
The Vision
There will be a continuously
updated, nationwide, publicly
available address dataset, com-
plete with geographic coordi-
nates, that meets the needs of
all stakeholders.

The data will cover all residential
and non-residential structures,
interior units, and other locations
of critical interest. Address data
will be available through a distrib-
uted system that is built and main-
tained locally, but accessible
through regional and state web-
based interfaces. The data will be
developed locally, with local and
state custodians acting as regional
integrators that merge local data
into region-wide databases. The
data will be updated in a timely
and regular manner, including new
building permits and construction.

The Need
Addresses are used for essential
government services as well as by
businesses and individuals in order
to connect with others. The table
to the right provides examples of
how this data is used. Govern-
ment agencies (listed in bold) re-
quire high-quality, current data to
function well. Lives and property
are at risk, for example, if first
responders don’t have accurate
information about the location of
emergency events, they may not
arrive in a timely manner.

The example uses at right actually
cover five categories of more gen-
eral uses of addresses:

 Vehicle navigation, including
emergency dispatch

 Postal and package delivery

 Administrative recordkeeping,
including record-matching be-
tween different files, departments,
or agencies.

 Creation and maintenance of au-
thoritative local address reposito-
ries

 Address aggregation into regional,
state, and national repositories
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USERS PURPOSE

Emergency Response, E9-1-1 Police, Fire, Ambulance, Rescue

School Districts School assignment, bus routing

Assessors and Taxation Of-
fices

Building location

Recorders and Auditors Property records

Voter Registration Precinct assignment

Planning & Zoning Office Building permit, planning studies

State Departments of Revenue Sales tax collection and distribution

State Departments of Trans-
portation

Locate traffic accidents allowing ac-
cess to FHWA funding to improve
dangerous non-state roads.

State Departments of Health
and Human Services

Track medical benefits, disease,
births/deaths, and vulnerable popula-
tions.

U.S. Post Office, UPS, FedEx,
etc.

Mail and package delivery

U.S. Census Bureau Mail out census and survey forms,
geocode responses

Federal Emergency Manage-
ment Agency (FEMA)

Pinpoint disaster areas, provide relief

Department of Homeland
Security

Locate & protect critical infrastruc-
ture

Utilities (public & private) Hookup, service calls, billing

Map and address companies (e.g.
TeleAtlas, NAVTEQ, Pitney
Bowes Group 1)

Sell to insurance companies, location
based service companies, utilities,
state and local government, etc.

Retail/Services (e.g., Sears, local
plumber)

Delivery of goods and services

Internet maps (e.g. Google Maps
& MapQuest)

Navigation maps for public use
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Current System is
Fractured

Addresses are created by local Ad-
dress Authorities, usually a city or
town, but sometimes the county.
The new address information is pro-
vided to the owner and distributed
to other organizations who need it,
including various city and county
offices, the US Postal Service, the
phone company, other utilities, the
school district, and the 9-1-1 author-
ity. From that point, each of these
offices is responsible for maintain-
ing its own address file. Weaknesses
of such a system include:

 No recognized standard for ad-
dress data

 No central, authoritative database

 Agency databases diverge over
time

 No feedback loop to address au-
thority or other stakeholders

 Inconsistent delivery of new ad-
dresses to stakeholders

 Spotty capture of geographic co-
ordinates

The 9-1-1/Emergency Response
community maintains their own
Address Location Identifier (ALI),
which links phone number to ad-
dress and the name of the appropri-
ate fire, police, or ambulance pro-
vider for that location. They face a
challenge as more homes go without
a conventional landline and more
9-1-1 calls come from cell phones.
From 2000 to 2006, the number of
homes without a telephone doubled
to 6.6 million1. New investments in
Phase II technology, which enables
a wireless phone to transmit its geo-
graphic coordinates, are helping
9-1-1 centers to properly locate cell
phone callers and dispatch the
proper first responders who can
find those locations. Rural areas are
lagging in implementing of this new

technology. The 9-1-1/Emergency
Response office generally has the
most complete address data, but
often is not sharing this information
with other government offices.
Lack of coordinate information
means that outside response teams,
perhaps from adjoining communi-
ties, struggle to find unfamiliar ad-
dresses.

