
Interview with Dr. Seppe Cassettari 

The GeoInformation Group

The GeoInformation Group was formed in 1998 through a management buy-out of a very small part of the Pearson

Publishing company by Drs. Seppe Cassetarri and Alun Jones, who are now respectively the CEO and Managing Director of

the Group. Over the last ten years, it has steadily expanded its business of supplying geo-referenced and ortho-rectified

aerial imagery and the geospatial data that can be derived from it to a wide range of organisations. These imaging 

products and databases have become well known under the brand name, “Cities Revealed”. Last year (in 2008), the Group

was given the ‘Small Business of the Year’ award by the Cambridge Evening News. Recently the Group has expanded its

operations into several new areas such as airborne laser scanning and thermal imaging. It seemed to be an 

appropriate time to find out more about the Group’s current activities by interviewing Dr. Cassettari (Fig. 1).

By Gordon Petrie

GP – Your company appears to occupy a rather unusual
position within the industry. It depends very heavily on
aerial photography, yet it does not own or operate its
own aircraft and cameras. Nor – judging from the cover-
age diagrams displayed on its Web site – is your compa-
ny in the business of generating national coverage and
offering “commodity” aerial photography for sale to the
general public. At the same time, it does not appear to
compete with the big photogrammetric mapping compa-
nies in the generation of high-accuracy topographic base
maps at large scales for national mapping agencies or
engineering applications. Please set out your particular
position in the overall market for aerial photography and
the products that can be derived from it.

– When we started up as a company, digital aerial imagery was very

new, very innovative and, as a result, it commanded high prices. Changing

technology and increased competition led very quickly to the basic aerial

image databases becoming very much a commodity. Today very few

organisations pay anything like the cost of creating the aerial imagery, so

companies rely on making multiple sales of each pixel. We recognised

this early on. In fact, coming out of a publishing background where the

business model is low sales price and high sales numbers, we were early

advocates of this model. We have continued to adhere to this model for

our imagery archive. We select those areas with the highest potential

number of clients because these will give the greatest return. 

However, in the last eight years, we have also recognised that imagery

alone is of limited value. The picture is important; it gives context to

map data, but users really need the valuable information that is stored

within the image. This information can be extracted in a way that pro-

vides ready answers to the questions that they have to address. As a

result, we now publish a series of derived products that draw mainly on

the imagery as their source but also involve other data like LiDAR and

may involve a significant amount of fieldwork. These datasets include

creating new base mapping; land use mapping; the collection of infor-

mation about residential building age and type; and height models for

urban areas. Over the past few years, we have gained a unique experi-

ence in compiling these datasets and now probably have one of the

largest photo interpretation teams outside of the military.

GP – In an article published recently in a local (Cambridge)
newspaper, it was reported that you had 22 people work-
ing in your headquarters office in Cambridge, with a fur-
ther 45 staff in a production centre in South Africa and up
to 50 people working on your behalf in India.
(a) How is the work split up between these different loca-
tions? Does each specialize in a particular type of work?
(b) With a substantial portion of the work being undertak-
en in overseas locations far from your company’s head-
quarters, does this result in a good deal of effort being
devoted to the quality control of the resulting data? 

– We have developed a number of different teams to support the

various production processes needed to create our wide range of spa-

tial products. Each location specialises in different activities that feed

back to the project managers and QA staff in the UK. For example, the

Indian staff is very good at digitising and creating elevation models
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Fig.  1 – Dr. Seppe Cassettari is the Chief Executive Officer of 

The GeoInformation Group.



from aerial imagery. The South Africans specialise in land use work,

image mosaicing and colour balancing. We also have large numbers of

field staff in the UK (currently 20 in addition to the staff in our

Cambridge office) who are collecting data and checking interpretations.

The model works well for us and provides a high degree of flexibility

as well as protecting us from the extremes of the current economic con-

ditions.

Quality is indeed a key issue throughout our production processes.

