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With survey certificates, shorter can definitely be better.

ALMOST  EVERY  REAL  ESTATE  acqu is it ion ,  f in an c in g ,  o r  de ve l opme n t
t r an s ac t ion  r e qu ir e s  a  s u r ve yo r  t o  in s pe c t  an d  me as u r e  t h e  r e a l
pr ope r t y, t h e n  d r aw  a  s u r ve y d iag r am an d  de l ive r  a  ce r t if ica t e  t o  back
it  up.  Th is  package  o f  in f o r mat ion  l e t s  t h e  pa r t ie s  an d  t h e ir  coun s e l
be t t e r  un de r s t an d  t h e  ph ys ica l  ch a r ac t e r is t ic s  o f  t h e  r e a l  pr ope r t y
an d  ide n t if y is s ue s  t h a t  migh t  impa ir  it s  va l ue . To  s ome  de g r e e , a  s u r ve y
g ive s  t h e  pl aye r s  a  s ubs t it u t e  f o r  vis it in g  an d  in s pe c t in g  t h e  s it e .

P e r h aps  ou t  o f  in s t in c t ,  r e a l  e s t a t e  l awye r s  wh o  c l o s e  s ign if ican t
comme r c ia l  t r an s ac t ion s  s ome t ime s  t r y  t o  de ve l op  compr e h e n s ive  an d
t h o r ough  ce r t if ica t e s  f o r  an y  s u r ve yo r  t o  s ign .  Th e s e  ce r t if ica t e s
o f t e n  con s is t  o f  a  s in g l e  l on g  pa r ag r aph  t h a t  goe s  on  f o r  a  page  o r
mor e .  Th is  ove r wh e l min g  b l ock  o f  t ype  a s ks  t h e  s u r ve yo r  t o  g ive  a s
man y f ac t ua l  a s s u r an ce s  a s  pos s ib l e  abou t  t h e  r e a l  pr ope r t y.

Lawye r s  u s e  l on g  f o r m s u r ve y ce r t if ica t e s  bo t h  t o  avo id  l e avin g  ou t
s ome t h in g  t h a t  o t h e r s  wou l d  h ave  in c l ude d  an d  t o  t r y t o  in c l ude  n e w
impr ove me n t s  t h a t  o t h e r s  migh t  n o t  h ave  imag in e d .  Su r ve y ce r t if ica t e s
o f  t h is  t ype  can , h owe ve r , come  as  qu it e  a  bu r de n  t o  s u r ve yo r s ,  man y o f
wh om ope r a t e  r e l a t ive l y in f o r mal  on e -pe r s on  s h ops .  Th e y h ave  l imit e d
e n t h us ia s m f o r  h uge  b l ocks  o f  s in g l e -s pace d  t e xt  wh os e  l e n g t h  migh t
be t t e r  be  me as u r e d  wit h  a  r u l e r  t h an  by  coun t in g  l in e s .  Th e  r e s u l t s :
pr oc r as t in a t ion ,  n e go t ia t ion s ,  e xt r a  e xpe n s e ,  an d  un n e ce s s a r y
e xc it e me n t  wh e n  t h e  abs e n ce  o f  a  “ s a t is f ac t o r y”  s u r ve y  ce r t if ica t e
c r e a t e s  a  l a s t -min u t e  e me r ge n cy a t  c l o s in g .

USIN G  IN DUSTRY  SURVEY  STAN DARDS  •  Lawye r s  can  pr e ve n t  t h is
t ime -con s umin g  pr oce s s . Th e  t it l e  in s u r an ce  in dus t r y an d  t h e  s u r ve yin g
pr o f e s s ion  h ave  pr e s c r ibe d  t h r ough  r e as on ab l e  s t an dar ds  e xac t l y
wh a t  a  s u r ve y  s h ou l d  s h ow  an d  e xac t l y  wh a t  a s s u r an ce s  a  s u r ve yo r
s h ou l d  g ive  h is  o r  h e r  c l ie n t . By r e l yin g  on  t h os e  s t an dar ds  a s  much  as
pos s ib l e , a  r e a l  e s t a t e  l awye r  can  s ubs t an t ia l l y t r im back  an d  s impl if y
t h e  r e qu ir e d  f o r m  o f  “ s u r ve yo r  ce r t if ica t e ,”  ye t  ob t a in  comf o r t



e n t ir e l y  appr opr ia t e  f o r  t h e  t ypica l  r e a l  e s t a t e  l oan  o r  o t h e r
t r an s ac t ion .  Th e  r e a l  e s t a t e  l awye r  can  ach ie ve  a l l  t h is  wit h  ve r y
l it t l e  ve r b iage  a t  a l l .

