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Since its creation in 1890, the U.S. Board on Geographic Names has developed 

and implemented various principles, policies, and procedures for evaluating 

controversial geographical name problems and the application of names to unnamed 

features. One of the most common name proposals received by the board is the 

commemorative name. Such name proposals are made to honor deserving individuals, 

however, the permanence and ubiquitous use of a standard name require careful 

scrutiny of these proposals. The Board continually analyzes and re-evaluates 

polices with regard to relevance, and recently the Board has approved an enhanced 

Commemorative Naming Policy defining procedures and regulations for this special 

kind of geographical name. Attached is the Board's policy regarding commemorative 

geographical names. 
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Introduction 

Naming is a basic human tendency; it 
allows us to perceive the distinct identities 
of people and places and conveys those 
characteristics that make them unique. 
The name of a geographic feature can 
describe spectacular physical attributes 
(such as the Grand Canyonor Half Dome 
in Yosemite National Pa&), indicate 
cultural or historical signil%ance (such as 
Washington Crossmg on the Delaware 
River), or commemorate a worthy 
individual (such as the Hudson River, 
named for Henry Hudson, the explorer). 
Names have many different origins, and 
regardless of the type of name, they give 
us a greater familiarity with our sur- 
roundings and a sense of belonging to 
our environment. 

Naming rivers, mountains, and valleys 
after individuals was one way settlers 
marked the Iand; it signified their lives on 
these lands were important, and in 
addition to being a point of reference, 
usually satisfied the need for stability and 
enhanced the general concept of sense of 
place. Even today, naming geographic 
features after individuals helps us to 
recognize their special achievements and 
conm%utions to thephysical orcultural 
landscape. However, what may he most 
significant-aboutthe present commem- 
orative nafnmg decisions is their 
permanence. It is important for us to 
reaiize that the commemorative names 
assigned today may last for centuries. 

The U.S. Board on Geographic Names 

President Benjamin Harrison created the 
U.S. Board on Geographic Names by 
Executive order in 1890, and the Board 
was restructured by Public Law in 1947. 
The Board’s missjon is to enwwe 
uuiform nameusage% elimime con- 
fusion, and to promote oonsistency hi the 
adjudication of name-decisions. The need 
for such a floard became evident as the 
American population expanded and 

conunemorauve naming reo3gnma mcwwws whci have made a qnacant ccnmlion to a sfmdric geographic 
erea or fqatum. the narqe of the dty 6f Washlngtcn, DC., depicted in this 1792 map, commemorates the fimt 
Presidentof the UrdH States. George Washington. 

features were given multiple names. 
Printed materiais such as maps, journals, 
and newspapers conveyed different usage, 
and simply fmding out what a feature was 
called or where it was located depended 
on to whom-one spoke or what source 
was used. Today, the Board, which is 
composedof representatives from many 
Federai agencies. continues to promote 
uniform nammtsage by standardixing the 
spelling and application of geographic 
names on all official maps and 
publications. 

The Board also is responsible for 
coliecting andstandardixing names of 
places outside the United States to meet 
offi@$l lLS,~g@s. In fbese functions, 
the-I30#5c~Mth national and 
inmtional or@niwions. This f&sheet, 
however, de& with commemorative 
naming only in the United States. 

The following five principles have been 
followed by the Board in national geo- 
graphic name standardk&on for over 
100 years: 

1. The Roman alphabet is used as nor- 
mally employed in the English language. 

2 Precedence is given to names in local 
usage. 

3. Names established by Act of Congress 
are official by law. 

4. Names of political subdivisions, 
bounded areas of administration, struc- 
tures,and establishmen&+as determined 
by the appropriate,responsible public or 
plivateauthoritie,s-normallyare 
recogni.zed as OfficiaL 

5. One name, one spelling, and one 
application are authorixed for each 
geogmphic entity. 



In addition, the Board’s actions are guided 
by the following policies: 

1. Derogatory names or names that cause 
confusion are unacceptable. 

2. Duplicate names within a local 
political jurisdiction are not nonnaIly 
approved. 

3. Within wilderness areas, unnamed 
features remain unnamed, unless a name 
is required for purposes of safety, 
education, or area administration. 

