The History of
Recording Surveys in
Washington State (in
relation to the County
Surveyor/Engineer/Road
Engineer’s Office)

RCW 36.80.040
Records to be kept.

CURRENT LAW

The office of county engineer shall be an office of
record. The county road engineer shall: Record and has
authority over all matters concerning the public roads,
highways, bridges, ditches, or other surveys of the
county, with the original papers, documents, petitions,
surveys, repairs, and other papers, in order to have the
complete history of any such road, highway, bridge,
ditch, or other survey; and number each construction or
improvement project…
…[ 2016 c 19 § 5; 1995 c 194 § 8; 1969 ex.s. c 182 § 9;
1963 c 4 § 36.80.040. Prior: 1907 c 160 § 4; RRS § 4147.]

RCW 36.80.015
Office at county seat-Records.

CURRENT LAW

The county road engineer shall keep an office at the
county seat. The records under the authority of the
county road engineer shall be public records, shall be
subject to the control of the county road engineer, and
shall at all proper times be open to the inspection and
examination of the public.
[ 2016 c 19 § 3; 2009 c 105 § 5; 1963 c 4 § 36.80.015. Prior:
1955 c 9 § 1; prior: 1895 c 77 § 10; RRS § 4148.]

RCW 58.09.090
When record of survey not required.

CURRENT LAW

(1) A record of survey is not required of any survey:
(a) When it has been made by a public officer in his or her official
capacity and a reproducible copy thereof has been filed with the
county engineer of the county in which the land is located. A map so
filed shall be indexed and kept available for public inspection. A record of
survey shall not be required of a survey made by the United States bureau
of land management. A state agency conducting surveys to carry out the
program of the agency shall not be required to use a land surveyor as
defined by this chapter;…
…[2010 c 8 § 18004; 1992 c 106 § 1; 1973 c 50 § 9.]

RCW 36.80.050
Highway plat record.

CURRENT LAW

He or she shall ensure that a highway plat
record is kept and is publicly accessible, in
which he or she shall have accurately platted
all public roads and highways established by
the board.
[ 2016 c 19 § 6; 2009 c 549 § 4134; 1963 c 4 §
36.80.050. Prior: 1907 c 160 § 2; RRS § 4149.]

1855 LAW

CHAPTER LXXVII
[H.B. NO. 268.]
RELATING TO COUNTY SURVEYORS

1895 LAW

CHAPTER LXXVII
[H.B. NO. 268.]
RELATING TO COUNTY SURVEYORS

1895 LAW

In Cowlitz County then, all surveys done by the County, or other
surveyors (as requested) could be recorded from 1855 to 1963. It
appears that FM Lane had notes from others going back to 1885,
which he turned into maps and filed in our survey record book.

1895 “SURVEYORS RECORD BOOK”

SESSION LAWS, 1907 CHAPTER 160.
[S.B. 126.] COUNTY ENGINEER

1907 LAW

Prior to 1907, the County Surveyor was
typically Engineer in Charge of County
projects (see session laws of 1895, Sec. 3).
After 1907, the so renamed County
Engineer was required to also be a
surveyor. The pre and post 1907 duties
were virtually the same, with a couple of
things added in 1907 regarding the
mapping of roads and costing.
According to “Inventory of The County
Archives of Washington State” the County
Engineer was a surveyor, in charge of all
surveys in the County until 1936.
At least here in Cowlitz County, County
Engineer and County Surveyor were still
synonymous terms until well after WWII
(say mid-1950s when we got our first
non-surveyor County Road Engineer).

1935 Law PE/PLS License

Under this law, Engineers could
practice surveying on their
projects. I read this as any type
(including ROW and Boundary).

1937 Law –
“County Road Engineer”

The elected office of County
Engineer became the appointed
Office of the County Road Engineer,
under the authority of the County
Commissioners.

1942 County Understanding - Extracted From “Inventory of
the County Archives of Washington – No. 8 – Cowlitz County

1941 County Understanding - Extracted From “Inventory of
the County Archives of Washington – No. 32 – Spokane County

I believe this to be
the last list of which
County archive
books were actually
published before the
program ended at
the end of 1942.

