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This paper explores how machine learning can be used to recognize buildings in aerial images (or-
thophotos). The Norwegian map data: Joint Map Database (Felles kartbase) is used as «the true val-
ue» for training neural networks to detect buildings in aerial images. The paper introduces two mod-
els for machine learning. One basic model ( AirNet) and one model which include more layers in the
network (AirNet-extended). The second model is supposed to detect more complex shapes in the im-
ages. Several parameters for training the neural network are tested. Complete building maps can
still not be made using machine learning, but our results show that these methods can be used, for
example, to study of city growth, find unregistered buildings etc. 
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Introduction
When making new maps, and when updating
existing maps, the detection of details in the
map still requires manual input. This is a la-
bour-intensive process, and over the years,
researchers have explored how to automa-
tize this process, or at least parts of the pro-
cess. In the last decade, there has been a
wide-ranging development of relevant tech-
nology for the constructions of maps. New
and better satellites, laser measurements of
earth surface and measurements by the use
of drones are some examples.

Researchers have addressed the problem
by use of different types of technology. How-
ever, most of this research is based on use of
aerial images or remotely sensed data from
satellites. Based on oblique aerial images, it
is possible to generate 3D point clouds that
can be used for further segmentation
(Xiaofeng et al., 2016; Valinger, 2015). 3D
models can also be generated by use of LI-
DAR, which in the next step may be com-

bined with spectral information from aerial
or satellite images (Matikainen et al., 2010;
Hermosilla et al., 2011). Singhal and Radhi-
ka (2014) used colour information from
aerial images for segmentation of roof tops,
followed by edge detection, while Sirmacek
and Unsalan (2008) combined the colours
with shadow information. Other authors are
analysing satellite images. Wei Liu and Pri-
net (2005) segmented high-resolution satel-
lite images into regions, and from these, se-
lected buildings by the use of a probability
model, while Zakharov et al. (2015) used
spectral clustering involving colours, shapes
etc. Recently, there have also been several at-
tempt on using machine learning for auto-
matic detection of buildings (Cohen et al.,
2016; Dornaika, et al., 2016; Zhang et al.,
2017)

The popularity of machine learning meth-
ods has varied over the years since comput-
ers became capable to handle neural net-
works in the 1950’s. The continuously grow-
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ing capacity of new computers has given the
attention for the topic a boost over the last
years. In parallel with the increase in com-
puter performance, new methods and tech-
niques for neural networks and machine
learning have emerged (Ørstavik and Midt-
bø, 2017). Visual recognition is one of the fast
growing fields within artificial intelligence.
It is also one of the fields that are most diffi-
cult to handle (Li et al., 2016). 

Even if most of the visual recognition re-
search is based on images in general, there
are several examples on machine learning in
classification of remotely sensed and aerial
images (Castelluccio et al., 2015; Long et al.,
2017; Marmanis et al., 2016). In Norway, the
mapping authorities maintain nation-wide,
large-scale map data and high-resolution ar-
eal images (orthophotos). These datasets
may together form an excellent basis for
training neural networks. One of the main
objectives of this paper is to study how these
Norwegian datasets can be used to meet the
challenge of segmentation in aerial images. 

In order to explore the use of the Norwe-
gian data as basis for machine learning, a
model named AirNet was implemented. The
architecture for AirNet is based on SegNet
(Badrinarayanan et al., 2015) , which is a rel-
atively new network that is among the top
performing networks for semantic segmenta-
tion. It is considered to be efficient, both
when it comes to memory and to computa-
tional time during inference. Consequently,
since it is one of the best networks for seman-
tic segmentation, the assumption is that it
will work well for building detection. AirNet
was implemented in two versions: AirNet-ba-
sic and a modified version, AirNet-extended.
The second one of these includes more layers,
and can handle neural networks of more
complex character. This is often termed as a
“deeper model”.

