
SITE DESIGN
SITE MODEL SETTINGS

In this chapter, we are going to take a look at all of the options and settings available for Site Models. From general 
elevation and contour settings to various different 2D and 3D display options.

We are going to begin by exploring the settings of an existing Site Model and see how the changes affect the model.
One thing to note is that all of these settings can be configured during the initial creation of the Site Model as well.
To start, let’s open the Site Model Settings dialog by selecting the Site Model and clicking on the Site Model Settings 
button in the Object Info Palette.

As with other objects, many of the settings are adjustable directly in the Object Info Palette. The Site Model Settings 
dialog gives us access to all options and settings for this Site Model. At the top of this dialog, we see options to name 
the Site Model and save or recall previously saved Site Model Settings. Saving a Site Model configuration can help 
speed up future projects. On the left, we have a list of settings categories. In the center, we see the setting options. On 
the right, we see both a Plan and 3D preview to help visualize any changes we make. Finally, on the bottom left, we 
see a Graphics Properties button.



Let’s go through each of the options in this dialog, we’ll start with General settings.

First, we have Elevation Settings.

We can set both the Maximum and Minimum Elevation for the model. This defaults to the highest and lowest elevations 
of the source data. These values can be set lower or higher than the elevation of the source data; however, this does not 
generate additional site elevation data. Adjusting these values lower or high can be beneficial for cut and fill calculations 
when creating a pond or backfill volumes. The Extend Min/Max option will automatically adjust these values if a Site 
Modifier adjusts the elevation of a contour beyond the set limits. We will go over Site Modifiers in more detail in another 
section. The last option under Elevation Settings is Datum Elevation. This controls the lower elevation boundary for 
volume calculations.

Next, we have Contour Settings. We can adjust the Minor Contour Interval, the Major Contour Multiplier, Starting 
Contour Offset, and Segmentation Length. The Minor Contour Interval is just that, the interval at which each minor 
contour is generated. This is based off the initial source data. The Major Contour Multiplier value is multiplied by the 
minor contour interval. This will determine the Major Contour interval.

Start Contour Offset determines the starting elevation for 2D contours. This will adjust the lowest contour elevation if 
needed.



The final contour setting is Segmentation Length. This value specifies the length of straight segments that make up 
curved portions of contours. Since the Model Contours cannot contain curves, any curved portion must be segmented.

A lower value will create more segments and a smoother curve. A higher value will create less segments and a rougher 
curve.

If this value is set to 0, the segmentation length is determined by the 2D Conversion Resolution setting found in the 
Vectorworks Preferences.

At the bottom of the General settings, we have the Use Site Modifiers On options. These control which Site 
Modifiers will be applied to the Site Model. 

We can choose Site Modifiers that are:
On all Layers - This will use any Site Modifier in the document. 
Modifiers on Visible Layers - If we want to see the difference between one set of modifiers and another. 
Modifiers on the Same Layer as the Site Model and Modifiers on Select Layers.

The last two options are needed when more than one model is in the same file. These options allow you to choose 
which modifiers affect which Site Model.

Now, let’s take a look at the 2D Display options. First up, we have the Display setting. Before we can talk about the 
display settings, we need to discuss the differences between the Existing and Proposed Site Model.

The Existing model is generated by not only the source data, but also the Site Modifiers applied to the Existing Model.
We are going to cover Site Modifiers in detail in other chapters; however, one of the options for Site Modifiers is 
whether they are applied to the Existing or Proposed site.

The Proposed Site includes the contours generated from source data plus any existing and proposed Site Modifiers.
The 2D representation of the Site Model can be set to display the Existing contours, Proposed contours, or the both the 
Existing and Proposed contours.

When set to Proposed + Existing, you will only see existing contours within Grade Limits placed on the model.
For more information on Grade Limits and other Site Modifiers, please check out the Site Modifier chapters.



Under Display, we have Style options. These control the overall 2D representation of the Site Model. The Site Model can 
be displayed in the form of 2D Contours or 2D Triangles. Each of these display types have different options:

2D Contours an be drawn directly as generated or smoothed for a more realistic look. They can also be drawn with 
colored Elevations or Colored Slopes. This gives a quick visual representation of the elevation or slope of the site.

These views are useful when performing elevation or slope analysis. This graphical properties can be adjusted by 
clicking on the Graphic Properties button. We are going to cover Site Analysis in more detail in another chapter.

2D Triangles represent the surface of the model with triangular faces. There is also a Colored Slopes option for the 2D 
Triangle mode.



Next, we have Border and Label settings. Enabling Draw the Site Border will create a closed 2D polygon around the outer 
edge of the site.

Then we have Contour Label options, we can choose to enable or disable the labels, as well as whether to create labels 
for only the Major Contours or both the Major and Minor Contours. There is also an option to draw the labels parallel to 
the topo lines. The labels are drawn horizontally by default.

The last option under 2D Display is for Flow Arrows. The 
arrows can be enabled or disabled using this check box. Also, 
the arrow spacing can be adjusted to change the placement 
of the arrows. 

The arrows can also be scaled based on the slope. If this 
option is enabled, steeper slopes will be drawn with longer 
flow arrows. This option makes it very easy to spot areas that 
may have higher drainage flow rates.

Let’s take a look at the last category, 3D Display. Here we have similar Display and Style settings, but the options are 
slightly different. For Display, we can choose No 3D Display, Existing, Proposed, or Cut and Fill. No 3D display, as you 
may have guessed, does not generate a 3D representation.



