
D A V I D  T .  B U T C H E R ,  P L S

Preparing Property 
descriptions



Who can prepare property descriptions?

327.272.   Practice as professional land surveyor defined. — 1.  A professional land surveyor shall include any person who practices in Missouri as a 
professional land surveyor who uses the title of “surveyor” alone or in combination with any other word or words including, but not limited to 
“registered”, “professional” or “land” indicating or implying that the person is or holds himself or herself out to be a professional land surveyor who 
by word or words, letters, figures, degrees, titles or other descriptions indicates or implies that the person is a professional land surveyor or is willing 
or able to practice professional land surveying or who renders or offers to render, or holds himself or herself out as willing or able to render, or 
perform any service or work, the adequate performance of which involves the special knowledge and application of the principles of land surveying, 
mathematics, the related physical and applied sciences, and the relevant requirements of law, all of which are acquired by education, training, 
experience and examination, that affect real property rights on, under or above the land and which service or work involves:

(1) ……….(13)……….

2.  None of the specific duties listed in subdivisions (4) to (13) of subsection 1 of 
this section are exclusive to professional land surveyors unless they affect real 
property rights.  For the purposes of this section, the term “real property rights” 
means a recordable interest in real estate as it affects the location of land 
boundary lines.  The validity of any document prepared between August 27, 2014, and August 28, 2015, by a provider of utility or 
communications services purporting to affect real property rights shall remain valid and enforceable notwithstanding that any legal description 
contained therein was not prepared by a professional land surveyor.

3.  Professional land surveyors shall be in responsible charge of all drawings, maps, surveys, and other work product that can affect the health, 
safety, and welfare of the public within their scope of practice.

4.  Nothing in this section shall be construed to preclude the practice of architecture or professional engineering or professional landscape 
architecture as provided in sections 327.091, 327.181, and 327.600.

5.  Nothing in this section shall be construed to preclude the practice of title 
insurance business or the business of title insurance as provided in chapter 381, or 
to preclude the practice of law or law business as governed by the Missouri 
supreme court and as provided in chapter 484.



Why do we need property descriptions?

Three main reasons for describing real property:

1. Define limits of real property rights.
o Fee simple title (ownership)

o Zoning /Land use limits

2. Servitudes and easements
o Covenants and restrictions

o Rights of ways and easements

3. Contracts and agreements
o Licenses

o Partnerships

o Sales contract



Know your purpose

Knowing why you are describing the parcel can help 
you decide which type of description to use:

1. Define limits of real property rights.
o This is usually reserved for land surveyors and title professionals

o Tracts over 40 acres can usually be done with aliquot part description.

o Under 40 acres should require a survey (Missouri statute Section 137.185)

2. Servitudes and easements
o Easements may need a strip description for alignment, or portions of lot 

and block definition.

o Specific areas will need a metes and bounds area description.

3. Contracts and agreements
o Usually can be done with the existing or parent deed description.

o Smaller specific areas will require a metes and bounds area description.



Four types of property descriptions

1. Aliquot part – rectangular
▪ Public land survey system (PLSS)
▪ Even part of parent tract

2. Lot, Block and Subdivision
▪ Identify all or part of an existing lot
▪ Area already platted into a subdivision

3. Metes and bounds
▪ Create a closed figure with angles and distances
▪ Call to natural or physical monuments

4. Strip or alignment 
▪ Primarily used for easements and right of ways



Four types of property descriptions

1. Aliquot part – rectangular
 This is based on the Public Land survey system, setup by the 

Surveyor General and Thomas Jefferson to quickly and 
easily divide up the lands from the Louisiana purchase.

 The goal is to describe “equal” parts of each section. (Not 
equal by area, but equal in that all parties share in any 
errors)

 Typical descriptions would say something like …..”the 
southwest quarter of the northwest quarter of section 15”.



Public Land survey System - GLO

What is a Section, Township and Range?

▪ After the Louisiana purchase, the states were divided into townships.  

▪ Those townships are 36 square miles, being 6 miles wide by 6 miles 
high.  

▪ Those townships are bounded on the east and west by range lines and 
north and south by township lines.

▪ Each of those 36 square miles is a section, numbered 1 to 36

▪ Each section is 1 square mile made up of 640 acres. (approximate)

▪ So a quarter of a section is approximately 160 acres and a quarter of a  
quarter is approximately 40 acres. (Typical description for most rural 
properties)



Let’s look at a Township plat

Section number



Let’s look at a Township plat

The entire 36 square mile 
plat is called a township.

