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Overview and Purpose 
The intent of this paper is to explore the feasibility of the creation of a National Parcel 
Database and determine its value to the Survey and GIS Communities. 
 
History 
The stated purpose of the Land Ordinance of 1785 was to give Congress the power to 
raise revenue by direct taxation. The profound impact this action had on the development 
of the United States cannot be overstated. As the stewards of the tax parcel database, 
Surveyors and mappers have been continuous participants in the “American Experiment” 
as long as the Congress and the armed forces. In many ways the framework for a 
National Land Information System has been with us since 1785. The vision was there. 
What was lacking was the wherewithal to process, organize and house the necessary data. 
. 
 
Why Do We Need a National Parcel Cadastre? 
Geospatial Information is being produced in some format in almost every community on 
the planet. The data is collected for a wide variety of uses by individual and independent 
entities. Many of those uses are common. The formats however, often are not. 
 
To produce useful and reliable transjurisdictional maps the data need to conform to some 
standard formats. Accuracy is important. Chief on the list of reasons to create a National 
database for the entire United States is often given as Disaster Management. Disaster 
Management is indeed a compelling reason to give this proposal some visibility and 
consideration. 
 
The National Academy of Sciences has been clamoring for a National Parcel Base for 
some time. The concept of a National Parcel Database in the U.S. is not particularly new. 
The Need For a Multipurpose Cadastre was the subject of a report issued by the Panel on 
a Multipurpose Cadastre of the Committee on Geodesy of the National Research 
Council’s Assembly of Mathematical and Physical Sciences in 1979. 
 
Synopsis of The National Research Council Report (1980) 
 
 The group made a one-year study focused on defining a federal role “in the development 
of a multipurpose cadastre applicable on a national basis”.  
 
Though the thrust of this study was federal in nature the panel correctly recognized that 
“Much of the work in developing and maintaining a multipurpose cadastre will occur at a 
local level.” Their recommendation was to create a local agency called an Office of Land 



Information Systems to be located in local government offices. Some of the candidate 
locations spelled out in the report were the offices of the, Tax Assessor, Recorder, and 
County Surveyor. The State of Wisconsin has established “The Office of Land 
Information Services”. It appears to be the only one using a version of the recommended 
title. 
 
Panel Makeup 
The makeup of this body is interesting to say the least. The choice for chairman, George 
E. Jones of Chevron U.S.A. New Orleans, seems to be almost a reflection of the 
economic conditions of the period. But more recent events might suggest a degree of 
prescience. Most of the other members of that august body of 1979 represented Academia 
and consulting firms. The Liaison Members were department heads representing several 
major federal agencies. These member agencies were either already involved in land 
issues or could be considered to be affected. Bernard Hostrup of the Bureau of Land 
Management is the sole identifiable surveyor anywhere in the mix.  
 
Though the report contains references to local government participation; strong local 
government representation does not emerge anywhere in this milieu. 
 
The Executive Summary opens with this modest proposal: 
 
 “There is a critical need for a better land information system in the United States to 
improve land conveyance procedures, furnish a basis for equitable taxation, and provide 
much-needed information for resource management and environmental planning.” 
 
Elsewhere in their Executive Summary the panel listed these elements as the 
“Components of a multipurpose cadastre”: 

1. A reference frame consisting of a geodetic network; 
2. A series of current, accurate large-scale maps; 
3. A cadastral overlay delineating all cadastral parcels; 
4. A unique identifying number assigned to each parcel that is used as a common 

index of all land records in information systems; and 
5. A series of land data files, each including a parcel identifier for purposes of 

information retrieval and linking information in other data files. 
 
 
This subject was revisited in 2007 by the National Research Council. 
 
The NRC concluded that a coordinated approach to Federal parcel data did not exist. The 
consensus of all the Federal reports seems to be that national partnerships for organizing 
and collating land parcel data would benefit local programs by providing federal 
assistance. 
 
 
 
 



Who benefits? 
The consumer/client benefits from an accurate public records system. It protects the 
client because the process is open. It needs to be uniform and clearly defined as well. A 
well-managed public record can offer a degree of protection against many future title 
claims. Census work has always been hindered by the lack of a true, National Parcel 
database. 
 
The review process can efficiently identify and process the affects of public safety, flood, 
seismic, covenant and easement issues. The recent mortgage crisis is also cited in the 
various government reports. Some believe pre-analysis can identify troubling financial 
trends before they reach crisis levels. Even Climate Change research could be aided by 
better tracking of land use. 
 
The effects disasters the magnitude of Hurricane Katrina and the World Trade Center and 
more recently the Gulf oil spill leave little doubt that an accurate record of what existed 
before the damages occurred has tremendous value in reconstructing those communities 
in the aftermath of such horrific events. 
 
Challenges 
Those who have seriously contemplated the construction of a National Parcel Database 
understand the magnitude of the task and the nearly interminable variables. 
Standardization tops the list. But there are many more. 
 
The current local stakeholders need incentives to participate in a national program. The 
National Research Council concedes the organizational issues are complex. Local 
governments have a strong disdain for unfunded federal mandates. 
 
 
Is Anyone Actually Working on This Now? 
By consensus, even the Federal Government does not currently have a unified system of 
inventorying and categorizing its many holdings. The National Research Council made 
some recommendations with its report in 2007. They concluded “A coordinated approach 
to federally managed parcel data did not exist”. For now, the Bureau of Land 
Management has been designated as the lead “Touchstone” agency coordinating federal 
parcel data for government lands. 
 
But what about the rest of the parcels? 
First American Spatial Solutions has created a product called Parcel Point. It contains 123 
Million Parcels and is the largest parcel base available. Most of the FASS clientele are in 
the real estate field. And FASS makes no bold assertions about its accuracy. But 
nonetheless, their commendable effort here is worthy of serious consideration. 
 
Rumors that Google will “open source” a national parcel map in the not too distant future 
surfaced in the fall of 2009. It hasn’t materialized yet, but advertisers are reported to be 
“interested”. The trend is unmistakable in that regard. 
 



Conclusions 
The concept of a national land system first brought forth in 1785 was innovative and far- 
reaching. But the reality is that its promise has not been entirely fulfilled. Other countries 
like Australia and Canada have moved farther ahead of the U.S. in the development of 
national systems and databases. As we begin to deal with more and more complex issues 
in the fields of land use and development, national standards will acquire greater 
relevance. This is certainly going to be the future, and we need to prepare ourselves for it. 
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