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Introduction 
 
Mercator, the professional cartographic publishing software of STAR-APIC, was launched 
more than 15 years ago and is used by many map publishers and mapping agencies over 
the whole world. When it comes to the production of printed maps, these organizations 
regard Mercator as the ideal complement to their GIS or CAD systems (Arc/Info, LAMPS, 
GINIS, MicroStation, AutoCAD, etc.). 
  
This appreciation is quite understandable as Mercator enables its users to produce maps: 
 

� of a higher quality 
� in a shorter time 
� at a lower cost 

 
This document is focussed on the last aspect, cost, in all its facets. Our aim is to explain 
the many ways in which Mercator can help you to accomplish a serious cost reduction in 
your printed map production, as it has done for so many of its users already. In order to do 
so, we will first go into the differences between maps on paper and maps on a screen, 
discuss a major shortcoming of most GIS software packages and also give a brief 
overview of how Mercator works.  
 

A printed map is a completely different medium from a screen map 
 
To get a real understanding of the cost-saving ability and other qualities of Mercator, it is 
important to realize that printed maps are very different from screen maps. The major 
distinction is that screen maps usually have some degree of dynamism, whereas paper 
maps lack this characteristic completely. 
 
Most tools for the display of maps on a screen have a zoom function that allows the user 
to enlarge a particular section of the map to better see its details.  Some systems even 
provide the possibility to hide one or more themes, so that the remaining information 
becomes even better visible still.  
 
A paper map, on the contrary, is a rigid document that is printed at a fixed scale and with a 
fixed content. You can zoom in by holding the map closer to your eyes or by using a 
magnifying glass, but there are limits to the degree of zooming there (and usually also to 
the practicality of these solutions). As to adapting the map content to your needs of the 
moment, this is totally out of the question.  
 
As a consequence, the producers of printed maps have to make sure that their maps are 
as clear and legible as possible. Traditionally in map printing, special techniques and 
methods are used to achieve this aim, such as making underlying objects visible by 
applying transparency or holding out text by means of selective masking, as illustrated 
below: 
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Without transparency: With transparency: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Without selective masking: With selective masking: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Software that is used to prepare maps for printing must make it possible to use these 
cartographic techniques. Mercator does, whereas GIS software usually does not, at least 
not in an efficient way.  In the next section we will explain why this is the case.   
 

 

GIS systems have not been made for the production of printed maps 
 
The techniques required to make printed maps as clear as possible were not made part of 
the original design of geographic information systems, simply because there was no need 
to. GIS software was developed to collect, structure, manage and analyse geospatial data 
and to display the resulting maps on a screen, not on paper. They were equipped with 
tools to zoom in on screen maps and allowed to hide themes, but that is were it stopped.  
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When publishers started using GIS data as the basis for the production of printed maps, 
most GIS providers added modules to convert their screen maps to a format that is 
printable. Most often they used PostScript, sometimes TIFF, more and more PDF now 
(the new standard in the printing industry). As was pointed out already above however, a 
straight copy of a screen map is not readily usable as a paper map, because of the higher 
demands on clarity and legibility on the latter. There are other reasons as well, such as the 
fact that GIS operators usually work on a small section of the map by zooming in. This 
means that there is never a need to visualize the whole map in detail on the screen and 
that shortcomings in the symbolization of the data remain undetected. Take the cut-out of 
the map below with as main feature a section of an arrow line. Publishers have shown us 
cases where the arrow was shifted considerably when the GIS map was printed. 
 

GIS map on the screen: Same map when printed: 

 
 
 
 
 
        
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Another reason that makes converted GIS maps less suitable as printed products 
originates from the fact that they usually have a temporary character. Therefore, 
producers of these maps do not (want to) spend a lot of time on designing the symbology  
(the “looks”) of the map. And therefore, in their turn, the developers of GIS software have 
not spent a lot of attention to providing the design tools needed for the symbology of 
printed maps. These have a longer life cycle and therefore are produced with more care, 
especially topographic maps. 
         
As a consequence of all this, high-quality publishers usually need to spend a considerable 
amount of time and effort to turn the converted GIS maps into paper maps that comply 
with their standards. Modifications may include but are not restricted to the: 
 

� correction of inks and colors (as the RGB to CMYK conversion may run astray) 
� replacement of fonts 
� removal of hairlines 
� addition of high-quality symbol definitions 
� re-arrangement of layers   

 



 

 

 

 

 

MercatorSavesCosts.doc  5 / 10  

It is no wonder that these map publishers started looking for a tool that would allow them 
to use their GIS data as the basis for printed map production in an efficient and productive 
way. A lot of them have found such a tool in Mercator. 
 
