
Completion Surveys and 

Subdivision of Sections 



1. Introduction and basic concepts regarding 
completion surveys 
 

2. Case 1 – Resolving basic lotting of 
completion surveys 
 

3. Case 2 – Resolving more advanced lotting  
 

4. Case 3 – Resolving lotting with patented 
land before completion 
 

5. Case 4 –  
 
 



Understand the requirements for 
subdividing sections that were completed 
under more than one original survey 
 

Recognize when an alternate method of 
subdivision may be needed 
 

Be able to resolve unusual lotting and 
subdivision that is often created during 
completion surveys 



A completion survey is the continuation 

of the subdivisional survey of townships 

previously subdivided in part. 

 

May include the completion of partially 

surveyed sections, or protracted section 

lines only. 



Both the original survey and the 

completion survey need to be 

considered a seamless whole. 

 

The limits of a federal land patent are 

based on the monuments in the ground, 

not the stated area on the plat. 

 



When discrepancies exist, the record 

must give way to the evidence of the 

corners in place. 

 

When a portion of a section is protracted, 

the section is considered fractional until 

the remaining ¼ corners have been fixed 

during a completion survey. 

 

 



Patent dates need to be considered when  

subdividing a section that was completed 

in more than one survey; this is often 

referred to as “protecting the plat”. 

 

 

 



 BLM Manual 3-88:  “In extending or 

completing fragmentary surveys, 

consideration is given to the completion of 

(1) partially surveyed sections, and (2) 

sections containing outlying areas 

protracted as surveyed, returned on the 

previous plat.  In such cases, it is usually 

necessary to complete the survey of each 

section in such a way as to protect 

acquired rights.” 



 BLM Manual 3-88 (continued): – “The 

procedure adopted shall fix and mark the 

remaining quarter-section corners and 

the controlling corners not marked in the 

previous survey in a position that will 

control the center and other controlling 

lines as necessary to retain the form of 

the original areas within reasonable 

limits.” 



   BLM Manual 3-91:  “The general rule is that 

each completed section will have four 

regular boundaries without offsets, with 

four governing section corners and four 

controlling quarter-section corners in such 

position as to maintain the integrity of the 

areas shown upon the original plat.” 
 



BLM Manual 3-100: “..lands included in 

an entry are indentified on the ground by 

marked and fixed monuments.” 

 

“A U.S. patent grants title of ownership to 

an area defined on the ground by those 

fixed monuments and related to the 

protractions on the official plat.” 



 BLM Manual 3-120:  “The law provides 

that where no opposite corresponding 

quarter-section corners have been, or 

can be fixed, the subdivision-of-section 

lines shall be ascertained, by running a 

line from the monumented corners due 

north and south, or east and west, as the 

case may be…” 



  BLM Manual 3-120 (continued) – “…the law 
presumes the section lines actually run and 
marked in the survey are due north and 
south, or due east and west lines, but usually 
this is not the case.  Hence, in order to carry 
out the spirit of the law, it will be necessary 
in running the center lines through 
fractional sections to adopt mean courses, 
as ascertained from opposite 
corresponding section lines.” 







When a portion of section boundaries are 

surveyed, and only a portion of the area 

of the section is returned on the plat, that 

area is open for entry by settlers. 

 

 If the land is patented before a 

completion survey is conducted, the 

section may be treated as fractional for 

the land that is patented. 



http://www.glorecords.blm.gov/ 



 



 



 



“It has been repeatedly held by both 

State and Federal courts that plats and 

field notes referred to in patents may be 

resorted to for the purpose of 

determining the limits of the area that 

passed under such patents.” 

 



“It is a well settled principle that when 
lands are granted according to an official 
plat of the survey of such lands, the plat 
itself, with all its notes, lines, descriptions 
and landmarks, becomes as much a part 
of the grant or deed by which they are 
conveyed, and controls so far as limits are 
concerned, as if such descriptive features 
were written out upon the face of the 
deed or the grant itself.” 



 



 



 





 



1. Why were lots created in section 15 and 

not 16? 

 

2. Is the same procedure used in both 

sections 15 and 16, to subdivide the 

sections? 

 

3. If the ¼corner between sections 15 and 

16 is lost, how do you reestablish it?   
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 Returned area for a 
portion of section 7 
 

 Returned area for all 
of section 18 

 
 Areas of lots 3 and 4 

in sec. 7 are based on 
20 chs. in Latitude 
and 16.37 chs. in 
Departure 
 

 



 Whipple establishes 
a separate corner for 
secs. 7 and 8, 81 lks. 
away. 

