
Geographical Grid Systems – Executive Summary 
 
Geographical grid systems are included in Annex I, which means that they are considered as 
reference data, i.e. data that constitute the spatial frame for linking and/or pointing to other information 
that belong to specific thematic fields as defined in the INSPIRE Annexes II and III. 
 
The INSPIRE specification on Geographical grid systems has been prepared following the 
participative principle of a consensus building process. The stakeholders, based on their registration 
as a Spatial Data Interest Community (SDIC) or a Legally Mandated Organisation (LMO) had the 
opportunity to bring forward user requirements and reference materials, propose experts for the 
specification development, and participate in the review of the data specifications. The Thematic 
Working Group responsible for the specification development was composed of geodetic and mapping 
experts coming from Portugal, Slovenia, France, Germany, Italy, Sweden and the UK, all of them for 
many years involved in activities aiming to establish uniform geo-referencing within Europe. Due to the 
close links between and the special technical nature of the two themes of Coordinate reference 
systems and Geographical grid systems, the specifications of both themes were developed by one 
Thematic Working Group. 
 
Geographical grid systems (hereafter: Grids) play a specific role that is quite different from the other 
themes in the Directive’s annexes. Contrary to the other themes the Grids specification does not 
concern a downloadable or viewable thematic data set. Rather, it presents a basic functionality 
allowing the harmonised and interoperable geographic localisation of spatial objects defined by the 
other INSPIRE thematic data specifications. Therefore, the methodology developed by the Drafting 
Team on data specifications is only partly applicable to the work of this Thematic Working Group. 
 
The specific task of the definition of the Geographical grid systems theme therefore consists in taking 
the right decisions on the choice of a limited number of grid systems that will ensure a common basis 
for the geographical harmonisation between the other themes defined in the Annexes of the Directive. 
 
The cornerstone of the specification development was the definition of the Directive on Geographical 
grid systems: “Harmonised multi-resolution grid with a common point of origin and standardised 
location and size of grid cells”. With this goal in mind, the Thematic Working Group agreed the scope 
of the theme “Geographical grid systems”, covering quadrilateral grids used for indirect geo-
referencing of themes with typically coarse resolution and wide (pan-European) geographical extent. 
As a result, this document specifies two Pan-European grids to be used within continental Europe in 
the INSPIRE context: The Equal Area Grid and the Zoned Geographic Grid.  
 
The Equal Area Grid, which was proposed as the multipurpose Pan-European standard during the 
Annex I data specification process, is two-dimensional and it is based on the ETRS89 Lambert 
Azimuthal Equal Area coordinate reference system. It is mainly intended for spatial analysis or 
reporting purposes (e.g. statistical information), but not for communities where the grids have to be 
optimised for data exchange, supercomputer processing and high volume archiving of new data each 
day. The requirements and recommendations associated to this grid are based on the results from the 
“European Reference Grids” workshop1. 
 
The Zoned Geographic Grid, which was proposed during the subsequent Annex II-III data specification 
process, is a two-dimensional multi-resolution geographic grid based on the ETRS89-GRS80 geodetic 
coordinate reference system. It follows a structure analogue to DTED (Digital Terrain Elevation Data), 
dividing the world into different zones in latitude, to mitigate the effect of convergence of meridians. 
The grid may be used as a geo-referencing framework when gridded data (raster data) is delivered 
using geodetic coordinates, mainly suited for reference data (such as elevation or orthoimagery), to 
achieve their interoperability for data provision and therefore serve crossborder purposes at global 
level. 
 
Both grids are multi-resolution grids, associated with predefined resolution levels, and provided with a 
designator and a coding system for identifying individual cells at all these levels. 
 

                                                      
 
1 http://www.ec-gis.org/sdi/publist/pdfs/annoni-etal2003eur.pdf 

http://www.ec-gis.org/sdi/publist/pdfs/annoni-etal2003eur.pdf


This document provided the basis for a number of requirements that have been included in the 
Implementing Rule on interoperability of spatial data sets and services. These elements are clearly 
indicated in the document as “IR Requirements”. The other parts of the documents give clarification, 
background information and examples and are intended as part of the technical guidance documents 
accompanying the Implementing Rules. 
 
 


