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PURPOSE OF USING A LAND SURVEYOR
Have you found yourself, as a property owner, in the position of needing a land surveyor? If so, the Professional Land
Surveyors of Oregon (PLSO) has prepared this brochure to help you better understand what they do.
Surveying is a highly technical field that requires expertise in real property law, public records research, evaluation of
historical survey evidence, mathematics, statistics, measurement systems, planning regulations and current computer
technologies. (Definitions are referenced at the end of this brochure.)
Surveyors are often retained:
•

prior to purchasing real property

•

prior to beginning any construction improvements within property boundaries

•

when dividing parcels of land for sale or adjusting existing parcel boundaries

•

when property ownership disputes arise

•

to investigate written records and historical survey evidence

Employing the services of a land surveyor can help property owners avoid lawsuits or unnecessary expenses relating to
land ownership or a potential land purchase.

CHOOSING A LAND SURVEYOR
Only a Professional Land Surveyor (land surveyor) licensed through the Oregon State Board of Examiners for Engineers
and Land Surveyors (OSBEELS) is authorized to perform land surveys in Oregon. Most land surveyors are listed in the
local telephone directory, PLSO website (http://www.plso.org) or may be reached by contacting the PLSO
Executive Secretary at (503) 585-4551 voice & FAX or via e-mail at egraham@plso.org
Before selecting a land surveyor, a property owner or developer needs to consider the surveyor's qualifications. Details
of the surveyor's past experience and references should be requested. Like many professions, price is not the sole
indicator of the quality of work that will be done for you. Don't select a land surveyor until you are confident the person
has the necessary facts as well as a thorough awareness of your needs and the requirements of governmental agencies.
In more complex land development projects or where boundary disputes occur, a land surveyor is often part of a team
comprised of other professionals; for example; attorneys, engineers, architects, planners and environmental specialists.

LAND SURVEY COSTS
The cost for most land surveys is based on the following factors:
1. Survey Type: The complexity of a survey and the presence of any disputes are significant factors. The
development of large industrial sites or rural land could require many hours of effort as compared to the survey of
a residential lot; cost is proportional to the time needed to complete a survey but is not necessarily proportional to
parcel size.
2. Record Search: Research varies by (a) the number of parcels; (b) the number of past transactions; and (c) the
quality of legal descriptions, which may require examining property ownership documents; for example, deed
records, road records, and planning reports.

3. Property Size and Shape: An irregularly shaped parcel has more property corners to mark than a rectangular
parcel containing the same area. The property size, along with features such as water boundaries, has a direct
effect on the time required to survey the land.
4. Sectionalized Survey Work: Oregon rural property surveys are typically based on work that was performed
more than 100 years ago by General Land Office (GLO) surveyors. Following in the footsteps of these
"sectionalized" surveys (a section = one square mile) could require considerable effort. Looking for evidence of
old surveys is an art and can require extensive fieldwork.
5. Terrain: A level parcel of urban land is easier to survey than a mountainous rural parcel.
6. Vegetation: Branches, brush, and small trees must often be cleared near the property boundaries to provide a line
of sight. Shrubs, flowers, and trees on home sites are normally not disturbed but may require additional field
time to avoid when placing final corners.
7. Accessibility: The time needed to perform surveying work varies with the distance to and difficulty in reaching
property boundaries. The surveyor may need to recover survey monuments on a neighbor's property some
distance away from the parcel being surveyed. These distant survey monuments may influence boundary
location, affecting costs.
8. Amount of existing evidence on property: Existing evidence left by previous surveyors may assist the land
surveyor; for example, iron, wood, or stone monuments (markers), old fences and other evidence of boundaries
erected. Testimony by long-term residents may be required and valuable.
9. Difficult Neighbors: When neighbors are cooperative, a controversial boundary line location may be set through
boundary line agreements at considerable cost savings. When neighbors dispute a boundary, access to important
boundary evidence may be difficult, thereby affecting costs.
10. Season: In the summer, thicker foliage may result in more field labor; winter weather may slow travel as well as
conceal critical field evidence.
11. Title Company/Lender Requirements: Landowners should have a good understanding of the costs and
documents required prior to beginning a survey. A land surveyor can assist you in understanding these
requirements.
12. Other Factors: Oregon law requires filing of a survey map with the County Surveyor whenever a boundary
monument is established. Most counties charge recording fees to maintain these records, which may be costly.
Due to the potentially litigious nature of property law, some companies carry professional liability insurance as
additional protection for their clients.
There are many variables that make it difficult to determine exact costs in advance. However, based on experience, the
land surveyor should be able to provide a cost estimate. The surveyor you choose may require a contract for their
services that details the work to be done and the compensation.

SURVEYING METHODS
Land surveyors use electronic distance and angle measuring equipment; some use Global Positioning Systems (GPS)
technology. Modern computer systems also assist the experienced surveyor in efficiently measuring and evaluating map
data. Research is often required at the County Courthouse, Bureau of Land Management, State Library, Title Companies
and/or other repositories of land records. The land surveyor will be pleased to explain any necessary research.

