
Pretty much any device with a GPS receiver can save GPS 
data as GPX files. But what are these files good for? 
Quite a lot, provided you have a nifty tool like Prune 

[1]. This application looks de-
ceptively simple, 
but it 

packs some rather useful features that can help you get the 
most out of your GPX files.

Configuring Prune
Prune itself doesn’t require any installation. Because the appli-
cation is written in Java, the only mandatory requirement is the 
Sun Java Runtime Environment. Prune is distributed as a 
ready-to-use .jar archive, and you can run it by either double-
clicking it or using the java jar prune.jar command in the ter-
minal. Before you do that, though, you might want to install a 

few additional packages to extend Prune’s 
default functionality. For example, to enable 

real-time 3D display of GPS data, you 
should install the Java 3D libraries [2]. 

To install the libraries, download the 
.bin installer and follow the in-

structions in the README.
TXT file.

Another useful addi-
tion is the ExifTool 

utility for han-
dling Exif 
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data in JPEG image files. Prune uses this 
tool to write geotags to the correlated 
photos. The ExifTool utility is available 
in the repositories of many popular 
Linux distributions, so you can install it 
with the use of your distro’s package 
manager.

On Ubuntu, you have to install the 
libimage-exiftool-perl package. If you are 
using a standalone GPS receiver, you can 
use Prune to read data directly from the 
receiver. To enable this feature, you need 
to install the GPSBabel tool, which is 
also available in the software reposito-
ries of most mainstream Linux distros. 
Finally, if you want to be able to gener-
ate various charts, you should install the 
gnuplot utility.

Although Prune runs perfectly with 
default settings, you can override them 
by creating a .pruneconfig configuration 
file in your home directory then specify-
ing your own set of custom parameters. 
For example, with the prune.directory 
parameter, you can specify the working 
directory:

prune.directory=/home/user/gps/

Prune supports several languages be-
sides English, and with the prune.lan
guagecode parameter, you can set the de-
fault interface language as in the follow-
ing line:

prune.languagecode=DE

If you prefer to use imperial units in-
stead of metric, you can set the prune.
metricunits parameter to n:

prune.metricunits=n

By default, Prune uses the Mapnik 
OpenStreetMap server, but you can spec-
ify another server via the prune.map
serverindex parameter:

prune.mapserverindex=2

In this case, 2 refers to the Opency-
clemap server, which displays maps with 
bicycle paths.

Using Prune
Once it is started, Prune displays an 
empty canvas, so the first thing you have 
to do is open a GPX file (see the box ti-
tled “What Is GPX?”) by choosing File | 
Open file and selecting the desired GPX 
file. To enable the background map, click 
on the Show map icon. This displays the 
map either from Mapnik or from the 
server specified in the .pruneconfig file. 
Also, you can switch to a different map 
server at any time with View | Set map 
background.

Editing Track Points and 
Creating Waypoints
The GPS track displayed on the map 
consists of track points, and the Track 
details section in the left pane displays 
the total number of points in the current 
track (Figure 1). Below the Track details 
section is a slider that lets you move 
from point to point.

By clicking on a specific point, you 
can view detailed information about it. 
(To zoom in and locate individual 
points, use the Zoom buttons on the 
map or the mouse scroll wheel.) From 
here, you can view information for the 
selected point in the Point details section 
in the pane on the right. This informa-
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Figure 1: Prune in action.

Figure 2: Editing a track point.



tion includes latitude, longitude, alti-
tude, time, and speed. Prune also allows 
you to edit the point’s data, which 
comes in handy when you need to make 
corrections to the track. To edit the 
point, choose Edit | Edit point, select the 
property you want to edit, and press the 
Edit button (Figure 2).

The Edit waypoint name command 
lets you assign a name to the selected 
point. This automatically adds the point 
to the Waypoints list in the left pane, 
which acts as a bookmark list.

At any time you can locate the “book-
marked” point on the map by selecting it 
in the Waypoints list. The Edit menu 
contains a few commands that allow you 
to tweak the track. The Compress track 
command, for example, allows you to 
streamline the track by removing redun-

dant points, and the Delete point com-
mand lets you delete individual points 
on the track.

The Select menu has commands that 
allow you to specify ranges. For exam-
ple, if you want to know the total dis-
tance of the GPS track, choose the Select 
all command to select the entire track. 
Then you can see the range information 
in the Range details section in the right 
pane.

