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In august 2008 the Irish Institution of Surveyors published a green paper proposing significant re-
form of boundary surveys in Ireland, which outlined many national reasons and international trends
driving the need for this reform. The authors studied case studies of boundary disputes in Ireland to
identify issues causing concern and developed proposals to introduce standards for boundary surveys
to minimise these issues for the future. The findings suggested that a dual system using conclusive
and non-conclusive boundaries should be adopted to allow landowners to register boundaries as con-
clusive under certain conditions. Landowners should be allowed to decide if they wished to remain
with non-conclusive boundaries, or whether they wished to agree their boundaries with adjoining
owners and register them as conclusive. The land register would then record a variety of extra infor-
mation about boundaries registered as conclusive and the proposed concept recommended a gradual
migration towards conclusive boundaries over a number of decades.
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Introduction:
Ireland has a dual system of land adminis-
tration for land tenure consisting of the Reg-
istry of Deeds (RoD) and Land Registry (LR).
The RoD and LR are currently under the con-
trol and management of the Property Regis-
tration Authority (PRA), which was estab-
lished under the Registration of Deeds and
Titles Act (Oireachtas 2006). 

Under the Irish Government’s e-Govern-
ment strategy e-Conveyancing was identi-
fied as a policy, which could result in signifi-
cant benefits to a wide range of stakeholders.
Consequently, significant reform of the exist-
ing system is planned to enable the develop-
ment and introduction of an e-Conveyancing
system for Ireland.

 «As you know the Government is commit-
ted to moving towards e-Government and I
see the move towards e-conveyancing as a
vital part of this project» An Taoiseach, Mr.
Bertie Ahern T.D., 23/6/2005

This reform programme presents an oppor-
tunity to review all aspects of the current
system. The Irish Institution of Surveyors
established a Commission on Land Registra-
tion in autumn 2006 to prepare a report in
this regard. The Green Paper Proposing Re-
form of Boundary Surveys in Ireland was
then published two years later and now proc-
esses are underway to persuade the authori-
ties and the other professions of the benefits
of adopting these new ideas. 

Although there are major benefits within
the e-Conveyancing process for adopting con-
clusive boundaries, many more benefits of
land registration reform lie in other areas
such as interoperability for GIS and SDI in a
range of sectors such as spatial planning and
land taxation, and the supply of better qual-
ity information to enhance decision making
with regards to land policies relating to envi-
ronmental management, agriculture, mari-
culture & aqua-culture, coastal defences, and
many more.
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Irish Land Administration Systems for 
Land Tenure:
The RoD was established in Ireland in 1707
as a repository to voluntarily register deeds
and conveyances relating to land and to give
priority to registered deeds over unregistered
deeds. Although the system was voluntary,
the potential of a penalty for not registering
deeds was an incentive for registration.

The RoD retains a memorial (summary) of
the deeds submitted for registration and the
original deeds are returned. It also retains
an index of lands, but this index was discon-
tinued in 1946. Deeds may (not necessarily)
also contain a map associated with the deed,
but these maps are of variable quality, some
also contain dimensions, and some are of ex-
cellent quality.

However, the RoD system was perceived
as slow, expensive and inconclusive, so a new
system of land registration was established
in 1891 to improve the land administration
system for recording land tenure. The focus
of the new system was on rural areas and a
government grant scheme was provided to
permit tenant farmers purchase their land-
holdings with the condition that the farms
once purchased were registered in the LR. 

This LR system was based on the Torrens
system, but with one significant difference.
Large scale topographic maps from Ord-
nance Survey Ireland (OSi) were used to
record property boundaries rather than cre-
ating a cadastre. This led to the adoption of a
system of non-conclusive boundaries (Irish
terminology for general boundaries). Essen-

tially property boundaries are delineated us-
ing topographic features on OSi maps, which
have created three differences to fixed
boundary systems, which are:

– The location of the title boundary within
the topographic feature is not determined;

– The ownership of topographic feature (if
there is one) containing the boundary is
not established;

– The position of any title boundary is re-
garded as approximate.

