
FOR EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT

The City of Boise is Idaho’s largest city with 225,000 residents and 25,000 annual 
emergency incidents. The city relies on a network of 15 dispersed fire stations and 25 
companies  to serve a broad geographic area. Map books are critical tools, providing 
the most recently available information about routes, conditions, and infrastructure 
to support rapid decision making. Keeping these map books up to date has been 
challenging as teams constantly inspect the greater Boise area, make notes about 
conditions, and then share them across the network. 

Challenge
Since conditions across the city change rapidly, fire fighters constantly review  
and collect data during calls. The notes range from fixing incorrect placements  
of fire hydrants and waterways on maps to simple address and zoning updates.  

The City had an arrangement with a local agency to provide map-book updates,  
but the process was slow and expensive.  The City found it easier and more cost effec-
tive to simply do the updates in-house. When GIS was made available to  the City,  
Boise Fire had limited resouces and a huge back log of manual updates, so the team 
continued to rely on manual transcription.  Captain Chris Campbell would compile 
information from other departments and copy changes to as many as 600 pages of 
maps by hand. He would then make changes to 85 map books using ball point pens 
and Wite-Out™. 

Maintaining up-to-date books was not only time consuming, but it also introduced 
the risk of errors as paper markups were transcribed from one book to another. Map 
books could be as much as one year out of date, forcing teams to rely on old or inac-
curate information as they responded to emergencies. Since this created potential 
safety issues, the city looked for ways to automate the process.

Solution 
To get past the backlog, speed up future updates, and free their emergency teams 
from administrative tasks, the City of Boise set out to find a way to automate the 
process.  

After exploring many options they ultimately selected Capturx for ArcGIS to 
automate the updates and eliminate the back log.  Handwritten updates on paper 
maps instantly become GIS data through Capturx software and digital pens. Updates 
never wait to be inputted, compiled, transcribed, or copied.

Using Capturx, the map books are created within ArcGIS and printed from a normal 
office printer on regular paper, similar to how it was previously done.  Capturx creates 
a unique digital watermark at the time of printing which can be read by digital pens. 
As the fire fighter writes on the map with a digital pen, it creates both a normal ink 
record of the data collected and records a digital copy.
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Summary
Customer: City of Boise, home  
to 225,000 residents, responding  
to over 25,000 emergency situations 
per year.

Challenge: Fire Map Book needs 
updating, 10 years back log. Costly 
process of manual transcription.

Solution: Capturx  for ArcGIS 
integrating handwritten edits  
on paper maps into ArcGIS.  

Benefits: Map updates are 
automated, saving 30 to 40 hours 
per month of manual data entry, no 
training required. 

Future Plans: City of Boise 
is planning to share their map 
updates with neighboring counties.

City of Boise Chooses Capturx 
to Keep Emergency Plans Current 
and People Safe
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Each stroke of the pen on the paper map creates a new feature or annotation which 
is geospatially referenced and ready to be automatically added to the geodatabase. 
Once the pen is docked via USB to a PC, the GIS data automatically appears in ArcGIS 
and is instantly accessible to everyone in the response network. There is no new tech-
nology to learn or data to re-enter. 

Benefits 
Time spent on map updates cut by nearly 90% 
The team used to spend 30 to 40 hours per month transcribing map updates on 
paper. They estimate that that time has been cut to 4 hours. Captain Campbell and his 
team can spend more time preparing for, and dealing with, emergencies, instead of 
administrative tasks.

Eliminated ten years of data backlog– enabling better decisions 
with the latest data 
By eliminating the back log and creating a streamlined process for future map 
updates, fire fighters have confidence that their map books include the latest data 
available. Capturx minimizes the risk and hazards of inaccurate data being used 
in time-sensitive and critical decision-making situations. 

Automation without complex computers, training or support burden 
The Capturx digital pen captures every stroke of information that is written on the 
paper map.  Unlike other complex mobile computers, Capturx requires little training 
and support. Once the pen is docked to the computer, the data is instantly available 
for editing or uploading into the geodatabase. Teams don’t have to worry about the 
weight, fragility, limited battery life, or key-hole view with mobile computers. There is 
no chance of transcription errors. Capturx also automatically creates a paper backup 
of all information collected.  If the digital pen is lost, it can be replaced at a fraction of 
the cost of a rugged laptop while the data remains intact on the paper.

Future Plans 
City of Boise Fire map books will also be available to surrounding cities such as Garden 
City, Idaho. Since Captain Campbell coordinates the updates, the surrounding cities will 
also benefit from access to the most up-to-date information.  Three separate counties 
could benefit from Captain Campbell’s work with Capturx to improve response time 
and effectiveness in protecting lives and property across Idaho.

“Capturx is a simple, 
inexpensive solution.”

ERIC WING 
GIS System Analyst, City of Boise 

“It eliminates the need 
for hours of training and 

big expensive software. 
It’s a minimal investment which 

is easy to set up and easy to 
maintain.”

ERIC WING 
GIS System Analyst, City of Boise 

“It’s a good interoffice solution 
that solves a problem that 
we’ve had for years. There 

was no training – we are 
happy with the pen.”
CAPTAIN CHRIS CAMPBELL 

City of Boise Fire Department 
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