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Geophysical Maps - Digital Elevation Model


Topography

The shape of the landscape, the topography,can be represented on maps in many ways. Contour maps, with lines joining elevations of equal height, are a traditional form of paper based topographic map.

DEM maps

Digital Elevation Model (DEM) maps are computer generated displays of topographic surface elevation (height) information. The elevation of points are measured by satellites at fixed grid intervals over the surface of the earth. Each grid point has x, y, z coordinates where z represents elevation.

DEM data can be colour coded so that high points, mid points and low points are easily distinguished on the DEM map. The DEM for the study area has the highest points white with slightly lower ones brown. Lower points again are yellow and green.

The intervals between each of the grid points will always be referenced to some geographical coordinate system. This is usually either latitude-longitude or UTM (Universal Transverse Mercator) coordinate systems. The closer together the grid points are located, the more detailed the information will be in the computer file. The details of the peaks and valleys in the landscape will be better modeled with a small grid spacing than when the grid intervals are very large. Elevations other than at the specific grid point locations are not contained in the DEM file. As a result peak points and valley points not coincident with the grid will not be recorded in the DEM file.

The DEM file does not contain civil information such as roads or buildings. It is not a scanned image of the paper map and does not contain elevation contours, only the specific elevation values at specific grid point locations.
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