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A C K N O W L E DG EM EN T  
 

     This guide is the culmination of several years of observing, advising, and 
assisting conference planners. Each year the same questions seem to be asked 
and there are always new ones. The guide is intended to provide a reference for 
future planners. It should be considered a works in progress with additions when 
there is a need. The Executive Secretary expresses thanks to everyone who 
provided ideas, especially Roger Payne, Lou Yost, Jenny Runyon, and Grant 
Smith. 
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I n t r o d u c t i o n  
 

     In the past, the Council of Geographic Names Authorities (hereinafter 
referred to as COGNA or Council) conference organizers were left to wade 
through the processes of planning the annual conference on their own. 
Planning a conference of any kind is an intimidating process with hundreds of 
details to consider. Few of us have experience in this area! These guidelines 
have been prepared as a reference to assist future COGNA conference 
planners. Although not required, it is highly recommended that before 
considering hosting a COGNA Conference you have attended all functions of 
the last three-five conferences and have full cooperation from your State 
Geographic Names Authority (hereinafter referred to as State Authority). 

 
Purposes of the COGNA  
     The Council was established to promote an association of state geographic 
names authorities, boards, councils, committees, and coordinators (hereinafter 
referred to as State Authorities) of the United States to: 
 

1. Promote standardization of procedures in assigning or authorizing the names 
of geographic features within governmental jurisdictions in the United States; 
 
2. Promote cooperation among federal and state agencies that have some 
degree of responsibility in maintaining data bases of names for geographic 
features and/or cultural entities as mandated by the United States Board on 
Geographic Names, hereinafter referred to as the USBGN; 
 
3. Make available geographic-name information to officials of governmental 
agencies and public and private enterprises (foreign and domestic), and the 
general public; 
 
4. Provide a professional and educational forum at which members of the 
Council, Federal Advisory Group, International Advisory Group, and interested 
citizens may present research papers and/or workshops and to learn about the 
“Principles, Policies, and Procedures” concerning geographic names and the 
naming processes within the United States; 
 
5. Co-sponsor an annual conference at which members of the Council may take 
appropriate actions or make recommendations to relevant federal and state 
agencies regarding purposes 1, 2, 3, and 4. 
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T h e  A n n u a l  C o n f e r e n c e  

 
Timing of the Conference  
     The COGNA Constitution stipulates that the annual conference “may convene 
usually during the month of August, September, or October.” In recent years the 
conference has been held in October. Because the federal fiscal year starts 
October 1 this creates a potential problem for federal personnel to receive prior 
approval and make arrangements when the conference is too early in October. 
Although any month and week can be considered the Executive Committee 
suggests the third or fourth week of October to keep the conference in one 
federal fiscal year. Another problem that must be avoided is splitting federal fiscal 
years. 
 
     Traditionally, the conference runs Tuesday through Friday with an optional 
Toponymic Tour on Saturday. Planning and timing of the conference must be 
coordinated with the Executive Secretary with final approval by the Council at the 
annual business meeting the year prior. 
 
Purpose of the annual conference 
 
     The purpose of the annual conference is to facilitate a forum for exchange of 
common-interest information with respect to the official designation of geographic 
names between the US-BGN/DNC and the COGNA. The conference program 
should be developed to provide information relevant to both Federal and State 
geographic naming needs. The program should also encourage direct dialog 
between the US-BGN/DNC, State Authorities, their Federal partners, 
International advisors, Geographic Information System (GIS)-mapping agencies, 
and anyone interested in the official geographic names within the United States 
including the US-BGN’s “Principles, Policies, and Procedures.” A limited number 
of academic papers addressing how the geographic names came into use are 
encouraged. 
 
Income and Expenses 
 
    The only income for the conference and the ongoing operation of the COGNA 
is generated through registration and optional fees. The expenses of each 
conference must be met by income from these fees. In addition, the Executive 
Committee may prescribe and/or approve contributions, gifts, royalties, and 
grants from interested individuals or organizations. To guarantee the ongoing 
operation of the COGNA, it is necessary that a 10-15% cushion be planned into 
conference fees to insure conference success and the ongoing operation of the 
COGNA. 
 
