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Some Definitions

• Short-form gazetteers:

– often used in conjunction with computer mapping and GIS systems, 
may simply contain a list of place-names together with their 
locations in latitude and longitude or other spatial referencing 
systems (eg. British National Grid Reference). Short-form gazetteers 
appear as a place-name index in the rear of major published atlases.

• Address Gazetteers:

– geo-referenced address lists, often used by local 
authorities for purposes such as local taxation

• Long-form (or Descriptive) gazetteers:

– may include lengthy textual descriptions of the places they contain, 
including explanation of industries, government, geography, together 
with historical perspectives, maps and / or photographs.

• Thematic gazetteers:

– list places or geographical features by theme; for example fishing 
ports, nuclear power stations or historic buildings. 
Their common element is that the geographical location is 
an important attribute of the features listed.



Scottish Tradition

• Scotland has a rich set of 
geographical names drawn from 
English, Scots, Gaelic, Norse, 
Anglo-Saxon, German, French…

• Names, descriptions and 
illustrations formed part of 
Scottish maps back into the 16th 
century

• A fine tradition of descriptive 
gazetteer publishing flowered in 
the 19th century 

• Scotland produced gazetteers for 
around the world, or certainly 
those countries administered by 
Britain



Drivers for a Contemporary Gazetteer

• INSPIRE: Annex 1 requires a Geographical 
Names Layer

• But also:
• Increased desire to cross-link datasets, often datasets 
which don't have (x,y) coordinates

• Need to avoid inconsistencies 
• Link with historical information
• Show-case our country

• National Interest - across government, NGOs, 
private sector and the general public

• Many other countries are way ahead



Where Place Names are Useful

Restaurants
Yellow Pages Local History

Historic Buildings
Historic Scotland

Tourist 
Attractions
Visit Scotland

Banking Services

RBS, HBOS etc

Populations 

Statistics
GROS

Nature Reserves
SNH

Injured Wild Animal
RSPCA

Property 

Values
RoS

Schools
Local Authority

Emergency Services
NHS, Fire Brigade, Police

Tourist
Accommodation
Visit Scotland

Pollution
Scottish Water

Lost 

Hillwalker
Mountain Rescue

Monuments
RCAHMS



So surely this is not a problem?

• One would think the UK has a list of all its place names 
!?!

• The USA has the US Board on Geographic Names
• Resolution IV of the UN Conference of Geographic 
Names (1967) directed that standardisation of place 
names be achieved by establishing national place name 
authorities

• We have the Permanent Committee on Geographical 
Names for British Official Use:

"Principal function is to advise British government departments and agencies on 
policies and procedures for the proper writing, in official publications, of 
geographical names for places and features outside the United Kingdom, 
excluding those of the Antarctic"

• Key players are the British National Mapping Agency 
Ordnance Survey (de facto portrayer of place-names) 
and Local Authorities (legally responsible for settlement 
names)



Existing Gazetteers/Place Name Layers

• Ordnance Survey (OS)
• Harper-Collins Bartholomew
• XYZ / People's Map
• Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historic 
Monuments of Scotland (RCAHMS)

• The Gazetteer for Scotland
• One Scotland Gazetteer
• Ainmean-Àite na h-Alba (AÀA)
• Scottish Place-Name Database
• Google
• ScotlandsPlaces
• Navteq (Nokia)
• TeleAtlas (TomTom)
• Open Street Maps



Name Inconsistencies

© Collins Bartholomew

Crown Copyright, Ordnance 
Survey



Too many Place Names

Baile a' Mhanaich

Ballivanich

Balivanish

Baile Mhanaich

Bailebhainich

Balivanich

Bhaile a' Mhanaich

Bhaile a Mhanaich

Bhaile a Mhanich

Bhail a' Mhanaich Bailivanich

Balmanich

Balinanish



Its not just a Gaelic-English Problem



A Problem for Mariners?

