
 
 

The Role of Surveying and Mapping in National Initiatives 
 
In simple terms, surveying and mapping is geography.  Today, more commonly called 
“geospatial” information it is “place based” or “location” data tied to and portrayed on a 
map or in a geographic information system (GIS).  It answers the question “Where?”. 
 
Today, a map is no longer something you fold up and put in the glove compartment of your 
car. It is the use of modern surveying technology, including global positioning system 
(GPS) and geographic information systems (GIS), to precisely collect, store, retrieve and 
display vast amounts of information in a spatial context. Whether it is MapQuest, Google 
Maps, the in-dash navigation system in your car, or an App on your handheld device, 
everyday Americans use geospatial data more than they know.  Consider the following: 
 
It’s 7:00 a.m. You are awakened by your clock radio and you get up and turn on the lights.  
 
The radio and lights are powered by electricity. The electric company has used geospatial 
information to route transmission and distribution lines, locate or deliver the fuel (oil, gas, coal, 
hydro, geothermal, wind, solar), and manage its infrastructure (utility poles, underground conduits 
and local lines) to get power to your house. 
 
Once in the kitchen you pour yourself some fresh orange juice. 
 
Aerial photography was used to monitor crops. Water for irrigation to grow the trees depended on 
geospatial data to get from the reservoir aquifer to the farm. Farmers used “precision agriculture” 
– GIS and GPS – to plant, plow, and fertilize their crops, as well as to safely and effectively apply 
pesticides.  
 
You shower, shave and brush your teeth. 
 
Water is supplied to your home through a water distribution system that consists of thousands of 
miles of water mains. The utility uses geospatial data to plan routes, lay water lines, and monitor 
water flow. Local contractors use “One Call” or “Miss Utility” systems to make sure they don’t hit 
an underground water or electric line when excavating. Once used water goes down the drain, a 
wastewater collection system consisting of hundreds of miles of sanitary sewers and storm drains 
that was designed and built using geospatial data takes the wastewater to a treatment plant. 
 
You see your kids off to the bus stop to go to school. 

 
The local school board has used geospatial information to draw school boundaries. A bus 
efficiently picks up the children in your neighborhood based on a routing system built from a 
geographic information system (GIS), combining demographic data, street data, and data about 
location of both the students’ homes and the school. 
 
You drive to work. 
 



Engineers have used surveys, mapping and geospatial information for planning, corridor analysis, 
environmental impact studies, design, construction, operation, and maintenance of the roads you 
travel by car or bus, or for the subway you’ve ridden. Your in-dash navigation system may have 
helped identify an accident or traffic jam and suggested an alternate route.  
 
You make a phone call or send an email.  
 
Land line or cellular telephones and broadband internet are dependent on geospatial data. Your 
telecom service provider uses this data to lay lines and fiber optic cables, site cell towers, and 
manage their infrastructure. 
 
You feel ill and can’t get to a doctor or the hospital on your own. 
 
You dial 911. The operator uses the latest geospatial technology to identify the location from which 
you made your call. An ambulance uses GIS to get from the EMS station to you via the quickest 
possible route, and then gets you to the nearest hospital through an automated mapping system. 
After you’ve been diagnosed and treated, a health care professional enters information about your 
illness into a GIS, plots where you were stricken and finds there have been several others affected 
by similar symptoms in recent weeks. An epidemiology analysis, using geospatial data, is begun 
to find the cause and begin remediation. 
 
Back at work, you begin serving customers, clients or constituents. 
 
At your desktop, you are targeting a specific neighborhood for your product, or if you work in a 
political office, you are micro-targeting a mail campaign or town hall meeting. GIS lets you identify 
key customers, clients or constituents and research data you have on their preferences and 
interests. 

You arrive back home after work to find that your neighbor has decided to build a fence 
along your common property line. 

A survey, including precise GPS, will assist a Professional Surveyor in determining the accurate 
location of the property line between your respective properties, avoiding any potential 
disagreement about whether the new fence may encroach onto your property. 

The day is done. You’ve done a lot. And geospatial information helped you through the day more 
than you realized. Geography affects your life nearly every step of the way, helping you to be safer 
and more productive.  You’ve benefited from the services of a professional surveyor more than 
you ever realized. 
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The 117th Congress will address a number of issues in which the application of surveying, 
mapping, and geospatial data will be of critical importance to successful government programs.  
These include, but are not limited to: 
 

• clean energy, reducing the causes of global warming and climate change, a smart 
grid, solar siting, improved mapping of pipelines; 

 
• cleaner, less energy consuming buildings through sustainable and energy efficient 

building envelope design and construction; 
 

• transportation, infrastructure, and highway bill and transit reauthorization; 
 



• disasters: reform of flood mapping in the FEMA National Flood Insurance Program 
(NFIP), wildfires, draughts, hurricanes, tornados; 

 
• a current, accurate inventory of all land owned by the Federal government; 

• geo-enabling the location of policing incidents by mapping location data of police 
complaints and incidents, demographic data, including the age, race, sex, and income of the 
individuals involved; and outcome data, including where reform measures have been 
implemented or are needed; 

• broadband mapping to identify underserved areas; 
 

• environmental justice; 
 
The following is a model provision to enable and authorize the full use of surveying, mapping, 
and geospatial technology, data, and services in order to contribute to the success of the 
aforementioned legislative initiatives and programs, and others: 
 
“(a) Each project authorized to be carried out under this Act shall utilize contracts for current 
and accurate surveying, mapping, and geospatial data and services for research, planning, 
development, design, construction, alteration, operation or maintenance of new or existing 
infrastructure in accordance with applicable and appropriate private or governmental standards. 
 
(b) The term “surveying, mapping, and geospatial” shall include such activities as measuring, 
locating, and preparing maps, charts, surveys, aerial photographs, satellite images, or other 
graphical or digital presentations depicting natural or manmade physical features, phenomena, 
and legal boundaries of the Earth, including but not limited to elevation, planimetric, boundary, 
parcel, geodetic, and hydrographic data. 
 
(c) Any contract or subcontract to be carried out using funds in whole or in part made 
available by this Act for program management, construction management, feasibility studies, 
preliminary engineering, design, engineering, surveying, mapping, and geospatial, or 
architectural related services shall be negotiated in the same manner as a contract is negotiated 
under chapter 11 of title 40, United States Code, or an equivalent State qualifications-based 
statute. 
 
(d) Nothing in this Act shall preempt the laws of any State relating to the performance of 
services of a surveying, mapping, or geospatial nature which, to any extent, are required to be 
performed or approved by a person licensed, registered, or certified to provide such services 
under such State law.” 
 
ACTION REQUESTED: 
NSPS respectfully urges Congress to include a provision enabling for improved utilization of 
surveying and mapping technologies and applications in relevant legislation. For more information, 
contact John Byrd, NSPS Federal Lobbyist, at jbyrd@mwcapitol.com or (703) 407-3169. 
 