Conference host agreement  
When a State Authority offers to host the annual conference and are selected 
they agree to facilitate the needs of the COGNA. The State Authority/Planning 
Committee is expected to be the on-site planners and to do the work required of 
the conference host.  
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Officers and Committees 

 
Executive Secretary 
 
     The Executive Secretary is the principle-elected officer appointed by the 
Council who is responsible for conducting all business of the Council except for 
organizing and presiding over the annual conference. The Executive Secretary 
serves as Treasurer for the Council, including the conference, sits as Chair of the 
Executive Committee, presides over the annual Business Meeting, and is the 
primary contact between the Chair-Elect, Chair, the Executive Committee, and 
the COGNA. 
 
Executive Committee 
 
     The Executive Committee of the Council consists of the following members: 
the Executive Secretary, current Chair, Chair-Elect, immediate Past Chair, and 
the Executive Secretary of the Domestic Names Committee, U.S. Board on 
Geographic Names. 
  
     The Executive Committee is responsible for the year-to-year business 
operation of the Council. As part of their responsibility the Committee is an 
advisory board for the Chair-Elect, Chair, and their conference planning 
committees. The Executive Committee is to assist with program development 
including reviewing presentation descriptions, evaluating workshops, and act as 
an advisory to the Chair in the execution of his/her duties. 
 
The Executive Committee may appoint committees as necessary to conduct the 
business of the Council. Members of the COGNA may be asked to act as 
advisors to the Executive Committee. 
 
Conference Chair-Elect 
 
     A Chair-Elect, for a one-year term, shall be elected at each annual business 
meeting of the Council to make preliminary plans for the Conference of 
Geographic Names Authorities two years afterward. 
 
Conference Chair  
     A Chair, for a one-year term, shall be elected at each annual business 
meeting of the Council to organize the Conference of Geographic Names 
Authorities for the following year. The term of office of the Chair shall extend from 
the end of one annual conference until the end of the annual conference for 
which he/she is responsible. 
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R E S P O N S I B I L I T I E S  
 

General 
 
     It is essential that State Authorities recognize and have a full understanding of 
their role and responsibility before submitting a bid to host the annual 
conference. Although not required, it is highly recommended that before 
considering hosting a COGNA Conference you have attended all functions of the 
last three-five conferences and have full cooperation from your State Authority. 
 
     At the annual business meeting State Authorities wanting to host a future 
conference must present a proposal for Council consideration. During the 
business meeting the Council evaluates the proposals, selects the State and 
elects a Chair-Elect from the State Authorities under consideration. The State(s) 
and host(s) for future year(s) may also be selected. In addition, the next 
conference hosting State and Chair will be confirmed. 
 
The major task of conference planning is up to the conference Chair-Elect, Chair, 
and their State Authorities’ Planning Committee.  
 
The COGNA is the sponsoring organization therefore, the Executive Committee 
reserves the right to require that the program meet the needs of all COGNA 
members and has final approval of the fees charged. The Executive Committee 
who is responsible for the year-to-year operation and business of the Council is 
responsible for making suggestions and recommendations to the Planning 
Committee.  
 
Responsibilities of the Chair-Elect  
     It is highly recommended that the Chair-Elect engage all members of their 
State Authority and immediately form a Planning Committee following his/her 
selection. The Chair-Elect and Planning Committee are to make preliminary 
plans for the annual conference that will be hosted by his/her State Authority. 
These plans include contacting and getting proposals from area hotels. Shop 
around and obtain proposals from two to three competing hotels. Use the U.S. 
General Services Administration (GSA) Domestic Maximum Per Diem Rate Chart 
when bargaining with hotels. The best options are to be submitted to the 
Executive Committee for review and approval of a short list. The Chair in 
conjunction with the Executive Secretary shall be responsible for final negotiation 
of contracts with potential hotels.  
 

