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How to create a simple CommonGIS application file 

A CommonGIS application (project) file is an ASCII file with the extension *.app. 

Application files are automatically created by the system when the user (after loading 

some data and setting visual parameters of map layers) selects the command “Save 

project” in the “File” menu. 

However, there may be a need to create an application file manually or to edit an 

automatically created file. For this case we give some explanations concerning the 

language used for the specification of applications. 

An application description in an *.app file consists of a number of statements, each 

statement in a separate line. Every statement starts with a keyword that must be in 

capital letters and one or more values. The keyword is separated from the value(s) by 

at least one space character. The values may be optionally included in quotes. 

However, if a value contains spaces and/or punctuation, quotes are necessary. 

An application description lists map layers and tables to be loaded in the system’s 

memory for the visualisation and analysis. The layers must be listed prior to the 

tables. Specification of a layer or a table may consist of several statements. A layer 

specification starts with the statement “LAYER…”. A table specification starts with 

the statement “TABLEDATA…”. The signal of the end of a layer or table 

specification is the next “LAYER…” or “TABLEDATA…” statement or the end of 

the file. 

1 General information concerning the project 

At the beginning of an application file some general information about the application 

may be given, in particular, the name of the application. Use the following statement 

for specifying an application name: 

APPL_NAME “an arbitrary string in quotes” 

You may also specify the name of the territory the data refer to. This is done in the 

following way: 

TERR_NAME “an arbitrary string in quotes” 

The application name is shown in the caption of the main CommonGIS window, and 

the territory name is shown in the map legend. 

A statement starting with the keyword APPL_BGCOLOR specifies the background 

colour to be used in the map view: 

APPL_BGCOLOR (r,g,b) 

Here r,g,b are integer numbers from 0 to 255 specifying the intensities of the red, 

green, and blue colour components, respectively. 

The statement USER_UNIT specifies the units in which the coordinates are 

expressed, for example, USER_UNIT "m" or USER_UNIT "km".  

If all the project data must be loaded using the data server (a special servlet installed 

on a Web server, which reads data and sends them to the CommonGIS applet as 

ready-to-use Java objects), the URL of the data server must be specified in the 

statement DATA_SERVER <URL>. 
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The statement TERR_EXTENT specifies the territory extent which must be initially 

visible in the map view. The format of the statement is TERR_EXTENT 

(x1,y1,x2,y2), where x1 and y1 are the minimum x- and y-coordinates and x2 and y2 

are the maximum x- and y-coordinates, for example, 

TERR_EXTENT (383396.38,385667.25,388679.03,391012.78)  

The statement FULL_EXTENT has the same format. This statement is useful in cases 

when data for some of the layers may be loaded partially according to the currently 

visible territory extent. If the full extent is not known to the system, it disables the 

button “show whole territory” in the map view. 

We recommend you to restrict the initially visible territory extent by using the 

statement TERR_EXTENT in cases when data for some layer is loaded from an 

Oracle database, and the data volume is large. In this case, only a portion of the data 

will be initially loaded, which takes less time. However, after map zooming and 

panning operations, the data required for the new extent will be loaded dynamically 

from the database. 

2 Information about a layer 

A LAYER statement must contain the path to the file with geographical data from 

which a map layer must be constructed. Besides, the name of the layer (as it will 

appear in the map legend) must be specified. The format of the LAYER statement is 

following: 

LAYER “path” “name” 

The path may be absolute or relative (in relation to the directory with the application 

description file). If the file with the geographic data is in the same directory as the 

application description file, it is sufficient to specify only the file name. 

For example: 

LAYER “EU15Albert.shp” “EU countries” 

Geographical layers may be loaded from files of various formats. The format is 

specified through the FORMAT statement, for example: 

FORMAT "SHAPE" 

If there is no FORMAT statement, the system tries to recognize the format on the 

basis of the file extension.  