In deeper models, the convolution layers
are learning a combination of all the previ-
ous activation maps. As the model gets deep-
er, the complexity of the detected shapes in-
creases. This may improve the model's accu-
racy and its ability to detect complex shapes.
On the other hand, when the number of lay-
ers increases, more parameters need to be
calculated, and the network becomes harder

to train. As stated by (He et al., 2015a), a
deeper model is not always better.

The paper aims to answer these research
questions:

1. Will our proposed model, AirNet, in a sat-
isfactory way, be able to “learn” the differ-
ence between buildings and not-buildings
by using the Norwegian aerial image data-
base (orthophotos) together with Norwe-
gian map data?

2. How will the proposed method work when
introducing deeper architecture?

3. How will the introduction of IR-images in-
fluence on the results?

Methods
AirNet has an encoder-decoder architecture
(Long et al., 2015), with several convolution-
al layers in the encoder and decoder. As well
as the convolutional layers, it has max-pool-
ing layers in the encoder, with corresponding
transposed convolution layers for up-sam-
pling in the decoder. In front of the encoder,
the model has a normalization layer. It nor-
malizes each vector in the input image. This
gives performance advantages. In addition, a
softmax classifier is included after the decod-
er (Figure 1).

Layers two to nine in Figure 1 is the enco-
der part of the AirNet-basic network. Convo-
lution layers are added with a filter of
7*7*64. As explained in Badrinarayanan et
al., (2015), this «allows for a wide context for
smooth labelling». The convolution layers
are followed by max-pooling layers which
down-sample the images, reduce the number
of parameters and thereby increase rotatio-
nal and positional invariance.

Layers ten to seventeen are the decoder
part of the network. As in the encoder, there
are convolutional layers. Instead of the pool-
ing layers that exist in the encoder, the imag-
es are up-sampled by adding transposed con-
volution layers. The convolution, that exist
in both the encoder and decoder, performs a
2D convolution with a given kernel (filter)
size.

An extended version of AirNet was imple-
mented in order to test how a deeper version
of the AirNet model would work. It has five
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sets of encoders and decoders, and multiple
convolution-layers in each of them (Figure 2).

The network is trained by reading the da-
taset batch by batch and running it through
the network. For each batch, the accuracy is
calculated, and the weights are updated and
saved to checkpoint files. For every hundred
iterations, a batch of data from the evalua-
tion dataset is passed through the network.
The calculated loss for the validation dataset
helps to evaluate the training. If the loss
starts to increase, the error for the evalua-
tion dataset increases, which means that the
model probably will overfit. The model is im-
plemented to support both training from
scratch, as well as fine-tuning from check-
point files created in previous training.

After the training process is completed,
the model can be run in test mode by passing
the checkpoint file, which is saved during
training. Each image is passed through the
network, using the calculated weights
(which were saved to the checkpoint files). It
is then possible to calculate the accuracy of
each image. The results from running the
test dataset are used for evaluation of the
model.

When working with deep learning the
models are computationally expensive, and
to be able to train them in a reasonable time
you need adequate hardware. Since the
nodes in a layer are calculated independent-
ly, they can also be calculated simultaneous-
ly. The architecture of the GPU makes it pos-

Figure 1: Architecture for AirNet-basic.

 

Figure 2: Architecture of AirNet-extended
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sible to run these processes in parallel and
perform mathematical operations that the
CPU is not designed to handle. Consequent-
ly, the most important hardware require-

ment is the GPU, which should be at least
8GB RAM for training a network within rea-
sonable time. Table 1 shows the specification
for the computer used in our research.

Table 1: Computer specification

Training data
The training dataset is a crucial component
for neural networks. A segmentation dataset
needs two sets of images: the input image
and the label image. The network tries to
segment the input image correctly, while the
label image represents the desired segmen-
tation output (Figure 3).

As input images, this project used aerial
images from the Norwegian mapping au-
thorities. When selecting images for the

training data, three criteria were set:

1. Equal resolution in the whole area, ideally
between 0.1 and 0.5 meter.

2. Available infrared counterpart of the im-
ages

3. “New” images, not more than six years

Table 2 shows the five areas that met these
criteria.

