
Firewise Communities:  Reducing the Risk of Wildfire 

 113    
 

 

Firewise Student Guide 2: 
 
 

 
 
 

Using GIS and GPS in 
Conducting a Firewise 

Community Assessment 
 
 

West Virginia Firewise in the Classroom 
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Section 1:  Introduction to AtlasGDS 
 
IMPORTANT NOTE: in this activity, students will learn how to use the mapping tools 
available in AtlasGDS, explore data sets, learn basic mapping skills, sources of data, see 
how to compare maps and determine what areas of West Virginia have the most risk of 
wildfire.  Students will connect to the Internet to access air photos and to become familiar 
with the assigned project area.  Students will learn how to print maps of their community, 
school or project area. 
 
Student Number__________ (Flash Drive Number) 
 

Introduction  
 
In this activity you will become familiar with the terminology and functions of AtlasGDS as 
you view data maps and air photos and print maps of your community.   
 
Part 1:   How to Access AtlasGDS from Flash Drives: 
 
1. Flash Drive Number: Each time you plug in an external hard drive, Flash drive your PC 
will assign it a drive letter.  On Firewise Note Books and Tower PCs it usually is letter E. It is 
not always consistent so you need to pay attention and write that flash drive letter down.  If 
you forget you can use Windows explorer or My PC to see the drive letter assigned to the 
drive.  Each time you connect the Flash Drive, Windows XP will scan the Flash Drive and 
suggest programs you should use.  You must select Cancel before you can proceed.  
 
2. Starting AtlasDGS: Windows explorer or My PC allows you to navigate to (drive letter): 
\AtlasGDS\ directory. Click AtlasGDS.EXE and AtlasGDS will start. 
  
3. Finding the Study Area:  If the data layers do not appear on the left you must teach the 
computer where to find the data.   Select: File, Open Study Area button from the File drop 
down menu.  Select the correct drive letter and then in the menu box to the bottom left you 
need to go open AtlasGDS folder and then highlight Timberline Study Area and click OK. 
 
4. Accessing air photos:  The Science Class folder has a link to West Virginia’s Internet 
Web Mapping Server to view 2003 air photos SAMB (03).  There are four Class air photo 
layers.  Select the Class (1-4) air photo layer that matches your class.  If you have a high 
speed connection you will draw quickly.  Dial Up may take a while. 
 
5. Closing AtlasGDS:  Click on the Red X on the upper right and select OK. 
 
6. Ejecting the flash drive:  Click on the Safely Remove 
Hardware button on the lower right task bar.  Select your drive 
letter and it will tell you if it is OK to remove the drive. You must 

not have any programs running at that 
time. 
 

If is says you can not remove it. Close 
programs and try it again.  If you can not 
safely stop the drive, shut your PC down using 
Windows. This will close all programs correctly 
and shut down safely. 
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Part 2:  Basic Menus and Tools 
 
1. Start AtlasGDS by double clicking on the AtlasGDS icon on the Flash Drive. 

If you are using the Mobile AtlasGDS on a Flash drive follow the instructions 
provided by the instructor on how to start AtlasGDS from a Flash Drive. 

 
2. You will see the words File, Analysis, Report, View, Map, Tools, Window, and 

Help across the top of your screen.  Pulling down these menus allows you to 
access the functions of AtlasGDS. 

 

3.  
 
4. Below these menus are the speed buttons.  

Speed buttons are shortcuts that let you make 
changes or additions to a map.  Some are 
grayed out and unavailable, but become black 
and available when you open a map.   

 
5. First we will explore some data in the  

Timberline Study Area.  
 

6. Data is stored in folders. There are folders. The + in front of the name folder 
indicates the folder contains data layers or sub-folders. We will explore each 
of these folders one at a time.  Click on the + sign next to WMS.  Then click 
on Class (1-4) Air Photos to open it. 
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Section 1:  Introduction to AtlasGDS (Continued) 
 
7. Zoom in on Timberline Community.  Click on the zoom in Tool  
 

 
 

8. What is the scale of the map? (Hint:  check in the lower right hand corner of 
the Window.) 

 
 

9. What are other elements/features on the map.  Take a moment and find these 
features on your computer screen.  
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Section 1:  Introduction to AtlasGDS (Continued) 
 
10.  Practice with other Navigation tools Zoom in, Zoom out and Pan tools to 

explore neighborhoods in Timberline Community.  To zoom in, click once on 

an area with the Zoom in tool  , or click and drag a box around an area of 
interest. 