If the layer is an image (e.g. stored in a GIF or JPEG file), its geographical reference 

must be specified in the statement BOUNDS, for example: 

LAYER "pmap.jpg" "Scanned map" 

FORMAT "JPEG" 

BOUNDS (-42668.43, -8354.445, 471014.1, 591431.06) 

The BOUNDS statement specifies the x- and y-coordinates of the bottom-left and top-

right corners of the image (note that y-coordinates on a map increase from bottom to 

top, unlike the screen coordinates). 

Geographical data for a layer may be loaded from a database rather than from a file. 

In this case, the string "SOURCE=DB" stands for the file path in the LAYER 
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statement, and the FORMAT statement is obligatory. Besides, it is necessary to 

specify the URL of the database, the name of the table, and, when necessary, the user 

name and the password. Here is an example: 

LAYER "SOURCE=DB" "Enumeration districts" 

FORMAT "ORACLE" 

URL "jdbc:oracle:thin:@spinner:1521:spin" 

TABLE "EDB03_ED" 

USER "<encrypted_user_name>" 

KEY "<encrypted_password>" 

The user name and the password are specified in an *.APP file in an encrypted form. 

CommonGIS automatically encrypts them when an *.APP file is created (i.e. when a 

user saves the project after loading some data from a database). If it is necessary to 

create an *.APP file outside of the CommonGIS system, and the data cannot be 

accessed without specifying the user name and the password, the following solution 

may be recommended. First, load the data in CommonGIS in the interactive mode 

using the menu command “File” > “Load data”. Second, create an *.APP file from 

within the system using the menu command “File” > “Save project”. Third, take the 

encrypted user name and password from the *.APP file created by the system and use 

them in the other *.APP files you want to produce outside of CommonGIS. 

Depending on the source data format, the LAYER statement may be followed by a 

few statements containing information necessary for correct loading of the layer data 

from the respective data source. The necessary statements depend on the format of the 

data source. Thus, the data source may contain both geographic and thematic data, for 

example, an ASCII or DBF table may contain coordinates of point objects, and a 

spatial database contains geographic data of any type together with attributes. In this 

case, it is necessary to specify which field (table column) contains object identifiers, 

which field (if any) contains object names, and where the geographical information 

comes from. The fields with identifiers and names are specified through the 

statements ID_FIELD and NAME_FIELD, respectively, for example: 

ID_FIELD "EDB03_ED_ID" 

NAME_FIELD "TAG" 

Here the keywords may be followed by either the field names or the field numbers 

(counted starting from 1). 

If the layer consists of point objects with the x- and y-coordinates given in certain 

table fields (columns), the following statements must be used: 

X_FIELD <name of the field with x-coordinates> 

Y_FIELD <name of the field with y-coordinates> 

If the layer is loaded from a spatial database that contains the geographical data in one 

of its fields, the name of this field is specified through the statement  

GEO_FIELD <name of the field with the geographical data> 

If the layer is loaded from a database, and the original database table, additionally to 

the geographical information, has many columns with thematic data, it is possible to 

specify which columns (attributes) to load. This is done through the statement starting 
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with the keyword ATTRIBUTES followed by a list of attribute (column) names 

separated by commas or semicolons. The names may be enclosed in quotes. Quotes 

are necessary if the column names contain spaces or punctuation. 

If the layer is loaded from an ASCII file with delimiters, it is necessary to specify 

what delimiter is used in the file, for example: 

DELIMITER "," 

If the tabulator character is used as a delimiter, this is indicated by the keyword 

“TAB”. 

If the ASCII file contains field (column) names in one of the rows (typically, in the 

first row), there must be a statement  

FIELD_NAMES_IN_ROW n 

Here n is the number of the row with field names. The rows are counted starting from 

1. There may be also a row specifying field types (the types are represented by letters: 

N – numeric, C – character, or L – logical). In this case, the layer description must 

contain the statement 

FIELD_TYPES_IN_ROW k 

Here k is the number of the row with field types. 