The actual boundary line 
on the north and south 
side of the township are 
called township lines.

TOWNSHIP LINES



Let’s look at a Township plat

The entire 36 square mile 
plat is called a township.

The actual boundary line 
on the east and west side 
of the township are called 
rangelines.

RANGELINES



Townships In 
Boone County

Section number

Township 48 north, 
Range 13 west



Townships In 
Boone County

Township 45 north

Township lines 
increase from the 
south going north

Township 47 north

Township 46 north

Township 48 north

Township 50 north

Township 49 north

Township 51 north

Map courtesy of Marceline mapping



Townships In 
Boone County

Range lines increase 
from the east going west
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Map courtesy of Marceline mapping
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Let’s look at another Township plat

Township map from 
early 1900’s plat book

• Showing how parcels were 
divided in each section

• Showing the sections 
numbered 1 to 36.

• Showing who owned the 
parcels at that time.



Let’s look at Section 20

Section number



Let’s look at Section 20

NE 1/4



Let’s look at Section 20

NE 1/4

SE 1/4

E 1/2

NW  1/4



Let’s look at Section 20

NE 1/4

SE 1/4

E 1/2

NW  1/4

NE 1/4

SW  1/4

NW 1/4



Let’s look at Section 20

NE 1/4

SE 1/4

E 1/2

NW  1/4

NE 1/4

SW  1/4

NW 1/4



Let’s look at Section 20

NE 1/4

SE 1/4

E 1/2

NW  1/4

NE 1/4

SW  1/4

NW 1/4

Southwest quarter of the 
southwest quarter of section 20



Let’s look at Section 20

NE 1/4

SE 1/4

E 1/2

NW  1/4

NE 1/4

SW  1/4

NW 1/4

Southeast quarter of the 
southwest quarter of section 20



Describing and Aliquot part

▪ Determine your section, 
Township and Range

▪ Describe from the 
smallest part to the largest

▪ It should read from 
backward to forward

NE 1/4

SE 1/4

E 1/2

NW  1/4

NE 1/4

SW  1/4

NW 1/4

Southeast quarter of the southwest quarter of section 20



Questions about Aliquot part descriptions

NOTE:
Any subdividing of land smaller than 40 
acres of an aliquot part should probably 
require a survey.

137.185.  Tracts less than one-sixteenth 
of a section. — 1.  In all cases where any 
person, company or corporation may 
hereafter divide any tract of land into 
parcels less than one-sixteenth part of a 
section or otherwise, in such manner that 
such parcels cannot be described in the 
usual manner of describing lands in 
accordance with the surveys made by the 
general government, it shall be the duty of 
such person, company or corporation to 
cause such lands to be surveyed and a plat 
thereof made by a surveyor in the county 
where such lands are situated………

NE 1/4

SE 1/4

E 1/2

NW  1/4

NE 1/4

SW  1/4

NW 1/4



Four types of property descriptions

2. Lot, Block and Subdivision
• Area already platted into a subdivision, accepted by the 

governing body.

• Not all subdivisions have numbered blocks, but many 
older do.  In those instances just a lot and subdivision is 
all you need.  Pay attention to plat numbers.

• Refrain from describing portions of lots.  Many Cities 
have ordinances against subdividing by description only.

(This will likely require a subdivision replat)



Subdivision basics – In My words

What is a Subdivision, Block and Lot?
▪ A subdivision is usually a division of land to create a group of 

parcels under a common theme and rules.

▪ Each parcel created in a subdivision is called a lot.  This is the 
individual parcel that each person can develop and use. 

▪ Many subdivisions create subsets of lot groups called Blocks.  
Those blocks are typically bounded by streets and alley’s.

▪ More current subdivisions usually don’t have multiple blocks but 
will create multiple plats.  Each plat having it’s own unique 
number and recording information. 



Subdivision plats
Essential features

 m

Owners Dedication

Surveyors signature

Recorder of deeds statement

City acceptance

Plat number 



Subdivision plats
Essential features

 m

Recording 
information

Plat name 



Subdivision plats
Essential features

 m

Block 
number

Lot 
number



Questions about 
Lot, Block & Subdivision descriptions

 m Plat 
Name 

Recording 
information

Block 
number



Four types of property descriptions

3. Metes and Bounds
(This means to walk the boundary)

 Uses distances and angles to create a mathematically closed 
figure.  Is usually the most accurate way to describe an area.