11. To zoom out, click with the Zoom out tool .  To pan, pull across the 

image with the Pan tool . 
 

12. The Back and Forward buttons  allow you to zoom to previous 
scales.  When you are finished, click the Reset button to return to the state 

level map . 
 
13.  How to add a scale bar?   The right button of the mouse activates several 

options: one of them is to add a scale bar.  Try that. 
 
 
 
Note:  As you zoom in and out the scale bar 
adjusts.  As you start looking at houses that 
you will rate, if you zoom in too close the 
image looks blocky.  The lowest scale to view 
a house should be 1200 scale.   

 
14.  Opening a DBF Label File:  Adding data to the DBF Label file is the core 

process of rating houses in the Timberline Community.  Use the Mouse key 
again to open the DBF Label File.  Select the Query DBF Label file option.  
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Section 1:  Introduction to AtlasGDS (Continued) 
 

15.  How to Query the DBF Label File:  Zoom in the Red symbol in the upper right 
corner of the Timberline Community. The sample below is an example of the 
data that you will be adding. 

 

16.  Data that you will add:  Each team has been given a neighborhood map with 
the homes that are to be rated.  Use that map to find the Parcel #, street 
name, neighborhood name and community name.  The sample DBF file is 
missing these values. 

 
17.  Link item in the DBF file is a hyper-link to the Internet.  If you click on this link 

it will take you to the Timberline Association Website and show you the Parcel 
Map that you are using. 
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Section 1:  Introduction to AtlasGDS (Continued) 
 
Part 2:  Printing a Map:  Capture an image of your screen (“ Screen 
Capture” ): 
 
1. With the map in front of you, hold down the Alt and Print Screen (Prnt Scrn) 

keys simultaneously to capture the screen.  (On a laptop you may have to use 
the Function [Fn] and Print Screen keys.)  

 

2. Navigate to the Microsoft Paint program on your computer.  Make sure the 
scroll bars in the Paint window are pushed to the left and top of the screen. 

 

3. Hold down the Control button and press V or pull down the Edit menu and 
select Paste. Click and drag in the lower right hand corner of the white 
background box to trim the image if necessary.  

  
4. Select File, Save as, and type a map name into the File name box.  Change 

Save as type to JPEG. Select an appropriate location for your map file at the 
top of the screen in the Save in box.  Click Save. 

 

Print Screen Option 
 

 
 
 

To close AtlasGDS: 
 

5. To close AtlasGDS click on the Red X on the upper right and select OK. 
6. Make sure that you Eject the flash drive correctly ( Refer to page 115 for 

detailed instructions. 
 
    



Firewise Communities:  Reducing the Risk of Wildfire 

 121    
 

 
Section 2:  Conducting a Level 1 Firewise Community Assessment with 
AtlasGDS 
 
In this activity, students will be adding Wildfire Risk Data to the DBF Label file.  It is important for 
you to be careful and to do you best.  The data will be used by the West Virginia Division of 
Forestry to complete a community wildfire protection plan. 
 
Team Number__________ (the flash drive assigned to you has a number) 
 
Name of Community class will be assessing: Timberline 
 
The teacher will have neighborhood maps for each team with the parcel #’s 
that the team will rate. There are four science classes so make sure that 
you always open the correct Class (1-4) Air Photo Layer.   
 
You will be classifying each home as: 
 
1 - No Risk:  In a development with no or few trees around it. 
2 - Low Risk:  In a development with trees, but home is at least 30 feet from tree 

canopy edge. (30 feet is about the width of a house) 
3 - Moderate Risk:  Home is within 30 feet of the tree canopy edge. 
4 - High Risk:  The outline of the home is obscured on at least one side by the 

tree canopy. 
5 - Extreme Risk:  The outline of the home is obscured on the south or west side 

or on more than one side by the tree canopy. 
 
