
Role of the County Surveyor
Vernon County, WI

PLSS & Survey Forum

Darlington, WI - April 18, 2019

Doug Avoles, GIS Coordinator/LIO; Laurence Johns, County Surveyor



State Stat. 59.74 (2)(i) Jan. 1, 1970; established that counties maintain 5% every year.



Importance of County Surveyor to 
Land Information Program

• 16.967 Land information program.
…………………..

(7) Aid to counties.

(a) A county board that has established a county land information office under s. 59.72 (3) may apply 
to the department on behalf of any local governmental unit, as defined in s. 59.72 (1) (c), located 
wholly or partially within the county for a grant for any of the following projects, except that a 
county shall complete the project under subd. 1. and make public records in the land information 
system accessible on the Internet before the county may expend any grant moneys under this 
paragraph for any other purpose:

1. The design, development, and implementation of a land information system that contains and 
integrates, at a minimum, property and ownership records with boundary information, including a 
parcel identifier referenced to the U.S. public land survey; tax and assessment information; soil 
surveys, if available; wetlands identified by the department of natural resources; a modern geodetic 
reference system; current zoning restrictions; and restrictive covenants.

2. The preparation of parcel property maps that refer boundaries to the 
public land survey system and are suitable 

2m. In coordination with the department, the creation, maintenance, or 
updating of a digital parcel map.

• 2013 Legislation  - Act 13 & Statewide Parcel Strategic Initiative



Continuum of WI Parcel Mapping Realms

Index Cadastral

3.11.1 Index Parcel Mapping - An index parcel map is a collection of generalized 
representations of boundaries, shapes, and locations. Index parcel maps do not support 
conveyance, may be of varying accuracy, and do not resolve or represent parcel 
boundary discrepancies. Index parcel maps provide a spatial index to tabular information. 
Some examples include tax maps produced to spatially represent the tax roll, zoning maps 
produced to represent zoning ordinances, and land use maps that illustrate past, current or 
future land use categories. (WLIA Digital Parcel Mapping Data Content Standards, 
March 1999)

All WI parcel custodians are moving toward Cadastral Mapping

3.11.2 Cadastral Parcel Mapping - A cadastral parcel 
map is based on a surveyed PLSS where discrepancies in 
PLSS monumentation are determined, evaluated, and 
mapped.  Coordinates established on PLSS monuments 
have an accuracy equivalent to the NGS Third Order, 
Class II standards as prescribed by the Wisconsin Land 
Information Program Administrative Code. Parcel 
boundaries are collected from legal records and 
geographic base data. Each boundary is referenced to 
its source document. The positional accuracy of every 
parcel corner is reported. (WLIA Digital Parcel Mapping 
Data Content Standards, March 1999)

“Hybrid”

Vernon County

“Cadastral 
Like”

CoGo’ed Surveys/Plats, ;

Detailed Deed Research Performed

Issues are Documented

Survey/GPS Based
OPUS > RTK > Network

Base Frameworks
None  >  Standard Scale Map  >  DOP  >  Surveyed PLS



History of Vernon County Surveyors
• Full-time Co Surveyor 1851 – 1923?

• None 1923?-1996  (PLSS Period of “Neglect”)

 loss of evidence & “multiple” monuments set representing same corner

• 1996-2000 (Beginning of Modern Remonumentation Efforts)

 1996-2000 Contracted for several Remonumentation Projects & Bounty 
Program without oversight by a County Surveyor

 Several Corners Remonumented Incorrectly

• Part-time 2000-2006

• None 2006 – 2015 (contracted for review of “tie sheets”/surveys from 2008 – 2015)

• Part-time 2015-2019

• Full-time 2019

- - - - - 1994 Vernon County Officially Began to Participate in WLIP  - - - - -



Remonumentation History

End of 1995

Current (Maintenance)

End of 2015

End of 2005

2013 WLIP Strategic Initiative



Resurrecting Full-time County Surveyor

• Feb. 2018, LIC began Discussing PLSS Corner Maintenance 
Plan & County Surveyor Position

Analyzed maintenance of corners on a 20 yr cycle (~ 5% per year)

