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When the BGN staff receives any proposal, whether online or via the paper application form, 

they conduct the initial research; that is, verify that the feature is listed in the GNIS database and 

note its GNIS Feature ID.  They then try to uncover as much information as is available on the 

history of the current name, e.g. when it was first published on local, state, or Federal maps, and 

ideally its original meaning (they have a small library of place name books, plus of course they 

conduct a very thorough Google search).  All these details are incorporated into the new case 

brief, along with the proponent's reason for the change and any details they have provided 

about the proposed replacement name.   
 
At the end of each quarter, the quarterly review list is prepared, which includes all the new 

proposals received in the previous three months that the BGN has determined are ready to 

move forward.  If an application isn't complete, i.e. the BGN needs additional information; it will 

not be included that quarter but could be added the next time around.   
 
When the BGN acknowledges the application, they will copy the State Names Authority, or if 

they feel more research is needed, they might wait until the proposal has been review listed to 

share it.  The BGN also informs the proponent that they will request the opinions of the county 

government and the State Names Authority, as well as the federal agency if the feature is on 

federally managed land.  They also inform the proponent that all federally recognized tribes will 

have an opportunity (60 days) to comment.   
 
Then they simply wait for all parties to provide their opinions.  That could be weeks or a month, 

or many months.   Once all parties have provided input, the BGN adds the proposal to the BGN's 

next monthly docket for the final decision.  If approved, the change is made in GNIS within 24-

48 hours and all parties are notified of the outcome.  If the change is not approved, all parties 

are notified of the decision and the reason.   
 
As with any name change, the BGN strongly urges the proponent to do their homework; that is, 

attempt to find out when and why the existing name was applied to that feature, and whenever 

possible, select a replacement that retains that history.   For example, if the name referred to an 

individual or an event that occurred at that location, make every effort to apply the real name or 

choose a name that tells the story.  Of course, the history of the name may not be known, so the 

proponent should make an effort to select a name that has historic or geographic significance.  

Names should reflect the history, language, and/or traditions of the tribe(s) or early inhabitants 

of the area. 
 

https://geonames.usgs.gov/apex/f?p=geonames_web:review_lists

