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A New Name Puts a Pentagon Agency on the Map

By Eric Schmitt 

SMALLER is better, at least when it comes to government abbreviations. Even if it's only by a single letter. 

Congress is preparing to approve the Pentagon's request to change the name of the National Imagery and Mapping Agency -- NIMA, the military's premier mapmaker -- to the National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency, abbreviated as N.G.A. 

In some circles, the three-letter moniker puts the agency on a par with its better-known cousins -- the F.B.I., C.I.A. and N.S.A. -- in the government's intelligence and law-enforcement realm, and is in keeping with new tri-letter agencies like the Transportation Security Administration. "They're one of the club now," said Martin C. Faga, a former director of the National Reconnaissance Office, a Pentagon arm that runs spy satellites. 

More significant, Mr. Faga and other intelligence experts said, the proposed new name better reflects the agency's increasingly important activities. 

The military is moving away from paper maps toward digital versions that combine all sorts of intelligence, from physical features, like the soil composition of a mountainside, to the precise location of intercepted cell-phone conversations. 

Agency officials acknowledge that while "geospatial intelligence" may be a murky concept, the term reflects the state of modern mapmaking. 

"It's elevation data, it's terrain analysis of where tanks can and can't drive, it's showing where helicopters can fly so they won't be seen by air defenses, it's targeting data," explained John Pike, the director of GlobalSecurity.org, a public-policy group. "It's information you can put in whatever format -- on paper, on a CD-ROM for a laptop computer or imagery drawn from a drone or satellite." 

The agency was formed in 1996 from parts of the Pentagon and C.I.A., mainly to provide battlefield commanders with speedier intelligence and photographic analysis. 

Commanders in Afghanistan and Iraq have raved about the agency's ability to deliver real-time imagery to troops in the field, including three-dimensional building-by-building maps of Baghdad. 
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