
COMPUTERS IN THE SMALL DRAWING OFFICE ENVIRONMENT: 
The results of a survey 
Graham Allsopp 

It has been assumed, largely by qualitative evidence, that cartography in the small drawing office has 
undergone radical changes in the past five years, with the introduction of desktop computers. The aim 
of this survey was to quantify the penetration of desktop computers into the small-scale drawing office. 
It has been based around the membership of the SoC, but also uses a number of other higher education 
establishments in the British Isles. 

One may be forgiven for expecting that all cartogra
phers are now computer operators. The last few SoC 
Summer Schools, and recently the SUC Bulletin have both 
prominently featured computing. But is it really true that 
the modern drawing office has a computer on every desk, 
or is this a myth created by a vocal minority, blessed with 
access to unlimited funds? 

The last decade has seen dramatic developments in the 
computer world - single desktop machines costing a few 
thousand pounds have more power than the multi-million 
pound systems of the 1970's. Further up the price scale, the 
power of networked systems has allowed atlas publishers 
to defect wholesale to the digital camp. The dual develop
ments of increased power and greater storage capacity, both 
at greatly reduced prices, have fuelled this great boom. 

The aim of this survey was to ascertain the penetration 
of computing into the small drawing office. Much of the 
membership of the SoC is composed of cartographers work
ing in such environments. It was assumed that because of 
cost restrictions and the nature of the work, most members 
were either using the 'traditional techniques' of scribing and 
pen-and-ink, or were using personal computers (such as the 
IBM PC and the Apple Macintosh), and the questions were 
phrased accordingly. The majority of the SoC membership 
in the British Isles was canvassed, either at the 1991 Glas
gow Summer School, or by post. As a balance, all 56 higher 
education geography departments in the UK which are not 
represented by SoC membership were also circulated. 

In total, 132 questionnaires were distributed. The sur
vey was conducted between September and December 
1991. The survey asked that only computers and software 
which are used for regular routine general production worlc 
be included. In this paper the term personal computer is 
taken to mean any desktop size computer excluding UNIX 
workstations. PC is taken to be a personal computer using 
an Intel 80x86 cpu capable of running MS-DOS and poss
ibly MS Windows. Only one questionnaire was sent to 
cover each site; hence the number of respondents reflects 
the range, but not necessarily the actual number, of soft
ware packages in use. 

The survey results 
57 replies were received from SoC sites (75% response 

rate), representing 51% of the British Isles membership, and 
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42% of the total membership. 20 (36%) of the non-members 
canvassed replied. The total response rate was 58%. 

Do you routinely use computers for general produc
tion work? 
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The results were surprisingly similar for both groups. 
To some extent this may be a built-in bias of the survey: 
computer users would be more likely to respond than non
users. However, even assuming that all the non-replying 
sites are not computer users, nearly two-thirds of the sites 
canvassed are computer users. All the SoC members who 
were not computer users said that they were purchasing or 
considering purchasing systems within the next 12 months. 
As the proportions are almost identical, all further data for 
both members and non-members has been agglomerated. 

Which computer systems do you routinely use? 
The Apple Macintosh is clearly the most popular plat

form, with 88% of respondents indicating they used such a 
system. 21% were using PCs, though some respondents did 
note that these were only used for text generation. A point 
of note is the absence of users of mini-computers and 
SPARC (UNIX) workstations; capable of running packages 
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such as Intergraph and ARC/Info and common in the com
mercial field, they have made little impact. It should also 
be noted that some respondents were using more than one 
platform. 

Which PC configurations are you using? 

E 20 
~ 
c: 
0 
f1- 10 
e -0 

2: 0 

:g 20 
c: :c 
0 

~ 10 

Which PC operating 
system( s) do you use? 

Which PC machines 
do you use? 

Which Macintosh machines are you using? 
In contrast to the PC machines, it is interesting to note 

that the more powerful (and hence more expensive) ma
chines are the most prevalent. This can probably be 
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explained by the greater demands of graphic work. Only 
15% of Macintosh users were using the new operating 
system, System 7. 

About the computer peripherals you use 

Which monitors are you using? 
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Which monitors 
do you use? 
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The 12-14" colour monitor was by far the most popular 

single format. This is frequently bundled with PC systems, 
and a relatively cheap, high-quality monitor for Macintosh 
systems. It is interesting to note though, that with all its 
variations totalled, the two-page monitoris the most popu
lar format. 
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Do you use a scanner? 
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Most scanners were attached to Macintosh machines. 
Some model ranges have been agglomerated under one 
heading. 

Which output devices do you use? 
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About the software you use on your computers 

~ Which PC word-processing 
packages do you use? ~ 110] 
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Which Macintosh 
word-processing software 

do you use? 
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Which PC graphing packages 
do you use? 

I -·------I I I I I I I I 

0 ~ ... -g ... VI 15 ... 
Q. Q) Q) 0 0 LL. !11 ~ ll.. gj ·a. a: 't: z ... Q. ::I 
(!) ~ 

~ !11 !11 en ::::::: Q. :::::!: :::::!: 0 Q) (!) ~ E a: Q. 0 Cl 
<( i5 (!) !11 ll.. i:i5 

·;:: :::::!: 
0 

35 



40 

~ 
c:: 
~ 30 
c:: 
0 
0. 
1/) 

e 20 

..... 

.8 10 
E 
:::1 z 

50 

1/) 

E 40 
~ c:: 
8. 30 
1/) 

e 
0 ! 20 
E 
:::1 
z 10 

0 

0 

Which Macintosh graphing 
packages do you use? 
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Which page-layout (DTP) 
packages do you use? 
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A final section asked respondents if they found they 
could perform any tasks better using 'traditional' (ie non
computer) methods. 