The  indus t r y-wide  sur vey  s t andar ds  have  been  updat ed  seve r al  t imes ,  mos t
r ecen t l y in  1999, as  t he  combin ed wor k of  t he  Amer ican  Land Tit l e  Associat ion  (“
ALTA”),  t he  Amer ican  Con gr ess  on  Sur veyin g  and  Mapping  (“ACSM”)  an d  t h e
Na t ion a l  Soc ie t y  o f  P r o f e s s ion a l  Su r ve yo r s  (“NSP S”).  Th e  l a t e s t
e d it ion  is  ca l l e d  t h e  Minimum Standard  Detail  Requirements  for  ALTA/ ACSM  Land
Title Surveys (“ALTA/ACSM Sur ve y St an dar ds ” ),  an d  can  be  f oun d  on l in e  a t
www.acs m.n e t /99a l t awd97 .doc .

Co l l e c t ive l y,  t h e  au t h o r s  o f  t h e  ALTA/ACSM  Sur ve y  St an dar ds  h ave
ide n t if ie d  an d  h an d l e d  a l mos t  e ve r y  is s ue  t h a t  a  t ypica l  l awye r ’s
l on g -win de d  s u r ve y  ce r t if ica t e  wou l d  add r e s s .  Mor e ove r ,  t h e
ALTA/ACSM Sur ve y St an dar ds  add  a  l e ve l  o f  pr e c is ion  o t h e r wis e  abs e n t
f r om s u r ve y  ce r t if ica t e s ,  an d  a l s o  t ake  in t o  accoun t  t h e  l imit a t ion s ,
e xpe c t a t ion s , an d  pr ac t ice s  o f  t h e  s u r ve yin g  pr o f e s s ion .

Use  ALTA/ ACSM Sta nd a rd s  As  Ba se
Us in g  t h e  ALTA/ACSM  Sur ve y  St an dar ds  a s  a  bas e ,  you  can  a s k  a

s u r ve yo r  t o  pr ovide  on l y an  e xt r e me l y min ima l  s u r ve yo r ’s  ce r t if ica t e —
s uf f ic ie n t  me r e l y  t o  con f ir m  t h a t  t h e  s u r ve yo r  compl ie d  wit h  t h e
appl icab l e  r e qu ir e me n t s  o f  t h e  ALTA/ACSM St an dar ds  an d  a  f e w  o t h e r
mat t e r s .  Such  a  ce r t if ica t e  e f f e c t ive l y in co r po r a t e s  by r e f e r e n ce  t h e
ALTA/ACSM  St an dar ds ,  an d  h e n ce  a s  a  pr ac t ica l  ma t t e r  f o r ce s  t h e
s u r ve yo r  t o  s h ow  on  t h e  s u r ve y  a l l  ma t t e r s  t h a t  s h ou l d  t ypica l l y
con ce r n  a  l awye r  an d  h is  o r  h e r  c l ie n t .

