
Position Paper on Leveraging Divisions as an Implementation Mechanism for Updating the Manual for the National 
Standardization of Geographical Names 

Executive Summary 

This paper proposes that UNGEGN initiate a structured process to redevelop the Manual for the National Standardization of 
Geographical Names, using its geographical and linguistic divisions as consultation, validation and implementation 
mechanisms. 

UNGEGN has the opportunity to strengthen its practical relevance to Member States. The findings of the collaborative project 
with UN-GGIM point to a clear implementation gap: while geographical names are recognized as a fundamental geospatial 
data theme, many countries still lack the institutional arrangements, legal frameworks, coordination mechanisms and 
practical guidance needed to manage them as authoritative, interoperable and trusted public data. UNGEGN can address 
this through redevelopment of the Manual for the National Standardization of Geographical Names as a practical 
implementation resource, using its geographical and linguistic divisions not only as consultation bodies, but as mechanisms 
for validation, adaptation and capacity development. In this sense, the proposed redevelopment is part of a wider strategic 
shift: from normative guidance alone towards more direct support for country-level implementation, and from viewing 
geographical names as a narrow technical matter towards recognizing them as an essential component of national 
geospatial governance, cultural heritage and trusted public information. 

The Collaborative Project 

Through its work with the United Nations Committee of Experts on Global Geospatial Information Management (UN-GGIM) 
the Group of Experts has established the collaborative project on shared good practices between national geospatial 
information agencies and national names authorities.  

The collaborative project between the Group of Experts and the Committee of Experts responds to a central implementation 
challenge: geographical names are recognized as a fundamental geospatial data theme, but their effective use depends on 
the institutional, legal, operational and technical arrangements through which names are authorized, managed, maintained, 
disseminated and integrated into geospatial information infrastructures. The project has therefore examined the 
relationships between national mapping agencies, national geospatial information agencies, national names authorities and 
other relevant institutions.  

The second phase of the project, reported to the fifteenth session of UN-GGIM in 2025, focused on the analysis of the 
responses and the identification of recommendations and good practices. The analysis revealed a diverse global landscape. 
National names authorities vary considerably in structure, mandate, authority and resourcing. Some operate within or 
alongside national mapping or geospatial information agencies; others are organized as independent boards, committees, 
commissions or decentralized arrangements. This diversity reflects national administrative, legal, linguistic, and cultural 
contexts, but also presents challenges for global consistency, interoperability, and the implementation of common standards.  

The analysis also demonstrated that effective collaboration cannot be assumed, even where formal institutions exist. In 
some Member States, clear legal instruments, policies or working arrangements define the relationship between mapping 
and naming authorities. In others, collaboration remains informal, fragmented, or dependent on personal relationships. In 
some contexts, there is no formal relationship between national mapping agencies and national names authorities, creating 
a significant governance gap that can result in duplication, inconsistent names usage, limited data quality assurance, and 
reduced public confidence in official geospatial information products.  

The Implementation Gap 

These findings point to a clear implementation gap. While many Member States recognize the importance of geographical 
names as a fundamental geospatial data theme, not all have access to current, practical guidance on how to establish, 



strengthen and sustain the institutional arrangements required to authorize, manage, maintain, disseminate and integrate 
geographical names data. In the absence of such guidance, national arrangements may remain informal, fragmented or 
dependent on individual relationships, limiting the extent to which geographical names can function as authoritative, 
interoperable and trusted national geospatial information. Addressing this gap requires not only the identification of good 
practices, but also the provision of practical, adaptable and implementation-oriented guidance that can support countries 
with different administrative, legal, linguistic and technical contexts. 

Our History: Mandates and Manuals 

To recall, the revised, rules of procedure, adopted in 2018, identify that the basic aims of the Group of Experts, inter alia, are: 
(a) To emphasize the importance of the standardization of geographical names at the national and international levels and to 
demonstrate the benefits to be derived from such standardization; (b) To collect the results of the work of national and 
international bodies dealing with the standardization of geographical names and to facilitate the dissemination of those 
results to States Members of the United Nations; (c) To study and propose principles, policies and methods suitable for 
resolving problems of national and international standardization; (d) To play an active role, by facilitating the supply of 
scientific and technical help, in particular to developing countries, in creating mechanisms for the national and international 
standardization of geographical names.  