Need for office hours & availability to public/staff/surveyors

Review of Surveys (CSM Review Ordinance)

Attending WI Co Surveyor’s and Land Information Council 
Meetings

Performance of surveys for County Departments

Asked to compare with other counties (1 ½ to 2 yrs ahead)

• Tallied Money Spent over 22 Years on Remonumentation

Over $1.2 million invested on PLSS Infrastructure

• Concluded that the above items justified a full-time 
Position



Resurrecting Full-time County Surveyor
County Board

Level of Service Comparison - 
Not an “Apples to Apples” Comparison 

 
Contracted Full-Time Position 

  
Basic County Surveyor Duties Basic County Surveyor Duties - more 

time available to staff & public 
  
Maintenance of PLSS – level is 
dependent on contract terms 

Maintenance of PLSS - taken care of 
as major part of job…”takes ownership” 

  
 Greatest Availability to: 

 Staff 

 Private Surveyors 

 Public 

  
 County’s Professional Expert  

on land surveying matters: 
 Parcel Mapping/Property Listing Guidance 

 Awareness of Local Gov. Ordinances 

 Resource for Local Units of Gov. 

  
Counties with Full-Time 
Surveyors want these 

Performs any Land Surveys Needed by 
the County 

  
 Available about 1 day per week to 

assist Land Conservation Dept. with 
project surveys & Highway Dept. as 
needed 

  
 Eliminates potential for “Conflict of 

Interest” – not allowed to perform 
private survey work within County 

 



Examples of Support for 
Land Information\Parcel Mapping

• Authoritative/respected contact to private surveyors

clarification about information on a survey

request corrections to survey maps if needed

• Advises on interpretation & mapping of “conflicting” 
and/or “unclear” legal descriptions/surveys

• Center of Sections & “40” Corners

• Unique PLSS Section breakdown situations  





So what does a County Surveyor Do?

• Perform maintenance on approximately 2800 PLSS Corners

• Maintain the county survey records

• Survey Map Review

Ensure the quality of survey maps being filed or recorded

• Assists other Professional Land Surveyors with questions

The County Surveyor is the expert for the county

• Assists land owners with questions about their property

• Assists other county departments with survey issues

1000’s of questions in regards to parcel mapping issues

Survey of new County Highway Shop

Assist Economic Development with FEMA buyout program



Maintenance of PLSS Corners

• Goal of 5% of corners per year (20 yrs)

• Total of about 2800 corners county wide

• About 140 corners per year (about 3 per week)

• Administer Bounty Program
Determine eligibility

Review submitted tie sheets

• What would the cost of yearly maintenance be for  
full time Co Surveyor vs contracted maintenance?



Protecting the Infrastructure

• State Statute 59.74(2)(e)(1)

• We don’t just make it up. If you 
intentionally destroy a PLSS corner 
monument location you can be liable 
for damages & the replacement costs



Maintaining the County Survey Records

• Vernon County has over 6000 Survey Maps on file

In addition to the paper copies on file, digital copies of each are 
also maintained

• There are over 3000 PLSS Corner Records on file

• A full time County Surveyor can set aside time to 
maintain the files. Insure ease of access and kept 
orderly

• So, who would be maintaining these files without 
a County Surveyor?



Survey Review

• Vernon County has reviewed CSM’s 
for compliance since 2008

• Prior to having a county surveyor it 
was done by a contracted reviewer

• This leads to a question of relevancy to 
Vernon County

• Many surveyors in the area have 
expressed satisfaction





Answering Questions

• The County Surveyor is the focal point of questions

• Land Owners, Surveyors, Property Lister, & other 
County Departments

 Land owners often don’t know who else to turn to.

 Other surveyors need an expert on county/town requirements.

 Highway Department, Land Information, any department 
dealing with property issues.

• Without the County Surveyor who answers them?



Summary

• 22 years of investment in PLSS infrastructure

• Maintenance of this infrastructure is important 
even in a rural environment

• The Vernon County Board agreed that the PLSS is 
important to the County & it’s citizens

• Decided a full time position funded by the tax levy 
was justified (voted 24 to 3)

• Questions?


