
2 Overview 

2.1 Name 
 
INSPIRE data specification for the theme Administrative Units. 
 

2.2 Informal description 
 
Definition: 
 
Units of administration, dividing areas where Member States have and/or exercise jurisdictional rights, 
for local, regional and national governance, separated by administrative boundaries [Directive 
2007/2/EC]. 
 
Description: 
 
Each national territory is divided into administrative units at different administrative levels as defined 
by the national administrative hierarchy. Administrative units are separated by administrative 
boundaries. Under United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea the coastal States can define 
maritime zones, wherein they exercise jurisdictional rights on sea area. The zones are separated by 
maritime boundaries. 
  
The administrative / maritime division forms an indirect spatial reference system. The reference to an 
administrative unit or maritime zone provides a spatial dimension to data without using coordinates 
(INSPIRE IMS, 2003). 
  
Administrative units may correspond to the items identified in frame of other territory division systems. 
The examples of such relationships include, among others, the cadastral parcels, census districts, 
postal regions, sea regions, statistical units, or sector-specific regions. These items are not considered 
to constitute a part of the definition of administrative units; they are within the scope of other INSPIRE 
themes. 
 
Administrative and maritime boundaries are the key to horizontal interoperability between the products 
of national data custodians. Neighbours should agree on international boundaries with shared 
geometry at the best possible resolution (INSPIRE RDM, 2002). 
  
The reference date of the administrative units has to be considered for purpose of linkage to statistical 
information as for instance population figures. Therefore, the aspect of temporal reference and update 
has to be considered carefully for administrative units. 
 
 
Provision of national datasets on administrative units, harmonised according to this data specification 
and to defined reference dates, is required to facilitate interoperable data exchange of all official 
administrative units according to the administrative levels as defined within each Member State. 
 
The EU-wide harmonized data of all these administrative units can be seen as a key dataset for any 
kind of (cross-border) spatial handling, important in operations and management. 
 
This data specification has been derived from the specification of EuroGeographics EBM product 
which is already used for the Administrative Unit Theme of European Commission’s GISCO reference 
database. The European Environment Agency (EEA) is using this dataset to relate their environmental 
information and indicators to the official defined administrative units in Europe. 
 
Use cases 



This INSPIRE data specification on Administrative units theme is to support the following high level 
use cases: 

• Filtering data. A user selects regions (e.g. by clicking or entering a name or code). The 
geometry of the selected administrative units and maritime zones is used in a query filter when 
retrieving geographic information (using a download service) or metadata (using a discovery 
service). This could e.g. be used in verification to identify features located at the border between 
two administrative units or maritime zones. 

• Linking thematic information. To provide users with easy and rapid access to comparable 
thematic information, data providers link their information to the administrative units and 
maritime zones. 

• Disaster management. The administrative units and maritime zones that are affected by an 
environmental phenomenon or disaster are selected. 

• Boundary based analysis. Verification of data of thematic features located at the boundaries of 
administrative units or maritime zones. This covers the aspect of edge-matching.  

• Discovery of unit related data. Search catalogues to discover available data sets with respect to 
administrative unit / maritime zone geometry or name (or code). 

2.3 Normative References 
 
[Directive 2007/2/EC] Directive 2007/2/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 14 March 

2007 establishing an Infrastructure for Spatial Information in the European 
Community (INSPIRE) 

 
[ISO 19107]  EN ISO 19107:2005, Geographic Information – Spatial Schema 
 
[ISO 19108]  EN ISO 19108:2005, Geographic Information – Temporal Schema 
 
[ISO 19108-c] ISO 19108:2002/Cor 1:2006, Geographic Information – Temporal Schema, Technical 

Corrigendum 1 
 
[ISO 19111] EN ISO 19111:2007 Geographic information - Spatial referencing by coordinates (ISO 

19111:2007) 
 
[ISO 19113] EN ISO 19113:2005, Geographic Information – Quality principles 
 
[ISO 19115] EN ISO 19115:2005, Geographic information – Metadata (ISO 19115:2003) 
  
[ISO 19118] EN ISO 19118:2006, Geographic information – Encoding (ISO 19118:2005) 
  
[ISO 19123] EN ISO 19123:2007, Geographic Information – Schema for coverage geometry and 

functions 
 
[ISO 19125-1] EN ISO 19125-1:2004, Geographic Information – Simple feature access – Part 1: 

Common architecture 
 
[ISO 19135] EN ISO 19135:2007 Geographic information – Procedures for item registration (ISO 

19135:2005) 
  
[ISO 19138] ISO/TS 19138:2006, Geographic Information – Data quality measures 
 
[ISO 19139] ISO/TS 19139:2007, Geographic information – Metadata – XML schema 

implementation 
 
[ISO 19157] ISO/DIS 19157, Geographic information – Data quality 
 
[ISO 3166-1] EN ISO 3166-1:2006, Codes for the representation of names of countries and their 

subdivisions – Part 1: Country codes 



 
[OGC 06-103r4] Implementation Specification for Geographic Information - Simple feature access – 

Part 1: Common Architecture v1.2.1 
 
 NOTE This is an updated version of "EN ISO 19125-1:2004, Geographic 

information – Simple feature access – Part 1: Common architecture". 
 