Table 2: The selected aerial images

Earlier research indicate that using infrared
images in deep learning can improve feature
detection (Marmanis et al., 2016; Bollinger,
2017; Nogueira et al., 2017). Since the images
in Table 2 did have an infrared counterpart, it
was possible to evaluate if infrared images
improve the segmentation of the images.

Norway is also covered by large-scale pri-
mary map data, Felles KartBase (FKB).
These maps have detailed building informa-
tion, and footprints of the building roofs
where used as label image.

For the evaluation of our deep learning
methods, the dataset needed to be split into
three parts, one for training, one for validation

and one for testing. The training set (80%) was
used to feed the network with examples to
learn from, while the validation dataset (10%)
was used during training to evaluate the pro-
cess and to indicate when to terminate the
training. Finally, the test dataset (10%) was
used to evaluate the model after the training.

All together 672 km2 of land were covered
by the chosen images. However, Norway is a
country of large wilderness areas, and when
we introduced the requirement for at least
one house on images used in the input data-
set, only 12.2 km2 fulfilled the criteria. This
area was covered by 4645 images, each on
512x512 pixels.

CPU Intel®Core™i7-7700K CPU @ 4.20GHz x 8

GPU GeForce GTX 1080/PCIe/SSE2 (8GB RAM)

Operating system Ubuntu 16.04 LTS

Area Year Resolution Size

Lørenskog 2013 0.1 m 70.5 km2

Skedsmo 2013 0.1 m 77.0 km2

Rælingen 2013 0.1 m 71.7 km2

Nittedal 2013 0.1 m 186.2 km2

Farsund 2014 0.1 m 267.6 km2

Total size: 672.4 km2
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Training parameters
A central issue within deep leaning is to test
the models in order to find the optimal train-
ing parameters. There are no definitive rules
for when to use some of the parameters (e.g.
optimizer and initializer). Consequently, var-
ious combinations have to be tested. In other
words, trial and error is still a big part of im-
plementing a network. This paper uses the
mean intersection over union (mIoU) in to
evaluate the different models. This measure
is commonly used (Badrinarayanan et al.,
2015; Long et al., 2015; Noh et al., 2015; Dai
et al., 2016; Li et al., 2017) and is considered
to be a better measurement than only look-
ing for the ratio of correctly predicted pixels.
The mIoU for each class is:

The models are tested thoroughly to find op-
timal training parameters. We tested the fol-
lowing training parameters for AirNet-basic
and AirNet-extended:

Batch size (number of images in each batch)
depends on the hardware configuration of the
computer. Based on the complexity of the mod-
el, AirNet-basic could handle eight images,
while AirNet-extended could handle four. The
larger batch size performs better, as expected. 
Class weights in this particular case depend
on the ratio between “building” and “not
building”. If the buildings area is small, this
should have stronger weights. These weights
were first calculated based on the actual ratio
between areas of “buildings” and “no build-
ings”. However, since these weights are uncer-
tain, we tested several weight combinations
in order to find the optimal values (Table 3).

Table 3: Weights between «buildings» and «no buildings»

Initializers and optimizers are impor-
tant for the result when training the neural
network. To find the optimal solution, all
combinations of the parameters were test-
ed. For AirNet we tested the optimizers
SGD (Badrinarayanan et al., 2015; Long et
al., 2015; Szegedy et al., 2015), Adam (King-
ma & Ba, 2014) and AdaGrad (Mineault,
2014). Xavier (Glorot & Bengio, 2010) and

Variance scale (He et al., 2015b) represent-
ed the initializers.

Result 
Figure 4 shows how the learning effect was
influenced by the parameters during the
first 5000 steps of training. As we can see
from Figure 4, there are small differences in

Figure 3: Input image, label image and a combination of those two
 

truePositive
truePositive falsePositive falseNegative 

Weight for «no building» Weight for «building» mIoU

Based on ratio

Optimal weights 

0.55

0.8

6.01

1.1

71.03

78.93
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the results from different parameters. How-
ever, the most stable training is achieved by
using AdaGrad together with Xavier.