 5 extra chains in 
Latitude that was not 
accounted for in 
1874. 

 ¼ corner of secs. 7 
and 18 is no longer 
platted as common. 



BLM Manual 3-34.  The amounts by which a 
section, or its aliquot parts, may vary from the 
ideal section and still be considered regular are 
referred to as the rectangular limits: 

 
 
Limits have changed over the years based on the 

edition of the Manual of Surveying Instructions. 



 



 You need to identify 

the NW ¼ SE ¼ of 

sec. 7. 

 What decisions need 

to be made regarding 

how to subdivide this 

section? 

 



 Is the ¼ corner of sections 7 and 18 
common? 
 

 Is the E 1/16 section corner of sections 7 
and 18 common? 
 

How do you account for the extra 5 chains in 
latitude in section 7. 
 

Can the completion survey by Whipple 
change the relationship between lots 3 and 
4 in section 7 as shown on the Byars plat? 
 



Areas of lots 3 and 4 

in Sec. 7 are based on 

1874 plat. 

 

Remainder of section 

7 based on 1894 plat. 



The limits of the patent are controlled by 

the corners on the ground, not the area 

listed on the plat. 

The ¼ section corner established by Byars 

in 1874 is considered fixed in position by 

that survey since it was not superseded by 

the Whipple survey in 1894. 

The offset ¼ corner on the Whipple plat is 

considered a drafting error because new 

areas were not shown for lots 3 and 4. 



What effect does the 

Whipple completion 

survey have on the E 

1/16? 

 

By establishing a 

closing corner, what 

does Whipple do to 

the E 1/16? 



E 1/16 for Sec 7 

at midpoint bet. 

¼ corner and CC 

of 7 and 8. 

 

E 1/16 for Sec 18 

at midpoint bet. 

¼ corner and or 

of 17 and 18. 



¼ corner is 

common 

 

 

E 1/16 not common 



Remember, the 

areas of lots 3 and 4 

were based on 20 

chains in Latitude. 

 

What effect does 

the Whipple plat 

have on the lots in 

section 7? 



The relationship 
between the lots is 
more important 
than the area. 
 

 In order to protect 
the area of lots 3 
and 4, how will you 
establish the CS 
1/16? 

 



 Will the position for 
the CS 1/16 for lots 3 
and 4, control the rest 
of the S ½ of the 
section? 
 

 By not returning new 
areas for lots 3 and 4, 
two CS 1/16 are 
needed to protect the 
plat. 
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Be cautious of how the plat was drafted. 
 
The ¼ section corner of sections 7 and 

18 was platted as uncommon, but in 
reality is common. 
 

The CS 1/16 was platted as common for 
lots to the east and west of the centerline.  
In reality there are two corners based on 
different parenthetical distances. 



 



 David P. Thompson 

survey, approved Nov 

5, 1857. 

 Mile between sections 

12 and 13 not 

surveyed. 

 Areas Returned for N 

½ of sec. 12 and S ½ 

of sec. 13 



 The W ½ NE ¼ and 

the E ½ NW ¼ was 

patented Feb. 1, 1871. 



 Ernest P. Rands 

completed the 

subdivisional lines, 

approved 1912. 

 

 Why did they push 

the excess to the 

East? 



Does the completion survey by Rands 

match the presumed method of 

subdivision of the original survey? 

 

How do you establish the C ¼ of section 

12? 

 



How do we establish 

the C ¼ in order to 

protect the land 

patented  before the 

completion survey? 



South from the N ¼ 
corner on a mean 
bearing to 
intersection with E-W 
center line. 
 

Does this work for 
the S ½ of the 
section, patented 
after the completion 
survey?  



How do we protect 

the land patented in 

the S ½ of section 12 

based on the 

completion survey? 



C ¼ is established 

at bearing-bearing 

intersection. 



Weighted 

mean bearing 

Bearing-bearing 

intersection 



How could the completion survey by 

Rands been conducted in order to 

eliminate needing 2 center ¼ corners? 



When dealing with completion surveys, pay 
close attention to areas, especially if part of 
a section was returned on an earlier survey. 
 

Check patent dates.  It may have an effect 
on how the section is subdivided (fractional 
section). 
 

Both the first survey and the completion 
survey need to be considered as a seamless 
record to protect the areas. 



 


