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By Matteo Luccio

MANY GIS PROFESSIONALS—
AND OTHERS IN THE GEO-
SPATIAL COMMUNITY AND 
BEYOND—use Safe Software’s 
FME daily to convert, extract, 
and analyze data. Yet, few of 
them know much, if anything, 
about the Canadian company 
that created the program and 
constantly updates it. 

Co-founded and co-led 
by computer scientists Don 
Murray and Dale Lutz, the 
company has grown over the 
past 25 years from that dy-
namic duo to a staff of about 
150 people, mostly young, 
who speak 15 languages.

Origins
Murray and Lutz earned their 
bachelor’s and master’s de-
grees in computer science. 
They met when they both 
worked on a project to build a 
big data analytical engine at 

MacDonald, Dettwiler and As-
sociates (MDA), a Canadian 
company that makes space, de-
fense, and maritime systems. 

Murray then left MDA to 
teach at the British Columbia 
Institute of Technology, but he 
and Lutz kept in touch. Even-
tually, they bid together on a 
government contract. 

“Safe was born with the 
successful bid of this con-
tract,” Murray recalls.

In the early 1990s in British 
Columbia, the Canadian govern-
ment was trying to keep track 
of logging by private companies 
and needed to exchange in-
formation with them. However, 
those companies used differ-
ent software packages, and 
the government did not want to 
mandate that they all use soft-
ware from the same vendor. 

Instead, it was going to in-
vent its own format and then 
have translators written from 
it to the commercial packages 
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in use. Murray and Lutz won 
the contract related to the 
early work on that project. 

“The format that the gov-
ernment invented was called 
SAIF,” Murray says. “We 
made a joke on that when 
we named the company Safe 
and got the domain name 
safe.com, not realizing that 
25 years later we would be in 
business, having almost noth-
ing to do with forestry.”

Lutz adds, “Right from the 
start, we focused on pretty 
much what we do now: mak-
ing it easy for customers to 
work with, exchange, and ex-
tract value from their data.”

The company’s early mar-
ket was moving data from 
CAD to GIS, Lutz recalls, be-
cause in British Columbia a 
lot of the mapping was being 
done with CAD packages. 

“The other lucky break for 
us was that we ended up get-
ting tangled in with Esri’s SDE 
very close to its beginning. 
People wanted to move CAD 
data into the Esri spatial data-
base engine. Pretty soon we 
were doing databasey stuff, 
then, rastery stuff.” 

Then lidar data and point 
cloud, Murray ads. Eventu-
ally, they also added Excel, 
which is now the company’s 
number-two format in FME. 
Excel is used so heavily that 

Lutz calls it “the shape file of 
non-spatial data.”

Murray points out that “the 
importance of data to all in-
dustries continues to grow, 
to the point that now compa-
nies have more data than they 
know what to do with.”

Collecting data in a data-
base provides no value if it 
is not used. “At Safe, we say 
that you are only getting value 
out of your data when it is ac-
tually moving or growing.” 

The company is now go-
ing after new industries and 
data sources, such as health 
care and MRI scans. “Our 
core has no idea what type 
of data it is working on. It just 
knows it is data.”

A future market that the 
company is pursuing is mov-
ing data into GIS from building 
information models, which are 
in some ways the successors 
of CAD. “There is a lot interest 
in indoor mapping, putting the 
blue dot inside the building. 
Things like augmented reality 
and virtual reality are becom-
ing adjacent to that.”

Markets
The company has penetrated 
many markets, according to 
Murray. Currently, its biggest 
sector is national, state, and lo-
cal government, and the next 
biggest is utilities, such as oil 

and gas companies and tele-
communication companies. 

“We are starting to see 
some penetration on the in-
door side,” says Murray. 
“There are probably 20 indus-
tries that we’re into. We are 
also seeing more and more 
companies that do not have 
spatial data or started with our 
stuff in spatial and now are 
using it in other ways. So, non-
spatial is a big area of growth 
and we are excited about it.”

Competitors
Safe’s biggest competitors, Lutz 
argues, are programmers who 
want to write code from scratch 
within their companies due to a 
“not invented here” syndrome. 

“We’re just a tool that can 
do a lot of things that people 
would otherwise write Python 
scripts or C++ code to do. It 
would take them more time if 
they did, because it causes 
their companies to have more 
maintenance burden long-
term. We add a lot of value on 
top of the stuff that we put to-
gether so that it is worthwhile 
to use our stuff instead of writ-
ing code from scratch.”

Open source would be a 
competitor, Lutz notes, but it is 
also a friend because his com-
pany funds a lot of it. Its prod-
uct, it believes, must add value 
on top of open source. 

Additionally, Safe has a lot 
of respect for a few products, 
such as Alteryx, that he con-
siders “adjacent” to it and oc-
casionally overlapping with it. 

