
Aerial imagery: the new
mapping?Rachel Eddy looks at why 2D and 3D aerial imagery is becoming

the preferred mapping for many emerging GIS markets.

With the widespread

availability of geograph c

informat ion,  v i r lual ly

everyone is now fami l iar  wrth vtewing

m:nq 01 rheir  PC srreens F6;"  th65g

who find GlStype vector maps hard to

use, familiar street at as style raster

maps provide an al ternat ive for  s imple

viewing appl  cat ions,  However,  the

more recent advent of detailed,

country-wide aerial photography introduces an arguab y more

useful  and certa in ly more fami l iar  'base map' ,

Such mater ia l  not  only reveals ground detai ;  i t  a lso contains

accurate elevat ion data wi th which to v iew terra in in 3D real ty.  l t

makes i ts  use al l  the more appeal ing for  both t radi tonal  map

makers and a new breed of  GIS end-users.

I t  adds up to a quiet  revout ion,  even in a country such as

Britarn that is regarded as the best mapped country in the world,

thanks to the work of  Ordnance Sunvey over many decades.  Yet

even here,  the new breed of  seamless,  nat ion wide aer ia l  photo,

map is proving itself a major asset in all sorls of markets, as the
evamnles . i icd hprp dem9n51p31g.,

Whether a s imple aer ia l  v iew or a sophtst icated v i r tual  real i ty

fly-through, we now have a resource whose detail, accuracy and

easy interpretat ion br ings mapping c loser to the real  wor ld,

Rachel  Eddy is  the managing di rector  of  BlueSky,  the di rect  sales

a'm of  aer ia l  i r ragery orovide.s Getmapping plc

(www.getmapping.com) and can be contacted by email at

sales@getmapping.  com
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I maginative architects

Take, for example, Edinburgh-based Rt"lJM (www.rmjm.com), a
leading architectural practice and an
innovator in its use of presentation imagery

RMJM receives aerial photography on file
so it can be incorporated in PowerPornt
presentations or imporled into AutoCAD.
'Aerial photographs are more immediately
identifiable and much more appealing to our
clients than a map" says Mike Summers, RMJM's CAD manager.

3D visualisations of proposed developments are created in 3D
Studio software, The results allows clients and other interested
parties to view schemes from any angle and have proved
invaluable for projects where there is a high level of public
awareness, e.g., the new Scottish Parliament building and
Glasgow's M74 extension,

"Aerial photographs and 3D computer generated scenes really
bring the proposed scene
to life. Conventional
models still play their part,

but computer imaging is
much less costly and gives
us the flexibility to change
things, show alternative
designs and even show a
flme sequence over the
construction period" says

Jonathan Messer of RMJIY.
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Environmental assessment

Looking at the impact of both natural and man-made processes on

the environment is of growing imporlance. Halcrow which is best

known as a top civil engineering company (www,halcrow.com), has

championed aerial imagery and employed it widely in its multr-

disciplinary activities, including environmental impact assessment,
ln addrtion to 'off the shelf commercial aerial data such as the

Millennium lYap, the company also commissions aerial surveys to
provide extra detail from oblique views, as well as video coverage

for special projects. lt also makes extensive use of histoncal aerial

imagery for land use change assessment and cliff recession

monrtonng.
However, it is the emergence of 3D visualisation data that is

revolutionising much of its work. In a prolect for the Environment

Agency, Halcrow uses a range of terrain data (L|DAR, IFSAR)

matched to aerial imagery for flood management, fu well as
providing accurate elevations to assess flood risk, features such as

At the quarry face

Another industry closely involved in l t t*
the landscape is quarryrng, Here, the 
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world's largest aggregate producer,

Hanson (www,hansonplc.com), operates more than 100 sand,
gravel and rock quarries throughout the UK

Hanson generates 3D models of its extraction sites to

calculate volumes. olan ooerations and make environmental

impact assessments, Using a special ly developed modell ing

package called LSS from lYcCarthy Taylor, Hanson creates

Digital Terrain lYodels from survey information and quarry

desrgns,
With the arrival of nationwide aerial photography and terrain

data, Hanson has been able to significantly improve site
planning, Aerial photography is digitally matched to terrain data,

allowing the rmagery to be draped over the DTIY to create 3D

views of the landscape from angle or elevation,
"With aerial photography and terrain data that we can simply

buy data offthe shell all sorls of oppodunities open up for

work that was simply not viable before' says Simon McCurdy,

senior geologist at Hanson,
Presenting information in a familiar, easy to understand way is

vitally impoftant as extraction work is always a sensitive

issue.For Hanson, this is one area where imagery comes into i ts

own,
"By creating real life 3D imagery, we can show planners and

residents the view of an extraction site from any vantage point;

we can even provide fly{hroughs from any direction and show

changes over time as extraction and restoration progresses, lt is

a very powerful tooi, helping us allay any fears people may have

about the environmental impact' says McCurdy,

river embankments can be visualised to

assess the environmental impact of
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Elsewhere, Halcrow uses a combination of height data and aerial
photography to replicate landscapes and yield crucial information

such as line-of-sight. Such 3D visuals have helped identify potential

windfarm locations and assess sites for a Meteorological Office

weather radar station. More detailed modelling is used at feature

level to view bridges, highways and historic buildings in detail, and

even assess tree stands for the Forestry Comm,ssron.
"Halcrow finds that aerial photographs provide a wealth of

information to the casual user in a way that a conventional map can

not, Add the 3D element, and you get as close as you can to

actually being on site. lt really is impacting the way we work,

allowing us to research, plan and deliver results much more quickly"

says Rollo Home, Halcrow's market sector manager for geomatics.
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Road map to the future

Much ofthe rock extracted by Hanson
(see box left) ends up being delivered for

big infrastructure prgects such as highways
@ullen

construction, Bullen Consultants (wvwv.bullen,co.uk), which designs

and prolect manages such prolects, is inevitably involved in proposals

that ahract keen public interest,
"Aerial photographs have proved particularly useful during pubhc

consultation exercises. lt is difflcult for the public to relate to

engineering drawings but, by using aerial photos as a base, they can

immedrately see features they recognise which really adds interest"

says Dominic Stones, Bullen's senior assistant engineer.

In the North East, Bullen rs involved in the preliminary stages of
proposed road improvements - e.g. the 466 corridor and Haydon

Bridge on the 469 - that have implications for imporlant cultural

herrtage sites, The Scheduled Ancient Monument status of these sites

means that Bullen undertakes its own detailed archaeological research

to frame proposals that avoid or minimise impact. By revealing land

markings not evident on the ground, aerial imagery has proved to be

a valuable tool in determining approximate locations and boundaries.

The company has taken a keen interest in the latest developments

in terrain mapping. Modelling in 3D is essential for planning major

developments, but detailed topographical land surveys can be

expensive, Wth the availability of Intermap DTf'1s and DSMs for the

entire British mainland, things are set to change for good.
'We took a ikm sample of Intermap terrain data covering an area

we had already surveyed" says Dominic Stones, "We were

immediately able to compare the datasets and highly impressed by

the general accuracy ofthe lntermap data, Because it is readil,

available countrywide, it is a significant development that shou{d save

us much time and effort when embarking on future Pro1ects,'
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