1947 Law PLS License

It appears that the legislature
was attempting to further
separate the two disciplines,
and removed the clause about
engineers being able to survey
their own projects without a
PLS license.

Attorney General Smith Troy Opinion (8/24/1950)
https://www.atg.wa.gov/print/3493

1950 AGO

This was a question of whether or not the County Engineer was required to file
surveys made by unlicensed individuals (the licensing law had recently been
created). In his analysis the AG quoted from the laws of 1895:
Section 5, chapter 136, Laws of 1895 (Rem. Rev. Stat. 4150) provides:
"Each county engineer shall record in a suitable book all surveys made by him
and his deputies, * * * and he shall make a complete record of all construction
notes, and shall also record the survey of any other surveyor, which shall be
made in his county, whenever demanded by any person: Provided, the fees for
recording the same shall be paid the same as provided for county auditors:
Provided further, that such survey appears to have been made in accordance
with the laws of the state. * * *“

In the Cowlitz County Engineer’s Office, there is evidence of
private and public surveyors using this provision in the law to
record their surveys until at least the late 1950s (via recorded
letters and surveys in the “SURVEYORS RECORD BOOK”).

http://leg.wa.gov/CodeReviser/
documents/sessionlaw/1951c
224.pdf?cite=1951 c 224 § 3.

1951 Law DNR PLSO Created

The Bureau of Surveys and Maps (as
the DNR PLSO was known in the
early days) wasn’t funded until 1956.
1956 was when the first head of the
office (Burton Ingalls) was hired.

1963 Law - End of
1895 Recording Law

RCW 36.32.380
Land surveys—Record of surveys.
Except as otherwise provided in this title, the board of county
commissioners shall cause to be recorded in a suitable book all surveys
except such as are made for a temporary purpose. The record book shall be
so constructed as to have one page for diagrams to be numbered
progressively and the opposite page for notes and remarks; no diagram shall
be so constructed as to scale less than one inch to twenty chains.
[ 1963 c 4 § 36.32.380. Prior: 1895 c 77 § 5; RRS § 4150.]
It appears that the 1895 law language was struck, reworded, and
added to the County Commissioners’ rules in 1963, when the
legislature finished updating the old Remington Revised Statutes.
Note the similarity in language to the 1895 law, and the missing
language regarding surveys by any other surveyor.

1973 Law - Auditor’s
Office Recording
All surveys performed by
public agencies (except the
BLM) must file with the
County Road Engineer’s
Office or the Auditor’s
Office. Presumably: WSDOT,
BPA, DNR, Cnty Rd Eng, Etc.

Ellingsen v. Franklin County
117 Wn.2d 24 (1991) 810 P.2d 910
CARL ELLINGSEN, ET AL, Petitioners, v. FRANKLIN COUNTY, Respondent. No. 56580-5.
The Supreme Court of Washington, En Banc. May 23, 1991.

1991 Court Case

Plaintiff landowners sued Franklin County to quiet title against the County's claim of a road easement over
their property. The County appealed the grant of summary judgment to plaintiffs quieting title free of the
County's claim. The Court of Appeals reversed and remanded for trial. Ellingsen v. Franklin Cy., 55 Wn. App.
532, 778 P.2d 1072 (1989). We reverse the Court of Appeals and affirm the trial court judgment quieting
plaintiffs' title free of Franklin County's claim of a road easement.
The issue is whether a conveyance of an easement gives constructive notice to a bona fide purchaser when
that conveyance is "recorded and filed" in the county engineer's office, but is not recorded with the county
auditor? The answer is that "recording and filing" in the county engineer's office does not give constructive
notice.

In 1991, the Supreme Court of Washington said that documents
“recorded and filed” in the county engineer’s office are not
constructive notice to land owners. However, those documents are
still binding, assuming there is other constructive notice (say if the
road is there). Also, if the road had been created and used in the
past, different theories would apply.