In this regard, it is useful to cast one eye back, before looking to the future. Published in 2004, the Manual for the National 
Standardization of Geographical Names, is a United Nations/UNGEGN practical guide for countries seeking to establish or 
strengthen national systems for the consistent, authoritative use of geographical names. It is designed especially for 
countries without an appropriate names authority or clear standards, while also offering useful guidance to countries with 
existing programmes. The manual explains why geographical names standardization matters, sets out the institutional 
foundations needed — including legal authority, mandates, staffing, national committees or offices — and gives detailed 
guidance on procedures for decision-making, research, field collection, multilingual and non-Roman-script contexts, 
records management, gazetteers, and dissemination of official toponyms. Its wider purpose is to support the establishment 
of national geographical names authorities in every country and promote the international use of nationally standardized 
names on maps and in documents. Further work of the Group of Experts, including its e-Learning Course [2023 Training 
Indonesia] have expanded on its basis, but as of today, there is no ‘go to’ up-to-date manual that helps countries develop 
their national geographical names capacity. 

The need for a national programme seems obvious to those of us interested in the standardization of geographical 
names.  However, someone in authority in the national Government must be aware that such a programme would 
achieve an overall savings of government resources and must be interested and concerned enough to act on this. If 
that person has a high enough position or wide enough management responsibility, and available financial and 
personnel resources, the programme may be organized by decree or order. The head of a mapping or internal affairs 
office, for example, can be effective in establishing a committee to investigate organizational procedures.    

 Manual for the National Standardization of Geographical Names (2004) 

A national Government may standardize geographical names in any one of several ways. In its resolution I/4 A, the First 
United Nations Conference on the Standardization of Geographical Names (1967) recommended that national 
standardization be accomplished by means of a national geographical names authority.  Such a body, or coordinated group 
of bodies, is thought to provide the best opportunity for a balanced, efficient and successful programme.  The Manual (and 
perhaps other resolutions of the Group of Experts) echo the findings of the collaborative project, in that there are three broad 



arrangements for countries to implement, when establishing their national names ecosystem : 1. Central Names Office; 2. 
National Names Committee; and, 3. Decentralized National Names Committee – see Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1 National Arrangements of National Geographical Names  

All of this provides a crux point in raising a core question anchored in the mandates for the Group of Experts: How can the 
Group of Experts support countries to build their institutional capacities and arrangements? 

(Towards?) Effective Geographical Names Standardization 

The world has vibrant geographical name standardization, demonstrated for example by Issue 70 of the UNGEGN 
Information Bulletin. In considering the components of effective geographical names standardization, the central challenge 
is not only strategic intent, but practical implementation. Overarching frameworks, such as the United Nations Integrated 
Geospatial Information Framework (UN-IGIF), provide a clear articulation of the broader rationale for strengthening national 
geospatial information management and, to some extent, the institutional outcomes to be achieved. Within this context, 
UNGEGN, through its geographical and linguistic divisions, has an existing mechanism that could be further leveraged to 
support countries in translating these strategic objectives into practical action. What remains needed, however, is more 
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precise and accessible guidance on how countries can establish, strengthen and sustain their national geographical names 
arrangements. This includes practical guidance on possible institutional models, terms of reference for national names 
authorities or committees, coordination mechanisms between naming and geospatial authorities, and step-by-step 
approaches for countries seeking to build or enhance their national geographical names standardization capacity. What are 
the resources, such as Terms of Reference, for the establishment of such arrangements? How can countries wishing 
to build or enhance their geographical names arrangements move forward? What resources does UNGEGN need to 
develop to support countries today? 

It should be acknowledged that the resources developed in 2004 require review and updating. This does not diminish their 
foundational value or the continuing relevance of their underlying objectives; rather, it reflects the significant changes in the 
institutional, technological and policy environments in which national geographical names standardization is now 
undertaken. For example, existing training materials include detailed modules on topics such as label placement and 
surveying practices, which, while important in their original context, may no longer respond fully to the current needs and 
priorities of Member States. Over the past two decades, geographical names have increasingly been recognized not only as 
technical reference points for mapping and documentation, but also as important elements of intangible cultural heritage, 
language, identity, data integration and sustainable development. Recent discussions before the Group of Experts further 
demonstrate the extent to which its agenda has evolved, including through its renewed focus on inclusion, cultural heritage, 
digital transformation, interoperability and the strengthening of national naming authorities. 

