
ON THE ROAD
By Norm Bowers, Local Road Engineer
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Surveyor Review Update

In 2011 major changes were made to the laws relating 
to the review of survey plats recorded at the register 
of deeds. I thought it would be helpful to explain 

the background and describe the various options the 
individual counties have implemented.

Counties have always been involved in surveying 
and land records. The county surveyor was one of 
the original county elected positions established by 
the territorial legislature. Since territorial days the 
counties have been responsible for preserving the 
survey markers established by the federal government 
and the related survey records. Cornerstones like the 
one shown in Figure 1 were originally set at half mile 
intervals by government surveyors, and were later 
covered when roads were opened on section lines. 
One of the duties of the county surveyor was to review 
surveys by private surveyors prior to recording the plat 
at the register of deeds.

Prior to 2011 all surveys recorded at the register of 
deeds were to be reviewed by the county surveyor. 
If the county did not have a county surveyor on staff 
it was necessary for the county to appoint a county 
surveyor for the plat review. Since there are not many 
surveyors practicing in the rural areas, many times the 
appointed county surveyor did not live in the county. 
This caused a delay in the review as surveys were 
mailed back and forth. Cost of reviews also became 
an issue as some reviewers charged by the hour 

and seemed to spend a lot of time 
doing the review. County surveyors 
developed different sets of criteria 
for the review; and many private 
surveyors found they were dealing 
with different criteria if they worked 
in multiple counties. The register of 
deeds did not like being in the middle 
of the review issue when a citizen 
came in to record a survey that had not been reviewed. 
The review issues festered during the first decade 
of this century. The private surveyors introduced 
legislation to just repeal the requirement for county 
surveyor review. KAC felt the reviews had value and 
opposed an outright repeal. 

In order to develop a compromise that would work 
for all involved, in 2009 KAC set up an ad hoc 
committee consisting of four private surveyors, two 
registers of deeds, two planners, one mapper, one 
county counselor, one highway official, plus KAC 
Chief Counsel and myself. It was apparent from the 
dialog during the meetings that many groups felt 
the County Surveyor review was a protection to the 
public and needed to continue. It was also apparent 
that there were major issues for both the private 
surveyors and the counties, especially where there 
were no local surveyors to perform the review. Out 
of these discussions KAC developed legislation 
that would provide flexibility for the counties while 
providing survey oversight where appropriate. The 
proposed legislation was coordinated with 11 groups/
associations that we thought might have an interest 
in land records or surveying issues. The proposed 
legislation was successful and became law in 2011. 

Changes in survey review law: The 2011 law made 
the following major changes related to survey reviews. 
• Listed the items the county surveyor may review 

and defined the required submittals by the private 
surveyor.

• Allows county commission to designate additional 
review items.

• Surveys of new tracts and surveys that result in 
new legal descriptions are required to be recorded 
at the register of deeds. 

• The county surveyor review only applies to 
surveys that are required by law to be recorded at 
the register of deeds. FIGURE 1. Cornerstone originally set about 1857
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• Charge for the review 
is to be based on actual 
cost.

• County commissions 
can by resolution 
waive the review 
requirement for regular 
surveys, but not 
subdivision plats. 

Eight years have elapsed 
since the survey review 
law was revised. During 
this time individual 
counties have determined 
how to handle the reviews 
or determine if the reviews 
were even necessary. 

Reviews Waived by 
County Commission: 
Since 2011 there have 
been 25 counties that 
have waived the review 
requirement. Those 
counties are shown in 
Figure 2. 

While 25 counties consist 
of about one-fourth of the 
counties, the population in 
those counties totals just 
295,000. The population 
correlation is as follows: 
Waived Reviews

• 25 counties 
• Population 295,000 

(10% of state)
• Average Population – 

11,000

Retained Reviews – 
• 80 counties 
• Population 2,600,000 (90% of state)
• Average population – 33,000

If the number of surveys is roughly equivalent to 
population then 90% of surveys in the state are still 
being reviewed. 

Review Options Implemented: Of the 79 counties 
that elected not to waive the survey reviews, three 
major options were implemented.

Option 1: Review by county surveyor, or if no county 
surveyor then one surveyor was appointed to perform 

the reviews. 
Option 2: County appointed more than one surveyor 
that could perform reviews.
Option 3: County allows any licensed surveyor to 
perform the reviews.
Review Option Talley

• 49 Option 1 counties with one designated 
reviewer

• 8 Option 2 counties with multiple designated 
reviewers

• 23 Option 3 counties allowing any licensed 
surveyor to be a reviewer

The geographic distribution of the various options is 
shown in Figure 3. 

FIGURE 2. Counties that have waived county surveyor review.

FIGURE 3. Survey review options implemented
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I was involved in the review law changes, and I did 
not envision multiple reviewers in a county. It appears 
that the commissioners and registers of deeds were 
more creative than this old engineer. I can certainly 
see the need for two reviewers, as one person cannot 
be available 100% of the time. 

In case you are interested in my opinion on reviews 
I will give it. To paraphrase Larry the Cable Guy: 
“Half the surveyors are below average.” The surveyors 
coming out of Oklahoma and Texas to survey for wind 
farms are bringing the average way down. Surveyors, 
like anyone, make mistakes. It is hard to correct a 
document after it is recorded at the register of deeds, 
and the extra set of eyes checking the survey plat is 
good idea. If the cost is reasonable and the review 
doesn’t delay recording but a few days why not do it?

I had to do quite a lot of research for this article. 
Thanks to all the registers of deeds and surveyors that 
talked with me on the phone. Hopefully, the maps are 
correct, but remember, I am a surveyor, and surveyors 
do make mistakes.  n

If you like roads, and who doesn’t, you may be 
interested in my twice monthly email on current road 
issues and road items of statewide interest. If you 
would like to receive these emails just send me an 
email request with position, and county or company at 
bowers@kansascounties.org. 

The Kansas Association 
of Counties is jointly 
hosting Local Government 
Day with the League of 
Kansas Municipalities on 
Wednesday, January 22, 
2020

3-4 pm Legislative Update: 
Jay Hall, KAC Legislative 
Policy Director & General 
Counsel
Pioneer Room

4-5 pm Speakers: House 
and Senate Leadership 
(invited)
Shawnee Ballroom

5-7 pm Reception: Meet with your invited legislators and fellow local government leaders during the 
reception. The room will be divided by regions to encourage interaction. 
Emerald Ballroom

Location: Capitol Plaza Hotel, 1717 SW Topeka Blvd, Topeka, KS. 

Registration Required: All Local Government Day events are free; however, we ask that you register by 
noon on Thursday, January 16 so we can better manage our programs and menu. To register, click here.

KAC Open House
Stop by the new Kansas Association of Counties office!

When: Wednesday, January 22 from 9 – 11 am 
Where: 715 SW 10th Avenue, Topeka, KS 

Light refreshments will be served.  

mailto:bowers@kansascounties.org
https://netforum.avectra.com/eweb/StartPage.aspx?Site=KAC&WebCode=HomePage

