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Introduction 
 

The purpose of this pamphlet is to describe the process involved in displaying, in IDRISI GIS, the 
maps found on the CD-ROM entitled, “Geological Map of Canada”, issued by the Geological Survey of 
Canada.  Tasks discussed include importing the maps, reprojection, conversion from vector to raster, 
colourizing, linking to an attribute database and superposition of a vector coastline map for reference. 

 
The Geological Map of Canada CD-ROM provides identical sets of maps in three formats: 
 - Arc/Info 7 workspaces,  found in the subdirectory \COVERS  
 - Arc/Info Interchange 'Export' files,  found in the subdirectory \E00   
 - Arc/Info 'shape' files,  found in the subdirectory \SHP   
 - Arc/Info 'shape' files (geographic),  found in the subdirectory \SHPGEO  
 
Each set of maps is subdivided into eight subdirectories by geographical region as follows: 
 \COR – western cordillera, southern Saskatchewan, Yukon, western mainland Northwest 

Territories 
 \CHU – geographical center of Canada, parts of the arctic archipelago, Baffin Island, most 

of Labrador 
 \ARC – most of the arctic archipelago 
 \HUD – Hudson’s Bay, northern Ontario 
 \SUP – central Ontario, western Québec 
 \GRE – strip along St. Lawrence from Ontario to Labrador 
 \APP – southern Ontario, maritimes plus the rock and the Grand Banks 
 \ATL – offshore Atlantic, Arctic Ocean 
 
Each geographical region has the same set of files, including:  

 
bnd = political boundary (line) 
rox = rock unit (polygon) 
flt = faults (line) 
imp = impact structure (polygon) 
lak = lakes (polygon) 
riv = rivers (line) 

 
It is important to note that there are no coastlines in the geographical subdirectories.  Coastlines 

for all of Canada are found in the directory \canada\shpgeo\can - specifically the file shrcan - which must 
be imported separately.
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Importing a map 
 

Files from the \SHP or \SHPGEO directories (shape format files) should be used 
for the import into IDRISI.  This example will import the rox file for the region \ARC from 
the directory \SHPGEO.  The operating system assumed for the example is Windows 
95.  The procedure is as follows: 

1. Copy all files in the subdirectory from the CD onto a local directory on the 
hard drive. 

2. Now all file attributes must be changed from 
read-only to full read/write.  This is important 
otherwise IDRISI generates an error 
message (Fig. 1).  In Windows Explorer 
Choose Edit/Select all , right click on the 
selected files and select Properties.  Click 
on the “Read-Only” select box until it is 
clear.  Note that this will only work if the 
files themselves are selected; do not simply 
select a subdirectory. 

3. Start IDRISI and set the environment to where the shape files were placed. 
4. Import the file as a vector file by running SHPIDRS module (or SHAPEIDR) 

under File/Import-Export/Import/Software Specific formats.  Select the file to be 
imported (roxarcg in this example) and give the “Output Idrisi vector file” a 
name.  Specify the reference system “latlong” and specify units to be 
“degrees” so that the files are imported with flat lat-long fields as the grid 
referencing.  (Note that the maps can be reprojected into more appropriate 
coordinate systems later.)  Select OK to run the import.  Note that the geology 
database is automatically imported at the same time and possesses the same 
name as the vector map just created.  This will be dealt with later. 

5. View the imported map by selecting Display Launcher and open the vector 
map you just created.  (It is suggested that Redraw at the bottom of the 
composer window be set to manual – just remember to redraw the map 
yourself.) 

 
Reprojection 
 Once imported as IDRISI vector files the maps should be reprojected.  They are 
currently in latlong format, which plots as an unprojected flat latlong field that makes 
many regions, especially the arctic, look distorted.  The procedure is as follows: 

1. The description file must first be altered.  Open in a text editor the .dvc file 
associated with the vector file to be converted (which is the file that was just 
imported).  Find the row that says “max x” and increase the value there by 
about 10% of the difference between max and min x.  The value for “min y” 
should be similarly reduced.  Save and close the file.   Note that changes to 
the extents will vary according to the relationship between the Reference 
parameter file origin point and the location of the map being reprojected.  

Figure 1: Error message from the 
File Import/Export module if a file 
import is attempted with file 
properties left as “ read only” . 
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The farther from the origin the map extents are, the larger the change to the 
extents will have to be. 

2. To run the reprojection click on Reformat/PROJECT, select the “vector file” 
radio button, provide the input file (IDRISI will automatically detect the 
reference parameter type and fill it in) and provide an output file name and 
enter “lazea” for the reference parameter file (this specifies projection 
parameters – a parameter file for the Canadian arctic is provided at the end 
of this pamphlet).  Select OK. 

3. If an error message about reference units (Fig. 2) appears click 
File/Document and open the map document file.  Change the units box to 
“degrees” (if latlong); most likely it will be saying “radians”, which will not 
work.   Make this change and re-run PROJECT. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. View the imported map by selecting Display Launcher and open the vector 
map you just reprojected. 

 
Vector to raster conversion 
 After reprojection the maps may now be converted to raster format.  IDRISI is a 
raster-based GIS; as such most of its analysis modules are designed to work with raster 
images.  The procedure for conversion is as follows: 
 First step: create an initial image: 

1. Select Data Entry\INITIAL.  In 
the window that first appears 
(Fig. 3) select the “Define 
spatial parameters 
individually” radio button and 
provide an output file name.  
Nothing else needs to be 
altered.   Click on Continue. 