This is useful if a 2D model is all that is needed. Existing and 
Proposed work the same way as they do for the 2D Display 
Style. Existing shows the existing contours and Proposed 
shows the proposed contours. 

Cut and Fill displays the 3D cut and fill volumes. The cut and fill 
are represented by different fill colors, these colors are set in 
the Graphics Properties. We will cover these options in another 
chapter.

For Style, we have various different Mesh, Grid, and Contour options. As we change the Style settings, the available 
options below will change. To start, there are 3 mesh options; 3D Mesh, Colored Slopes, and Colored Elevations. The 3D 
Mesh option creates 3D triangles that form a mesh using the TIN or Triangulated Irregular Network method. This is an  
accurate method as it involves no interpolation. The Colored Elevation and Slopes options generate a similar colored 
appearance to the 2D colored elevation and slopes options.

All of the 3D Mesh styles have options to display a Skirt and 3D Contours, as well as an option to smooth the mesh.
Enabling the Skirt draws solid sides and a bottom for the mesh. Enabling Show 3D Contours will superimpose 3D 
Contours over the mesh.

Mesh Smoothing will smooth the mesh model based off the set Crease Angle. A higher crease angle will create a 
smoother surface. The angle can be set between 0 and 180 degrees.



Finally, let’s take a look at the Graphic Properties.

Under the Site Model tab, we can adjust the colors and line styles of different parts of the Site Model to get the desired 
look. We talked about these various parts earlier as we went through all of the settings, so we will not go into too much 
detail about each option; however, let’s take a look at how to adjust the settings for a couple of these categories.

Let’s start with 2D contours. They are in a few sub categories; we have Major and Minor, as well as Existing and 
Proposed for both. To edit the settings, either select a category and click the Edit button or simply double click on 
the category in the list.

A dialog will appear allowing for the adjustment of the Class, Color, Line Type, and Thickness.
Each of these settings can be set individually or you can choose to make all of the attributes by class. Clicking this 
button will allow these options to be controlled by the chosen class. The class will also control the visibility of the 
objects in this category.

Depending on the category, there may be additional options. For example, there is a Marker option for the 2D Flow 
Arrows.

In most cases, it is a good idea to assign each of these categories a class and set the attributes by that class.
This allows not only visibility control by that class, but a quick way to adjust the attributes or even override these 
attributes in a Viewport.

These settings are saved for later use, so they do not need to be reconfigured for every Site Model.



The other tab in the Graphic Properties dialog controls the Site Analysis options. Here we can set the options for both 
the Slope, Elevation, and 2D Cut Fill Area.

When enabled, these colors will be seen when the Site Model is set to use one of the Colored Slopes, Elevations, or Cut 
and Fill Styles. We will cover how each of these settings adjust the display of the model in another chapter.

That covers the settings available in the Site Model Settings dialog. Now, let’s take a look at the additional options in the 
Object Info Palette. Many of the Display and Style options are directly accessible here in the Object Info Palette, but there 
are a few additional options. Let’s start with the first two buttons under the Site Model Settings button, Update and Create 
Snapshot.

The Update button refreshes the Site Model to include any changes made by Site Modifiers or grading. Most changes to the 
settings of a Site Model require the model to be update.

In some case, the update occurs automatically,
such as when exiting the Site Model Settings dialog or adjusting the Display or Style settings in 
the Object Info Palette.

In other instances, the update waits until the Update button is pressed. This is to allow for 
multiple changes to be performed before updating the model, such as creating or adjusting site 
modifiers.

When a Site Model requires updating, a red and white striped border will appear around the 
model when selected. After clicking update, the progress can be monitored in the right side of 
the Message Bar found at the bottom of the Vectorworks application window. You can also 
update a Site Model by right clicking on the Site Model and choosing Update.



The Create Snapshot button creates a view or snapshot of the model with its current display and style settings. When 
a Site Model Snapshot is created, it is placed directly over top of the original site model. The Snapshot can be moved 
to another location or simply placed into another class for visibility control.

These snapshots preserve the look of the site and allow it to be displayed with different display and style settings at 
the same time. These snapshots cannot be edited directly, but if the original site model is updated, the changes will 
apply to all related snapshots as well.

Now, let’s take a look at some of the data provided in the Object Info Palette. Below the Display and Style options, we 
see area data including the Projected Area, as well as Surface Area for both the Existing and Proposed models. There 
is also an option to choose the Display Unit Type for the area values. With this option, the Site Model data can be 
displayed in different units than the overall document, if needed.



That covers all of the major settings for Site Models. In the next chapters, we will take a closer look at how to use Site 
Modifiers to adjust a Site Model.

Next, we have Volume, as well as Cut and Fill data. Similar to the area data, we can choose the Volume Display Type, 
which allows us to use the best units for the design. The volume of both the existing and proposed site, cut and fill 
volume, in addition to the Net and Total Cut and Fill Volume is displayed. As these values will change frequently with 
modifications to the site, there is a separate Update Cut and Fill Calculations button to refresh the data after any change. 
This data can be utilized while grading a site to achieve the most balanced cut and fill for the site. We’ll take a look at 
various grading techniques in later chapters.

The last thing to note in the Object Info Palette for a Site Model is the Modifier Conflict Count. This lists any Site Modifier 
conflicts found. For more information on the types of conflicts that can occur, please check out the Site Modifier 
chapters.
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