You  mus t  t h e n  con f ir m t h a t  s ome on e  l ooks  a t  an d  pays  a t t e n t ion  t o
t h e  s u r ve y an d  t h in ks  abou t  t h e  in f o r mat ion  t h a t  t h e  s u r ve y s h ows —a
s t e p in  t h e  c l o s in g  pr oce s s  t h a t  s h ou l d  a l r e ady h appe n  an yway, bu t  may
n o t  r e ce ive  t h e  e mph as is  it  s h ou l d  if  t h e  a t t o r n e ys  an d  pa r a l e ga l s  a r e
de vo t in g  t h e ir  e f f o r t s  t o  f igh t in g  ove r  s u r ve y  ce r t if ica t e s .  If  t h e
a t t o r n e ys  an d  pa r a l e ga l s  u s e  a  s impl if ie d  f o r m  o f  s u r ve y  ce r t if ica t e ,
t h ough , t h e y may f in d  t h a t  t h e y r e ce ive  t h e  s u r ve y it s e l f  s oon e r  in  t h e
c l o s in g  pr oce s s  an d  can  de vo t e  t h e ir  e f f o r t s  t o  r e vie win g  it  r a t h e r
t h an  be in g  d is t r ac t e d  by  t h e  n e e d  t o  n e go t ia t e  a  s u r ve y  ce r t if ica t e
t h a t  r e a l l y s h ou l dn ’t  n e e d  t o  be  n e go t ia t e d  a t  a l l .  You  wil l  d is cove r
an y  s u r ve y  is s ue s  e a r l ie r  in  t h e  pr oce s s ,  an d  pe r h aps  r e duce  de l ays
an d  l a s t -min u t e  c r is e s .

Th e  ALTA/ACSM St an dar ds  de f in e  s ome  opt ion a l  it e ms  t h a t  a  s u r ve y
migh t  o r  migh t  n o t  d is c l o s e ,  a l l  l is t e d  in  Tab l e  A o f  t h e  St an dar ds .  In
pr ac t ice ,  an y  ca r e f u l  bus in e s s  pe r s on  o r  r e a l  e s t a t e  a t t o r n e y  wil l
wan t  t h e  s u r ve y  t o  cove r  a l mos t  a l l  t h e  Tab l e  A it e ms .  Appe n d ix  3  a t
t h e  e n d  o f  t h is  a r t ic l e  in d ica t e s  wh ich  Tab l e  A it e ms  you  can  u s ua l l y
omit , an d  wh y.

Ap p e nd ix 1 : Minima lis t



Surve yor’s  Ce rtifica te
Appe n d ix 1  o f f e r s  an  e xampl e  o f  a  min ima l is t  s u r ve yo r ’s  ce r t if ica t e ,

wh ich  s h ou l d  do  t h e  j ob  f o r  an y  r e a l  e s t a t e  t r an s ac t ion  r e qu ir in g  a
s u r ve y  an d  s u r ve y  ce r t if ica t e ,  ab s e n t  s pe c ia l  an d  un us ua l
c ir cums t an ce s .  Th e  s ampl e  ce r t if ica t e  in  Appe n d ix  1  r e qu ir e s  t h e
s u r ve yo r  t o  s t a t e  t h a t  t h e  s u r ve y  compl ie s  wit h  t h e  ALTA/ACSM
St an dar ds  an d  in c l ude s  mos t  o f  t h e  opt ion a l  it e ms  l is t e d  in  Tab l e  A o f
t h os e  s t an dar ds . If  you  ob t a in  a  s u r ve yo r ’s  ce r t if ica t e  in  t h is  f o r m, you
h ave  cove r e d  a l l  t h e  bas e s  t h a t  u s ua l l y  n e e d  t o  be  cove r e d ,  e xce pt
an yt h in g  s it e -s pe c if ic  o r  de a l -s pe c if ic .

Ap p e nd ix 2 : Common
But Unne ce ssa ry La ng ua g e

To  s uppo r t  t h a t  s t a t e me n t ,  Appe n d ix  2  o f  t h is  a r t ic l e  in c l ude s
s ampl e  l an guage  e xt r ac t e d  f r om  man y  s u r ve y  ce r t if ica t e s  t h a t  h ave
c r os s e d  t h e  au t h o r ’s  de s k  o r  t h a t  t h e  au t h o r  h as  pe r pe t r a t e d  f o r
t r an s ac t ion s . In  e ach  cas e , t h e  common l y s e e n  l an guage  is  un n e ce s s a r y
be caus e  t h e  ALTA/ACSM Sur ve y St an dar ds  (in c l ud in g  t h e  s pe c if ie d  Tab l e
A  it e ms )  a l r e ady  cove r  e xac t l y  t h e  s ame  r e qu ir e me n t s —of t e n  wit h
g r e a t e r  pr e c is ion  an d  de t a il  t h an  t h e  common l y  s e e n  l an guage
e xt r ac t e d  in  Appe n d ix 2 .  Fo r  e ach  s ampl e  o f  common  l an guage  in  s u r ve y
ce r t if ica t e s ,  Appe n d ix  2  de mon s t r a t e s  wh y  t h a t  l an guage  is
un n e ce s s a r y,  by  quo t in g  t h e  r e l e van t  r e qu ir e me n t s  o f  t h e  ALTA/ACSM
St an dar ds . In  e ach  cas e , t h e  ALTA/ACSM St an dar ds  f u l l y cove r  t h e  s ame
gr oun d  as  t h e  t h e  common l y s e e n  l an guage ,  o f t e n  wit h  g r e a t e r  de t a il
an d  pr ac t ica l  s cope . Give n  t h is  ove r l ap,  l awye r s  an d  t h e ir  c l ie n t s  l o s e
n o t h in g  by  r e qu ir in g  on l y  an  e xt r e me l y  min ima l  f o r m  o f  s u r ve yo r ’s
ce r t if ica t e , s uch  a s  t h e  on e  in  Appe n d ix 1 .

