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Are Web Maps suitable as a Base for Orienteering 
Maps? 
 
Web maps such as Google maps are more and more taking over our everyday life. 
But are they also suitable as a base for orienteering maps? Unfortunately not. A 
similar technology of the Web Map Services (WMS) is closing that gap. With these 
services one may retrieve among other things for instance the perimeter of nature 
sanctuaries from the web for course-setting.   
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It used to be that a shoe box full of different topographic maps was decorating the book cases. Today, 
many different bookmarks in the various internet browsers are fulfilling the same purpose: with Google 
maps one can fast and easily calculate the quickest road from the airport of Helsinki to the WOC 2013 
in Vuokatti; with the Federal Geo Portal «map.geo.admin.ch» one can print the upcoming hike for the 
weekend on a map in the scale of 1:25,000 including the complete hiking trail system; or with the 
OpenStreet-Map one can determine the next recycling station where one is living. 
 
Web maps have taken over our everyday life and displace the paper maps more and more. Thus the 
question arises for every orienteering map surveyor whether such web maps could be used as a basis 
for orienteering maps as well. On first impression it is obvious that many web maps are not up to the 
requirements of orienteering maps because those need to be much more detailed.  
Nevertheless, there are web services that are very useful in the production of orienteering maps: they 
are called Web Map Services (WMS). 
 
Web Map Service (WMS) 

Web Map Services have already been used for a long time in geo-information. Outside of that field, 
they are barely known. The reason is that one cannot use these services directly through the web 
browser as opposed to the web maps. The technology behind the web map services, however, is 
similar: The user (client) defines the map section that he/she wants to see. The corresponding request 
is sent through the web to the server where the map is stored. The data is then retrieved from the 
stored geo-information and small square roster tiles are generated and sent to the user where they are 
put together to show the requested map section. 
 
The advantage of this technique is the centralized storage location eliminating therefore the personal 
data storage of the user. This means that the user’s storage and calculating capacities are spared and 
the user always has the most current data at his/her disposition. In order to allow this technology for 
the user to work, a corresponding interface has to be programmed by a software application. OCAD 
11 Professional enables this and the WMS-Server as background maps can be incorporated. They 
can be used in the same way as scanned topographic maps or orthophotos and consequently also be 
digitized or printed. 

Orienteering Map Bürenflue 
(ROLV NWS) with General Overview Plan Canton of 
Solothurn (SO!GIS®). 

Orienteering Map Bürenflue 
(ROLV NWS) with Orthophoto (SO!GIS®). 
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Over 200 Topics on the Federal WMS-Server 

A WMS-Server connection opens up access to a never imagined abundance of geodata that serve the 
need way beyond the production of orienteering maps. The Federal Web Map Services offer over 200 
topics of their Federal Agencies. Spawn areas for amphibians, biological pastures and natural 
meadows or low-moor bogs are only a few 
examples of the array of topics. Many Cantons 
(States in Switzerland) also offer Web Map 
Services such as the Canton of Solothurn. 
Through them, topographic maps, the most up-
to-date orthophotos, real or in infrared, in color, 
with relief shading from digital elevation models 
(DTM and DOM) can be downloaded free of 
charge. Many other Cantons also offer Web Map 
Services; unfortunately not all are at no cost. 
 
It is also possible to retrieve data from Web Map Services that have previously been used by 
orienteering mappers as a base map. The newer data sources for orienteering maps such as 
orthophotos or Digital Elevation Models can also be used for that purpose. The data is always up-to-
date and the tedious burning of CD-ROM discs eliminated to mail the data. Additionally, information 
can be downloaded such as for instance for low moor bogs, moor landscapes, or spawn areas for 
amphibians which is very useful to know for course-setting.  
Whatever it may be, the browsing through the WMS-Services is never-the-less very exciting. One 
finds the positions of bee hives, or invasive neophytes, or learns where it is mandatory that the dogs 
have to be on a leash! 
 
 
Links: 
http://wms.geo.admin.ch/? 
http://goo.gl/mZdZv 
 
 
*Thomas Gloor is Managing Director of OCAD AG. 
Every two months he is presenting the most important functions of the new version 11 of the 
cartography software. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Orienteering Map 
Bürenflue 
(ROLV NWS) with 
relief shading 
DTM (SO!GIS®). 
Source: ROLV, 
NWS, SO!GIS®  


