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As surveyors, we are put in the 
positions of being both 
providers and users of 

geographic information. Even though we 
typically think of ourselves as data and 
information providers, none of us has the 
ability to create all the information we 
need. Whether we rely on geodetic 
control, GPS signals, or previous 
surveyors’ work, we all rely on others’ 
information to do our work. The situa­
tion of accessing data has been evolving 
rapidly over the last several years with 
more and more information becoming 
available. This article will focus specifi­
cally on those data sets that are made 
available freely and that may be of some 
assistance to surveyors.

Before discussing specific informa­
tion that is available, it is worth 
considering what kind of information is 
required. Several questions need to be 
asked before relying on a particular data 
set or service.
• Do I need to actually have the informa­
tion with a right to use it or can I 
accomplish my goals by just seeing it? 
There are many services that allow you 
to see data but not actually copy or save 
it. Examples would be MapQuest or 
Google that may be useful for finding a 
project site or understanding the 
surrounding area of a site for project 
planning purposes.
• Do I need to have the right to change 
the data and create derivative products 
for distribution or sale? Often licences 
will allow users to access the data, 
however, they may restrict how the infor­
mation can be used downstream. This 
may be to minimize liability or control 
how information can be marketed.
• Do I need the right to display the infor­
mation over the Internet? Often licenses 
to data will restrict how and if informa­
tion can be displayed over the Internet.
• Is the data changing rapidly and there­
fore do I require current or near current 
data? As an example if I am using 
meteorological data to correct instru­
mentation, there is little point in using

yesterday’s data.
• How can I access the data? Can I get 
the information on-line or do I have to 
wait for its delivery?
• Is the data in a format I can use or do I 
have to make investments to take advan­
tage of it? Often GIS data is in a 
proprietary format that may not be read­
able by your CAD systems or other 
software you own.
• Do I need to combine the data with 
other data to create the product or 
service I need? If so, is the data compat­
ible or does it require investments to 
integrate it?
• Does the data meet my needs in terms 
of accuracy, content, or timeliness?

Obviously each of the questions 
above will influence whether a particular 
data set will meet your needs.

Over the last several years govern­
ments have been gradually changing 
their pricing policies for geospatial 
information. A study commissioned by 
GeoConnections (a federal program run 
by Natural Resources Canada) analyzed 
the government data pricing policies 
across Canada and concluded that 
governments should provide their base 
data at no cost to Canadians. Several 
government organizations have changed 
their policies in response. From a 
national perspective, the Canadian 
Council on Geomatics (an organization 
of federal, provincial, and territorial 
geomatics agencies) has created 
GeoBase. GeoBase consists of six 
themes of information that are intended 
to be available across the country and 
maintained according to a maintenance 
schedule. Landsat 7 imagery, elevation 
data, federal control, geographic names, 
provincial boundaries, and a national 
road network file are all available for no 
cost. GeoBase is available on-line for 
download and is now also available as a 
web service. See www.geobase.ca for 
additional information.

The Ontario government, in addition 
to participating in GeoBase, has also 
made its base data available. There is a

one-time initiation fee of $100 but data 
is available thereafter for no cost. 
Depending on the amount of data 
required it will either be made available 
through an on-line service or shipped via 
CD/DVD. This data includes topographic 
information such as elevations, lakes and 
rivers, transmission lines as well as 
municipal boundaries, township fabric 
and geodetic control. The accuracy of the 
data varies by theme but typically is in 
the 10m range for Southern Ontario and 
20m for Northern Ontario. The data in 
the far north is significantly less accurate 
since it is based on 1:50,000 data in the 
North-West and 1:250,000 data in the 
North-East. To access this data contact 
Larry Bradt of the Ministry of Natural 
Resources.

The licences for both Ontario’s base 
data and GeoBase are based on similar 
wording and have very few restrictions, 
thereby allowing surveyors to create and 
market derivative products and services. 
The data is also available through value 
added providers, who offer different 
formats or services. Some of these 
providers charge for their services, 
however, others such as ESRI provide 
the data for no cost (www.geographynet- 
work.ca/website/obm/viewer.htm).

If only a view or a printable file is 
desired a few web sites make available 
information that can be printed to make 
a hard copy map. An example is through 
Land Information Ontario’s Make a Map 
service (www.lio.gov.on.ca).

Many municipalities have also 
decided to make available their informa­
tion on a no-cost basis. Licenses vary so 
individual users will have to ensure the 
terms of usage can meet their needs. 
Several municipalities provide viewing 
services with many providing significant 
amounts of information including parcel 
mapping and aerial photography views.

