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ABSTRACT 
Artificial intelligence is everywhere, solving (or poised to solve) the hard problems, and threatening 
to replace all our jobs. Against this background of hype, AI techniques such as deep learning are 
being quietly applied to a diverse set of domains, including difficult mapping problems such as 
wetlands, invasive plants and habitat loss. 

Deep learning is powerful, but its not magic. For every success, there are multiple failures. Rampant 
optimism in its abilities has been replaced first with caution, and now is often met with undue 
scepticism. Proponents and practitioners of deep learning (and AI in general) can now be met with 
anything from “but company XYZ say they can do that for a fraction of the price” to “we’ve paid 
someone to do something similar before and it didn’t work – it’s all a con”. 

Despite this somewhat bleak state of affairs, Manaaki Whenua has been quietly applying deep 
learning to mapping and other computer vision problems for over five years, with more than a dozen 
projects completed or underway, and several successes on hard problems. We will introduce some 
of the more contentious projects we have tackled, and discuss how we have managed expectations, 
and lessons learned from the experience. 
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