Federal agencies end up creating
independent address databases, be-
cause there are no consistent or reli-
able state or local government
sources. The U.S. Census Bureau
has developed an independent Mas-
ter Address File (MAF), complete
with geographic coordinates, which
it cannot share with others because
of a federal law, Title 13 of the US
Code, that many feel is outdated in
its treatment of addresses based on
privacy issues. The Department of
Homeland Security has hired con-
tractors to identify and locate critical
infrastructure, because few states
have that information available.
This widespread duplication of ef-
fort in collecting the same basic in-
formation is inefficient and uneco-
nomical.

Problems We Face To-
day

Lives and property are lost because
first responders cannot quickly and
accurately locate the address of an
emergency. This is a serious prob-
lem. It has occurred in every large
city and in rural areas as well. It was
a problem in the wake of Hurricane
Katrina where rescue and recovery

operations were slowed by the lack
of information about where people
lived. The problem continues today
as properties go into foreclosure.
Inconsistent address systems clog
communication among courts, sher-
iff offices, banks, inspectors, and
residents. It’s an ongoing problem
for accidents at construction sites
where workmen are injured and
9-1-1 entities haven’t yet recorded
an address for the worksite.

Other problems resulting from this
fragmented system include:

 Tax-payer money is wasted as
multiple agencies collect and
maintain similar data. The Census
Bureau spent $444 million of tax-
payer money to create address
points for the 2010 Census2 and
cannot release the data for others
to use.

 The US Postal Service (USPS)
cannot keep up with the 2 million
addresses added each year by new
construction and conversions of
existing buildings into multiple
occupancy units. They rely on
input from cities and their own
carriers, but that data is often in-
consistent or untimely.3

 Many jurisdictions try to maintain
redundant or inconsistent address
data about the same territory,
causing significant additional ex-
penses. These include the city,
county, school district, watershed
district, election office, and emer-
gency responders. The city of St.
Paul spent 1,000 hours of staff
time on the 2000 Census LUCA
(Local Update of Census Ad-
dresses) activity, mostly because
of record disparities among the
various city departments maintain-
ing address files.4

 Homeowners are frustrated by
late or missed deliveries and ser-
vice appointments. Those prob-
lems cause additional costs and

(Continued on page 3)



lost revenue for the private sector
as it faces corrective measures and
lost business.

 States working to collect and dis-
tribute sales taxes are struggling to
do their work economically and
equitably. Tax rates can vary
across the state because of local
additions to the state rate. Know-
ing which addresses are in each
taxing jurisdiction is necessary
when collecting taxes on goods
purchased by mail order or Inter-
net.5 This information should be
accessible to merchants at the
time of purchase, but is often not
available.

Best Practices

The National States Geographic
Information Council (NSGIC) has
identified a number of state, county,
and regional Best Practices around
the country.6 The authority to gen-
erate new addresses typically re-
mains with the city or town, with
counties often providing addresses
in unincorporated areas. The well-
established USPS standard is gener-
ally used and the emerging URISA/
FGDC standard builds on the USPS
standard. New addresses are as-

signed as early as possible within the
subdivision/building permit process.
Secondary names are included where
appropriate; e.g., City Hall, St. John’s
Hospital. Geographic coordinates
are added from GPS field measure-
ments, from orthophotography, or
from official maps and sketches of
building location submitted with the
permit application. New entries are
verified with quality control before
being accepted. Information is sent
to all stakeholders as soon as the ad-
dress is issued, either directly or via a
regional custodian.

The county or 9-1-1 authority be-
comes the regional custodian, assum-
ing responsibility for maintaining a
central authoritative database. The
regional custodian is responsible for
synchronizing new information
streaming in from cities and towns
with various levels of computer so-
phistication. Corrections identified
by any of the participants are re-
ported back to the local and regional
custodians where they are verified,
implemented, and distributed. Ad-
dresses and geographic coordinates
are made available to the public via
the Internet, while personal informa-
tion, name and phone number, are
typically kept private.

Several states have developed state-
wide systems or support their coun-
ties in the development of federated
systems that maintain and deliver
address data across the state. The
states of Maine, Connecticut, and
Vermont in New England are col-
lecting this data from their towns
and Rhode Island is developing such
a system. Ohio, Indiana, and West
Virginia are working to build sys-
tems that will collect the data from
their counties. Arkansas has created
a state-level database of address
ranges. The cost of the Vermont
system is covered by normal 9-1-1
fees. Ohio, whose program includes
both roads and addresses, matches
local efforts with state capital fund-
ing and a mix of other sources.