Obviously, when much of the derived data is based on interpretation

in one form or another, it is important for us to achieve both a reason-

able level of accuracy and consistency.  But training is also a key part

of ensuring that our clients understand the data they receive, how it

was collected, what they can use the data for and those applications

for which it is not intended. We have a very active training group that

provides all kinds of generic GIS training.

GP – Much of your work appears to involve the extraction
of information such as land use and building types,
heights and age from aerial photography, especially in
urban areas. Can the staff in your overseas production
centres carry out the extraction of this type of information
when they may not be familiar with the landscapes or
cityscapes of the U.K. or is this specific task or operation
carried out exclusively in your Cambridge office?

– Photo interpretation is a skill that draws on background experi-

ences, knowledge of both subject and area and an ability to really study

an image and draw out the clues that tell you what it is you are look-

ing at – the “Sherlock Holmes process” as we call it. There are very

few people who have all these elements, so we have teams with a

range of staff that complement each other. As an example, in South

Africa, we utilise staff who have visited the UK and have relevant back-

grounds to the task, such as town planners or architects. However, the

most complex PI work is undertaken in the UK [Fig. 2], and the more

difficult the interpretation work, the greater the need for some level of

field checking.

GP – (a) How do you cope with the well-known geometric
problems of mapping from aerial photographs in town
and city centres – including such matters as building lean

and roof overhangs; the occurrence of “dead” areas or
voids in the aerial photographic coverage caused by tall
buildings; etc.? Do you try to generate or make use of
“true” orthophotos?
(b) One solution that reduced these troublesome effects
was the use of long focal length lenses giving narrow
angular coverage of the ground. Indeed your own compa-
ny implemented this solution in the past using aerial
metric film cameras. However this is not possible with
the present generation of large-format airborne digital
cameras that do not have interchangeable lenses. Does
this give rise to problems when dealing with the ever-
increasing use of airborne digital imagery?

– Each project or dataset is different. When planning a production

task, we have to take into account the primary sources that exist and

where we have to collect new data. Sometimes we are adding attributes

to Ordnance Survey base mapping supplied by the clients; at other

times, we are creating our own polygons digitised from the imagery.

Many of the interpretation products are at a level of detail that means

standard 10cm imagery is more than adequate to identify the feature

and any necessary local detail. Sometimes the use of higher resolution

imagery is required; we quite often use 5cm photography these days.

Modern mosaiced imagery databases are generally very good and much

of the building lean problem is minimised. However, when we are col-

lecting more detailed map information of one type or another, we will

revert back to using just rectified frames. We have collected data using

full digital photogrammetric workstations (something that is done in

India) through to digitising on screen from the rectified frames. It

depends on the accuracy required and how much is to be spent on the

project. For interpretation work, true orthophotos may not be the best

imagery. Some element of seeing building sides can be very helpful.

We have used different camera technologies to overcome the problem

of not being able to change the focal length of the camera, in particu-

lar to help overcome some of the increasing restrictions of air traffic

control. The real advantage of modern technology it that it offers many

different ways to tackle the same problem, with differing results and

different cost implications. It is about working with clients to get the

best result for the money they want to pay.

GP – Please could you outline to readers the work that is
being undertaken by the GeoInformation Historic division
of your company. With the increasing interest in conser-
vation on the part of local authorities, planning organisa-
tions and the general public, is this leading to an expan-
sion in this particular part of the GeoInformation Group’s
business?

We set up GeoInformation Historic to make use of the extensive archives

of imagery that date back to the 1930s. They have a huge amount to

contribute to our understanding of urban development, early industri-

alisation and, in particular, to help identify sites of potential contami-

nation. There are many applications, from the understanding of pre-

war field boundaries, unmapped (and probably unregulated) industrial

waste dumps and temporary military sites. With so much building going

on, it is important to understand what was there before [Fig. 3]. The

imagery is also important for checking the accuracy of the building clas-

sifications. The difference between pre- and post-war residential build-

ings is very important in the process of upgrading a utilities pipe net-

work.