• The Northern Lighthouse Board refers to 
its lighthouses using 'old' names no longer 
used on the Ordnance Survey map:
– Ushenish vs Usinish or Uisinis
– Holburn Head vs. Holborn Head



Ordnance Survey 1:50,000 Gazetteer

• Place name layer regarded as an easy problem 
to solve

• Assumption was existing Ordnance Survey 1:50,000 
gazetteer would serve this need

• But we have already seen it has omissions and 
shortcomings

• Fundamentally it is a map index, not a gazetteer



OS 1:50,000 Gazetteer Shortcomings

• Poor spatial referencing: names (not necessarily 
features) only located to a 1km grid-square

• A lack of alternative names, including Gaelic names.  
There are only 25 alternative names within the 86,095 
names recorded in Scotland

• Poor feature-typing: there are only ten classes; two 
are 'other' and 'all other features', which together 
account for 56,060 of the 86,095 features; another of 
the ten feature-types is "Roman Antiquity" which has 
only 13 occurrences in Scotland

• Un-named features eg. "monument" are included
• Uneven coverage of the country; few names are 
recorded within towns and cities, because there is no 
space for these on the Landranger map



OS 1:50,000 Gazetteer Shortcomings

• There are notable errors; for example, seven cities are 
recorded in Scotland, there should be only six

• Occasional spelling / typographical errors 
• Repeated names eg. river names which appear more 
than once on the map

• There is a one-to-one relationship between features 
and feature-types, for example cannot be a farm and 
an antiquity

• A one-to-one relationship between a name and an 
administrative geography. For example, hills located 
on local authority (Council Area) boundaries are 
randomly allocated to one or other local authority, 
rather than being linked to both



OS 1:50,000 Gazetteer Shortcomings

• Many (significant) named places not recorded in OS 
gazetteer

• No historical geographical units
• Historical / archaic toponyms not retained
• More sophisticated relationships certainly absent (eg. 
'part of')

• The format of the OS gazetteer is far from the INSPIRE 
requirements (INSPIRE Data Specification on 
Geographical Names)



The Solution

• Merge the OS 1:50K gazetteer with another gazetteer 
which makes up for its shortcomings

• The Gazetteer for Scotland is a descriptive gazetteer 
which has been built up over 15 years
– consistent coverage
– none of the data model issues of the OS 1:50K
– BUT not nearly as many entries as OS

• The OS gazetteer is now freely available under OS 
Open Data; Gazetteer for Scotland also available

• One makes up for inadequacies of the other
• Cross checking improves the quality of both
• Sizeable manual editing operation (c. 140 person days)



What to include?

• INSPIRE definition:
"Names of areas, regions, localities, cities, suburbs, towns or 
settlements, or any geographical or topographical feature of public or 
historical interest."
– Might add "architectural, archaeological, environmental, geological, 
topographical or cultural significance"  

– Summarised as "public, professional or historical interest"?

• Scale and Significance: 
– The Wallace Monument vs. the Scott Monument vs. all the other 
monuments on Princes Street?

– What is significant in a village is not significant in a city

• Include abandoned settlements; of interest in terms of 
cultural history

• Ontological Issues:
– eg. Settlement vs hamlet vs village vs town vs city vs inhabited 
place vs suburb vs community vs
municipality vs neighbourhood vs urban district



Editing Tool

• A customised editing tool was constructed to optimise 
the editing process

• Allows modification of spatial location and classification 
of feature

• Linked to imagery, historical and contemporary maps 
(eg. OS Open Data) 



Results

• Spatial locations now better than 100m, 
minimum of 5% better than 20m 

• But point locations
– generally not a problem
– probably no bad thing for most polygonal features (eg. 
urban districts)

– is a problem for linear features
• Ten point classification enrichened to 143; rather more 
than required by INSPIRE

• (While note has been taken of Linda Hill's ADL work, 
the classification is tailored to Scotland eg. lochs, the 
scattered nature of crofting settlements)

• Many features reclassified eg. the number of farm 
names has grown from 1287 to 15188 (although still 
only a partial list)



Services

• Implementing a name-layer as a WMS / WFS is
trivial but does not get the most from the data

• OGC Gazetteer Service (WFS-G) goes further
• More extensive name services are not well developed
• They should be able to link data by:
– translating a name into coordinate (geocoding, 
geoparsing)

– a coordinate into a name
– finding or suggesting best matches for name variants, 
mis-spellings, archaic forms

– providing middleware services (eg. improving 
geographical search)

• Collect vernacular names?



Key Messages

• Scotland had no standardised list of place names
• This gives rise to a series of problems / missed 
opportunities

• An INSPIRE-compliant names layer has been created 
by bringing together two existing datasets

• Much improvement and error checking undertaken 
• Work completed in six months
• Funded by the Scottish Government as part of the 
Geographic Information Strategy for Scotland

• This dataset will be made available on the most relaxed 
licensing terms possible to encourage its use

• The form of the names-server and future maintenance 
of the data are still under 
discussion


