2.6 Resolution and scale. A consultant has proposed using satellite imagery to quickly update the forest resources that your natural resource management organization manages. Some in your organization are arguing for a complete and fresh photo interpretation of the land base to accomplish this goal, resulting in a vector GIS database of the vegetation condition of the landscape. The differences in resolution and scale are two of the hot topics when comparing these alternatives. Explain the difference between resolution and scale, and how they relate to raster and vector data structures.

Both scale and resolution are terms used to describe the characteristics of landscape features in a GIS database.

When using the term scale, one is usually referring to the characteristics of a vector GIS database. The scale of vector GIS databases usually refers to the scale of the source material (photographs, for example) that was used to create the GIS database. Scale is also used in the map-making process, and refers to the representation of a map in relation to the actual area on the ground. Here, it can refer to both vector and raster GIS databases.

When using the term resolution, one is usually referring to a raster GIS database. The spatial resolution of a raster GIS database generally references the size of the grid cells. A 10 m resolution, for example, indicates that the sides of the grid cells (assuming they are square) are 10 m long. The temporal resolution refers to the time that passes between successive images captured over the same area, and is usually attributed to satellite imagery, as is the spectral resolution, which refers to the number of wavelengths of energy captured by a sensor.