 Usually has calls to physical or natural monuments (adjoining 
property, tree, creek, road, iron pipe manhole, etc.)

 Typical descriptions would say something like ……………” THENCE 
N 2°17’35”E, 133.36 FEET TO THE CENTER LINE OF SAID EASMENT; 
THENCE LEAVING SAID WEST LINE AND WITH THE CENTER LINE OF 
SAID EASMENT, N 66°19’55”E, 327.10 FEET TO THE EAST LINE OF SAID 
SURVEY”…...

Note: centerline of easement and east line of survey are 
monuments that need to be recognized.



Questions about metes & bounds descriptions

NOTE:

Any subdividing of land with a metes and bounds description will likely 
require a survey.  Metes and bounds is most commonly done by 
surveyors and usually defines irregularly shaped parcels.

Missouri Statute states:

137.185.  Tracts less than one-sixteenth of a section. — 1.  In all cases 
where any person, company or corporation may hereafter divide any 
tract of land into parcels less than one-sixteenth part of a section or 
otherwise, in such manner that such parcels cannot be described in the 
usual manner of describing lands in accordance with the surveys made 
by the general government, it shall be the duty of such person, company 
or corporation to cause such lands to be surveyed and a plat 
thereof made by a surveyor in the county where such lands are 
situated………



Four types of property descriptions

4. Strip description
(also call corridor description)

 Uses distances and angles to create an alignment for right of way or 
easement location.  

 Does not usually end at the same point of beginning.

 Will also have calls to physical or natural monuments (adjoining 
property, tree, creek, road, iron pipe manhole, etc.)

 Typical descriptions would say something like ……………” THENCE FROM 
THE POINT OF BEGINNING, SAID STRIP BEING 16 FEET WIDE AND LYING 8 FEET 
ON BOTH SIDES OF THE FOLLOWING DESCRIBED CENTERLINE, N 15°43’25”E, 
102.11 FEET; THENCE  N 35°25’30”E, 269.66 FEET; THENCE N 30°56’15”E, 408.00 
FEET TO THE END OF THIS DESCRIBED CENTERLINE.”

Note: Does not provide a mathematical way to check for closure



Questions about the 
four types of property descriptions

1. Aliquot part – rectangular
▪ Public land survey system (PLSS)
▪ Even part of parent tract

2. Lot, Block and Subdivision
▪ Identify all or part of an existing lot
▪ Area already platted into a subdivision

3. Metes and bounds
▪ Create a closed figure with angles and distances
▪ Call to natural or physical monuments

4. Strip or alignment 
▪ Primarily used for easements and right of ways



Preparing the legal Description

Three main actions in preparing 
descriptions:

1. Preparation

2. Create the description

3. Proofreading



Preparing the legal Description

Preparation: 
❑Conduct research

1. Gather deeds 
▪ Locate the parent deed 
▪ Locate any immediate joiners Deed 

2. Make sure you know if you’re in the city limits or not 
3. Identify section, township and range 
4. Gather any surveys identified in the deed and the 

adjoining deeds
5. Gather subdivision plat 

▪ Identify subdivision 
▪ Identify Block and lot number

6. Confirm that it is the whole lot and not partial.



Preparing the legal Description

Preparation: 
❑Identify owner

1. Parent parcel and purchaser
2. Check for partial interests (1/2 Interest, etc.)
3. Make sure that both parcels remnant and parent parcel refer to 

the same parent deed

❑Determine who has senior rights
1. If you’re in the middle of the parcel there probably isn’t any 

concern of senior rights. 

2. If you’re up next to an adjoining parcel figure out if they have 
seniority or not. 

3. Making reference to a junior parcel in your description will give 
seniority to that parcel.



Preparing the legal Description

Preparation: 
❑Make a sketch

1. It doesn’t have to be anything that is recordable. 

2. It doesn’t have to be very legible. It’s just to help stay oriented. 

3. It just has to be functional so that you can prevent yourself 
from making a mistake. It’s easy to confuse cardinal directions 
without a sketch. 

▪ Add a North arrow 

▪ Write down the deeds of the joiners on the paper. 

