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Abstract. The present study examined the usability of ETOPO1 digital ele-
vation model for small scale maps. The horizontal generalization of the con-
tour lines generated from ETOPO1 was based on a geoinformatics algo-
rithm. The authors gave the reduction values of simplification for the algo-
rithm, and assigned these values to each map scale. The vertical generaliza-
tion was examined by a diagram made on the frequency of the depths. The 
contour lines of the presented maps were based on the most frequent values 
of depths, though other criteria were also considered. The calculated values 
were compared with the earlier assigned values for the whole world. The 
examined area was the Arctic Ocean; therefore, the determined calculated 
values are valid for this region only.  
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1. Introduction 
Digital elevation models (DEM) are widely used in cartographic practice, 
but it is important to know their limits. The technical parameters are 
known from the documentation, but their cartographic applications are 
sometimes incorrect. The goal of the current project is to examine the use-
fulness of contour lines of the vertical and horizontal generalization in vari-
ous map scales generated from DEM.  



The examinations were started with 1 : 25 000 000 and smaller scale maps. 
We chose a sample area, the Arctic Ocean (Szabó 2012), for which the eleva-
tion model was freely available. This area is over 60° north, therefore the 
SRTM and ASTER GDEM are unusable; in addition, most of the areas are 
marine regions. The best choice was the ETOPO1 dataset of the bedrock of 
the ocean basin with 1 arc minute spatial resolution. This database is free 
for download from NOAA’s ERDAP server (NOAA ERDAP server, 2013). 
This model contains also the elevations for the maritime bedrock under the 
ocean surface. From this model, the terrain elevations can be prepared for 
further processing.  

In this paper, the authors examine how to reduce the subjectivity of gener-
alization in map making and give ideas how to generalize the contour lines 
generated from DEMs. 

2. Determination of the best values in vertical 
generalization 

The horizontal and vertical generalizations are closely related, but they 
should be separated in particular cases. At the horizontal generalization, the 
cartographers edit the contour lines according to their knowledge of geo-
graphical forms. The geoinformatics algorithms, like the Ramer-Douglas-
Peucker algorithm, simplify the shape and the number of polyline nodes. 
However, the vertical generalization means the selection of the heights and 
depths where the contour lines are drawn. 

Using the information from the DEM's about the heights and depths of the 
terrain, it is possible to create the demonstrative hypsometric curve of each 
elevation frequency for a sample area. In the past, these diagrams were 
made manually (Márton 2012), which was hard work, and some data were 
neglected. Therefore, the authors created a file from ETOPO1, which con-
tains the elevations of the terrain with one minute spatial resolution. From 
this file, the authors processed the data, and classified the elevations in sev-
eral categories. Each number was rounded according to the conventional 
rules of mathematical rounding. The output dataset contains the group of 
each elevation in every 50 meter. 

According to earlier studies that gave recommendations for the number of 
contour lines and their values, the minimal number is sixteen at 
1 : 25 000 000 and smaller scales (Márton, 2012). Márton offered the fol-
lowing values for bathymetric lines:  



200, 1000, 2000, 3000, 3500, 3750, 4000, 4200, 4400, 4600, 4800, 5000, 
5250, 5500, 5750, 6000 

Figure 1: The map of the Arctic Ocean with the earlier mentioned depths (Szabó 
2012). 

When he made the histogram of terrain elevations, he considered the whole 
world ocean floor. The authors chose the area of the Arctic Ocean for their 
study, therefore, the recommended values were changed (Figure 2). 

When selecting the depth values, the authors considered several aspects, 
which make the map making and reading easier. The contour lines should 
not be too close to each other; therefore, the minimum contour interval is 
200 meters. Accordingly, also the steep slopes can be represented until the 
contour lines touch each other or should abort them in the graphic depic-
tion. The most frequent depths were chosen and modified due to this prin-



ciple. Another aim was to follow the calculated values and not to create new 
ones. These offered values are the following: 

200, 1200, 2000, 2400, 2600, 2800, 3000, 3300, 3600, 3800, 4000, 
4200, 4400, 5000, 5500, 6000 

Figure 2: Frequency of depths. The diagram shows the depths rounded for 
100 meters in the Arctic Ocean. 

The most significant changes were registered between 2000 and 3000 me-
tres. The figure below shows the differences between the contour lines de-
termined for the whole world and adapted to the Arctic Ocean (Figure 3). 

The authors chose these values the most frequent depths and the earlier 
mentioned issues. It should be considered that the mathematical issues are 
more important or the cartographic traditions. For example, the diagram 
above shows that the 1000 m depth is fourfold less frequent than the 1200 
m.  

The map of the Arctic Ocean was based on these values. The authors modi-
fied the map after taking into consideration the floor morphology and the 
histogram, and created another map to show the differences. Another com-
parison was made with the GEBCO bathymetric maps (Figure 6). 

The previous mentioned values were recommended for 1 : 25 000 000 or 
smaller scale maps. The next interval is the 1 : 25 000 000 and 1 : 
10 000 000. In this case, more contour lines had to define, minimum 26. 
The recommendations for the whole world are the following:  



100, 200, 1000, 2000, 2500, 3000, 3200, 3400, 3600, 3800, 4000, 4100, 
4200, 4300, 4400, 4500, 4600, 4700, 4800, 4900, 5000, 5200, 5400, 
5600, 5800, 6000 

The authors modified these values with the consideration of the histogram 
of depths of the Arctic Ocean. In this case, the scale is bigger, therefore, the 
contour lines in every 100 m are allowed, and do not disturb the depiction: 

50, 100, 200, 1200, 1600, 2000, 2200, 2400, 2600, 2700, 2800, 3000, 
3200, 3400, 3600, 3700, 3800, 3900, 4000, 4200, 4300, 4400, 4600, 
4800, 5000, 5500 

In the opinion of authors, it is not so much good depiction, if the bathymet-
ric lines in every 500 metres were drawn. In this case, the reading of classes 
is much easier, though it does not emphasize the floor real nature. With 
using of the histogram of depths, a more expressive representation can be 
performed. Using of the hypsometry, each depths can be classified into big-
ger intervals than each contour intervals (Figure 3), which also helps to 
read a map. The area of each depth ensues from the frequency of depths. 