General considerations 
1. Choose a city with close proximity to a major airport and hotel 

transportation 
2. Check with the local Conference and Visitors Bureau for assistance 
3. Plan for an average attendance of ~75 for meeting room arrangements 
4. Contracted room rate must be at or less than the prevailing government 

rate for the area for the group: Consult the GSA per diem rate guide  
5. Room rate and daily food allowance must be separate items 
6. Negotiate so that the meeting room rental fee is waived with an average 

sleeping-room block guarantee totaling greater than 190 total room 
nights. If the total number fall between 190 & 125, negotiate for a meeting 
room fee of $250.00 per day, and if less than 124, $350.00. See average 
number of sleeping rooms in table below 
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7. Negotiate with the hotel to allow COGNA to reserve additional rooms 

when the original contracted sleeping-room block guarantee has been 
filled with the option of releasing any and all rooms not picked up within 
30 days prior the conference without penalty: based on availability 

8. Negotiate for the hotel to accommodate COGNA guest at the contracted 
room rate 24 hours prior to and following the conference dates. These 
rooms should be counted toward the total room block 

9. Be sure that the hotel can provide the Audio Visual and internet 
requirements 

10. Check on tax exemptions for Federal and State employees  
 

Requirements at the hotel 
Request this number of sleeping rooms 

Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday 
46 48 47 41 29 
Average number of sleeping rooms picked up over the last four years 

 
Monday 

There are no conference activities or requirements for Monday. However 
some individuals like to arrive early. During discussions with the hotel request 
that the hotel honor conference rate one-day prior to and following the 
conference and that these rooms count toward the total room block: suggest 
5-10 sleeping rooms. 

 
Tuesday 

·  Registration and display areas with tables and chairs 
·  Room for State Board Meeting: plan for approximately 45 attendees/visitors 
·  Room for Welcoming Reception, plan for ~70 attendees 

 
Wednesday, Thursday, & Friday Meetings 

·  Meeting room should seat 80-100 attendees, chevron in front plus classroom 
style seating with AV and Internet service 

·  Refreshments for early morning, morning and afternoon breaks 
 

Friday Banquet 
·  Banquet room to seat approximately 80: rounds of 8 or 10: expect about 70-

75 
·  Need audio visual and possible internet hook up depending on speakers 

needs 
 

Saturday 
·  No meeting rooms needed 
·  Toponymic Tour: make arrangements with a bus tour company for 

approximately 47 attendees 

 
Present tentative plans to the Council  
     The Chair-Elect or designee shall present orally or in writing an overview of 
the next year’s conference during the annual Business Meeting following his/her 
election. The overview should include in what city, hotel, a suggested program 
and plans for the Toponymic Tour. At the close of the annual conference the 
Chair-Elect elevates to the position of Chair. 
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Responsibilities of the Chair  
     The Chair has the responsible to continue organizing and preside over the 
annual conference during the year following his/her confirmation. The Chair in 
conjunction with the Executive Secretary shall be responsible for negotiating 
contracts with suppliers of goods and services for the annual conference held 
during his/her tenure. The Chair shall appoint appropriate committees to organize 
and conduct the program for the annual conference. It is highly recommended 
that all members of the State Authority are engaged and assigned specific 
responsibilities 
 
     The Chair or a designated Conference Secretary shall maintain records that 
will be necessary in preparing a summary report of the conference. The term of 
office of the Conference Secretary shall extend from the time of appointment until 
all reports on the annual conference have been submitted to, and accepted by 
the Executive Committee of the Council. All reports are due within 90 days from 
the end of the conference. 
 
The Chair in conjunction with the Planning Committee is responsible to prepare a 
projected budget with recommend fees for the conference and optional events to 
meet the expectations of the COGNA. The projected budget and recommended 
fees are to be submitted to the Executive Committee for review no later than 
eight-months prior to the conference. To guarantee the success of each 
conference, and an effort to keep the cost down, the Executive Committee 
suggests that the Planning Committee solicit funding from event sponsors in 
addition to the conference event fees. Cost should be kept low because most 
State Authorities receive no funding, especially to attend meetings out of their 
State. Therefore, many members have to pay for the conference out of their own 
pocket. 
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T h e  C o n f e r e n c e   
 
Conference Priorities 
 

1. The State/Federal Round Table Discussion 
2. A meeting of the US-BGN/DNC 
3. A meeting of the hosting State’s Geographic Names Authority 
4. The annual business meeting of the Council  
5. Toponymic presentations, panel discussions and workshops (GNIS/GIS) 
6. Academic papers 
7. Welcoming reception 
8. Banquet 
9. Toponymic Tour 
 

     Items 8 and 9 are optional events: They should be considered integral 
elements of the conference experience. Many state and federal agencies will not 
fund their employee©s attendance to these functions unless it is part of the overall 
conference and there is a speaker listed on the program with a title of the talk.  

