabled by the Klaus Tschira 
Foundation demonstrated the potential of long-term 
structural partnerships between research and humani-

tarian practice. The collaboration between HeiGIT and 
GRC will continue to grow thematically, geographically, 
and methodologically.  

Future focus areas include: 

•	 The sustainable institutionalisation and scaling of 
developed tools and methods particularly in GRC’s 
partner countries. 

•	 The provision of open access knowledge and trai-
ning for the wider humanitarian system.

•	 Further development of joint research and innova-
tion pathways. 

Through the HeiGIT-GRC partnership, locally anchored 
and context-adapted solutions continue to be advan-
ced, strengthening evidence-informed and anticipatory 
humanitarian assistance – now and in the future.

The Klaus Tschira Foundation (KTS) has funded the 
cooperation between 2019-2025.

 © HeiGIT and Pakistan Red Crescent Society
QGIS Training and River Flood Risk Assessment in 
Pakistan

4 5

HeiGIT & DRK HeiGIT & DRK



German Red Cross
National Headquaters, Berlin
Carstennstraße 58, 12205 Berlin

Phone: +49(0)30 85404 0
Fax: +49(0) 85404 450
drk@drk.de
www.DRK.de