(Continued on page 4)
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Footnotes

1. US Census Bureau: 2000 Census and 2006 American
Community Survey.

2. Commerce Department, 2010 Census: Quarterly Report
to Congress, December 2010, Office of Inspector Gen-
eral, Report OIG 19791-2

3. Clayton Bonnell, “Postal Service addressing problem,” US
Postal Service, email sent to representatives of GITA,
NENA, NSGIC, and URISA on December 3, 2007

4. Mark VanderSchaaf, former employee of St. Paul Depart-
ment of Planning and Development, personal conversa-
tion, March 29, 2006.

5. The Streamlined Sales and Use Tax agreement involves a
majority of the states; see http://
www.streamlinedsalestax.org/

6. See http://www.nsgic.org/committees1/
bestPractices.cfm?cid=105.

Graphic at left provided by Robert Hanson of Michael Baker Cor-
poration
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National States Geographic Information Council ABOUT NSGIC — The National States Geographic Information Council (NSGIC) is an
organization of States committed to efficient and effective government through the pru-
dent adoption of geospatial information technologies. Members of NSGIC include dele-
gations of state GIS coordinators and senior state GIS managers from across the United
States. Other members include representatives from Federal agencies, local government,
the private sector, academia and other professional organizations. A rich and diverse
group, the NSGIC membership includes nationally and internationally recognized experts
in GIS, geospatial data production and management, and information technology policy.

The Ideal System

A national system of addresses
should be created with government
and the private sector each playing
their part. This system should pro-
vide data seamlessly to those who
need it for issues that cross political
boundaries. This would result in
many life- and cost-saving benefits.
The ideal role played by each is out-
lined below.

1. Local Government Address Au-
thorities – Cities and Counties

 Use best practices, including
standards, for assigning and
disseminating data about new
addresses.

 Each maintains an authoritative
database of their own addresses.

 All departments draw from that
database and provide feedback
on changes.

 Submit updated address infor-
mation to the regional custodian

 Benefit: Saves resources. Lo-
cal entities gain value from stan-
dard database that minimizes
redundancy and error.

2.Counties or 9-1-1 authorities
serve as the regional custodians
of the data.

 Maintain an address database
that includes information from
all address authorities within
their region.

 Receive updates from address
authorities and verify the quality
of that information.

 Distribute address and coordi-

nate data free of charge to the
public and all participants.

 Benefit: Gains access to cur-
rent, reliable data for internal
use and trust from local govern-
ments by providing data service.

3.States provide statewide coor-
dination and support to coun-
ties and 9-1-1 authorities

 Provide a central website for
accessing address data from
regional custodians: counties
and 9-1-1 authorities.

 Provide training, technical guid-
ance and standards to counties
and 9-1-1 authorities.

 Serve as a backup system for the
regional systems.

 Fill gaps by helping small and
less affluent places fulfill their
role.

 Provide matching grants to local
government to develop their
systems.

 Benefit: States gain ability to
access data for internal pur-
poses; e.g., sales tax manage-
ment and medical benefits.

4. Federal government

 U.S. Postal Service, U.S. Census
Bureau, Department of Home-
land Security, and others are
able to access and use data na-
tionwide in a standard format
(e.g. Lat/Long and U.S. Na-
tional Grid coordinates).

 U.S. Census Bureau and U.S.
Postal Service send notice of
address data inconsistency to
state and local governments

whenever they are found. Note:
U.S. Census Bureau is currently
unable to participate because of
Title 13.

 U.S. Census Bureau is able to
release geographic coordinate
data, saving local government
the expense of collecting that
information. Access to coordi-
nate data is also restricted by
Title 13.

 Benefit: Federal government
saves money and has access to
current and accurate local data.

5.Private sector

 Assists with local implementa-
tion and maintenance on a fee
for service basis.

 Provides technical resources for
each level of government to
fulfill its role.

 Provides business services for
the aggregation, maintenance,
and use of address data in gov-
ernment and the private sector.

 Uses nation-wide address data
to develop new products and
services to meet the needs of
citizens, government, and the
private sector.

 Benefit: Cheaper, better, and
quicker for local government.


