
 

Why the Geospatial Data Act is Needed 

Geospatial data are just like the information on 
paper maps except for one very important differ-
ence.  Because they are digital, they can be used in 
computer systems called geographic information 
systems (GIS) to analyze information, and also 
combined to create new types of information.  
When used like this, they help government agen-
cies provide improved services (e.g. 9-1-1), and 
they also provide decision-makers with accurate 
information to make better decisions. 
 

Geospatial data are in constant use throughout 
local, state and Federal government agencies.  
However, we have failed to collaborate over the 
past twenty-one years to build a shared National 
Spatial Data Infrastructure (NSDI) that meets the 
needs of all partners.  Government agencies are 
creating the same data many times over in differ-
ent forms and formats, and not effectively sharing 
information to the best advantage of the taxpayer.  
The states are the ‘middle man’ in this fury of ac-
tivity and they clearly see the lost opportunities to 
coordinate Federal efforts for the benefit of local 
governments, while knowing that they can also roll
-up local government data for use by Federal agen-
cies.  Doing so, would be the  definition of good 
government, and S. 740 will ‘set the stage.’ 
 

A key component of the NSDI is the concept of the 
Framework data layers which are:  
 

 Cadastral – Information about land ownership. 

 Elevation – The height of the land and depth 
of water bodies. 

 Geodetic Control – The precise location of fea-
tures in relation to other features using a com-
mon reference system for coordinate posi-
tions. 

 Governmental Units – The boundaries and 
names of government service and manage-
ment areas at all levels of government. 

 Hydrography – The path of streams and drain-
age areas, and the location of water bodies 
and shorelines. 

 Orthoimagery – Aerial and satellite imagery 
processed by removing inherent distortions to 
make them accurate like a map. 

 Transportation – The path of roadways and 
rail lines, and the location of supporting fea-
tures such as train stations and bus stops.  

 
In 1994, Executive Order 12906 was issued by 
President Clinton to direct the development of the 
NSDI.  Many of the requirements of EO 12906 
were never acted on.  OMB Circular A-16 also out-
lines Federal agency requirements related to the 
NSDI.  It was originally issued in 1953, revised in 
1967, revised in 1990, and  revised again in 2002.  
A-16 Supplemental Guidance was also issued in 
2010.  Federal agencies have failed to implement 
many of the provisions of OMB A-16 as revised. 
 

Congress asked the Government Accountability 
Office several times in recent years to evaluate 
Federal agency activities related to the NSDI.  The 
GAO reports, including the latest March 2015 re-
port can be found at: http://www.nsgic.org/
publications-by-others .  These reports identify 
many problems with Federal agency activities. 
 

The Coalition of Geospatial Organizations (COGO) 
commissioned an Expert Panel to issue a Report 
Card on the U.S. National Spatial Data Infrastruc-
ture that can be found at the following link.  
http://www.nsgic.org/public_resources/
COGO_Report_Card_020615_Distribution.pdf 
The Expert Panel assigned an overall grade of C to 
the status of Framework Data and an overall 
grade of C- for  the infrastructure required to sup-
port the data.  See the Report Card on the back 
page. 
 

Geospatial Data Act of 2015 (S. 740) 
Moving the National Spatial Data Infrastructure Forward 
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What the Geospatial Data Act Does 

At a high level, the Geospatial Data Act will 
make the following improvements to the 
NSDI. 

 Codify the existing Federal guidance docu-
ments that created the Federal Geograph-
ic Data Committee (FGDC) and NSDI. 

 Provide FGDC with the authority to make 
other agencies follow the rules. 

 Provide Congressional oversight to make 
FGDC and the other agencies accountable. 

 Require reporting that will allow Congress 
to track progress on the NSDI and find out 
where the money is really being spent. 

 Provide a great deal more ‘clout’ to Na-
tional Geospatial Advisory Committee 
(NGAC) and require the FGDC to address 
NGAC’s concerns – not just dictate what 
NGAC should work on. 

 Require Federal agencies to coordinate 
and work in partnership with other Feder-
al agencies, agencies of State, tribal, and 
local governments, institutions of higher 
education, and the private sector to effi-
ciently and cost-effectively collect, inte-
grate, maintain, disseminate, and preserve 
geospatial data. 

 

 

Requested Action 
 
 
 

NSGIC seeks bipartisan support for the Geo-
spatial Data Act of 2015 (S.740) as introduced 
by Senator Orrin Hatch (UT) and Senator 
Mark Warner (VA) in the 114th Congress.   It 
establishes a clear vision, assigns responsibili-
ties, provides authority, and ensures over-
sight of Federal activities by Congress.  These 
improvements will help ensure that the U.S. 
is able to build a robust National Spatial Data 
Infrastructure.  Supporting the Geospatial 
Data Act of 2015 is also a critical step toward 
building more resilient  communities by en-
suring that they will have access to the con-
sistent high-quality data that they need to do 
their job.   
 
Please write, or contact your Members of 
Congress and ask they to support this im-
portant legislation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

“FGDC Has Made Progress on the NSDI, 

but Shortfalls on Key Initiatives Exist, and 

States Are Dissatisfied with Coordination 

Efforts.” 

GAO Report 15-193  

COGO’s Report Card indicates  that the NSDI is not adequate for current or future uses. 