[Regulation 1205/2008/EC] Regulation 1205/2008/EC implementing Directive 2007/2/EC of the 

European Parliament and of the Council as regards metadata 
 
[UNCLOS] United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 
 

2.4 Terms and definitions 
 
General terms and definitions helpful for understanding the INSPIRE data specification documents are 
defined in the INSPIRE Glossary
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2.5 Symbols and abbreviations 
 
 
BKG  Federal Agency for Cartography and Geodesy (Germany) 
 
EuroGeographics Association representing nearly all European National Mapping and Cadastral 

Agencies (NMCAs) 
 
Eurostat Statistical Office of the European Communities 
 
GISCO Geographic Information System of the European Commission  
 
EBM  EuroBoundaryMap (product of EuroGeographics) 
 
EEA  European Environment Agency 
 
FADN   Farm Accountancy Data Network (See Council Regulation 79/65/EEC)  
 
LAU Local administrative units  
 
NUTS   Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics  
 
OCL  Object Constraint Language 
 
UML  Unified Modelling Language 
 
UNCLOS United Nation Convention on the Law of the Sea 
 

2.6 How the Technical Guidelines map to the Implementing Rules 
 
The schematic diagram in Figure 1 gives an overview of the relationships between the INSPIRE legal 
acts (the INSPIRE Directive and Implementing Rules) and the INSPIRE Technical Guidelines. The 
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 The INSPIRE Glossary is available from http://inspire-
registry.jrc.ec.europa.eu/registers/GLOSSARY 



INSPIRE Directive and Implementing Rules include legally binding requirements that describe, usually 
on an abstract level, what Member States must implement. 
 
In contrast, the Technical Guidelines define how Member States might implement the requirements 
included in the INSPIRE Implementing Rules. As such, they may include non-binding technical 
requirements that must be satisfied if a Member State data provider chooses to conform to the 
Technical Guidelines. Implementing these Technical Guidelines will maximise the interoperability of 
INSPIRE spatial data sets. 
 

 

Figure 1 - Relationship between INSPIRE Implementing Rules and Technical Guidelines  

2.6.1 Requirements 
 
The purpose of these Technical Guidelines (Data specifications on Administrative Units) is to provide 
practical guidance for implementation that is guided by, and satisfies, the (legally binding) 
requirements included for the spatial data theme Administrative Units in the Regulation (Implementing 
Rules) on interoperability of spatial data sets and services. These requirements are highlighted in this 
document as follows: 
 

IR Requirement 
Article / Annex / Section no. 

Title / Heading 
 
This style is used for requirements contained in the Implementing Rules on interoperability of spatial 
data sets and services (Commission Regulation (EU) No 1089/2010). 

 
For each of these IR requirements, these Technical Guidelines contain additional explanations and 
examples.  
 
NOTE The Abstract Test Suite (ATS) in Annex A contains conformance tests that directly check 
conformance with these IR requirements. 
 



Furthermore, these Technical Guidelines may propose a specific technical implementation for 
satisfying an IR requirement. In such cases, these Technical Guidelines may contain additional 
technical requirements that need to be met in order to be conformant with the corresponding IR 
requirement when using this proposed implementation. These technical requirements are highlighted 
as follows:     
 

TG Requirement X This style is used for requirements for a specific technical solution proposed in 
these Technical Guidelines for an IR requirement. 

 
NOTE 1 Conformance of a data set with the TG requirement(s) included in the ATS implies 
conformance with the corresponding IR requirement(s). 
 
NOTE 2 In addition to the requirements included in the Implementing Rules on interoperability of 
spatial data sets and services, the INSPIRE Directive includes further legally binding obligations that 
put additional requirements on data providers. For example, Art. 10(2) requires that Member States 
shall, where appropriate, decide by mutual consent on the depiction and position of geographical 
features whose location spans the frontier between two or more Member States. General guidance for 
how to meet these obligations is provided in the INSPIRE framework documents.   

2.6.2 Recommendations 
 
In addition to IR and TG requirements, these Technical Guidelines may also include a number of 
recommendations for facilitating implementation or for further and coherent development of an 
interoperable infrastructure.  
 

Recommendation X Recommendations are shown using this style. 

 
NOTE The implementation of recommendations is not mandatory. Compliance with these Technical 
Guidelines or the legal obligation does not depend on the fulfilment of the recommendations. 

2.6.3 Conformance 
 
Annex A includes the abstract test suite for checking conformance with the requirements included in 
these Technical Guidelines and the corresponding parts of the Implementing Rules (Commission 
Regulation (EU) No 1089/2010). 
 
 