We have compiled large area databases across the UK using archives

both at home and in the USA. The real difficulty is having a way to
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Fig. 2 – This analyst is undertaking photo-interpretation operations in the

Cambridge office of the GeoInformation Group.



search through the thousands of frames to find the most appropriate

imagery. We currently have in-house a government archive on loan of

some 65,000 frames over the UK which we are sorting to generate new

coverage. Chris Going, the MD of GeoInformation Historic, is a real

expert in this field. Without his background knowledge and skills at

sifting the archives, we could not have created as much as we have

done. We intend to keep generating this type of imagery, and sourcing

new data to enhance poor quality areas or fill in gaps.

GP – There would appear to be an increasing interest in
systematic oblique aerial photography being flown over
urban areas using multiple small- or medium-format digi-
tal cameras. GeoInformation has entered this particular
segment of the market in partnership with GetMapping.
What has been your experience of this particular market
segment within the U.K. until now?

– Obliques are an interesting development for most users of aerial

imagery. For those who were using aerial imagery before the digital

age, they would have come across obliques, so it is probably no sur-

prise that they can be very useful in all sorts of ways. The oblique

images taken over the First World War front line were probably some

of the earliest and are some of the most fascinating! We have found

that this type of imagery is used in various ways. Planners and archi-

tects find it invaluable when looking at building details, while police

and security services extract a lot of information from it. But it is sig-

nificantly more expensive than verticals. Metropolitan urban areas can

afford to invest in a survey because the range of uses means they can

build a business case, but not everyone can. It is still early days for

many users, but we think it will continue to grow as another source of

information. Keeping the current archives up-to-date will be an issue

for those involved both in collecting the imagery and in its use.

GP – Airborne thermal infra-red imaging and mapping has
long been established in the U.K. with several specialist
companies undertaking this activity. Now GeoInformation
is offering to provide this type of service and to supply
geo-referenced data that has been derived from thermal
infra-red imaging. What has caused you to enter this par-
ticular area and what has been your experience to date?

– We did some work with Near Infra Red (NIR) photography in the

USA where it has always been popular for use in forestry applications.

The UK had far less experience of NIR and film-based surveys were expen-

sive. But now NIR imagery is collected as part of a standard digital cam-

era vertical survey, so why not make use of it? It is beginning to find

applications across the board, from tree preservation and crop manage-

ment through to insurance risk assessment, not least because it is afford-

able. There is however a large amount of education to be done. Many

people have no idea how to interpret the images. It is another one of

the training courses that we have recently developed; in fact our Cities

Revealed Event recently incorporated talks and workshops on the sub-
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Fig. 3 – Wembley Stadium – The two photos comprise (a) a historic image of the old stadium; and (b) a modern image of the new stadium. (next page)
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ject.With regard to thermal IR image data, we have been flying a lot this

winter, even if we have not been able to complete all the surveys that

people requested [Fig. 4]. Thermal image data has become the ‘hot’ topic

and is an important contributor to the whole carbon monitoring and

reduction agenda. I expect we will be doing much more of that next year!

GP – Another relatively new area of activity for your com-
pany is airborne laser scanning. How are you implement-
ing this technology and for which types of application
and landscapes – for example, are you undertaking corri-
dor surveys, large-area surveys or surveys of urban areas
only? What has been your experience so far?

– The third dimension is becoming so important in using geograph-

ic data. Again there are various ways of collecting this, and we have

and still do use them all. LiDAR surveys offer one way to collect large

amounts of information quickly and effectively. At 1m ground resolu-

tion, the detail and accuracy meets the needs of many users, from archi-

tects and emergency services through to environmental and utility plan-

ners. Many of our latest derived products bring together information

extracted from the aerial imagery and combine this with height data of

various types, using models developed for the purpose. Working with

partner companies and university departments, we have recently devel-

oped products that provide very accurate pluvial flood prediction mod-

els and can also combine data to generate carbon footprints for build-

ings.

Gordon Petrie is Emeritus Professor of Topographic Science in the Dept. of

Geographical & Earth Sciences of the University of Glasgow, Scotland, U.K. 

E-mail - Gordon.Petrie@ges.gla.ac.uk
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Fig. 4 – This thermal image has been taken over Bournemouth 

in December 2008 at a 50cm ground resolution. 
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