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1 Introduction

Digitising refers to the process of converting a paper (or physical) map into a digital format so that it can be incorporated into a Geographic Information System (GIS). This data conversion process is also known as geocoding. Digitising can occur by:

· scanning the paper map using a digital scanner;
· manually digitising the map using a puck and tablet (these first two options are discussed in Unit M12U03);
· capturing or adding information from/onto a scanned map or image through the process of on-screen digitising.

2 On-Screen Digitising

On-screen digitising involves extracting spatial features from a digital image – such as a scanned map, an aerial photo or a digital photograph – and using the extracted information to create a new map or GIS map layer. On-screen digitising is a useful tool for taking community information (e.g. land-use data or points of interest) derived from a participatory mapping process (see Module 6) and turning it into georeferenced map layers that can be incorporated into a GIS and overlaid with other map layers.

The process of on-screen digitising is similar to conventional digitising. The users capture data from digital images or scanned maps by using the mouse cursor on their monitor screens instead of the specialised puck and tablet required in manual digitising. Users can create map layers and directly add labels during tracing. While the features are still manually traced and images are taken at high resolution, on-screen digitising allows a higher level of accuracy because the operator can use the zoom function. In addition, on-screen digitising allows for editing features.
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Figure 1: Example of on-screen digitising over an aerial image

On-screen digitising is commonly called "heads-up" digitising because the user’s attention is focused up on the screen and not on a digitising tablet. 

* The process of digitising is explored in a hands-on exercise presented in the Spatial Planning & Information, Department of Land Affairs, Eastern Cape, South Africa tutorial ”Digitising Vector Data” found at http://linfiniti.com/dla/ .
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