In this context, the existing architecture for geographical names standardization remains highly relevant and continues to 
strengthen its capacity and capabilities. The central question is how that architecture can be most effectively mobilized to 
meet present-day needs. A timely redevelopment of the Manual would provide an opportunity to make it more fit for purpose, 
align it with the recommendations emerging from the collaborative project, and position the geographical and linguistic 
divisions as practical implementation mechanisms. Such an updated resource would better support Member States with 
relevant, accessible and implementable guidance that responds to current challenges and enables countries to strengthen 
national geographical names standardization in a practical and sustainable manner. 

An updated Manual would provide the practical bridge between UNGEGN’s normative work and country-level 
implementation. It would translate principles, resolutions and good practices into actionable guidance for Member States, 
including model institutional arrangements, terms of reference, workflows, coordination mechanisms, data-management 
practices and examples that countries can adapt to their national circumstances. 

The Situating UNGEGN’s Divisions, Substantive Programme and the broader multilateral environment 

UNGEGN’s Divisions could serve as consultation, validation and implementation mechanisms, helping to identify regional 
needs, gather national examples, test the practical applicability of proposed guidance, and support subsequent capacity-
development efforts. This would enable UNGEGN to preserve the enduring value of the 2004 Manual while developing a 
modern, modular and regularly updateable resource that provides practical guidance, templates, checklists and case studies 
to assist countries in establishing and strengthening national geographical names authorities, institutional arrangements and 
operational practices. In doing so, the Group of Experts would strengthen its ability to support Member States in 
implementing nationally authoritative, culturally informed and interoperable geographical names standardization 
arrangements that contribute to effective national geospatial information management. 

The Working Group on Funding and Training Courses in Toponymy could play an important complementary role in this 
process, particularly in helping to translate the revised Manual into practical capacity-development tools and training 
materials for Member States. While the redevelopment of the Manual would appropriately be guided through the Bureau, a 
dedicated drafting group and the geographical and linguistic divisions, the Working Group could support the process by 
advising on training needs, delivery modalities, resource requirements and opportunities for mobilizing support for 
implementation. Other UNGEGN working groups would also have an important role to play by contributing technical and 



thematic expertise in areas within their respective mandates, including romanization, data management, exonyms, cultural 
heritage and other specialized aspects of geographical names standardization. However, their role would be best understood 
as contributory and advisory, rather than as the primary driver of the redevelopment process. This balance would allow the 
revised Manual to remain coherent, implementation-oriented and responsive to the needs identified through the divisions, 
while ensuring that the full range of UNGEGN expertise is reflected in its content and subsequent capacity-development 
activities. 

When the Group of Experts considers how it implements the Geographical Names fundamental theme, it is important to 
consider that this is not just of relevance to itself, but to its fellow ECOSOC subsidiary, the Committee of Experts on Global 
Geospatial Information Management (UN-GGIM) and contributes to broader objectives of the United Nations Integrated 
Geospatial Information Framework, including governance, data, standards, partnerships and capacity development.  

In conclusion and proposed next steps 

Strengthened national names authorities are a necessary foundation for effective collaboration with national mapping, 
geospatial information and statistical authorities. Where mandates, roles and procedures are clearly defined, geographical 
names can be more reliably incorporated into national geospatial information infrastructures, official maps, digital gazetteers, 
statistical geographies, public administration systems and other authoritative data environments. The proposed 
redevelopment of the Manual should therefore be understood as part of a wider implementation pathway. Updated guidance 
would help countries establish and strengthen national geographical names authorities and related institutional 
arrangements. Stronger national arrangements would, in turn, enable more systematic collaboration between naming 
authorities, mapping agencies, geospatial information agencies and other relevant institutions. Such collaboration would 
support the production and maintenance of more authoritative, consistent and interoperable geographical names data, 
thereby contributing to improved national geospatial information management.  