 
Conference Fees  
     To ensure the success of each conference, fees must cover the total cost of 
the conference plus a small return for continued ongoing operations of the 
COGNA organization. In addition to conference fees the Executive Committee 
suggests soliciting funding from event sponsors. Funds may come from 
conference fees, contributions, gifts, royalties, and grants from interested 
individuals or organizations. Most State Authorities receive no funding especially 
for out of state meetings, therefore cost should be kept low so there is less of a 
burden on attendees from States do not fund their representative. The Chair and 
Planning Committee have the responsibility to establish fees with the Executive 
Committee approval for the conference and optional events to meet these 
expectations. The Executive Committee has the final say on the fees charged 
based on the Chair’s projected budget plus 10-15%. 
 
     Planning registration fees: 
 
What the Participant’s registration fee should cover: Participant's registration is 
truly a difficult item to figure and is always subject to debate: there is no magic 
formula. Consider all fixed cost, everything that the hotel will be charging plus 
conference items such as postage, phone calls, copying, notebooks, bags, etc. 
The registration fee must also cover all breaks, Audio Visual equipment, Internet 
hookup (T1 computer line), meeting room setups/changes, and speaker fees (if 
any). Include the cost of the meeting room if there is a charge. When the fee has 
been waived because of a sleeping room guarantee, it should be considered in 
case the sleeping room guarantee is not met. This should not happen, but we 
have to be prepared in case it does. Even if the meeting room fee is waived there 
will be set-up and room change fees. In addition, it is necessary that a 10-15% 
cushion be added to the projected cost to guarantee conference success and 
provide a return for future COGNA expenses. Expect an average of 69 paid 
attendees. The Executive Committee suggests that the Chair petition State and 
Federal agencies to cover one or more days for items such as the audio visual 
and internet hookup. 
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     Welcoming Reception: This item should be figured as part of the participant's 
registration. The cost of this event is based on the amount the hotel charges for 
the refreshments, room charges and setup fees. The average attendance at the 
reception is 57 however it is suggested to expect around 70 at the reception. The 
range is 47-78 over the last five years. The Executive Committee suggests that 
the Chair petition private companies to sponsor the reception. Include a ªno-hostº 
bar at the reception.  
   
   Banquet: This is an optional event. Everyone pays for the actual cost plus all 
additional charges. The cost of this event is based on the amount the hotel 
charges for the meal, room charges, setup fees including Audio Visual and 
Internet hook up, speaker fee, and speaker's meal. Although the past five-year 
average is 59, expect around 70 at the Banquet, the range is 47-74 during this 
period. Include a ªno-hostº bar one-hour prior to the meal up until the time the 
speaker starts. 
 
      Toponymic Tour: This is an optional event. Everyone pays for the actual cost 
plus any additional charges. The fee for the field trip is determined by the cost 
the bus company charges, plus charges to enter parks, museums, etc. The 
average number on the tour is 47, but has been as few as 38. It is a sound 
practice to charge enough to cover any shortages. 
 
     Spouse/Guest fee: An average of 13 spouses and guests normally attend, 
but as many as 23 have attended. Spouses/guests generally attend the 
Reception, Banquet, Toponymic Tour, and sometimes the meetings. It is 
recommended that a reduced fee of about 25% of the participant's registration 
fee ($25-30) be charged. This will provide a badge, conference materials, and 
allow the spouse/guest to attend the reception and conference meetings. 
Separate fees are to be charged for the Banquet and Toponymic Tour. 
 