4. Draw your section lines and quarter section lines on the paper.



Preparing the legal Description

Create description: 

❑Description must have a header (the first 

paragraph that tells you all about your research)

▪ Header containing parent deed reference

▪ Section, township, range and all aliquot parts

▪ City, county, state

▪ Parent survey or plat

▪ Lot, Block and subdivision



Preparing the legal Description

Create description: 

❑Description must have body (the second paragraph that 

tells you the specifics that make this parcel unique)

▪ Body contains point of beginning

▪ Follow metes & bounds, angles and distances to create 

your closed figure

▪ Call to monuments (titles/surveys, adjoiners, roads, etc.)
▪ If metes & bounds make sure to have ties to lines of record

▪ If none are close, then you will tie with a commencement point

▪ Define area of closed figure to the 1/100 acre

▪ Make sure description is clear and concise



Preparing the legal Description

Proofreading: 

1. Confirm quarter sections and quarter quarter

sections are in the proper order. 

2. Confirm deeds and survey recording 

information is correct. (The most common errors I make)

3. Make sure your intentions are clear. 

4. Spellcheck

5. Check figure closes back on itself.

6. Compare to your sketch 



Legal Description NO No’s

Refrain from the following: 

1. Using tax parcel numbers 

2. Call to natural or physical monuments without 

being specific.

3. Using adjoiners names 

4. Using unrecorded documents

5. Parts of lots in subdivisions

6. Using cardinal directions in fractions



Legal Description NO No’s

Refrain from using tax parcel numbers:

▪ Parcel numbers are for inventory purposes by 

the assessors office to identify taxable parcels.

▪ These are not fixed.  They are periodically 

changed by the assessor staff.  Especially when a 

new parcel is created.

▪ Tax parcel numbers are not survey quality and 

create a conflict in title.  (Do you honor the 

picture?)



Legal Description NO No’s

Refrain from using Call to natural or physical 
monuments without being specific:

▪ Call to the corner of a shed is not specific.  There 

are at least 4 corners to choose from.

▪ Calling to a creek is not specific.  Is it the high water 

mark, thread of the stream, or average of the creek 

channel?

▪ Call to the county road is not specific.  Is the intent 

to go to the center or the right of way?

▪ Call to the 24” tree is not specific.  Is it a maple, oak 

or something rare?  



Legal Description NO No’s

Refrain from using adjoiners names:

▪ Using adjoiners names seems good, as long as 

everyone knows that property.  This becomes an 

issue in the following years as local knowledge 

fades away.  It becomes hard to tie down exactly 

what was owned by them.  Did they have more 

than one tract at that time?

▪ This is not specific.  This requires a timeline to 

know for certain.

▪ Use the adjoiners DEED information.



Legal Description NO No’s

Refrain from using parts of lots in subdivisions:

▪ As stated before, many municipalities have 

ordinances against subdividing land without a 

survey or plat.  

▪ This type of description does not take into account 

any errors found along the entire length of the 

subdivision. (must distribute errors 

proportionately)

▪ This creates junior and senior rights inadvertently.



Legal Description NO No’s

Refrain from using cardinal directions in fractions:

▪ The south half of lot 4 may not be parallel with 

the north or south line of lot 4.

▪ What is the west half of lot 25?



Legal Description NO No’s

Refrain from using cardinal directions in fractions:

▪ The south half of lot 4 may not be parallel with 

the north or south line of lot 4.

▪ What is the west half of lot 25?

Clearly none of these 
are the correct answer, 

it is somewhere in 
between



Sufficiency of description?

400.9-108.   Sufficiency of description. — (a)  Except as otherwise provided in subsections (c), (d), 
and (e), a description of personal or real property is sufficient, whether or not it is specific, if it 
reasonably identifies what is described.

(b)  Except as otherwise provided in subsection (d), a description of collateral reasonably 
identifies the collateral if it identifies the collateral by:

(1)  Specific listing;
(2)  Category;
(3)  Except as otherwise provided in subsection (e), a type of collateral defined in chapter 400;
(4)  Quantity;
(5)  Computational or allocational formula or procedure; or
(6)  Except as otherwise provided in subsection (c), any other method, if the identity of the 

collateral is objectively determinable.
(c)  A description of collateral as "all the debtor's assets" or "all the debtor's personal property" or 

using words of similar import does not reasonably identify the collateral.
(d)  Except as otherwise provided in subsection (e), a description of a security entitlement, 

securities account, or commodity account is sufficient if it describes:
(1)  The collateral by those terms or as investment property; or
(2)  The underlying financial asset or commodity contract.
(e)  A description only by type of collateral defined in chapter 400 is an insufficient description 

of:
(1)  A commercial tort claim; or
(2)  In a consumer transaction, consumer goods, a security entitlement, a securities account, or a 

commodity account.



Sufficiency of description?



Sufficiency of description?



Sufficiency of description?



Sufficiency of description?



Questions?