TYPES OF SURVEYS
A.L.T.A. Survey or Extended Title Insurance Coverage Survey: To supply a title company and lender with survey
and location data for issuing American Land Title Association or Extended Coverage Title Insurance. Such surveys
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typically show the relationships of existing improvements on a parcel of land relative to the boundaries as defined by the
deed. (ALTA or American Land Title surveys may require a boundary survey).
Boundary Survey: To locate the property corners and boundary lines of a given parcel of land. This involves record and
field research, measurements and computations to set boundary lines in accordance with Oregon law. Easement lines and
encroachments may also be located in this type of survey if so requested.
Topographic Survey: To locate topographic features of the land—natural and man made; for example; buildings,
improvements, fences, elevations, trees, streams, and contours (anotherwords, lines of equal elevation). This type of
survey may be required by a governmental agency or may be used by engineers and/or architects for design of site
improvements or developments. It is also an excellent management tool for large tracts of forestland. Such a survey is
not necessarily limited by property boundaries.
Site Planning Survey: A combination of boundary and topographic surveys for site plan preparation to be used for
designing improvements or developments prior to construction. Local planning jurisdictions may require these as part of
development permit applications.
Subdivision or Partition Survey: To subdivide or partition a tract of land into smaller units of land, showing property
corners and survey data on a map in conformance with local ordinances and Oregon State Law.
Control Survey: To establish precise horizontal and vertical positions of points on the ground for use in boundary
determination, mapping from aerial photographs, construction staking and other related purposes.
Construction Survey: To provide construction personnel with directions (staking) for erecting improvements shown on
plans for development; such as roads, buildings, and pipelines.

CLIENT RELATIONS
The land surveyor renders a highly technical and complex service. This work is the foundation upon which your project
is built. In case of controversy, a land surveyor may appear in court on your behalf as an expert witness or provide
written legal opinions on why a dispute about a boundary exists or how mistakes were made during a construction
project.
Many land surveyors act on behalf of their client at planning commission meetings and / or other public hearings when
city or county permit approval is required for certain developments. They may also prepare feasibility reports for more
complex projects.
PLSO members subscribe to a strong Code of Ethics and are committed to the highest possible standards in protecting the
public's interest while establishing and evaluating land boundaries and the construction of improvements.

DEFINITIONS RELATING TO BOUNDARY SURVEYS
o

Record Title Boundary: the limits of land conveyed as described in a property owner’s deed.

o

Occupied Boundary: land the property owner occupies that may be defined by fences, hedges or other
improvements constructed near or on boundary lines, erected by either the owner or neighbors (adjoiners).

o

Encroachments: physical evidence that may represent 1) unwritten rights to use the property as described in a
deed or 2) written rights granted in the deed; for example: easements for sewer, water or electric lines, roadways,
ingress/egress and drainfields.

o

Adverse Possession: a situation where ownership can be claimed by use or occupation. As defined by law,
certain rules apply which are best understood through consultation with a land surveyor or legal counsel.

o

Ownership Boundary: the perimeter of a parcel of land as defined in a deed or represented on a
subdivision/partition plat. When the “Record Title Boundary” and the “Occupied Boundary” agree without
evidence of unwritten “Encroachments,” a parcel is considered to be free of encumbrances. If the deed is in
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conflict with the "Occupied Boundary" or evidence exists of unwritten rights only the counts can settle the issue
of ownership; for example; the public creates a path across property without securing permission from the owner.
o

Adjoiner: the next-door neighbor or the property next to the owner's.

o Agreed Boundary: When adjoiners reach agreement where boundary locations are in conflict. This can save
thousands of dollars that would otherwise be wasted in resolving disputes.

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS
1. Will a surveyor tell me where my boundary lines are? In Oregon, as in most states, only a court of law can decide
questions of property ownership. The surveyor locates the boundaries of the property on the ground as described in your
deed, marking the property corners with physical monuments if none exist, provides a map and documents survey results.
This map will be recorded with the County Surveyor in the county in which the property is located. If conflicts exist,
your surveyor will explain why and advise on proper remedies. Disputes over ownership can only be settled by the
courts.
2. Will I know if encroachments on the property exist? Typically yes, the surveyor will know of the existence of
encroachments as a result of research. Encroachments may not have to be shown on the map submitted for filing with the
county surveyor. A separate map may be necessary.
3. Will I know if easements exist on my property? If the purpose of the project were a complete boundary survey, the
answer would normally be yes. In the case of a survey for one boundary line to check the location of an improvement or
fence line, possibly not. The owner should make it clear to the surveyor what additional information should be disclosed
by the survey. Practically speaking, the research necessary to survey one boundary is generally the same as surveying
entire parcel. If the property has not been surveyed in a long time or boundary monuments have disappeared, a complete
boundary survey is the most cost-effective.
4. How will I know what has been surveyed? The land surveyor will perform the survey in accordance with the scope of
work mutually agreed upon. If the scope of work calls for monumentation, property corners will be marked with steel
rods or other permanent monuments with the license number of the land surveyor or the registered business name
stamped on it. The property corners should be shown to the owner. A survey map will be filed whenever property
corners are set indicating dimensions of property lines and other relative data as required by Oregon State Law.
5. Should I explain why I want a survey made? Prior to beginning a survey, the owner should clearly define the scope
of work with the land surveyor by clarifying goals and expectations for the finished product. The more the surveyor
knows the owner’s needs, the better he/she can recommend the type of survey work needed.
6. How can there be conflicting boundary and easement lines? It is often true that boundary and easement line
disputes, gaps, and overlaps are a result of faulty legal descriptions that were originally written and recorded by persons
lacking proper qualifications. It is critical to have property lines clearly described and surveyed when boundaries or
easement lines are created or changed. Under current law, any newly created and most adjusted boundary lines require a
survey and processing through governmental agencies. A proper survey may reduce potential boundary and easement
conflicts or resolve outstanding issues. The creation or modification of boundaries or easements should only be
attempted using the expertise of a professional land surveyor.
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