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WRITING METADATA
How to write FGDC compliant metadata using Metavist



Metadata = Data Documentation

• What data were collected
• Why data were collected
• How data were collected
• Reliability of data
• Issues that should be accounted for when working with data
• How to get data
• Tools needed to work with the data



Purpose of Metadata

• Primary
– Guide for you to understand your data 

Helps you remember what you and your team did

– Guide for others to understand your data
Helps users today and 20 years from now be successful

• Secondary
– Guide to other documentation in pub

Documentation not limited to formal metadata

– Marketing for your data
Viewed by most Archive customers



Writing Quality Metadata

• Complete and correct
– Data are useless without proper documentation
– This will help ensure data are used correctly
– Other files or publications can be referenced

• Comprehensive and comprehensible
– Should fully describe data
– Should be understandable by non-experts

• Focus on the data
– Describe the data – not the results of analysis

• Start early
– Don’t wait until paper is written to start writing the metadata – begin right away



Metadata Standards
• CSDGM*

– Federal Geographic Data Committee (FGDC): Content Standard for Digital Geospatial 
Metadata

– Designed for geospatial data
– Mandatory for Federal use since 1994

• BDP*
– Biological Data Profile: formally approved by FGDC as a superset of CSDGM
– Additional elements: Taxonomy, Methodology, Analytical tools
– Works for nearly all geospatial / non-geospatial data

• ISO 19115 family
– Designed for geospatial data; supersedes CSDGM
– More complex, but also more flexible than CSDGM
– BDP is approved part of standard

* Use of “FGDC” from here on out refers to both CSDGM and BDP unless otherwise noted.



Metadata Standards cont.

• EML
– Ecological Metadata Standard
– Originally developed for the ecology discipline
– Used by Long Term Ecological Network
– Crosswalk between BDP and EML in progress

• Others
– Dublin core
– …



Tools Used to Write FGDC Metadata
• Metavist software (FS R&D: Dave Rugg)

– Free! User friendly!
– Requires some knowledge of FGDC standards
– Works for geospatial and non-geospatial data
– Works for CSDGM or BDP metadata
– Generates XML file, can export as HTML

• ArcCatalog
– For geospatial data only – doesn’t understand BDP
– May not be complete form of metadata
– Default standard is ISO 19115, but knows CSDGM

• Microsoft Word Form
– Easy to fill out
– Requires no prior knowledge of FGDC standards
– Works for all data except geospatial data
– Works for CSDGM (except spatial sections) or BDP metadata

Using in demo



FGDC Metadata - Main Sections
1. Identification

What data were collected, why collected, where collected, tools need to work with data
2. Data Quality

How data were collected, reliability of data, data omissions
3. Spatial Data Organization
4. Spatial Reference
5. Entity and Attribute

Description of all files, list and description of variables within each file
6. Distribution

How to get data, data formats
7. Metadata Reference

Metadata currentness, responsible party



Metadata Example – using Metavist

1. Identification









https://www.itis.gov/








Metadata Example – using Metavist

2. Data Quality















Metadata Example – using Metavist

3. Spatial Data Organization





Metadata Example – using Metavist

4. Spatial Reference





Metadata Example – using Metavist

5. Entity and Attributes



* To keep things simple we typically do not use the 
Detail Description section unless data are spatial.



*Depending on complexity, variable 
descriptions can be provided in a separate file



Metadata Example – using Metavist

6. Distribution









Metadata Example – using Metavist

7. Metadata Reference





Metavist – File Options



Metadata – HTML view

Data publication access: 
https://doi.org/10.2737/RDS-2018-0009

https://doi.org/10.2737/RDS-2018-0009


Metadata Example – using Word Template

https://www.fs.usda.gov/rds/archive/metadata
(Word Template does not contain spatial sections)

https://www.fs.usda.gov/rds/archive/metadata
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