     Speaker honoraria & fees: Due to the fact that the COGNA relies solely on 
the income generated by each conference, and because our primary purpose is 
to provide a forum for exchange of common-interest information with respect to 
the official designation of geographic names: speaker fees are discouraged. It is 
recognized that honoraria are sometimes unavoidable, therefore before 
committing to any fees they should be cleared by the Executive Committee. It is 
preferable to waive the registration fee instead. 
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SUGGESTED PROGRAM 
 

NOTE: The conference program should be arranged around our primary 
purpose of providing a forum for exchange of common-interest 
information with respect to the official designation of geographic names. It 
is recommended that the host develop a local theme to be woven through 
the conference, but it must also be balanced with other topics of interest 
to appeal to the National audience of State Authorities, our Federal 
partners, and our International advisors. 
     It is suggested that the 1½ hour sessions be broken into different 
length presentations, such as: Three @ 30-minutes; two @ 45-minutes; 
one @ 30-minute & one @ 60-minute; or one 1 ½-hour. The length 
should be up to the presenter's time requirement and topic to be covered.  

 
Tuesday 

·  12:00--6:00 p.m. Registration and displays 
·  2:00--3:00 or 4:00 p.m. Meeting of the Hosting State's Geographic Names Authority 
·  6:30--8:30 p.m. Welcoming Reception/Conference Opening  with Speaker from Host 

State and Special Presentations 
Wednesday 

·  7:30--8:30 a.m.  Registration  
·  8:30--10:00 a.m.  Announcements, Opening remarks, and Opening address (local 

geographic names topic preferred) 
·  10:00--10:30 a.m. Break 
·  10:30--11:15 a.m. Presentation addressing updates within the US-BGN & National 

Geospatial Programs 
·  11:15 a.m.--Noon  Staff reports of the US-BGN 
·  12:00--1:00  p.m. Lunch break 
·  1:00--3:00 p.m. US-BGN/DNC Board Meeting (cases) 
·  3:00--3:30 p.m. Break 
·  3:30--5:00 p.m. US-BGN/DNC Board Meeting cases continued 

Thursday 
·  7:30--8:30 a.m.  Registration 
·  8:30--10:00 a.m. State/Federal Roundtable session 1: topics with interest about the 

Principles, Policies, and Procedure 
·  10:00--10:30 a.m. Break 
·  10:30 a.m.--Noon State/Federal Roundtable session 2: State special interest topics 
·  12:00--1:00 p.m. Lunch 
·  1:00--3:00 p.m. Include a mix of Panel Discussions, Workshops, or Academic papers 

from local COGNA members & attendees 
·  3:00--3:30 p.m. Break 
·  3:30--5:00 p.m. COGNA Business Meeting 

Friday 
·  8:00--10:00 a.m. Include a mix of Panel Discussions, Workshops, or Academic 

papers from local COGNA members & attendees 
·  10:00--10:30 a.m. 
·  10:30 a.m.--Noon Start GNIS related topics and Workshop 
·  12:00—1:00 p.m. Lunch break 
·  1:00--3:00 p.m. GNIS Workshop continued 
·  3:00--3:30 p.m. Break 
·  3:30--5:00 p.m. Special Interest, Next year's Invitation and Conference Wrap-up 
·  6:30--7:30 p.m. Social Hour 
·  7:30--9:00 p.m. Banquet with Speaker  

Day 5: 
·  8:00 a.m.—5:00 or 6:00 p.m. Toponymic Tour 

Keep in mind that everyone has been sitting through three full days of meetings 
without getting to visit the sights in and around the area. This is everyone's 
chance to relax and see some of the toponymically rich scenery accompanied by 
an oral overview with a descriptive guide of the regions place names. In addition, 
COGNA folks don't mind getting on and off the bus 4-5 times to see interesting 
places and purchase a few regional souvenirs: allow extra time for a lunch break. 
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C O N F E R E N C E  C H E C K  L I S T  
 

1. Organize the planning committee: involve your entire State Authority 
2. Make a list of the major categories (such as program; registration; catering/hotel 

coordination; audio-visual requirements; communication; speakers/presenters; 
and Toponymic tour) 

3. Assign duty/responsibilities to each member or a small group. Each major 
category needs a primary ªgo toº person 

4. Develop a topic or theme for the conference 
5. Develop a Tentative Program, see Suggested Program above 
6. Contact potential speakers (local & invited) and send out a ªCALL FOR 

