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Landgate’s satellite fire service sparks 
demand in other countries 
 
A few years ago, a delegation of forestry officials from Indonesia visited Landgate to view its 
innovative FireWatch map service. 
 
FireWatch is an online application that uses satellite images taken hundreds of kilometres above the 
Earth and updated daily to detect and help manage bushfires across Australia. 
 
“On the second day, the Manager for the Indonesian Ministry of Forestry said ‘That’s what we want!’” 
recalls Ken Dawbin, a Senior Research Officer with Landgate’s Satellite Remote Sensing Services 
(SRSS). 
 
That visit resulted in Landgate leveraging its intellectual property to customise FireWatch and export 
the technology for use in Indonesia. 
 
The new service, Indofire, was launched three years ago as a joint project involving the Indonesian 
Ministry of Forestry, the Indonesian National Institute of Aeronautics and Space and the Indonesian 
Ministry of Environment. 
 
 

Catastrophe 
 
It’s easy to see why FireWatch caught the eye of the Indonesian delegation. 
 
Wild fires are a big 
problem in 
Indonesia. In 1997 
massive fires 
burned through 
millions of hectares 
of forest, resulting 
in severe smoke 
haze across the 
region. The 
catastrophe – one 
of Asia’s worst 
environmental 
disasters – resulted 
in massive amounts 
of carbon dioxide 
being spewed into 
the atmosphere. 
 
“There are 
hundreds of fires in 
Indonesia every 
day,” says Dawbin. 
“They cause 
numerous deaths 
from respiratory 
problems, close the airports and destroy lots of forest.” 
 
He says Indonesia has 27 bushfire brigades, but only a few thousand paid fire fighters. Indofire helps 
them make the most of their limited resources. 
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“Their dilemma is which fire do they go to, and by the time they find out about a fire, it’s possible the 
fire’s already out,” Dawbin says. 
 
“So the challenge is to get location information about those fires and supplementary information such 
as land use, roads, and rivers so they can make decisions about fires in their area within a couple of 
hours of a morning image and make decisions about which one to go to. 
 
“With Indofire, information about fire hotspots in Indonesia is available automatically within an hour, 
which is what we do here.   
 
“We developed FireWatch for Australian conditions, so the Indofire project is leveraging off what we 
have here that we knew we could relatively easily adapt.” 
 
Modifications included customising FireWatch to run on the slower internet connections found in 
Indonesia, duplicating the system to counter any possible communications breakdowns, and 
automating Indofire so it virtually runs on its own. 
 
Dr Matthew Adams, Manager of SRSS, says Indofire makes use of data from the imaging sensor 
carried by the Terra and Aqua satellites that travel over Indonesia twice a day. 
 
He says Indofire was funded by Australia’s foreign aid agency, AusAID, as a technology transfer 
project, and a royalty-free licence was made available to Indonesia. 
 
Landgate is looking at further opportunities to customise FireWatch for use in other developing 
nations. 
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New chapter 
 
Landgate is also building on its expertise by developing a new version of FireWatch, dubbed 
FireWatch Beta, which is currently being trialled. This system will incorporate another satellite 
imaging product that will not only detect fires, but will also be able to predict their behaviour. 
 
“An extension to FireWatch, called Aurora, is being developed for the Department of Fire and 
Emergency Services (DFES) and the Department of Environment and Conservation (DEC),” says 
Adams. 
 
Aurora is being designed as a national, early warning bushfire system. It aims to incorporate weather 
details, vegetation and fuel loads, and local landscape information to predict how a fire will spread 
using data from the University of Western Australia’s bushfire simulator called Australis. 
 
Bushfire prediction 
 
“The project is co-funded by Landgate and the Federal Department of Broadband, Communications 
and the Digital Economy under the Digital Regions Initiative,” says Adams. 
 
“Aurora adds bushfire prediction into FireWatch, based on such things as meteorological data, 
vegetation data, elevation, time and ignition sources.” 
 
“It basically says there’s a fire hotspot at a particular location and then takes the vegetation data and 
time of last burn at that location (to work out fuel loads) and generates a predicted fire spread based 
on the weather for the next 24 hours.” 
 
In addition, agencies will be able to zoom in much, much closer than the original 250-metre scale used 
in FireWatch. 
 
“As part of the Digital Regions Initiative project, we also built an add-on that allows DFES, DEC and 
other agencies across Australia to run simulations based on their own higher-resolution datasets,” 
says Adams. 
 
“They can actually run it at a 10-metre resolution in the Perth metro area if they want.” 
 
In undertaking these initiatives, Landgate hopes the new FireWatch will have a positive impact on the 
management of fire within Australia and across the Asia-Pacific region. 

 
 
(For more information go to: Indofire; FireWatch) 
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