No-cost data is not only made avail­
able through government organizations. 
Many private sector organizations make 
available geospatial information on a no- 
cost basis. They are doing so to market
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software or other services or to drive 
traffic to their site for advertising 
purposes. Nevertheless, they can provide 
valuable information depending on your 
needs. Generally these data sets are in 
the form of views through web sites.

Lastly more and more services are 
becoming available that provide innova­
tive ways of gaining access to 
information. Several of these are very 
useable for surveyors. As an example the 
Geodetic Survey Division of Natural 
Resources Canada provides a precise 
point positioning service that will 
process autonomous GPS observations 
(www.geod.nrcan.gc.ca/ppp_e/php). A

geocoder service is now available that 
will process a civic address and return a 
geographic coordinate of the point, as 
well as a reverse service that will 
generate an address based on a geographic 
coordinate (www.geocoder.ca). This 
service is obviously dependent on the 
quality of the underlying data and could 
provide integration issues depending on 
your accuracy needs, however, it may 
provide a great tool for easily locating 
your projects geographically. Several 
other web services are likely to emerge 
in the near future.

This article has only mentioned some 
of the free services that are available that

can assist surveyors. With a little 
research and a bit of thinking many 
opportunities could emerge that would 
not have been feasible or cost- 
effective only a couple of years 
ago.

B rian  M aloney is the Surveyor 
General of Ontario and acting Director 
of the Geographic Information Branch of 
the Ministry of Natural Resources. He 
has been supportive of making base data 
available at no cost. He sits on the 
GeoBa.se S teering C om m ittee. He 
can be contacted by email at: 
brian.j.maloney@mnr.gov.on.ca.

N E W S  F R O M 1 0 4 3
Changes to the Register
M e m b e r s  D e c e a s e d

K. Reis 1270 Nov. 3, 2005
D.H. Galbraith 854 Nov. 4, 2005
F.M. McGregor 995 Nov. 18, 2005
D. Murphy 1079 Date Unknown
M.G. Beverly 868 Date Unknown
V Raiend 1027 Dec. 7, 2005

R e t i r e m e n t s /R e s i g n a t i o n s

J.C. Milne 888 Dec. 31,2005
M.J. O ’Sullivan 1169 Dec. 31, 2005
S.M. Vollick 1765 Dec. 31,2005

Surveyors in Transit
G.T. Stidwill has joined the Markham office 
of J.D. Barnes Limited.

Jones G eom atics In c .’s monumentation 
identification has changed from 1756 to 
JGOI.

The Bowmanville office of Ivan B. W allace 
Ltd. has moved to 71 Mearns Court, Box 2, 
Bowmanville, ON L1C 4N4. Phone and fax 
remain the same. They have also purchased 
the notes and records of Brown & Coggan 
Ltd. and C.D. Coggan has joined their staff.

N. Kenea, from the Corporation of the Town 
of Markham, Centre for GIS, has a direct 
phone number: 905-475-4733.

S. Sinnis is now on the 10th floor o f the 
Ontario Realty Corporation in the 
Inform ation Technology -  Surveys

Geomatics section. All other information 
remains the same.

G ifford  H arris Surveying L td. has
converted their Campbellford office into a 
consultation office. Hours will be by 
appointment. Files and records will be 
consolidated at their Trenton head office.

The fax number for the Orangeville office 
o f Van H arten  
Surveying Inc. has
changed to 519-940- 
4113.

R .R . K rupow icz  
Surveying has moved 
to 37 Ambler Bay,
Barrie, ON L4M 7A5.
All other information 
remains the same.

A. Jeraj’s new office 
number is 905-615- 
3200 ext. 5789 and fax 
is 905-615-3060.

D .H . M arion ’s new
office number is 905- 
615-3200 ext. 5094.

NRCan -  Legal 
Surveys Division has 
changed its name to 
N R C an - C anada  
Centre for C adastral 
M anagem ent. All 
other inform ation 
remains the same.

of Transportation of Ontario, Geomatics 
Section. His office phone number is 705- 
497-5548. See new and revised email.

The Cochrane office Sutcliffe Rody 
Q uesnel Inc. has changed from a full time 
office to a consultation office by appoint­
ment. E.J. Linhares is the managing OLS, 
and is working out of the New Liskeard 
office. See new and revised email.

P.M. Skuro has joined 
the office of Ministry
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