PAPERS/PANEL DISCUSSIONSº to all COGNA members and attendees. Make 
sure that each presenter is aware that the conference is about our primary 
purpose of providing a forum for exchange of common-interest information with 
respect to the official designation of geographic names. Request a brief 
description of planned presentation for consideration. This should be done 
between one year and ten months prior to the conference 

7. Request a copy of each presenters presentation for inclusion on the website and 
in the final conference program 

8. Send out by electronic mail a ªSAVE THE DATEº notice announcing the 
conference between eight months, but no later than six months prior to the 
conference with a summary of the expected program. Send the notice by U.S. 
Postal Service to members/attendees who do not have electronic mail 

9. REGISTRATION PACKETS should be sent out by electronic mail no later than 
four months prior to the annual conference with a response deadline of 6 weeks 
prior to the conference to accommodate registration and hotel deadline dates. 
Use regular mail for individuals without electronic mail. Provide a Tentative 
Program in the packet 

10. Use electronic and USPS mailings as a reminder two weeks prior to the 
response deadline 

11. Order the necessary conference materials: Name badges (lanyard and/or clip-on 
style); Notebooks (1º-3 ring binder style with insert pocket); Notebook paper (5 
sheets per notebook); Conference Bags (through the Executive Secretary); 
Conference memento item(s); and Area information items (maps, restaurant 
guide, etc.) 

12. Prior to the conference prepare art work for name badge and notebooks. Prepare 
attendee packets. Be sure to include receipts in the packets at registration 

13. The hotel will specify confirmation dates for specific items such as food and 
beverage service. Be sure to mark these dates and times on your planning 
calendar and respond accordingly 

14. Be sure to include a ªno-hostº bar at the Welcoming Reception and Banquet 
15. A Continental Breakfast is suggested, but cannot be advertised on the 

registration or program 
16. Arrange for refreshments at the 10:00 a.m. and 3:00 p.m. breaks 
17. Be sure the necessary AV & internet hook up are ready for each day including for 

the Banquet speaker 
18. Arrange for an LCD projector and possibly a 35-mm and/or an overhead 

projector available (determined by speakers needs) 
19. Have a dedicated computer & printer for registration and a computer for the 

conference program speakers. Load all PowerPoint presentations prior to the 
conference 

20. Have a laser pointer available for presenters 
21. Be sure any additional need of each presenter 
22. Have someone available at all times assigned to assist speakers with all AV 

needs 
23. Be sure to have wired or wireless high-speed internet service 
24. Be sure that there are an adequate number of wired microphones (4-6) for the 

BGN, roundtable, and business meeting: one or two wireless microphones for the 
audience  

25. Assign someone to introduce speakers 
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C o n f e r e n c e  R e p o r t s  
 

     Within 90 days after the annual conference, the Past Chair shall submit to the 
Executive Committee a summary report, in addition to a detailed financial 
statement, of the conference that the Executive Secretary may include in his/her 
annual report to the members of the Executive Committee of the Council. 
     A detailed financial report of the conference shall account for all monies 
collected and all expenditures. Copies of all paid receipts, bank statements, and 
registration forms are to be included in the report. This report shall be submitted 
to the Executive Committee for approval and will be part of the Council's financial 
statement presented by the Executive Secretary at the following annual 
conference. This detailed report shall be broken into categories as described in 
the Internal Revenue Service's ªInstructions for Form 990 and Form 990-EZ.º  

Normal categories, but not limited to the following: 
·  Revenue 

1. Contributions, gifts, grants, and similar amounts received (must 
include person, business, or agency with IRS Employee 
Identification Number (EIN) 

2. Program service revenue including government fees and contracts 
(registration fees) 

3. Investment income (bank interest) 
4. Other revenue (sale of excess conference materials) 

·  Expenses 
1. Benefits paid to or for members (when direct revenue is used) 
2. Professional fees (payment to accountants, lawyers, etc.)  
3. Occupancy, rents, utilities, and maintenance (payment 

for conference rooms, phone lines, etc.) 
4. Printing, publications, postage, and shipping 
5. Other expenses (payment for conference materials, toponymic tour, 

etc.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

--11-- 


