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Introduction

Most surveys are intended to provide a representation of some land or a structure. A mass of
dots may incorporate all the positional data, but is difficult to interpret. By joining together
points on the same feature, a conventional map or plan appears from the mass – join up the
dots and help understanding.

The problems start when we consider what to call the joined up features. Even within English
we have different names in different parts of the country for the same thing: stream, gill, burn.
beck. Historically, computers have used shortened names as descriptions for features, initially
because space was at a premium, more recently because typing out long names takes time and
even selecting them from a menu needs a very wide window to be opened.

This, in turn, leads to confusion as different users select the same shortened name for
different features. Is BT a British telecom cover or a Bank Top? The problem becomes even
more acute when the same data is passed to a number of consultants working on the same
scheme, all of whom have their own in-house code names.

First named

The first name given to any feature will be that chosen by the original surveyor. Most survey
companies will have their own feature coding systems, designed to make data capture in the
field as efficient and error free as possible. This coding may bear little resemblence to
anything the customer would recognise, in its raw state. Once downloaded and processed the
feature names will probably become more understandable.

You might ask why the surveyor doesn't just use the customer's own codes. This is perfectly
feasable if the survey company has only one or two customers or can dedicate individual
surveyors to work only for one customer. In most cases, however, over the course of a year
the surveyor might carry out work for 20 or more customers. Trying to remember the codes
for each customer (or having to consult a coding list throughout the survey) means that many
errors are likely to occur, the surveyor will concentrate more on the codes than the detail
being surveyed and the overall time will be greatly extended.

It is generally far better to convert a standard set of field codes at the output stage.

A wall is a wall

Or is it? Ornamental, security, retaining, building? Simple categories may contain a whole
series of subsets.

It might be that you just need a few simple categories of feature defined: buildings,
vegetation, hard surfaces, general ground, service covers. But what happens if one of your
consultants then wishes to know the type of service represented by the cover?

Most surveyors will subdivide the surveyed data quite extensively; perhaps 50 to 100
different categories will be used. These subdivisions will be retained throughout the
processing of the data. At the final stages of production more generalised groupings can be
applied, if that is the customer's wish.

This will mean that the customer will see only a few categories when the data is loaded into a
CAD package, but the ability to segregate sub-divisions of detail will have been lost.

We would always recommend that the customer asks for fully featured information and keeps
a separate copy of this original data if it is intended to then combine information into a few
layers. In that way the full value of the data is retained.
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Coding in detail

A sample of the feature codes used by SCS can be downloaded as either a PDF or as a DXF
file. Both files provide a tabular view of the general features used, showing how they appear
in a drawing. The DXF file can be loaded up into a CAD system and viewed within the
display. This might possibly indicate a few problems; perhaps linestyles or symbols clash
with ones already set in the system. Knowledge of this means that files created for a real job
can be modified before being sent to the customer, thus saving time and temper.

Of course, special features can be created for a particular job or group of jobs, in addition to
the features shown in the download files.

Attributes

Features may have more than a name. They might have dimensions, reference numbers,
material type, etc. Depending upon the software being used in the survey instrument, much of
this informaion can also be recorded and attached to either the feature or the individual points
which go to make it up. The most common attribute is probably the width. How often do you
see a drawing with hedges all the same width, or changing width in sudden jumps? A little
attention to recording in the field ensures that features where the width varies are correctly
depicted and not shown in a misleading stylised form.

For most surveys, having service covers correctly depicted for size and orientation should be
a must – all the covers being the same size and same way round is unlikely and suggests that
no attributes are being recorded; just a centre point and a symbol. The saving is rarely
worthwhile.

Deciding what other attributes to collect is a fine balance. If they are straightforward then
collection at the time of surveying detail may save considerable cost (there is no need for
somebody else to go out and get the information). If there is a considerable time overhead in
obtaining the information, it may be better to revisit the site with the specific aim of
collecting those attributes. (Time delays on the survey may run up equipment costs and
accommodation charges).

Providing the surveyor with copies of the utility records can save time and also highlight
possible hidden covers, as well as assisting identification. Generally there is insufficient time
after the survey has been awarded for the surveyor to obtain such records: the customer has
the additional time while quotations are being prepared.
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