If the data for the layer are loaded from a file in GML format that contains several 

layers distinguished by their so-called “typenames”, the typename of this layer is 

specified through the statement TYPENAME <typename>. 

Geographic and thematic data are sometimes stored in separate although associated 

data sources. For example, SHAPE files (ArcGIS
TM

) with geographic data may have 

associated DBF files with thematic data and MIF files (MapInfo
TM

) with geographic 

data may be linked to MID files with thematic data. In such cases, information 

necessary for reading these “satellite” files needs to be provided in the layer 

description. First of all, the name of the “satellite” file is specified through the 

statement OBJECT_INFO <path>. The rules for specifying the path are the same as 

for the statement LAYER. Then it should be specified which fields contain object 

identifiers and names. This is done through the statements ID_FIELD and 

NAME_FIELD, as was described above. 

If the layer must be loaded using the data server, the URL of the server is specified in 

the statement SERVER. However, if all data for this project are loaded using the same 

data server, it is not necessary to specify the server for every layer and table. Instead, 

the server is specified for the whole project, as described in §1. 

It is advisable to specify the type of the layer through the statement TYPE type, where 

type may be one of the following keywords: AREA, LINE, POINT, IMAGE, or 

RASTER. The type RASTER corresponds to the grid data format. 

A layer description may contain several statements that, in some particular cases, may 

reduce the time needed for object loading. This applies only to some formats such as 

OVL and SHAPE (SHP) and is worthwhile when a file contains very many objects (at 

least hundreds). 

HOLES – 

This statement indicates that the layer does not contain any area objects with 

holes. This information allows the data reader to avoid searching for holes. 
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MULTI_PARTS – 

This statement indicates that the layer does not contain any objects consisting 

of multiple parts, which are represented in the source file as separate objects 

with the same identifier. By default, the system looks for coinciding identifiers 

and, if found, unites such objects in a single object with a compound geometry 

(multi-geometry). The procedure of comparing identifiers takes time. 

Information about the absence of parts of objects represented as separate 

objects allows the data reader to avoid checking for repeated identifiers. 

IDS_IMPORTANT – 

Indicates whether object identifiers in this layer are important. Identifiers are 

typically not important when a layer is used as a background and has no 

associated thematic data. Information about unimportance of identifiers may 

be used by the data reader for avoiding unnecessary checks of the identifiers 

and grouping objects with coinciding identifiers into multi-geometry objects. 

Some statements describing visual parameters of the layer such as colours or line 

thickness may follow the specification of the data source for the layer. If there are no 

such statements, the layer will get default visual parameters. 

Here are some statements that can be used to change the default layer appearance: 

DRAWING – 

Indicates that the layer is not initially drawn on the map. It will be drawn only 

after the user explicitly switches on drawing of this layer. This statement is 

useful for large layers that require long time for loading. However, at least one 

layer should be visible from the beginning. 

CONDITIONAL_DRAWING + (minimum_scale, maximum_scale) 

Indicates that the layer is drawn on a map only when the scale of the map is 

within a particular range. For example, CONDITIONAL_DRAWING 

+(1000,NaN) means that the layer appears on a map when the scale is 1:1000 

or larger, and (NaN,1000) means that the layer appears when the scale is 

smaller than 1:1000. The symbol “+” indicates that conditional drawing is 

“on” while “-“ means “off”. 

BORDERS – 

Indicates that the boundaries of the geographical objects must not be drawn. 

BORDERCOLOR (r,g,b) 

Specifies the colour of the boundaries of the geographic objects (or lines for 

linear objects). The values r,g,b are integer numbers from 0 to 255 specifying 

the intensities of the red, green, and blue colour components, respectively. 

BORDERW n 

Specifies the thickness of the contours or borders in pixels. The value n must 

be an odd positive integer number, e.g. 3, 5, etc. 

