
Exercise 8B: Writing Data to a Feature Class with an Insert Cursor 

 

Insert cursors are used to insert new rows into a feature class or table.  When inserting 

rows into a feature class you will need to know how to add the geometric representation 

of a feature into the feature class.  This can be accomplished using an Insert cursor along 

with two miscellaneous objects: Array and Point.  In this exercise we will add point 

features in the form of wildfire incidents to an empty point feature class.  In addition, you 

will use Python file manipulation techniques to read the coordinate data from a flat file. 

 

Step 1:  Explore the data file to be imported 

We will be importing North American wildland fire incident data from a single day in 

October, 2007.  This data is contained in a comma delimited text file containing one line 

for each fire incident on that particular day.  Each fire incident has a latitude, longitude 

coordinate pair separated by commas along with a confidence value.  This data was 

derived by automated methods that use remote sensing data to derive the presence or 

absence of a wildfire.  Confidence values can range from 0-100.  Higher numbers 

represent a greater confidence that this is indeed a wildfire. 

 

 Open the file at 

c:\GeoSpatialTraining\GISProgramming101\Exercises\Data\Wildfire 

Data\NorthAmericaWildfire_2007275.txt and examine the contents.  You will 

notice that this is a simple comma delimited text file containing longitude and 

latitude values for each fire along with a confidence value. 

 

We will use Python to read the contents of this file line by line and insert new point 

features into the FireIncidents feature class located in the 

c:\GeoSpatialTraining\GISProgramming101\Exercises\Data\Wildfire 

Data\WildlandFires.mdb personal geodatabase. 

 

 Close the file 

 

Step 2:  Explore the feature class where the data will be written 

 

 Open ArcCatalog 

 

 Navigate to c:\GeoSpatialTraining\GISProgramming101\Exercises\Data\Wildfire 

Data.  You should see a personal geodatabase called WildlandFires.  Open this 

geodatabase and you will see a point feature class called FireIncidents.  Right now 

this is an empty feature class.  We will add features by reading the text file you 

examined in Step 1 and inserting points.   

 

 Right click FireIncidents and select Properties. 

 

 Click the Fields tab. The latitude/longitude values found in the file we examined 

in step 1 will be imported into the SHAPE field and the confidence values will be 

written to the CONFIDENCEVALUE field. 



 

Step 3:  Create the Python Script and create a connection to Geoprocessor 

 

 Open PythonWin and create a new script.   

 

 Insert comments including your name, date, and the purpose of this script. 

 

 Save the script to 

c:\GeoSpatialTraining\GISProgramming101\Exercises\Exercise8\InsertWildfires.

py. 

 

 Import the arcgisscripting module and create an instance of arcgisscripting 

 

 
 

 Create a try/except code block as follows 

 

 
 

 Set the Workspace environment variable 

 

 
 

Step 4:  Use Python to open the comma delimited wildfire file 

 

 Open the file 

 

 

 

 Read the list of fires into a list structure.  Note: The variable name „lstFires‟ starts 

with an L not a numeric one (1) 

 

 
Step 5:  Create the InsertCursor 



 

 Create the InsertCursor 

 

 

 

Step 6:  Create a counter variable that will be used to print out the progress of the 

script 

 

 

 
 

Step 7:  Loop through the file line by line and populate new rows in the feature class 

with the information 

 

 Just below the line where you defined the counter variable, start the “for loop” 

which will be used to loop through each wildfire record in the file.  You will need 

to make sure that everything inside the “for loop” is indented.  Some additional 

explanation may be needed here.  The lstFires variable contains a list of all the 

wildfires that were contained in the comma delimited text file.  Our “for loop” 

will loop through each of these records one by one, inserting each individual 

record into the “fire” variable.   

 

 
 

 Create the Point object that will hold the x,y coordinate of the fire 

 

 
       



 

 Using the commas in each line, split out the values into separate values.  The split 

method can be used to create a list of values based on some type of delimiter 

(commas in this case).  Once the list has been created you can pull out values 

from the list using the bracket notation you see here.   

 

    
 

 Assign the x and y properties of the Point object to the longitude and latitude 

values you‟ve pulled from the file. 

 

 
 

      pnt.x = longitude 

                pnt.y = latitude 

 

 Create a new row (feature) in the InsertCursor using the NewRow( ) method 

 



     
 

 Assign the Point object geometry to the shape file and also set the confidence 

value field to the value pulled from the file 

 

 
 



 Insert the new row to the feature class 

 

 
 

 Print out the progress and update the counter 

 

 
 



 Release the lock on the feature class 

 

 

 

Step 7:  Save the script and check for any syntax errors.  Run the script. 

 

Step 8: Examine the feature class 

 

 Open ArcCatalog or ArcMap and navigate to the FireIncidents feature class in the 

WildlandFires personal geodatabase stored in 

c:\GeoSpatialTraining\GISProgramming101\Exercises\Data\Wildfire Data folder.  

You should see approximately 410 fire incident points.  Open the attribute table 

for the feature class and make sure that the confidencevalue field is populated.  

See below for figures of how your display should look. 

 



 
 

 

 

 