  

Using Mercator to prepare GIS data for printed output 
 
The use of Mercator has expanded since its first appearance on the market, but in origin 
the software was conceived specifically for the design and production of printed maps on 
the basis of GIS or CAD data. As a result, it is able to complete the functionality of any 
GIS or CAD system, and now also spatial database systems, in a very efficient way.  
 
Mercator is a modular solution, running on Windows, and comes in 3 versions which work 
in perfect unison: 
 

MercatorPublish 
An interactive cartographic design and production tool that is used as a publishing 
complement to GIS or CAD systems. It possesses unsurpassed symbolization 
capabilities and allows the user to combine geospatial data with external data such 
as hillshading, other imagery and desktop publishing (DTP) files. The resulting 
documents can be saved as PDF and are completely ready for proofing, offset 
printing and/or digital publication. All design and production parameters can be 
stored independently of the document and re-used semi-automatically for future 
revisions or the creation of other documents in the same series. 
MercatorPublish can be used as standalone or as client to MercatorServer. 

 

MercatorServer 
The production of ready-for-publishing documents can be automated completely by 
means of MercatorServer. This module combines the strength of a professional 
workflow management software, Esko’s BackStage, and a purpose-built cartographic 
layer, MercatorBatch. With this tool it is for example possible to drop a revised dataset 
in a hotfolder and, without any further human intervention, see a full-colour hardcopy 
roll off the proofer after a short while. 

 

MercatorDB 
MercatorDB caters for all the requirements of those that want to publish cartographic 
documents straight from a cartographic database (held in Oracle; more database 
formats will follow later). It can be used to edit the master data as well as to register 
and automatically re-execute changes that are necessary for producing individual 
maps derived from the master database. 
 

When you are setting up the Mercator software for the production of a map series, you 
usually do that by means of one particular map. The tables and other tools generated in 
this process can then be re-used later for the other maps in the series. We distinguish 6 
major steps in the first-time production of a map or chart: 
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1. Importing the geospatial data 
2. Designing the symbology 
3. Defining the map layout 
4. Adding production features 
5. Performing a final check 
6. Generating the output 

 
In this section, we will briefly discuss these steps and highlight some of their specificalities.   
 
 

Importing the geospatial data 

The data coming from the front-end GIS system are converted to the Mercator 
Cartographic Format (MCF) by a number of dedicated conversion modules or by means of 
FME, the universal GIS format translator, which supports the MCF format. 
 
Converting incoming data to 1 single format has a number of definite advantages. First of 
all, you can use a number of standard operations to filter and correct the data. Secondly, it 
is easy to combine data coming from different sources into a single map. 

 

 

Designing the symbology 

The imported sample data are used to define the 
symbology for the areas, lines, points, text and images that 
will appear on the map. The user has full control over the 
symbology and can make use of advanced tools for 
selective masking, text halos and transparency.  
 
As the data are kept in vector format throughout the whole 
Mercator workflow, you immediately see the result of your 
work on the screen. More importantly still is the fact that we 
guarantee that the maps will come out on paper exactly as 
you see them on the screen thanks to our WYSIWYG 
technology (What-You-See-Is-What-You-Get). This is 
possible because Mercator does not work in RGB but with 
representations and compositions of the actual printing inks 
(CMYK and Pantone).  
 
The symbology definitions are stored in a so-called Map Style File. This MSF also 
contains the information on the printing priorities of the objects with relation to each other. 
The Map Style File is stored independently of the data, so that you only have to create it 
once and can then apply it to all maps in the same series.    

Text halos 
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Defining the map layout 

Extra map elements such as the legend, 
scalebar and text boxes can all be created 
in Mercator and added to the map to create 
a complete cartographic document. Images 
(TIFF primarily) can also be included.  
 
With MercatorPublish or MercatorServer 
you can also import elements that have 
been created in a DTP (desktop publishing) 
software such as FreeHand and Illustrator. 
The transfer formats used are mostly 
PostScript, EPS, PDF or Illustrator Native. 
A unique feature of Mercator is that the 
converted DTP data are fully editable. This 
means also that they can be optimized for 
output (with the automatic function PS-Fix). 
 
Elements that are used in more than 1 map can be generated and stored once and are 
then linked to all the documents in which they are used. If an element has to be modified 
later, this only needs to be done once for all the documents in which the element is used. 
As was the case with the symbology, the layout and contents of a map can be stored in a 
separate file and re-applied for a future revision or for other maps in the same series.  
 
   

Adding production features 

Maps that are to be printed will need 
extra production features such as 
barcodes, press control marks and 
registration marks. MercatorPublish 
contains all the tools to generate 
these elements. 

 

 

Performing a final check 

As said before, everything you do is immediately visualized on the screen in WYSIWYG 
(at an unsurpassed speed). This allows you to check your designs immediately. If 
necessary, you can switch off and on layers to make the checking process easier still. As 
the imported GIS data remain in vector format, you can correct them in Mercator till the 
last minute before the final output. 
 