 
2. In the second window (Fig 4.) 

set the number of columns to 
2000 and the number of rows 
to 2200.  This provides for a 
resonably proportioned image 
for the arctic, the values might 

Figure 2: Error message the PROJECT module gives if the reference 
units are set to radians instead of degrees. 

Figure 3: This is how the first window in module 
INITIAL should look. 
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need adjusting for other zones.  The extents need to be specified.  These 
values will be the same as those found in the .dvc file of the vector map that 
you will be converting.  A convenient way to enter the values is to open the 
.dvc file in Notepad and cut and paste the values into the proper spots in the 
form (Fig 4).  Make sure the correct reference system is specified (lazea in 
this case). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. This creates a blank image that is displayed when the INITIAL is finished. 
 

Second step: convert the vector file: 
4. Now to convert the vector file Select Reformat/Raster-vector 

conversion/POLYRAS.  Select the vector image to be converted and choose 
the blank image just created with INITIAL as the image to be updated.  Click 
OK.  The image will be updated with the new polygons from the vector file.  
Note that the database will come with it.     

 
 
Linking to the attribute database 
 Polygon colours are best controlled with the aid SQL filters in the attribute 
database.  This may be done with vector or raster imagery.   

For a vector image: 
1. Open the vector file with "Qualitative 256" selected under "Symbol file".  The 

layer will be opened with some of the polygons coloured; it defaults to using 
the polygon ID as the attribute field.   

2. Start the database workshop. Select File/Open database and select the 
database with the name of the original vector layer that was imported. 

3. In the database workshop click on Link/Set display link parameters.  If this is the 
first map imported, it should look like figure 5.  Provide a field code for the 
“Field containing display codes” window (it cannot be blank).  If there are 

 
Figure 4: Copy and paste extent values from the .dvc file opened in 
Notepad.   



 S:\LPC\LPCWeb\GEO-IDRS.doc 

 
5

more than 256 symbols present “Autoscale display fields” will have to be 
selected to “on”, otherwise many of the polygons will be out of range.  Click 
OK. 

4. Click on the button with the checkerboard pattern (Update display under Link) 
to apply the link to the map. 

 
For a raster image: 
1. Start the database 

workshop. Select File/Open 
database and select the 
database with the name of 
the original vector layer 
that was imported. 

2. In the database workshop 
click on Link/Set display link 
parameters.  Select a code 
for field display (note that 
the field must be of a 
certain numeric type; if it is 
not extra fields will have to 
be created with appropriate 
codes) IDR_ID is good. 

3. To create a new field 
select Modify/Add field to 
create a new field; call it 
ROXHIGH (or whatever).  
Data type integer is fine.   

4. Click Modify/Calculate (SQL).  The features identified by the UPDATE 
command does not need to be modified.  Beside SET enter ROXHIGH = 
SYMBOL - 256 and click Execute.  This will create a second symbol layer that 
contains all the undisplayable symbol identifiers in a range that allows display 
by IDRISI.  Unfortunately you can't display them both at the same time. 

5. Click on the button with the checkerboard pattern (Update display under Link) 
to apply the link to the map. 

 
Note that in raster mode cursor query is available. 

 
An SQL filter may also be applied to either vector or raster images that are linked 

to a database: 
1. For example, to display only the land-based (or ocean-based) geological units 

create an SQL filter WHERE domain <> “offshore”, to exclude any ocean-
based geology, or WHERE domain = “offshore” to exclude all land (and 
icefield) based geolgy. 

 

Figure 5: Establish a link between the map and its 
database file.  “Field containing display codes” must 
not be blank for a vector image.  It is blank in a raster 
image. Raster image also has cursor query available.
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Import the vector coastline plot 
 
 To add coastlines display import the Canada coastlines vector layer as follows: 

1. Import the file as per the instructions given in the section “Importing a map” 
(Fig. 6).   

2. Reproject the coastlines. 
3. Display a raster image and in the composer select “Add Layer” and add the 

coasts map.  IDRISI might complain that the reference files are different; go 
ahead and it should display correctly anyway. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Notes: 
1. If a database file is renamed its table must be renamed to match.  Do this in Microsoft ACCESS.   
2. More than one image or vector file can be linked to a database file at the same time, further, the files 

do not have to have the same name as the database file. 
3. Possible bug:  DO NOT minimize all maps when a database link is in effect.  Keep at least one map 

visible.  I have found that, with two maps linked to the database, when the last visible map is 
minimized IDRISI begins an extremely rapid switching between open maps, such that the computer 
will not repsond to mouse clicks. 

4. Do not make IDRISI environment path names too long (max = 29 characters) 
 
 
 

 
Figure 6: Selecting the Canada coastlines vector plot in the 
Import/Export module.  Remember the “Reference system” 
must be set to “latlong”. 
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A reference parameter file for the arctic region is as follows: 
 
ref. system : USGS Lambert Azimuthal Equal Area 
projection  : Lambert Oblique Azimuthal Equal Area 
datum       : NAD27 
delta WGS84 : -8 160 176 
ellipsoid   : Clarke 1866 
major s-ax  : 6378206.40 
minor s-ax  : 6356583.80 
origin long : -93  <  These values determine how much a file extent 
origin lat  : 70  <  must be changed.  Note that if they differ for 
origin X    : 0   two different maps the maps cannot be merged. 
origin Y    : 0 
scale fac   : na 
units       : deg 
parameters  : 0 
 
This can be copied and used for all the work with the geological files import.  If various 
maps are to be joined together it is important that the same reference file be used 
for all reprojection, so that different images will be referenced with respect to one 
another. 
 