The contour lines in the other small scale intervals (from 1 : 7 500 000 to 1 : 
10 000 000 and from 1 : 5 000 000 to 1 : 7 500 000) can define in the 
knowledge of the terrain heights and depths of the specified area. 

3. Methods for the horizontal generalization 
The horizontal generalization depends on the knowledge of the tectonic 
forms. The horizontal generalization on topographic and large scale maps 
are now developed and regulated, but it goes more subjective on medium 
and small scale maps. In addition, these databases are based on the digiti-
zation of national topographic maps (in several cases on automatic digitiza-
tion of contour lines) and not on the freely downloadable contour lines au-
tomatically generated from DEM's. The elevations data from the national 
digital topographic maps are very expensive in most countries, including 
Hungary. Therefore, it is necessary to know the efficiency of using generat-
ed contour lines from different DEM's, and to decide which can be com-
bined with other representation techniques like hill shading (also generated 
from DEM's) and hypsometric tints. 

To decrease the horizontal generalization subjectivity, the authors used an 
automatic generalization method. In this study, the Ramer-Douglas-
Peucker algorithm (Douglas, Peucker 1973) was run on the contour lines 
generated from ETOPO1.  



 

Figure 3: The first picture shows the earlier determined values for the whole 
world; and the second one represents the new bathymetric lines based on frequen-
cy of depths in the Arctic Ocean. The hypsometry can help to understand the map. 

For generating the isoline dataset, the authors used the Global Mapper 
software. The contour lines were exported to GeoJSON text file format. 
Then the authors wrote a program, which simplified the polylines with the 
RDP algorithm, and replaced the breaking lines with Bézier curves. Finally, 
the curvy lines were saved in SVG format (Agárdi, Ungvári, Zentai 2013). If 
we want to print the map, some preparation is needed, but the preparation 
times are not same. The advantage of the replacement of the broken lines 
with Bézier curves is that these maps are suitable for printing with minimal 



post labour (Figure 4). Therefore, the work of cartographers was reduced; 
furthermore, the traditional depiction of contour lines is the curvy lines, 
and not the broken lines. The usage of broken lines spread through the GIS 
software. 

Figure 4: The contour lines were generated from SRTM 90, and generalized with 
RDP algorithm. The polylines were finally replaced with Bézier curves. A sample 
area of the Făgăraș Mountains in Rumania at 1 : 1 000 000- 1 : 1 500 000 scales. 

Figure 5: The workflow of the processing generated contour lines. (Agárdi 2012) 

The authors also examined the usability of the ETOPO1, and deter-
mined the scale by the help of GEBCO bathymetric maps (GEBCO, 1983).  



Figure 6: The comparison of the GEBCO 1 : 6 000 000 map and the contour lines 
generated from ETOPO1. 

The authors earlier examined the contour lines generated from SRTM 90, 
which are suitable for making minimum 1 : 150 000 maps (Agárdi, Ungvári, 
Zentai 2013). The spatial resolution of SRTM 90 (CGIAR Consortium 2004) 
is 3 arc seconds (Figure 7). Accordingly, the minimum scale of ETOPO1 
could be calculated by mathematical proportionality. The determined min-
imum map scale for using  contour lines, which ones were generated from 
ETOPO1, is 1 : 2 500 000. The Figure 6 shows the differences between the 
new contour lines and the GEBCO map sheet 517. 

Another interesting point can be the usage of Bézier curves. If the scale is 
small enough, therefore the breaklines seems like a curve, when the nodes 
are close to each other. The polylines on the Figure 6 are also broken lines 
and not Bézier curves.  

Then the optimal range of RDP algorithm was determined on ETOPO1. Ta-
ble 1 represents the results. As the value of the reduction number became 
bigger, the preparation work for printing increased on the output file. 



Figure 7: The Hungarian topographic map system (EOTR-Uniform National 
Mapping System) at 1 : 100 000 scale was compared to the contour lines, which 

ones were generated from SRTM 90. These contour lines are rather suitable for 1 : 
150 000 or smaller map scales. (EOTR Vác sheet 75, 1985). 

Scale RDP algorithm value 

1 : 2 500 00 – 1 : 3 500 000 <0.05 

1 : 3 500 00 – 1 : 5 000 000 0.05-0.08 

1 : 5 000 000 – 1 : 6 000 000 0.1 

1 : 6 00 000 – 1 : 8 000 000 0.2-0.3 

Table 1: The determined smoothing values in Ramer-Douglas-Peucker algorithm. 

4. Conclusions 
ETOPO1 was examined according to the principles of horizontal and verti-
cal generalization. The usage of a geoinformatics algorithm was presented 
on the contour lines generated from a DEM, and the reduction numbers 
were determined in different map scales to simplify the broken polylines 
and replace them with curves. The selection of bathymetric line values was 
based on the frequency of depths considering the aspects of practical map 
making. These methods can be suitable for making map with less subjectivi-
ty. 
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