This use of non-conclusive boundaries within
the Irish land registration system allows the
three main public stakeholders to transfer risk
with respect to boundaries. Ordnance Survey
Ireland cannot be challenged on the accuracy
of the position of boundaries, because they sur-
vey topographic features not title boundaries.
The Property Registration Authority cannot be
challenged on the accuracy of their title bound-
aries because they only accept the accuracy of
what Ordnance Survey Ireland supplies them.
Consequently if there is an accuracy issue,
PRA state it should be taken up with Ord-
nance Survey Ireland or with the party who
submitted that particular boundary. As a re-
sult boundaries are only approximate, so the
State cannot be challenged for not providing a
State guarantee for boundaries. Therefore one
can deduce that all three stakeholders benefit
from non acceptance of responsibility to define
boundaries with clarity. The green paper chal-
lenges this status quo and suggests that secu-
rity of tenure is being undermined by it. 
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Figure 1 – Risk transfer between public stateholders within Ireland’s non-
conclusive boundary system
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A comparison of the Irish LR system with in-
ternational cadastral systems reveals signif-
icant similarities and fundamental differenc-
es (figure 2). There is very little difference in
the structure and the information contained
in the textual part, but there are significant
differences between the types of information
held in the mapping part. The cadastral map
is supported with measurements, descrip-

tions and coordinates of markers, which de-
fine boundaries on the ground but there is an
absence of evidence supporting the location
of boundaries in the LR index map. When the
position of a line on the cadastral map is
challenged in a boundary dispute, there is
supporting evidence available from the land
register / cadastre to assist in resolving the
dispute. This is not the case in Ireland.

e-Conveyancing:
The conveyancing process in Ireland is per-
ceived as being complex, inefficient and costly,
due to the quantity of documentation in-
volved, the diversity of information sources
and the number of stakeholders involved (Law
Reform Commission, 2006). Additionally, ad-
vances in technology resulted in an increased

demand to conduct business on-line, both in
Ireland and internationally. Consequently, the
Law Reform Commission (LRC) contracted
management and technology consultants
Bearing Point in 2003 to conduct an in-depth
study to model the current conveyance process
in Ireland as a preliminary stage to developing
a model for an e-Conveyance process.
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Figure 2 – Comparison between the information recorded in the Irish and German land re-
gistration systems

Figure 3 – Proposed «Vision Statement» for e-Conveyancing in Ireland
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The Law Reform Commission’s Report on e-
Conveyancing: Modelling of the Irish Con-
veyancing System (2006) proposed a vision
statement for e-Conveyancing (figure 3)
which requires a multitude of developments
and reforms under five main headings:

– Process – development and implementa-
tion of an electronic conveyance process;

– Information – Conversion of information
into digital form;

– IT Systems – development and implemen-
tation of an Information Technology Archi-
tecture for e-Conveyancing;

– Legislation – reform of relevant primary
and secondary legislation;

– Education – enhancing stakeholder skills
to use the new system. 

The report also proposed an e-Conveyancing
model for the future (figure 4) in which sur-
veyors are identified as one of the main pro-
fessional stakeholders who progress the
property transfer for the consumer. The re-
port recommended the establishment of an e-
Conveyancing Project Board as a steering
group to coordinate the development and im-
plementation of e-Conveyancing process.
The Irish Institution of Surveyors (IIS) is not
currently represented on the e-Conveyanc-
ing Project Board, but considering the contri-
bution the IIS has already made with the
publication of the green paper and the estab-
lishment of the Inter-Professional Task
Force on Property Boundaries the IIS would
welcome active participation in this project. 

The Law Society of Ireland’s e-Vision:
The e-Conveyancing Task Force of the Law
Society of Ireland recently published their
proposals called e-Vision: «Back to basic
principles – vision of an electronic system for
conveyancing» (2008). This e-Vision states
that the current conveyancing process has
been used by the State as a tool for imple-

menting social policy, for the collection of tax,
for statutory enforcement and various other
aims, for which the process was not designed.
As a result, The Law Society states that even
the most basic residential conveyance now
requires multiple enquiries that have little
to do with ownership, transfer and security
of title. Consequently the primary recom-

Figure 4 – Overview of the proposed e-Conveyancing model for the future
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mendation of the e-Conveyancing task force
was that the conveyancing process be paired
back to basics of simply transferring title.
Much detailed legislative, procedural and
administrative reform will be necessary to
achieve this including a number of interest-
ing recommendations from the perspective of
surveyors, which are:

a) A recommendation to move from ‘caveat
emptor’ (buyer beware) to seller disclo-
sure for property transactions because it
is considered no longer appropriate to
modern conditions. This would move the
responsibility from the buyer (to ensure
they acquire what they think they are
purchasing) to the seller (to make a decla-
ration of what they are selling). The IIS
Commission on Land Registration consid-
ers that this declaration should also in-
clude a detailed description of the proper-
ty boundaries. However if any issues
were subsequently discovered which were
not disclosed, the seller may have a case
to answer.

b) A recommendation that title to all land in
the State, and any interests in land must
be registered in the Land Registry. The
two main effects of this proposal are:
- That all properties currently registered

in the Registry of Deeds (currently esti-
mated at five hundred to six hundred
thousand properties mainly in urban
areas) should be transferred to and reg-
istered in Land Registry and that the
Registry of Deeds should subsequently
be closed;

- That no interest should affect title un-
less it is registered, (i.e. if it not regis-
tered then it is not legal, so the many
exemptions which currently apply to
registration would no longer apply). The
title Register should be definitive, con-
clusive and all encompassing. 

