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Prospector

 

Prospector is the main window into the Civil 3D object model. This palette or tab is where you 
“go mining” for data and also shows points, alignments, parcels, corridors, and other objects as one 
concise, expandable list. In addition, in a project environment this window is where you will con-
trol access to your project data, create references to shared project data, and observe the check-in/
check-out status of a drawing. Finally, you can also use Prospector to create a new drawing from 
the templates defined in the Drawing Templates branch in your AutoCAD Options dialog. Pros-
pector has the following branches:

 

◆

 

Open Drawings

 

◆

 

Projects

 

◆

 

Drawing Templates

In addition to the branches, Prospector has a series of icons across the top that toggle various 
settings on and off:

 

Project State Toggle

 

Turns on and off the display of project item state icons in the Prospector 
palette—very important when you’re working with a team of designers so that you know when 
others have made changes to project-related data. Leave this one on!

 

Drawing State Toggle

 

Turns on and off the display of the drawing item state icons in the 
Drawings collection. This is how you know that an object is in use, has been modified, or has 
dependent objects—profiles that depend on alignments. This same button on the Settings tab of 
Toolspace will turn on the icons that indicate a style is in use or has dependencies that keep it 
from being deleted. Another one to usually leave on.

 

Modifier Toggle

 

Turns on and off the display of the drawing item modifier icons at the indi-
vidual object level. For example, these icons will inform you when a surface is out of date or 
when a corridor needs to be rebuilt. This information is important when working with project 
data that has been referenced to your current drawing.

 

Item Preview Toggle

 

Turns on and off the display of the Toolspace item preview within Pros-
pector. These previews can be helpful when you’re navigating drawings in projects (you can 
select one to check out) or when you’re attempting to locate a parcel on the basis of its visual 
shape. In general, however, this one can be turned off—it’s purely a user preference.

 

Panorama Display Toggle

 

Turns on and off the display of the Panorama window (which 
we’ll talk about in a bit). To be honest, there does not seem to be a point to this button, but it’s 
here nonetheless.

 

Help

 

This should be obvious, but it’s amazing how many people overlook it.

 

Master and Active Drawing Views

 

If you can’t see the Projects or Drawing Templates branch in Figure 1.1, look at the top of the Prospector
pane. There is a dropdown menu for operating in Active Drawing Only or Master View mode. Selecting
Active Drawing Only only displays open drawings. The Master View mode, however, displays the
Projects and Drawing Templates branches, as well as the branches of any other drawings you might
have open. 
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6 CHAPTER 1

 

GETTING DIRTY: THE BASICS OF CIVIL 3D

 

 

 

Civil 3D is built on both AutoCAD and Map, so Civil 3D 2008 comes with a variety of templates. 
However, most users will want to select one of the top few, which start with 

 

_Autodesk Civil 3D

 

 
and then have some descriptive text. These templates have been built on the basis of customer feed-
back to provide Civil 3D with a varying collection of object styles. These templates give you a good 
starting point for creating your own personal template file. 

 

Settings

 

The Settings tab of Toolspace is the proverbial rabbit hole. Here you will adjust how the draw-
ing relates to the real world, how Civil 3D objects look, and how the Civil 3D commands work. 
You control styles, labels, and command settings for each component of Civil 3D here. We’ll 
start by looking at the top level of drawing settings and a few command settings to get you 
familiar, and then we’ll cover the specifics for each object’s styles and settings in their respec-
tive chapters. 

 

Drawing Settings

 

Starting at the drawing level, Civil 3D has a number of settings that must be understood before the 
program can be used efficiently. Civil 3D understands that the end goal of most users is to prepare 
construction documents on paper. To that end, most labeling and display settings are displayed in 
inches for imperial users and millimeters for metric users instead of nominal units like many other 
AutoCAD objects. Since much of this is based on an assumed working scale, let’s look at how to 
change that setting, along with some other drawing options.

 

1.

 

Open the file 

 

SampleSite.dwg

 

 from the installed sample files. 

 

2.

 

Switch to the Settings tab.

 

3.

 

Right-click on the filename and select Edit Drawing Settings to display the dialog shown in 
Figure 1.5.

