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Preface

The Resource Note is intended to increase our understanding of 
and broaden our knowledge base on key subject areas that are 
fundamental in building our capacity in numeric and geographic 
analysis.
It is not an in-depth or comprehensive discussion of the subject 
matter. 
It highlights certain relevant and important areas that deserve 
our attention and consideration.
It is intended to be informal and informative.
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Introduction
This resource note presents the metadata and its importance 
in data sharing and discovery.

What is metadata? 
Metadata is often overlooked but it is essential:
– For data producers
– For data users

Metadata in the CGDI
– Standards
– Mandatory fields

Within the CIMS:
– For users: how to browse metadata to evaluate available data
– For producers: how to describe your data to make it available
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What is metadata?

Metadata is information about data or "data about data“

It describes the geospatial data: the content, quality, condition, 
and other characteristics of the data.

For instance:
– Who created the data? Who maintains it? 
– What is the content of the data? What is its structure? What is the 

scale? 
– Where is the geographic location? Where is it stored? 
– When was the data collected? When was it published? 
– Why was the data created? 
– How was it produced? How can it be accessed? What data quality 

can you expect? 
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Example
Extract of the census layer metadata retrieved through the CGDI 
discovery portal:
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Why is metadata important?

Metadata importance is often overlooked because it 
SEEMSto be secondary in a short term perspective

However without metadata, data have much less value for 
the users and the data producers. Indeed, without accurate 
and comprehensive labels, most collections have little, if 
any, value. 

Having data well documented over time dramatically 
increases the value for data producers and users.
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Important for data producers:
It organizes the data to protect the investment on the long-term 
by avoiding:
– duplication of effort (data redundancy, data conflicts…) 
– loss of information with staff change
– questioning about the accuracy and reliability of the information 

and therefore reducing its usefulness.  
– liability issues
– misapplications (decisions based on poorly documented data)

The cost of avoiding metadata far outweighs the initial 
expense of documenting your data.

It also publicizes the availability of the data to 
potential users. 
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Important for data users:

Discovery:
– Users can determine what geospatial data is available.       

Metadata examples: title and purpose of the dataset

Evaluation:
– Users can determine what the best resources are for their individual 

needs by permitting them to see the details of the data itself, and its 
history. Examples: accuracy, completeness, consistency, sources of 
information…

Access:
– Users can determine how to access and transfer the data. 

Examples: details of a data dictionary, the data organization or
schema, and projection and geometric characteristics…
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Metadata in the CGDI
Data added to the CGDI are documented with metadata.

Standards are required to make metadata consistent across 
the numerous dataset provided by various data producers.

A metadata standard outlines the characteristic properties 
to be recorded, as well as the values the properties should 
have.

Conforming to a standard is important to ensure that 
everyone can find, understand and share data by 
comparing and evaluating common details of the data.

Two metadata standards are endorsed by the CGDI:
FGDC CSDGM  and   ISO 19115 
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Metadata standards in the CGDI

FGDC CSDGM( Federal Geographic Data Committee's Content 
Standard for Digital Geospatial Metadata) standards are older 
standards than ISO 19115. They were chosen for their quality, 
popularity of use, established support, as well as for the tools that have 
been and are continuing to be created.

ISO 19115 standards are newer and were chosen for their capabilities 
for internationalization. However, a North American profile of the ISO 
19115 is still under approval.

Practically, we will be using the FGDC standards.

A crosswalk between the two standards is available at:
http://www.fgdc.gov/metadata/documents/FGDC_Sections_v40.xls/view
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How to create and manage metadata in ArcCatalog
ArcCatalog is one the many metadata editor available.

To display the metadata toolbar in ArcCatalog: click on the view menu => click 
on Toolbars => click on Metadata
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The metadata tab and toolbar:

Metadata tab

Metadata toolbar
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Editing metadata:

Standards used for 
the display
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FGDC metadata editor:

Button to open the 
metadata editor

FGDC metadata editor 
open by default

The mandatory fields are marked in red.
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ISO metadata editor:

ISO metadata editor

To switch to the ISO editor: Click tools menu => click options menu => click 
metadata tab => change the metadata editor with the drop-down list

The mandatory fields are marked with a red start
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Identification information:basic information about the data set. Examples 
include title, purpose, geographic area covered, currency, and rules for 
acquiring or using the data.

Data quality information:an assessment of the quality of the data set. 
Examples include positional and attribute accuracy, completeness, 
consistency, sources of information, and methods used to produce the data.

Spatial data organization information:the mechanism used to represent spatial 
information in the data set. Examples include the method used to represent 
spatial positions directly (such as raster or vector) and indirectly (such as street 
addresses or county codes) and the number of spatial objects in the data set.

Metadata reference information:information about the currentness of the 
metadata information and the responsible party. Examples include the name(s) 
of the metadata contact person(s), the date the metadata was last reviewed, and 
the date it will be reviewed in the future.

Common mandatory metadata fields 
in the CGDI
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Spatial reference information:description of the reference frame for, 
and means of encoding, coordinates in the data set. Examples include 
the name of and parameters for map projections or grid coordinate 
systems, horizontal and vertical data, and the coordinate system
resolution. Note: if the projection was correctly defined for the file, 
ArcCatalog automatically fills the metadata for this section.

Entity and attribute information:information about the content of the 
data set, including the entity types and their attributes and the domains 
from which attribute values may be assigned. Examples include the 
names and definitions of features, attributes, and attribute values.

Distribution information:Information about obtaining the data set. 
Examples include contact information for the distributor, available 
formats, information about how to obtain data sets online or on 
physical media (such as cartridge tape or CD-ROM), and fees for the 
data.

Common mandatory metadata fields 
in the CGDI
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What Have We Learned?

What metadata is
– “Data about the data”

Their importance for data users and producers

Their use it within the CGDI and CIMS
– Metadata browsing
– Metadata creation



July 2009
Community Mapping Information System 

Resource Note 2
20

Online Resources
CGDI online training on metadata:
http://www.geoconnections.org/publications/training_manual/e/
04/04_00/04_00_00.htm
Metadata cookbook:
http://www.gsdi.org/pubs/cookbook/chapter03.html
ArcGIS help about metadata:
http://webhelp.esri.com/arcgisdesktop/9.2/index.cfm?TopicNam
e=Metadata_standards_and_the_ArcGIS_metadata_format
Walk-through the creation of FGDC metadata in ArcCatalog:
http://www.pasda.psu.edu/tutorials/metadata.asp
FGDC description:http://www.fgdc.gov/metadata/
The 10 most common errors in metadata: 
http://www.fgdc.gov/metadata/documents/top10metadataerrors.
pdf/view
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Most of the information used in this document was 
prepared by Richard Lau, GANIS Project Coordinator 
for the Social Planning Network of Ontario 
(www.spno.ca).

Most of the information used in this document is from 
the Geoconnections website and from the help file of  
ArcGIS.
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Any questions or comments?

Please contact me at:
Vivien Deparday
GIS Project Manager
Community Mapping Information System
Email: vdeparday@spcottawa.on.ca
Phone: 613-236-9300 ext: 304
Fax: 613-236-7060  

Thank You
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23