4. Ownership of land is not suflicient 
grounds to justify Board approval of a 
commemorative name. 

Commemorative naming policy 

In the United States, thousands of people 
have contributed and will continue to 
contribute to society in many different 
ways. Many deserve to be honored. Such 
recognition can take many forms, 
including scholarships or charitable funds 
established in an individual’s name; a 
commemorative plaque; or a donation to 
support some-aspect of the individual’s 
education, career, or mcreational ~&rests. 
Commemorative naming of geographic 
features is but one of many options to 
consider when memoriali&gindividuals 
and their accomplishments. 

Althoughthe Board real&s thatsuch 
recognition may be de&able. it is neither 
possible nor appropriate to approve every 
commemorative naming pmposal 
submitted. To objectively evaluate the 
increasing number of commemorative 
requests received each year, the Board 
uses the following principles, policies, 
and procedures in making decisions: 

Section I-The U.S. Board on 
Geographic Names will consider pro- 
posalsfor assignment of the names or 
nicknames of deceased persons to 
geographic features in the United States 
and areas under the jurisdiction of the 
United States. The Board willnot 
consider names that commemorate or 
may be construed to commemorate living 
persons. In addition. aperson must be 
deceased at Ieast 1 yearbefore a 
commemorative proposal will be 
docketed for consideration. 

Section 2-The person being honored by 
the naming should either have had a 
direct Iong-term association with the 
feature or have made a significant 
contribution to the area or State in which 
it is located. 

Section 3-A proposal commemorating 
an individual with an outstanding national 
or international reputation will be 
considered even if the person was not 
directly associated with the geographic 
feature. 

Section AAll commemorative name 
proposals must meet the same-basic 
criteria required of any other name 
Proposal, 

Guidelines 

A proposal to commemorate an individual 
must contain evidence of local support 
for thetiame and its application. Such 
evidence can be letters from local 
residents and administrative agency 
personnel and petitions containing 
signatures of local citizens. 

FVoposers must petition their State Names 
Authority as well as the Federal Board. In 
States .with no official State Names 
Authority, approval must be obtahuxl 
from local governing bodies, such as the 
County Commissioners, SupeMsors, or 
Town Selectmen. 

The Board defines a “significant wntri- 
bution” BLS an action(s) by an individual to 
protecti restore, enhance, omaifmin a 
feature that produces substantial, long- 
term improvements. 

The Board defines “direct long-term 
association” as 20 years or more of 
continuedorperiodicsen&etoafeature. 
However, some proposals that do not 
meet this 20-year test may still be 
approved under special circumstances. 
Usually, an association of a significantly 
shorter time period requires strong local 
agreement on-the imporuxnce of that 
association. Thisagreementrrright take 
the form of current local usage of the 
uame hemg proposed cr a general sense 
thatthehistoryoftheareahasbeen 
enriche$l through the individualk 
involvement w&the feature. 

A person’s death on or at a feature, such 
as in a mountaineering accident or plane 
crash, or the ownership of land or the 
feature, does not normally meet the 
“direct association” criterion. 

Ultimately, the decision on whether a 
proposal meets the “direct Iong-term. 
association” or “signficant contribution” 
criteria rests solely with the Board 

Procedures for submitting and 
reviewing a proposal 

1. proposer should submit the name 
proposal with proper documentation. 

2. proposer should obtain evidence of 
local support for the proposed name in the 
form of letters and petitions. 

3. The Board, working through State 
and local governing bodies, determines 
whether the name is in the public interest 
based on appropriateness, acceptability, 
and need. 

For more information 

For more information on commemorative 
naming, contact 

Executive Secretary 
Domestic Names Committee 
U.S. Board on Geographic Names 
U.S. Geological Survey 
523 National Center 
Reston, VA 22092 
703-648-4544: Fax 703-648-5542 

The Boardurges proposers to carefully 
consider an individual’s association with 
theidentified feature and evaluatethis 
relationship based on the policies of the 
Board. 

Because of these policy constraints on 
naming geographic features, commem- 
orative name proposals often cannot be 
approved by the Board. When a proposal 
is disapproved, itis usually because of a 
faihlre to meet polig criteria rather than 
being a negative r&&ion on an 
individual’s achievements. 


