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Marty's Delorian has nothing on us! Going back in time to see and manage our underground facilities is totally 
possible with Autodesk Recap. 

Underground utilities such as cables/conduits are rarely seen and underground electrical vaults are complicated, 
dangerous, badly lit, and sometimes full of water (or frozen water).  Vaults are hard to access and will often be 
missing records of what is inside of them. 

• Record keeping of underground cables, conduits, and vaults is challenging. 
• Design rarely if ever matches what was actually built in the field.  
• It is difficult to visualize the various paths conduits and cables enter and exit an underground vault (concrete 

box).  
• Cables are threaded through an unknown 3D underground space, in a vault through the walls, around the 

inside ceiling, walls and floors eventually into a device(s) and then out of a device(s) out through the vault 
wall again.  

This is a very complicated, cramped environment where traditional photos are very difficult to use to get the 
information you need.  In the past this information was stored in 2D vault diagrams that were not complete, 
inaccurate, or not captured at all.  There are many difficulties when working in our vault system such as traffic 
restrictions; poisonous gases, high voltage, underwater environments and poor lighting. Add to this years of derelict 
and obsolete records and the ability to virtually see the vault space becomes invaluable. Over the years this was not 
maintained and it was rare if completely documented.  The process to create and maintain 2D vault diagrams has 
been difficult. 

How many times have you looked at a photo and wanted to peer behind or around something in the picture? How 
many times have you wanted to see what was outside the field of view in the picture? Using a camera and Autodesk 
Recap 360, ML&P Locates, Engineering, and Operations personnel are creating 3D models of these assets in hard to 
reach underground vaults for example.  These 3D models are then made available to utility personnel through Recap 
360 out in the field or back in the office. look under that cable or device and see what is behind it, or follow the cable 
as it  loops around the device and see which hole it goes into or out of - all as though you were standing right there 
looking at it. 

Watch our video on You Tube: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nbmZLrPR4lU  

Results - Providing a 3D model to a person out in the field or in the office of a vault or underground asset gives the 
user a perspective like they were actually standing or looking at that model in real life. A model is like the difference 
between using Google Maps and Google Streetview.   

You have to imagine in your mind’s eye what you are looking at in a photo while in a 3D model it feels like you are 
standing there looking at the model in real life.  It is now possible to virtually send non-qualified personnel into a vault 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nbmZLrPR4lU
http://bimontherocks.typepad.com/.a/6a0111684f7606970c01a3fd225444970b-popup


without the hazards or costs associated with a visit.  Recap 360 gives us a cloud service to create 3D models (points 
clouds, meshes, and more) from uploading digital photos.  The level of computing power and toolsets along with 
constant updates by Autodesk leverages the Recap technology in the cloud to provide a service that would be difficult 
if not impossible to provide in house.  Sometimes we need to process 5 or 6 models at once or sometimes we need 
to process only one model.  Autodesk’s Recap 360 cloud service allows us get all models completed in roughly the 
same time frame whether we submit one or many projects at the same time.   

Another huge benefit is the ability to share our 3D models with our field people through the cloud service where they 
can view them on mobile phones, tablets, or in a browser at any computer with an internet connection. 

With this project, here are the results we are seeing so far: 

• Cutting research time for creating 2D diagrams for engineering drawings. 
• The money saved in eliminating just one site visit to a vault is $200/hour (minimum) labor and minimum of 

two vehicles.  And each vault requires two linemen, one lineman supervisor, and one person for data 
capture. 

• Improved project delivery - these are hazardous conditions we work in!  Enough said.  But seriously, About 
200 of ML&P's 400 vaults are primary vaults (that's 4KV 59o 34.5KV). Then OSHA requires confined spaces 
have oxygen monitor, two licensed journeyman lineman (one inside and one outside) when someone is 
physically in the vault. Avoiding future visits helps save time and is safer.  Consulting a 3D model makes it 
safer. 

• 3D models can be available to everyone - all engineers can access the model during design, operations, 
during construction and by technicians in the field. 

 