The different parameters caused a larger va-
riation when testing the AirNet-extended mo-
del. This supports the claim that it can be more
challenging to train deeper models. Adam per-

forms worse than the other optimizers do, inde-
pendent of the type of initializer. Variance scale
initialization makes the training more stable
than Xavier initialization. The best combinati-
on seems to be AdaGrad with variance scale in-
itialization, as it leads to the fastest convergen-
ce and is the most stable (Figure 5).

Next, AirNet-basic and AirNet-extended
were tested using the optimal initializers
and optimizers. Each of the models were
trained until they overfitted, and then tested

with the weights calculated before the over-
fitting occurred. Table 4 compares the re-
sults from the two models.

Table 4: Comparison of performance and training parameters

Figure 4: Testing different optimizers and initializers on AirNet-basic
 

Figure 5: Testing different initializers and optimizers for AirNet-extended
 

Parameter AirNet-basic AirNet-extended
Optimizer AdaGrad AdaGrad

Initializer Xavier Variance scale

Batch size 8 4

Class weights 0.8&1.1 0.8&1.1

Iterations 24000 26000

Total training time 11h 56m 14h 47m

Number of inputs per sec 5.6 2.5

Inference time per input 0.07s 0.14s

mIoU accuracy 81.05 80.32
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AirNet-basic shows the best mIoU (81.05).
When using the IR images in the same mod-
el, with the same parameters as in Table 4,
there is a small improvement in performance
(mIoU = 82.43).

A larger dataset is likely to give better re-
sults, and to compensate for our limited da-
taset we next tried to pre-train the model.
Datasets for pre-training do not depend on
the same strict requirements as the con-
structed dataset, and may consist of any type
of images. However, the closer the images are
to the dataset used for fine-tuning, the bet-
ter. Consequently, a mixed aerial dataset was

created. The dataset consisted of 8300 in-
stances of RGB images in multiple resolu-
tions. To fine-tune the network, the original
IR dataset was used because it gave better
performance than the RGB dataset. It is ex-
pected that comprehensive training improve
deeper models. The deeper a model is, the
more advanced shapes the filters in the con-
volutional layers can recognize. In addition,
you avoid «wasting» valuable information in
the dataset on recognizing basic shapes
when the data is pre-trained (typically in the
first layers of the network). The results in
Table 5 confirm this presumption.

Table 5: Results for pre-trained models

Discussion
The mIoU is a good measure for evaluation of
a model and for the study on how parameters
affect the results. However, it does not give
any information on how the results actually
look like, what type of buildings the model
segments well, and in which areas it has
trouble. Figure 6 gives us a visual impression
on how the pixel-based segmentation works.

In most of the areas in the test dataset, the
segmentation fits the buildings well. Even
though the edges of the buildings are usually
not square, it still reflects the shape. It ma-
nages to segment buildings of different size
and colour, and rarely misclassifies other
areas as buildings. It manages to detect a
large part of the pixels in almost all buil-
dings. Often some of the pixels surrounding

AirNet-basic AirNet-extended

mIoU when fine-tuned with IR 82.58 83.20

Iterations fine-tuned 21000 12000

Training time for fine-tuning 10h 42m 6h 40m

Figure 6: Examples on segmentation. Green pixels are classified as building by the computer.
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the buildings are included in the buildings
class. This reduces the quality of the extrac-
ted shape.

The segmentation showed in Figure 6
illustrates that deep learning segmentation
is per-pixel-classification based on the surro-
unding pixels. The network classifies pixels
as buildings. However, which building each
pixel depicts is unknown. The training
process for the neural network depends on
datasets where there are accordance betwe-
en the images and the labels (Figure 3). Un-
fortunately, there are some inconsistence
between the aerial images and the FKB-data
from the Norwegian Mapping Authorities.
The dates of the two datasets are not identi-
cal. Consequently, some new buildings from
FKB may be missing in the aerial image.
This gives the neural network contradictory
information and weakens the algorithm.