Also, you can specify a range for a 
specific track segment, which can be 
useful if you need to get information 
about a specific part of the route (Figure 
3). For example, you can use this feature 
to compare your average speed on a flat 
stretch of the route to your average 
speed when you move uphill. Speaking 
of uphill, the pane directly below the 
map contains an altitude profile of the 
current route, and clicking anywhere on 
the profile automatically selects the re-
lated point on the map.

Plotting Data
If you have the gnuplot tool installed on 
your system, you can use Prune to turn 
the dry GPS data into colorful charts. To 
do this, choose View | Chart and use the 
Charts dialog window to specify chart 
settings. Select, for example, the Time 
option for the X-axis and Speed for the 
Y-axis to generate a chart that displays 
your speed profile (Figure 4). Either out-
put the generated chart directly to the 
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Figure 4: Prune can generate charts from GPS data.

Figure 3: Specifying a range.

GPX stands for GPS eXchange Format. 
based on XmL, this format is designed 
for storing and describing GPS data so it 
can be accessed by any application that 
supports the GPX format. A GPX file 
contains, among other things, informa-
tion about waypoints (sets of coordi-
nates that identify a point in a physical 
space), tracks (ordered collections of 
points), and elevation (height above sea 
level). If you open a GPX file in a text ed-
itor, you’ll see that the file’s structure 
consists of a number of nodes, wherein 
each node represents a waypoint. each 
node contains a waypoint latitude and 
longitude, a timestamp, and an eleva-
tion. This information can be presented 
in a meaningful way by any application 
that provides support for the GPX for-
mat, including Prune. many GPS de-
vices currently on the market allow you 
to export GPS data in the GPX format, 
but it’s still a good idea to double-check 
to see whether the device you are about 
to buy supports GPX. Otherwise, your 
options to get GPS data out of the de-
vice will be rather limited.

What Is GPX?



screen or save it as an SVG file that you 
can tweak in a vector drawing applica-
tion such as Inkscape.

Prune can export the currently opened 
GPX file in several formats. The File | Ex
port GPX command lets you save a 
tweaked GPX file under a different 
name, whereas the Export KML com-
mand can be used to save the GPX file in 
the Google Earth-compatible format, 
which allows you to display GPS data in 
the Google Earth application. To do this, 
export the currently opened GPX file, 
choose File | Open in Google Earth and 
select the exported KML file (Figure 5).

Using Prune as a 
Photographic Tool
Thanks to its ability to correlate photos, 
Prune can also be an indispensable tool 
for shutterbugs. But what is photo corre-
lation and how does this feature work in 
Prune? If you have a digital camera, you 
can take photos while recording your 
geographical coordinates with a GPS de-
vice. Then you can open the GPX file in 
Prune, map your photos onto the track, 
and write the coordinates to the photos 
(i.e., geotag them). This way, you can 
geotag photos even if your camera 
doesn’t have geotagging capabilities.

Correlating photos with Prune is a 
straightforward process. Just choose 
Photo | Add photos and select the photos 
you want to correlate. Prune can auto-
matically correlate photos by matching 

the timestamp of a photo with the time-
stamp of a track point. To perform the 
automatic correlation, choose Photo | 
Correlate photos.

For successful correlation, the clocks 
in your camera and GPS device must be 
synchronized; otherwise, Prune will 
prompt you to specify a time offset. Al-
though you can even map old photos 
onto a newly recorded GPX track, you 
will need to correlate all such photos 
manually.

To do this, go to the Photos list in the 
left panel, select a photo, press and hold 
the Ctrl key, and select the point you 
want on the map (Figure 6). Then, 
choose the Photos | Connect to point 
command. To write geotags to the photo, 
use the Photos | Save to Exif command 
(this requires that the ExifTool utility be 
installed on your system).

This feature is nifty, indeed, but Prune 
has yet another trick up its sleeve. When 
you export the GPX track containing cor-
related photos in the KMZ format, Prune 
generates thumbnails and bundles them 
with the .kmz file. In this way, you can 
view the correlated photos in Google 
Earth.

Final Word
Prune is the perfect companion to any 
GPS device because it’s simple to use 
and offers all the essential features 
needed to view and edit GPX files. Addi-
tionally, its correlation capabilities make 
it a great tool for photographers. Add to 
this the ability to export GPX tracks as 
KML files, and you have a very useful 
application for all your GPS needs.  n

LINUXUSERPrune

75ISSUE 109December 2009

Figure 5: Viewing the exported KMZ file in Google Earth.

Figure 6: With Prune, you can correlate photos.

[1]  Prune: http://  activityworkshop.  net/ 
 software/  prune/  index.  html

[2]  Java 3D libraries:  
https://  java3d.  dev.  java.  net/
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