Only approximately one-third of the respondents 
wished to make a comment here, which in itself is worthy 
of note; indeed, many respondents indicated that the com
puter could cope with anything that was asked of it. 
Comments fell into three main areas: drawing, graphing and 
charting, and printing. 

Printing problems were generally associated with 
standard laser printers- their restriction to monochrome, the 
maximum A4 output, and the generally poor resolution of 
the printing. Where respondents used a high-resolution 
imagesetter, they commented on the restriction of A3 sized 
output. 

A few comments were made concerning graphing and 
charting. Some respondents felt that the current packages 
lacked flexibility (in line weight, shadings, etc.). Others 
remarked that for many 'awkward' graphs (odd data sets or 
axes, etc.), it was easier to draw the graph manually, scan it 
into a drawing package, and trace and re-draw it. 

Predictably, the most problems were experienced with 
drawing. Some of these were at a very basic level - a few 
respondents indicated that some maps and diagrams were 
"too simple" to do on the computer. Conversely, rather more 
commented that some diagrams were too detailed or too 
complicated, and had to be hand-drawn. Some respondents 
found that old hand-drawn diagrams were often amended 
quicker by hand rather than being redrawn on the computer; 
however, they noted that long-term, it would be better 
policy to redraw the diagram. Shading fills and tones were 
often found to be unsatisfactory or unavailable, particularly 
for special uses such as geological and ecological mapping . 

A few respondents commented that they were often 
given graphs or diagrams drawn on other computer systems, 
and these had to be redrawn for publication, due to poor 
reproduction. Finally there were some comments on the 
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flexibility of computer drawing packages in general. The 
respondents found it easier to hand draw up to final compi
lation stage, or for more artistic diagrams, such as field 
sketches and relief shading. 

Conclusions 
The survey results have bourn out the initial impress

ions - computers have made great inroads into the small 
drawing office, and higher educational drawing offices in 
particular. The Apple Macintosh platform has been out
standingly successful, especially when many 
establishments have a perceived bias or actual policy in 
favour of PC systems. The depth of penetration is surprising 
however. SoC members might have been expected to have 
been informed of developments through its Summer 
Schools and publications; the experience of non-members 
shows computers have made inroads on a very wide front. 

Looking at software, the two most popular drawing 
packages are the PostScript-based Adobe Illustrator and 
Aldus FreeHand, which reflects the general graphics indus
try. Indeed, Adobe itself estimates that 70% of Illustrator 
users are also FreeHand users. The Quickdraw drawing 
package MacDraw 11 is also worthy of note. What was 
perhaps not predictable is that the single most popular 
package on both PC and Macintosh platforms - Aldus 
PageMaker- was not a drawing package at all. Such exten
sive use of a page-layout package shows how the computer 
has developed and expanded the role of the cartographer. 

The most encouraging aspect of the survey has been 
the number of positive comments made on the question
naires. Many respondents replied with a resounding "No" 
to the question 'Are there any tasks you find you can 
perform better using "old" rather than "new" technology. 
There were many comments concerning decreased drawing 
and revision time: "Our Apple Mac system has made a 
significant improvement in our efficiency"; "Worlc is now 
quicker, cleaner and easier to edit"; "The department feels 
that the new working methods give higher productivity to 
the Cartographic Unit". Some people even seemed to enjoy 
coming to work: "After two years use [of a computer] I find 
I enjoy it as much as the old techniques"; "The introduction 
[of the Macintosh] has made my job quicker and much more 
interesting"; "FreeHand 3 is brilliant! It is so time saving 
and so user friendly!" 

Although the digital future may not be entirely predict
able, it may at least stimulate the imagination. 
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CANADIAN ARCTIC RESCUE 
A remarkable feat of terrestrial navigation under par

ticularly appalling conditions has come to light in the wake 
of an air disaster that occurred in the Arctic on October 30, 
1991. A Canadian Forces Hercules transport aircraft, with 
18 persons aboard, was on a routine resupply mission that 
originated at Canadian Forces Base Edmonton. It picked 
up 4,000 US gallons of diesel fuel from the American base 
at Thole, Greenland before crashing 30kms short of the 
runway at Alert, on the northeast tip of Ellesmere Island. 
Two rescue missions were launched, the frrst overland from 
Alert, the second by air. 

The overland mission set out from Albert within hours 
of the crash. Two snow-tractors and a bulldozer specially 
designed for Arctic terrain set out in convoy on a hazardous 
journey that would take 30 hours to complete. Driving in 
near permanent darlcness and with their visibility reduced 
virtually to zero in blizzard conditions, they had to traverse 
a mountain range, the Sheridan River Gorge, a rock-strewn 
plateau, and several small lakes that lay between them and 
the wreckage. 

Since compasses would not work, both due to the metal 
cabins of the vehicles and their proximity to the Pole, they 
lacked even the most basic navigational equipment. In
stead, they relied on dead reckoning, using an altimeter to 
check their height above sea level and comparing this data 
to the contours on a standard topographical map. Direction 
was determined by using those ubiquitous features of Arctic 
terrain - snow ridges. Knowing the direction of the prevail
ing wind, they were able to· calculate a heading relative to 
the position of snow drifts in the lee of such ridges. 

Despite their handicaps, the overland mission arrived 
within an hour of the airbom mission, which parachuted six 
search and rescue technicians into the area, and was able to 
assist in the rescue of thirteen persons. It was the largest 
and most complex rescue mission ever undertaken by the 
Canadian military in the Far North. 
From various Canadian newspaper accounts 
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