BACKGROUND (r,g,b) 

Specifies the colour for filling the interior of area objects or the circles 

indicating locations of point objects. For line objects this statement is ignored. 
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HATCH_STYLE 0 

Indicates that the interior of the geographical objects must not be filled. Since 

standard Java does not currently support hatching, this statement is mainly 

reserved for the future. At the moment, CommonGIS only differentiates 

between 0 (no filling) and 1 or more (solid filling). 

3 Information about a table 

Analogously to a LAYER statement, a TABLEDATA statement specifies the path to 

a file with attribute data and the name of the table, as it will appear in the system: 

TABLEDATA “path” “name” 

For example: 

TABLEDATA “EU15data.dbf” “Statistical data about EU countries” 

If the table contains object identifiers in some column, the name or number of this 

column must be specified using one of the statements 

ID_FIELD_NAME column name 

ID_FIELD column number or column name 

 if ID_FIELD is not specified, the system will use row numbers (starting 

from 1) as identifiers  

Similarly, if the table has a column with object names, the name or number of this 

column must be specified using one of the statements 

NAME_FIELD_NAME column name 

NAME_FIELD column number or column name 

In particular, object names may be the same as identifiers. In this case the statements 

“ID_FIELD…” and “NAME_FIELD…” should refer to the same column. 

If the table is in ASCII format, the value separator used in the file must be specified in 

a DELIMITER statement. Here are some examples: 

DELIMITER “;” 

DELIMITER “,” 

DELIMITER “TAB” 

CommonGIS assumes that files with extensions *.txt and *.csv (comma-separated 

values) are ASCII files. For an ASCII file with a different extension it is necessary to 

specify the format explicitly through the following statement: 

FORMAT ASCII 

If an ASCII file contains column names in its first row, it is necessary to add the 

following statement to the table specification: 

FIELD_NAMES_IN_ROW 1 

There may be also a row specifying field types (the types are represented by letters: N 

– numeric, C – character, or L – logical). In this case, the layer description must 

contain the statement 
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FIELD_TYPES_IN_ROW k 

Here k is the number of the row with field types. 

Like a layer, a table may be loaded from a database. In this case, it is described 

similarly to a layer, for example: 

LAYER "SOURCE=DB" "Enumeration districts" 

FORMAT "ODBC" 

URL "jdbc:oracle:thin:@spinner:1521:spin" 

TABLE "EDB03_ED" 

USER "<encrypted_user_name>" 

KEY "<encrypted_password>" 

Possible values for FORMAT are JDBC, ODBC, or ORACLE. The explanations 

concerning the other statements may be seen in the previous section. 

The statement starting with the keyword ATTRIBUTES may specify the attributes 

(table columns) to be loaded from the database. The keyword ATTRIBUTES is 

followed by a list of attribute (column) names separated by commas or semicolons. 

The names may be enclosed in quotes. Quotes are necessary if the column names 

contain spaces or punctuation. If there is no ATTRIBUTES statement, all columns of 

the corresponding database table will be loaded. 

If the table must be loaded using the data server, the URL of the server is specified in 

the statement SERVER. However, if all data for this project are loaded using the same 

data server, it is not necessary to specify the server for every layer and table. Instead, 

the server is specified for the whole project, as described in §1. 

The layer to which the table must be linked is specified through the statement 

LAYER_REF “path” 

Here “path” must be the same as in the “LAYER…” statement for the corresponding 

layer. 

In a specific case when geographic data are contained in a *.shp (shape) file 

(ArcView) and the corresponding attribute data are contained in a *.dbf file with the 

same name as the *.shp file there is no need in explicit specification of the table in the 

application description file. The system will automatically find the *.dbf file, load the 

table and link it to the layer constructed from the *.shp file. The same applies to pairs 

of *.mif and *.mid files (MapInfo). 

There may be several tables referring to one and the same layer. However, only data 

from one of these tables can be visualised on a map at each moment. Tables referring 

to the same layer may be later joined using the table join function of CommonGIS. 