Some thoughts on the future process: In establishing a small drafting group or task team, UNGEGN, under the guidance of 
the Bureau, could seek to establish a time-bound drafting group to lead the review and redevelopment of the Manual for the 
National Standardization of Geographical Names as a practical outcome following the 2027 Session. The actions undertaken 
by the task team in the intersessional period from 2027 to 2029 would seek to:  

1. Undertake a structured review of existing materials 
The drafting group could review the 2004 Manual, related UNGEGN resolutions, existing training materials, e-
learning resources and outputs of the collaborative project to identify what remains relevant, what requires 
updating, and where new guidance is needed. This should include institutional arrangements, legal mandates, 
national names authorities, data management, cultural heritage, multilingualism, romanization, digital gazetteers 
and interoperability. 

2. Use the divisions as consultation and validation mechanisms 
The geographical and linguistic divisions could be invited to consult their members on national and regional needs, 
identify implementation challenges, and gather examples of effective practice. This would make the 
redevelopment process more inclusive and ensure that the revised Manual reflects different administrative, 
linguistic, legal and technical contexts. 

3. Develop an annotated outline for the revised Manual 
Before drafting the full Manual, UNGEGN could prepare an annotated outline setting out the proposed structure, 
modules, target users and intended outputs. This would allow the Bureau, divisions and working groups to agree on 
scope and avoid producing a document that is too broad, too technical or insufficiently practical. 

4. Align the Manual with the Compendium and the collaborative project 
The revised Manual should not duplicate the Compendium on effective institutional arrangements and operational 
practices. Instead, the Compendium could provide case studies and examples, while the Manual could provide the 



practical guidance, model arrangements, checklists, templates and implementation pathways that countries can 
adapt. 

5. Prepare practical implementation tools 
The redevelopment should include more than narrative guidance. It should generate usable tools, such as model 
terms of reference for a national names authority or committee, sample institutional workflows, checklists for 
establishing a national names programme, guidance on relationships between names authorities and geospatial 
agencies, and templates for documenting national procedures. 

6. Pilot selected modules through divisions and the Working Group on Funding and Training Courses in 
Toponymy 
Selected divisions could test draft modules with interested countries or regional groups, supported by the Working 
Group. This would help determine whether the guidance is understandable, implementable and relevant to 
countries with different levels of institutional maturity. 

Call to Action 

The Group of Experts may therefore wish to consider initiating a structured, time-bound process to review and redevelop the 
Manual for the National Standardization of Geographical Names, drawing on the findings and recommendations emerging 
from the collaborative project with the Committee of Experts on Global Geospatial Information Management.  Such a 
process could be guided by a small drafting group, working under the direction of the Bureau and in coordination with relevant 
working groups, geographical and linguistic divisions, and interested Member States. With the endorsement of the Divisions, 
this small drafting group composed of the Rapporteurs, Convenors of the Working Group on Funding and Training Courses in 
Toponymy and the Secretariat would seek to build on this paper, with the intent that further actions would be presented at 
the 2027 session of UNGEGN, in alignment with the 2021 – 2029 Strategic Plan and Programme of Work, for endorsement 
and further action.  

 

  



Annex 1: Key findings and recommendations emerging from the collaborative project 

The below is taken from the draft report of UNGEGN to the sixteenth session of UN-GGIM: 

20. The collaborative project has confirmed that institutional arrangements are central to the successful 
standardization and use of geographical names. Where roles and responsibilities are clearly defined, national 
authorities are better able to coordinate decision-making, maintain authoritative registers or gazetteers, resolve 
discrepancies between official names and mapping products, and provide consistent names data to users. 
Conversely, unclear mandates, fragmented responsibilities and weak coordination mechanisms can undermine 
the quality, consistency and authority of geographical names in national geospatial information systems.  

21. The project has therefore identified the need for Member States to establish or reinforce formal legal instruments, 
policies, memorandums of understanding or equivalent arrangements that define the respective roles and 
responsibilities of national mapping agencies, national geospatial information agencies and national names 
authorities. Such arrangements may include data-sharing protocols, procedures for resolving naming 
discrepancies, joint decision-making processes, mechanisms for coordinated strategic planning, and agreed 
pathways for the dissemination of authoritative names data.  