Each tab in this dialog controls a different aspect of the drawing. Most of the time, you will pick 
up the Object Layers, Abbreviations, and Ambient Settings from a companywide template. But the 
drawing scale and coordinate information change for every job, so the Units And Zone and the 
Transformation tabs are visited frequently.

 

Consistency of Feedback

 

Just as in Prospector, the button on the top row toggles the display of the various drawing item state
icons that tell you if a style or label is in use. There’s also a dropdown menu for a few different views of
the Settings window.
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One common question that surrounds the Object Layers tab is the checkbox on the lower left, 
Immediate And Independent Layer On/Off Control Of Display Components. What the heck does 
that mean? Relax—it’s not as complicated as it sounds.

Many objects in Civil 3D are built from underlying components. Take an alignment, for exam-
ple. It’s built from tangents, curves, spirals, extension lines, and so on. Each of these components 
can be assigned its own layer—in other words, the lines could be assigned to the LINES layer, 
curves to the CURVES layer, and so on. When this checkbox is turned on, the 

 

component’s 

 

layer will 
exert some control. In the example given, if the alignment is assigned to the ALIGN layer and the 
box is on, freezing the LINES layer will make the line components of that alignment disappear. 
Turn off this control, and the LINES layer status will not have any effect on the visibility of the 
alignment line components.

Finally, it’s important to note that this layer control determines the object’s parent layer 

 

at cre-
ation.

 

 Civil 3D objects are like any other object in that once they are made, they can be moved to 
other layers. Also, changing this setting will not change any objects already in place in the drawing.

 

Abbreviations Tab

 

Users can go for years and never notice the Abbreviations tab. The options on this tab allow you to 
set the short forms that Civil 3D uses when labeling items as part of its automated routines. The pre-
built settings are based on user feedback, and many of them are the same as the settings from Land 
Desktop, the last-generation civil engineering product from Autodesk.

To change an abbreviation, it’s as simple as clicking in the Value field and typing in a new one. 
Notice that the Alignment Geometry Point Entity Data section has a larger set of values and some 
formulas attached. These are more representative of other label styles, and we will visit the label 
editor a little later in this chapter. 

 

Ambient Settings Tab

 

The Ambient Settings tab can be quite daunting at first. These settings control much of the math, 
labeling, and display features, as well as the user interaction of Civil 3D. However, being familiar 
with the way this tab works will help you further down the line, as almost every other setting dia-
log in the program works just like the one shown in Figure 1.6.

 

One Object at a Time

 

Note that this has only changed the Alignment object itself. If you wanted to change the standard of all
the objects, you would need to adjust the Alignment Labeling, Alignment Table, Profile, Profile View,
Profile View Labeling, and so on. To do this, it’s a good idea to right-click in the grid view and select Copy
All. You can then paste the contents of this matrix into Microsoft Excel for easy formatting and reviewing.

 

There’s Always More to Learn

 

It really can be years. Until December 2006, James was still advising users to add a “t.” to their labels to
get “Rt.” or “Lt.” in the final label. He’d forgotten that the abbreviations being used were being set here!
By changing the Left and Right abbreviation from “L” and “R” to “Lt.” and “Rt.,” respectively, that step
in the label setup can be skipped. Sometimes there are just too many options to remember them all! 
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The Underlying Engine
Civil 3D is part of a larger product family from Autodesk. During its earliest creation, various fea-
tures and functions from other products were recognized as important to the civil engineering com-
munity. These include the obvious things like the entire suite of AutoCAD drafting, design, 
modeling, and rendering tools and then to some more esoteric options like Map’s GIS capabilities. 
An early decision was made to build Civil 3D on top of the AutoCAD Map product, which in turn 
is built on top of AutoCAD. 

This underlying engine provides a whole host of options and powerful tools for the Civil 3D 
user. AutoCAD and Map add features with every release that change the fundamental makeup of 
how Civil 3D works. With the introduction of workspaces in 2006, users can now set up Civil 3D 
to display various tools and palettes depending on the task at hand. Creating a workspace can be 
thought of as having a quick-fix bag of tools ready for the job at hand: preliminary design calls for 
one set of tools, and final plan production calls for another. 