Partners
Safe, Lutz says, is aligned 
with all the major players in 
the GIS, BIM, and CAD in-
dustries. “People like Esri 
are long-time friends of ours. 
They have the ArcGIS Data 
Interoperability extension 
that is our FME desktop prod-
uct rebranded.” Murray ads 
to the list MapInfo, Pitney 
Bowes, Autodesk, and Bent-
ley. “We’ve had alliances 
with them and many, many 
more for a long, long time.” 

The company, he says, has 
about 80 business partners 
around the world, including 
con terra in Germany, Sweco 
in Sweden, 1Spatial, and Miso.

A key to the company’s 
success is its ability to find 
these partners, Lutz explains. 
“We don’t sell directly into 
those markets. We leave it to 
our partners.”

Partnering also works ex-
tremely well as the company 
moves into new industries, he 
points out, because it finds 
partners there. “The partners 
also provide services. Safe 
does not provide services at 
all, which is different from 
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many companies. That really 
means that we don’t end up 
competing with our partners 
on many of these things.”

Challenges
Safe sometimes uses the 
phrase “freeing the data” to 
describe its mission. “It really 
means that people are free to 
do whatever they want with 
the data,” Murray says. “So, 
when you are working with a 
data set, we try to take away 
your worries about the format 
or what system it comes from, 
just enabling you, as the user 
who wants to work with that 
data, to very easily connect 
to it or read it so that you can 
extract value out of it.” 

He acknowledges that this 
involves a few challenges. 
The first one is to understand 
at the syntactic level about 
400 different systems so as 
to make it easy for users who 
are not computer scientists 
to connect to that data and 
read it.

The second challenge is to 
build transformers that enable 
users to use that data—such 
as raster or point clouds—to 
solve their specific problems. 
In the future, Murray predicts, 
the company will develop vid-
eo processing transformers. 

Whenever we move to 
a new area, we identify the 
sources or the formats or sys-
tems that we need to connect 
to and then we work to iden-
tify the major operations that 
users want to work on with 
that data.”

A third challenge, Lutz 
points out, is the constant 
change in the formats that 
Safe supports. “Our goal is 
to insulate our customers as 
much as possible from that 
change, which means that we 
must be modernizing and up-
dating our product. If we sup-
port 400 formats, every year 
50 to 100 of them change, so 

we have this burden to keep 
evolving and changing.” 

Additionally, nowadays 
that data often lives behind 
a variety of Web services—
from storage services, such 
as Amazon S3, Dropbox, or 
Google Drive, to systems 
such as Salesforce, NetSuite, 
or Trello. Therefore, Safe is 
“looking to insure that FME 
can reach out into those Web 
services, grab the data that is 
needed, and then push it back 
in where it needs to be.” 

One way it is doing this 
is via what it calls FME Hub, 
which enables partners and 
users to contribute to solu-
tions to access these data.

Staff
Murray attributes the com-
pany’s cultural diversity in 
large part to the fact that it is 
based in the Vancouver, BC, 

area. “If you walk down our 
hall, it is like the United Na-
tions. We have people from 
Japan, China, Taiwan, Cam-
bodia, Australia, the Middle 
East, Europe, a few people 
from the UK. 

He and Lutz are in their 
early 50s, but the average age 
of their staff is closer to 30. 
“Our new hires, primarily, are 
fresh out of university, with 
lots of energy.”

Between a third and a half 
of the staff have a technical 
background, including pro-
grammers and experts in GIS 
and, more generally, data ex-
change and software configu-
ration. Another large group 
works on marketing. 

“We have a shockingly 
small number of admin staff,” 
says Lutz. “A lot of our busi-
ness is highly automated.”

When he and Lutz started 

Safe, Murray explains, it was 
technology-heavy. “In the early 
days, that was fine, because a 
large part was just building up 
our vision.” Later, they added 
staff to handle accounting, 
marketing, business, and rela-
tions with partners. 

“Probably a lesson we 
learned is that we should have 
hired those different skills 
sooner than we did.”

Lutz describes the company 
as “relatively non-hierarchical” 
and his partnership with Mur-
ray as “tight.” Under them is 
a large layer of senior people 
whom they drafted. 

One may wonder what Mur-
ray and Lutz would do if they 
were ever unable to resolve 
a fundamental disagreement. 
Toss a coin? “We always try to 
see each other’s viewpoint,” 
says Murray. Like in any kind of 
relationship, he explains, they 
do not agree on 100% of things. 

“However, as long as you 
believe, in your heart, that the 
other person is rowing in the 
same direction, then things are 
good. We’ve never had any-
thing that was a showstopper. 
We always joke that if there 
were one of those, we would 
go play a game of foosball and 
the winner would take all, but it 
has never come to that.” n
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