The PS-Fix dialog 
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A unique feature of Mercator is that it allows you to check the final map ink per ink, so that 
you can look at the printing separations on the screen and correct any mistakes in the 
masking without wasting consumables. 
 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Generating the output 

If you combine Mercator with an Esko RIP (Raster Image Processor), no export 
conversion is required. GRS, the internal graphic format with which Mercator works, can 
be rasterized (and screened) directly by these RIPs. Esko (merger of Barco Graphics and 
Purup-Eskofot) is a market leader in the prepress industry and especially known in the 
cartography world for its (very) large format filmsetters and platesetters. STAR-APIC is an 
official reseller of Esko prepress software and hardware.  
 
Alternatively, the Mercator files can be saved very efficiently in the PDF format, which has 
become the de-facto standard in the prepress world. As the PDF export function in 
Mercator has been certified by Adobe (the owner of this format), you can be sure that the 
Mercator files will pass through 3

rd
 party RIPs without problems. 

 
For high-volume producers that make use of different external printing houses, the TIFF 
Group 4 output option guarantees the best possible consistency in printing results.  
 

 

Automating the workflow 

As indicated above, all production parameters can be saved independently of the map. 
They can then be re-applied to other maps in the same series, with no or only minor 
adaptations. This means that the user can already reach a high degree of automation in 
the editors, but this is even taken further in the workflow software MercatorServer, which 
allows to execute the map production in batch mode.  
 

All inks Cyan separation only 
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MercatorServer is based on BackStage, a professional prepress workflow software that 
has been extended with the necessary tools to produce maps. MercatorServer allocates 
the users a degree of control over the production process that is in accordance with their 
level in the organization. 
 
 

Mercator saves time 
 
From the description above, you may already have been able yourself to make out that 
Mercator allows its users to achieve major time gains in the map production process. Let 
us sum up in which ways this is made possible.  
 
Saving time already starts in the design phase, where the mapmaker has all the 
cartographic tools that will enable him or her to design the map directly as required. No 
time is lost on finding tricks to get the desired symbology.  
 
The fact that all production parameters can be saved independently of the map means 
that they only have to be generated once and can then be re-used again and again during 
the whole lifetime of the map or map series. If a revised data set for a particular map 
comes in, the user just applies the production parameters to the new data and will get an 
up-to-date version of the map in a matter of minutes. 
 
The power of the Mercator tools and the fact that they have been designed with 
cartographic printing in mind, makes that the resulting files will need no or only exceptional 
post-editing. The only manual operation that will be required is the checking of the map on 
the screen. The vector data can be visualized on the screen directly, so no lengthy 
rasterization is required. In addition, the redrawing speed of Mercator is unsurpassed,  
thanks to the graphic display engine used in it. 
 
When they will be output on an Esko RIP, the Mercator files do not need to be converted 
at all. But even when the PDF route is used, the conversion goes very fast and is totally 
reliable. 
 
On top of all this, Mercator is an easy to use software with a graphic user interface that is 
modelled on the desktop publishing standards. New operators will therefore learn to work 
with the software very quickly. 
 
It is hard to give accurate figures on how much time is actually gained by using Mercator 
as a map publishing complement to your GIS system, but claims by our users that they 
went from one week to a couple of hours per map are not unexceptional.   
 
The operator time gained in the production process can be spent on making additional 
map products and so generate extra revenue (and therefore lower the total cost of the 
production department).  
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Mercator saves consumables 
 
Time is money, so saving time is already a serious cost reduction for many map 
publishers.  More concrete cost savings can be achieved on consumables for proofing and 
film or plate output. 
 
The combination of the powerful design tools and the fact that what you get on the output 
is identical to what you saw on the screen, makes that you can do away with the process 
of trial and error which so very often is required in other systems. This will save a lot of 
money on proofing material (paper and inks).   
 
The preview tools, with the unique ink-per-ink viewer on top, allow you to check the 
complete map in all its aspects and detect any flaws without wasting any film or plate. The 
chance of operator mistakes has been reduced anyway by the parametrization and 
automation of the production.    
 
 

Mercator is the ideal publishing complement to any spatial software 
 
As said in the introduction, the organizations that have made the step to introduce 
Mercator in their production process, regard the software as the ideal map publishing 
complement to their GIS (or CAD) systems. Some of them have been using the product 
successfully for over 10 years now and through it have been able to keep up-to-date with 
the evolutions in prepress and printing. 
 
We hope that in this document, we have been able to give you an idea of why our 
customers are so satisfied with Mercator.  For more information, please go to our website: 
 
 
 
 
 

www.star-apic.com 
 
 
 