22. The project has also identified the value of joint steering committees, technical working groups or other 
coordination mechanisms at both strategic and operational levels. Regular communication between mapping and 
naming authorities can help align work programmes, support the timely exchange of updates, address emerging 
issues, ensure consistency between official names registers and geospatial datasets, and foster a shared 
understanding of national priorities. Such coordination mechanisms are particularly important where 
responsibilities are distributed across multiple ministries, agencies, levels of government or advisory bodies.  

23. A further finding is that geographical names standardization remains underprioritized in many national contexts. 
Even where the importance of authoritative geographical names is recognized, national names authorities may lack 
the sustained financial and human resources required to perform their functions effectively. The project has 
therefore emphasized the need to elevate geographical naming as a strategic national function, supported by 
dedicated and sustainable funding. Such funding is needed not only for the routine operation of names authorities, 
but also for technology investments, data modernization, public consultation, Indigenous and community 
engagement, capacity development and the integration of names data into national geospatial information 
infrastructures.  

24. The project has underscored the importance of policy and legal frameworks that are modern, enforceable and 
responsive to technological change. Geographical names are used in digital maps, official statistics, emergency 
management systems, transport networks, address systems, public administration, cultural heritage records, 
private sector platforms and everyday communication. Legal and policy frameworks therefore need to support the 
availability, accessibility, exchange, protection and authoritative use of geographical names data. They also need to 
provide mechanisms for review and adaptation as data ecosystems evolve.  

25. The collaborative project has further highlighted the importance of meaningful and equitable engagement with 
Indigenous peoples, linguistic minorities and local communities. Geographical names are not merely labels for 
location. They are living records of history, identity, language, memory, cultural heritage and belonging. The maturity 
of engagement with Indigenous peoples and local communities varies considerably across Member States, ranging 
from incidental consultation to formalized co-stewardship arrangements. The Compendium provides an 
opportunity to document and disseminate good practices that respect Indigenous and local knowledge, support 
linguistic diversity, and strengthen the inclusion of cultural heritage considerations in geographical names 
standardization.  



26. Data interoperability is another central finding. Authoritative geographical names must be capable of integration 
with geospatial datasets, gazetteers, administrative geographies, statistical data, address systems, cadastral 
information, transport networks and digital mapping platforms. This requires common national data models, 
compatible exchange formats, metadata, quality assurance procedures, and clear workflows for reconciling 
discrepancies between mapping products and official names registers. The project has therefore emphasized the 
importance of joint data quality assurance frameworks that encompass both spatial accuracy and toponymic 
consistency.  

27. The project has also identified the growing relevance of private sector mapping providers and digital platforms. In 
many contexts, users encounter geographical names through commercial maps, navigation services, search 
engines, social media and other digital applications. Inconsistencies between authoritative national names and 
widely used private sector platforms can create confusion, undermine official standardization efforts, and affect 
emergency response, public administration and public communication. Member States may therefore wish to 
consider appropriate engagement with private sector providers through data-sharing arrangements, licensing 
frameworks, advisory mechanisms or other forms of cooperation that promote the use of authoritative 
geographical names.  

28. Innovation presents both opportunities and risks. Emerging technologies, including artificial intelligence, machine 
learning, crowdsourcing, linked data and web services, can support name extraction, validation, dissemination and 
quality control. However, such tools must be grounded in authoritative data, appropriate governance, linguistic 
respect and cultural sensitivity. The Group of Experts and the Committee of Experts have a shared interest in 
ensuring that innovation strengthens rather than weakens the authority, accuracy and cultural integrity of 
geographical names.  

29. Standards remain fundamental. The consistent application of national and international geographical names 
standards, including relevant resolutions and guidance of the Group of Experts and applicable international 
standards, is necessary to ensure consistency across national mapping, geospatial information and names 
authority operations. The project has identified the need for targeted training, user-friendly guidance and practical 
tools to support implementation, especially in countries where institutional capacity is limited or where 
geographical names functions are newly established.  

30. Capacity development and education are therefore essential. The interdisciplinary nature of geographical names 
standardization requires expertise in toponymy, geography, cartography, linguistics, history, law, public 
administration, geospatial information management, data governance, community engagement and 
communication. Joint training programmes, workshops, personnel exchanges or secondments between mapping 
and naming authorities can help build shared expertise and improve institutional understanding. The Compendium 
can provide a basis for such capacity development by identifying common challenges, adaptable models and 
practical examples.  