Workspaces are part of a larger feature set called the custom user interface, typically referred to 
as CUI in the help documentation and online. Creating workspaces is relatively simple, especially 
as we’ll be focusing on the display and control of toolbars and not creating new ones. 

Table 1.1 shows the default workspaces and their menus that ship with Civil 3D 2008. As you 
can see, there are a fair number prebuilt for major design tasks. This is a marked improvement from 
2007, when only one basic Civil 3D workspace was included in the product.

The Workspaces toolbar is on by default, but if it is not visible, you can access it by right-clicking 
in any gray area around the drawing window and selecting ACAD � Workspaces to display the 
toolbar. 

Table 1.1: Workspace and Menu Reference Table 

Menu

Civil 3D 

Complete Design

Annotation 

and Drafting

Surveying and 

Topographical

Visualization 

and Rendering

File × × × ×

Edit × × × × ×

View × × × ×

Insert × × × × ×

General × × × ×

Lines/Curves × ×  ×  

Points ×  ×  

Surfaces × ×  ×  

Parcels ×  ×  

Grading × ×    

Alignments × ×  ×  
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As you can see from the table, each of these workspaces was designed with user roles in mind. 
By using these as templates for your own workspaces, you can make Civil 3D work the way you do.

The Bottom Line
Find any Civil 3D object with just a few clicks. By using Prospector to view object data col-
lections, you can minimize the panning and zooming that are part of working in a CAD program. 
When common subdivisions can have hundreds of parcels or a complex corridor can have doz-
ens of alignments, jumping to the desired one nearly instantly shaves time off everyday tasks.

Master It Open SampleSite.dwg from the sample data set and find the parcel Property : 9 
without using any AutoCAD commands.

Modify the drawing scale and default object layers. Civil 3D understands the end goal of 
most drawings is to create hard-copy construction documents. By setting a drawing scale and 
then setting many sizes in terms of plotted inches or millimeters, Civil 3D removes much of the 
mental gymnastics that other programs require when sizing text and symbology. By setting 
object layers at a drawing scale, Civil 3D makes uniformity of drawing files easier than ever to 
accomplish.

Master It Change SampleSite.dwg from a 40-scale drawing to a 200-scale drawing.

Modify the display of Civil 3D tooltips. The interactive display of object tooltips makes it 
easy to keep your focus on the drawing instead of an inquiry or report tools. When too many 
objects fill up a drawing however, it can be information overload, so Civil 3D gives you granular 
control over the heads-up display tooltips.

Master It Within the same Sample Site drawing, turn off the tooltips for the Carson’s Way 
alignment.

Profiles × ×    

Corridors × ×    

Sections ×    

Pipes ×    

Survey   ×  

Annotation ×  ×   

Inquiry × × ×  

Express × × × ×

Window × × × × ×

Help × × × ×

Table 1.1: Workspace and Menu Reference Table (continued)

Menu

Civil 3D 

Complete Design

Annotation 

and Drafting

Surveying and 

Topographical

Visualization 

and Rendering
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Add a new tool to the Toolbox. The Toolbox provides a convenient way to access macros and 
reports. Many third-party developers are exploiting this convenient interface as an easier way 
to add functionality without disturbing users’ workspaces.

Master It Add the Import From Excel macro from C:\Program Files\Autocad Civil 3D 
2008\Sample\Civil 3D API\VBA\Pipe\ and select Pipe Sample Application.dvb.

Create a basic label style. Label styles determine the appearance of Civil 3D annotation. The 
creation of label styles will constitute a major part of the effort in making the transition to Civil 
3D as a primary platform for plan production. Your skills will grow with the job requirements 
if you start with basic labels and then make more complicated labels as needed.

Master It Create a copy of the Elevation Only Point label style, name it Elevation With 
Border, and add a border to the text component.

Create a new object style. Object styles in Civil 3D allow the user to quit managing display 
through layer modification and move to a more streamlined style-based control. Creating 
enough object styles to meet the demands of plan production work will be the other major task 
in preparing to move to Civil 3D.

Master It Create a new Surface style named Contours_Grid and set it to show contours in 
plan views but a grid display in any 3D view.
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