Ap p e nd ix 3 : N on-Customa ry
Assura nce s  Tha t Cre a te  Pro b le ms

Th e  f o r ms  o f  s u r ve yo r  ce r t if ica t e  t h a t  l awye r s  c r e a t e  a l s o  o f t e n
r a is e  pr ob l e ms  by as k in g  t h e  s u r ve yo r  t o  pr ovide  a s s u r an ce s  t h a t  a r e
e it h e r  ir r e l e van t  o r  ou t s ide  t h e  s u r ve yo r ’s  e xpe r t is e .  Man y  o f  t h os e
a r e  s ummar ize d  in  Appe n d ix 3 .  A s u r ve yo r  doe s  n o t  u s ua l l y e xpe c t  t o  be
r e s pon s ib l e  f o r  t h e s e  is s ue s .  If  you  as k  t h e  s u r ve yo r  t o  a s s ume  t h a t
r e s pon s ib il it y,  t h e  s u r ve yo r  wil l  l ik e l y  ob j e c t ,  b e caus e  t h e
r e qu ir e me n t  is  n o t  s t an da r d  f o r  t h e  mar ke t ,  a t  l e as t  a s  t h e  s u r ve yo r
un de r s t an ds  t h e  mar ke t .  You  can  t h e r e f o r e  s t r e aml in e  t h e  s u r ve y
pr oce s s  by  n o t  a s k in g  f o r  t h e s e  a s s u r an ce s .  If  you  n e ve r t h e l e s s
in t e n d  t o  a s k  f o r  t h e m,  you  s h ou l d  do  s o  e a r l y  in  t h e  pr oce s s  an d  be
r e ady  f o r  ob j e c t ion s .  If  n e ce s s a r y,  f in d  s ome on e  e l s e  (s uch  as  l oca l
coun s e l ,  a  t it l e  in s u r an ce  compan y,  o r  an  e n g in e e r )  t o  pr ovide  t h e
de s ir e d  comf o r t  if  you  r e a l l y n e e d  it .

CON CLUSION  •  By  us in g  a  min ima l  s u r ve y  ce r t if ica t e  l ike  t h e  on e  in
Appe n d ix 1 , an d  by l imit in g  t h e  s u r ve yo r ’s  r e s pon s ib il it ie s  t o  a  s e t  t h a t



is  s t an da r d  in  t h e  r e l e van t  mar ke t ,  you  can  a s s u r e  t h a t  t h e  s u r ve y
ce r t if ica t e ,  a  “ r ou t in e ”  e l e me n t  o f  t h e  c l o s in g  pr oce s s ,  s t ays  r ou t in e
an d  s impl e , an d  doe s  n o t  pr oduce  n e go t ia t ion s ,  de l ays ,  o r  s u r pr is e s .  At
t h e  s ame  t ime ,  t h e  u s e  o f  s uch  a  ce r t if ica t e  wil l  g ive  you r  c l ie n t  a l l
t h e  comf o r t  t ypica l l y  ob t a in e d  f r om  a  s u r ve y  an d  s u r ve yo r ’s
ce r t if ica t e ,  a s s umin g  t h e  pr ope r t y  r a is e s  n o  s pe c ia l  is s ue s  o r
con ce r n s .