An orthographic image also contains ge-
ometric distortion. Rectification of the
oblique aerial images may result in tiny dis-
location of rooftops. Next, when placing the
label above the image, some of these will ap-
pear shifted in relation to where the roof is
visible in the image. Based on this, it makes
sense that the edges of the buildings are the
most difficult pixels to detect. To create an
optimal dataset, the dataset for the training
data could be adjusted manually. Some of the
polygons in the labels might be adjusted to
fit the buildings in the images in a better
way, and the buildings not present in the im-
ages could be deleted.

Deep models have a large set of parame-
ters, e.g. learning rate, regularization, opti-
mizers, filter size and activation functions.
Particular combinations of these parameters
will work best for given problems, and to find
the best combination researchers have to
search through a vast space of possibilities.
The testing of optimizers and initializers in
this paper differ from previous research.
Kingma and Ba (2014) claim that Adam op-
timizer works better than SGD. This was
however never the case for the AirNet model.
Further, He et al. (2015b) state that Variance
scale initializer makes deeper models con-
verge, while Xavier initialization cannot.
Based on this one could expect that Xavier
would not make AirNet-extended converge.

However, our experiment showed the oppo-
site. Still, this demonstrates the importance
of testing each model. Testing combinations
of parameters are time demanding, as it
takes several hours, or even days, to train
the network sufficiently.

The difference between using RGB images
and IR images was somewhat disappointing.
For future work, several spectral bands
should be tested for possible increase in ac-
curacy. The presence of IR images was the
limiting factor when selecting test dataset. If
we excluded this premise, the test dataset
could have covered a larger area. Moreover, a
larger dataset might have given a higher
performance gain than the IR images gave.

The methods, as presented in this paper,
are still immature when it comes to making
precise maps of buildings. However, to get an
overview over a given area the methods are
applicable. Deep Learning methods could for
example be employed in analysing the per-
centage of an area that is covered by build-
ings. This again can be used to evaluate city
growth. The method can also help keeping
maps (vector data) updated when we have
new images over an area. 

When organizations have to respond to
disasters or political crises, a critical re-
source is up-to-date maps. Humanitarian
OpenStreetMap is working on this chal-
lenge. Software, like AirNet, could help them
in a rapid analyse of where there are build-
ings in the affected area - and thereby hu-
mans that might need help.

Conclusions
Using Norwegian map data together with or-
thographic aerial images of Norway worked
fairly well as training data. The basic model
resulted in a mIoU accuracy of 81.05. Visual
inspections did however show occurrences of
small offsets between the buildings in the
map data and the images. This reduces the
computer’s ability to learn how to detect edg-
es of the buildings.

Out of our two models, AirNet-basic per-
forms best when trained from scratch on the
constructed RGB dataset. It gives the high-
est accuracy and it trains faster. However,
which of the two AirNet models that should
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be used for a particular problem, is a ques-
tion that depends on several factors: The size
of the dataset, the available time for training
the network, if the model should be as fast as
possible during inference, or if a higher accu-
racy is more important. If the accuracy of the
results is the most important factor, a pre-
trained AirNet-extended model is recom-
mended. If fast inference time is the most im-
portant factor, the AirNet-basic model is pre-
ferred.

The introduction of IR-images in the net-
work did improve the results. The improve-
ment could be seen mainly in occluded areas
in the images. However, the improvement
was less than expected. Since IR-images are
rare, it might be worth considering larger
data sets with RGB images only. 

Using deep learning methods for building
detection has still a considerable potential
for improvement. However, by using meth-
ods as the proposed AirNet, it is possible to
solve several general tasks. This includes
tasks as the study of city growth, finding un-
registered buildings and immediate disaster
evaluation. This, together with the fact that
the methods within neural networks and
deep learning is constantly evolving, indi-
cates a promising future for the technology.
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