GET WITH THE PROGRAM

AutoCAD problem solvers

BY BILL FANE

I n theory, everyone who needs to ac-
cess an AutoCAD drawing file owns
a full, legal copy of the software. In
practice, however, many users only
need occasional or limited access. The
designer needs a full working copy of
AutoCAD to create and edit the draw-
ings, but, often, the recipient only
needsto view them and, possibly, print
a copy. A classic example would be
when the design department sends a
drawing to the toolroom or to produc-
tion. It's pretty difficult to justify the
cost of afull copy for such limited use.

Moreover, if the recipient of adraw-
ing file does have a copy of AutoCAD,
it's difficult to ensure that he is work-
ing from the same version as the
sender.

A number of third-party applica-
tions have been developed to solve
these two problems, but now San
Rafael, Calif.-based Autodesk Inc., the
developer of AutoCAD, has come up
with its own solutions. The good news
isthey arefree and available for down-
load at www.autodesk.com.

For the first situation, when some-
onereceives an AutoCAD drawing file
but does not own AutoCAD, all he
needs to do is visit www.autodesk.
com/dwgtrueview for the free down-
load of DWG TrueView.

Onceinstalled, it opensand displays
any AutoCAD drawing back to version
2.0. Itsinterface looks remarkably like
a subset of AutoCAD itself. Thisisno
coincidence when you realize the
DWG TrueView program is simply a
subset cut from standard AutoCAD.
For this reason, 100 percent compati-
bility isvirtually guaranteed.

DWG TrueView supports almost all
the viewing functionality of AutoCAD
itself. It displays standard 2-D objects,
aswell as 3-D solids. It supports model
space, paper space layouts, sheet sets
and named drawing views. Users can
pan and zoom as desired.

Three-dimensional objects can be
displayed as wire frames or in any of
AutoCAD'’s standard shading or hid-
den modes.

Layers can befrozen, thawed and set
to plot or not plot. Named layer state
sets are supported. Layer colors, line

types and line weights can be changed.
The result can be printed using Auto-
CAD’sfull range of options.

The designer needs a full
working copy of AutoCAD to
create and edit the drawings,
but, often, the recipient only
needs to view them and,

possibly, print a copy. It's
pretty difficult to justify the
cost of a full copy for such
limited use.

Though DWG TrueView does not
seem to support lineweights, it does. If
the original drawing was saved with
“show line weights” turned on, then
DWG TrueView will display them.

As indicated, the line weights as-
signed to individual layers can be
changed. This does not change their
appearance on screen, but it can have
an impact on how they print, because
line weights can be turned on or off
when printing.

Revisions cannot be saved, but they
can be published to AutoCAD’s DWF
format.

Like most application programs,
earlier releases of AutoCAD cannot
read a file produced by alater release.
Thisis not avicious plot to force peo-
ple to upgrade, but is actually quite
logical. At the time an earlier release
was written, the programmers did not
know what features would be in the
next release. Autodesk remedied thisa
bit with AutoCAD 2004, which can
read afile produced by 2005 or 2006.

The problem is there are a great
many users still running Release 14 or
AutoCAD 2000. It istruethat later re-
leases can “save as’ back to earlier re-
leases, but this does not help if you are
therecipient of adrawing fileand don’t
own the later release. This can aso be
a problem when you are not even try-
ing to use AutoCAD. Many post-
processor programs, such as stress
analysis and CNC machining pro-
grams, can read an AutoCAD drawing
file, but only from earlier releases.

Autodesk’s new DWG TrueConvert
program solves this problem. It is a

free download at www.autodesk.
com/dwgtrueconvert. (An important
point to noteisthat AutoCAD does not
need to be installed for DWG True-
Convert to work.)

This utility accesses any AutoCAD
file up to the current 2004/5/6 release
and translates it back to AutoCAD
2000 or Release 14. (The latter format
isthe same asAutoCAD LT 98.)

It can be used on a single file or in
batch mode for alist of files. If you find
that you are regularly converting the
same set of files, you can create and save
anamed file list. The message in the di-
aog box warnsthat the original file will
be converted and overwritten, so you
might want to make a backup copy first.

Usually, no trandationis perfect. As
indicated, later releases contain fea-
tures that did not exist in earlier re-
|eases, so one might expect them to be
dumbed down into the best approxima-
tion. For example, tables did not exist
in Release 14 and so they might be
turned into a block consisting of lines
and text. Similarly, fields might turn
into Mtext or, perhaps, attributes at-
tached to a block.

However, when this author trans-
lated an AutoCAD 2006 drawing into
Release 14 format, thetables and fields
displayed properly in Release 14.
Moreoever, when the file was opened
in AutoCAD 2006 again, the program
correctly announced that it was open-
ing a Release 14 drawing, and yet the
tables and fields worked normally in
AutoCAD 2006.

DWG TrueConvert also brings ear-
lier releases forward, but this is not
usually an issue because AutoCAD it-
self opens earlier releases. Once again,
DWG TrueConvert isasubset of Auto-
CAD, so it should be as close to 100
percent compatible as possible.

Allindl, thesetwo utilitiesare quite
useful, especially considering the
price.
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