Part 1:  Locating the Firewise Community Assessment Area  
 
1. Insert your flash drive and follow the procedure that you used in the first 

class.  (If you need a refresher refer to page 116). 
 
2. In the Study Areas window on the left, click on the + sign next to WMS to 

open it.  Double click on Class (1-4) Air Photos to open it.   You will see a 
gray scale image of Timberline Community. 

 
3. Use the Zoom in, Zoom out and Pan tools to explore the neighborhoods.  To 

zoom in, click once on an area with the Zoom in tool   , or click and drag 
a box around an area of interest.   Use your neighborhood map for reference. 
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Section 2:  Conducting a Level 1 Firewise Community Assessment with AtlasGDS 
(Continued) 
 
4.  Working with a Dbf Label File:  Before you begin click on the hand        

button to stop the zoom in process.  Right click the mouse and select, DBF 
Label. You will see five options. In the Level 1 assessment process you will 
be working with three of these. For now select: Query DBF Label Option.  

 
 
8. What is in the Dbf Query?  As you move 

the cursor (hand) over the label an arrow 
will appear.  Click on the label and a 
Query report opens.  The report has 
several data fields: UTMX, UTMY, L1 are 
the most important.  AtlasGDS records 
the UTMX & UTMY values.  Never 
change these!  You will be adding data 
values 1, 2, 3, 4 or 5 to the L1 field as 
part of the Level 1 assessment.   The 
Parcel #, street name, neighborhood and 
Community names are on your Team 
assignment map. To Query a house value 
you must zoom in close enough to see 
the house and the value.  Click on the 
DBF Label and the file will open. 

9. The  blue hyperlink connects to the 
Timberline website.  Don’t use this option 
now.  Click on Close.   
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Section 2:  Conducting a Level 1 Firewise Community Assessment with AtlasGDS 
(Continued) 
 

Part 2:  Adding L1 data to the Dbf Label file 
 
1. To start the Level 1 assessment Process.  Click the zoom in tool 

and zoom in on a house in one corner of your neighborhood.  
Refer to your Team map for a starting point.  The example below started with 
Parcel 1 in Deer Ridge Neighborhood. Best viewing scale is 1200.  Then use 
the Hand tool to move around your assigned area. 

 

 
2. Right click the mouse and select the Edit DBF Label option.  This will stay 

active until you unselect the Edit option. 

 
 

 

3. Click on a home and in the L1 field add the risk rating. Remember the ratings 
scheme. (See list below)  
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Section 2:  Conducting a Level 1 Firewise Community Assessment with AtlasGDS 
(Continued) 
 

4. Click on a home and add the risk rating, house number, street name, 
neighborhood and Community name. (These are on you Team Assignment 
map)  Remember the ratings scheme. (See list below) When you are finished 
click on the save button.  This will close the DBF Label File.   

 

5. Click on the map and pan over to the next house on the street and continue 
the same labeling process.  If nothing happens when you click on a house.  
Check the DBF Label file Options again to make sure that you are still in the 
Edit DBF Label file mode.    ( use the right mouse key)    

6. Either at the end of the day of when you are finished labeling all houses in 
your assigned neighborhood.  Make sure you do a print screen to save an 
example of your work.     
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Section 2:  Conducting a Level 1 Firewise Community Assessment with AtlasGDS 
(Continued) 
 

Part 3:  Quality Control of Fire Risk Rating Assessment of Homes 

1. When you are finished with rating the homes in your assigned area have your 
partner check your ratings.  If you decide that a home was rated too low or 
too high you can select the Modify option to change the rating.  
 

 
 

2. The home on the left should 
have been assigned 4. By 
Clicking on the label you can 
change the L1 rating to 4.  
To save your modification 
click CLOSE this will save 
your changes. 

 
3. When you have finished 

checking the ratings you can 
proceed to the printing 
instructions in Section 4. 
 
Helpful hints: 

�  You can move around 
the photo by clicking on 
the Move/pan tool. 
 

�  Some homes may be difficult to find.  Look for clues that there may be a 
building in the woods.  Some of these clues will be driveways and docks.  
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Section 1:  Introduction to AtlasGDS (Continued) 
 
 
Closing and Ejecting the WV Firewise Flash 
Drive. 
 
2. To eject the flash drive, click on the Safely Remove Hardware button on the lower right 

task bar.  Select your drive letter and it will tell you if it is OK to remove the drive. You 
must not have any programs running at that time. 

 
 
 
 

 
3. If is says you can not remove it. close 

programs and try it again. 
 
4.   If you can not safely stop the drive, shut 

your PC down using Windows. This will 
close all programs correctly and shut down 
safely. 
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Section 2:  What is GPS? 
 
GPS stands for Global Positioning System, a network of earth-orbiting satellites 
established by the U.S. Department of Defense. 
 

 
 
WHAT IS A GPS RECEIVER? 
 
A device that picks up radio signals from the GPS satellite system.  If a GPS 
receiver can receive signals from 3 or more satellites it can calculate its location.  
Location is communicated as latitude and longitude or as UTM coordinates, and 
is usually accurate within 20 to 40 feet. 
 
WHAT CAN YOU DO WITH A GPS RECEIVER? 
 
Find out where you are, find your way to a location, find out what direction and 
how fast you’re traveling, create a route, create maps (with more sophisticated 
models). 
 
WHO USES GPS RECEIVERS? 
 
The military, boaters, pilots, hikers, hunters … YOU! 
 
HOW ARE YOU GOING TO USE GPS RECEIVERS IN THE FIREWISE 
PROJECT? 
 
To collect data about the exact locations of homes that you assess. 
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Section 2:  Getting To Know the Garmin GPS 72 
 

 
 
The Garmin GPS 72 has many functions.  For the Firewise Community 
Assessment, you will be using it to record the exact locations of homes in the 
field.  Exact locations are termed “waypoints”.  IMPORTANT:  DO NOT 
CHANGE ANY OF THE SETTINGS ON THE GARMIN GPS 72. 
 
1. TO TURN ON:  Press and hold the POWER key.  (Looks like a light bulb.) 

Press PAGE to agree with the warning. 
 
2. You will see the GPS Information Page.  It displays your elevation, the 

estimated accuracy, receiver status, satellite locations, satellite signal 
strength, the date, time and the GPS receiver’s current location.   

 

 
 
3. If you are indoors, you will eventually receive a message which says, “Poor 

Satellite Reception”.  To use the Garmin GPS 72 indoors, select “Start 
Simulator” by pressing ENTER. 

 
4. Explore some of the pre-set pages of the Garmin GPS 72 by pressing the 

PAGE button.   
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Section 2:  Getting To Know the Garmin GPS 72 (Continued) 
 

�  Map Page: The Map page shows your current position.  Zoom in and out 
using the IN and OUT keys. 

�  Pointer Page:  The Pointer page is used for navigation NOT along a 
straight line. 

�  Highway Page:  The Highway page is used for navigation along a straight 
line. 

�  Main Menu Page:  The Main Menu page provides a directory of Garmin 
GPS 72 features.  The Main Menu page can be accessed from any page 
by pressing MENU twice. 

   

 
 
5. Use the round, black Rocker key to navigate among the items on a page.  

When the desired item is highlighted, press ENTER. 
 
6. Check the battery level by finding the battery icon on the bottom right of the 

Main Menu Page under the word Power.  If the battery is less than half full, 
notify your instructor. 

 
7. TO DETERMINE A WAYPOINT:  You will see your location (expressed as 

UTM coordinates) at the bottom of the GPS Information Page.   
 
8. TO RECORD A WAYPOINT:  Press and hold the MARK/ENTER key.  When 

you are in the field, you will record the waypoint number and its location.  
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Section 2:  Getting To Know the Garmin GPS 72 (Continued) 
 

 
 
9. TO SAVE A WAYPOINT:  Use the ROCKER key to highlight OK, if 

necessary.  Save the waypoint number and its coordinates by pressing the 
ENTER key.  

 
10. TO VIEW YOUR WAYPOINT LIST:  Press the MENU key twice to see the 

Main Menu.  Use the ROCKER key to highlight Points and press ENTER.  
With Waypoints highlighted, press ENTER. 

 
11.  TO TURN OFF: Press and hold the POWER key. 
 

  
 
 