The e-Vision proposals highlight the impor-
tance of the three original fundamental prin-
ciples of land registration:

– The mirror principle – the register of title
reflects accurately and completely beyond

all argument the facts that are material to
the title;

– The curtain principle – the register is the
sole and definitive source of information
for purchasers;

– The insurance principle – if as a result of
human error the title is proven to be defec-
tive in any way then the person or persons
suffering loss as a result must be able to
claim compensation.

The Report (2008) states that the primary
aim of the e-Vision is to ensure that property
professionals can be confident in the reliabil-
ity of information being supplied by the e-
Conveyancing system, so there is a need for
quality assurance (validation of electronic
information), standardisation (of data defini-
tions and forms) and professionalization
(better understanding of the different roles
played by the property professionals).

The Property Registration Authority’s 
Digital Mapping Project:
The conversion of the LR information into
digital form has been ongoing since the mid
to late 1990s and the digital mapping project
got underway in 2006 to convert the informa-
tion from its mapping archive of approxi-
mately 36,000 maps into digital format by
way of a commercial contract. In order to un-
dertake this project it was necessary for OSi
to harmonise the specification of their three
large scale map series (1:1000 – urban,
1:2500 – sub-urban & 1:5000 – rural) using a
specification enhancement process. Conse-
quently an agreement was reached between
OSi & PRA to complete this harmonisation
over a 5 year period in an agreed sequence
for the counties slightly ahead of the PRA
digital mapping project. 

The digitisation process was carried out in
India in compliance with conditions set out
in a digitisation protocol (PRA 2007). Phase
one created seed points for each property,
which were then electronically linked to the
textual part of the register, called folios in
Ireland. This created a link between the
mapping information and the folio informa-
tion, but without property boundaries at this
stage (figure 5).
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In phase two, the property boundaries are
digitised on a County by County basis as fol-
lows:

– Registration in the particular County was
suspended (normally for 2 to 3 months);

– The LR maps for the County were scanned
on site in Ireland;

– The scans of the LR maps and the harmo-
nised OSi maps were delivered to the con-
tractor in India;

– The scans were geo-rectified onto the new
national grid for Ireland, ITM (Irish
Transverse Mercator);

– The scans were then viewed on screen
with the OSi vector map on top;

– If a topographic feature on the OSi map
was within a certain tolerance (Table 1) of
the registered title boundary on the LR
scanned maps, then the location of the
boundary as defined by the OSi topo-
graphic feature was adopted as correct.
The polyline geometry (coordinates) of the
OSi topographic feature was copied into
the LR layer for title boundaries;

– A polygon was created for the parcel once
all the polylines for the parcel were com-
pleted;

– The parcel polygon was linked to the seed
point, which was already linked to the fo-
lio information (figure 6)

Figure 5 – Seed points for properties in a
County where the boundaries have not yet
been digitised (red dots signify freehold,
green dots signify leasehold, and no dot signi-
fies unregistered land which is assumed to be
registered in the Registry of Deeds) (Source –
PRA www.landdirect.ie).

Figure 6 – Seed points (red dots) and bound-
aries of properties (red lines) in a County
which has been digitised (Source – PRA
www.landdirect.ie). 

Table 1 – Digitising tolerances used in the
PRA digital mapping project for the accept-
ance of topographic features on OSi maps in
lieu of the location of registered title bounda-
ries on the PRA scanned maps (PRA 2007).

The PRA are to be congratulated on a
number of issues relating to this digital map-
ping project:

– There has been a significant improvement
in cartographic quality of PRA maps (fig-
ure 6);

– Since the boundary lines were not re-digi-
tised, time was saved in the digitising
process, but more importantly the coordi-
nates of the PRA title boundaries exactly
match OSi topographic features in most
cases (some boundaries are not associated
with OSi features) thus eliminating diffi-
culties in the future resulting from multi-
ple definitions of the same feature;

– Initially the IIS Commission on Land Reg-
istration considered the tolerances (table
1) to be too large, but the digitisation was
in effect a national rectification of PRA
boundaries after a century of recording
them on paper. Consequently, the Com-

MAP SCALE AREA TOLERANCE

1:1 000 Urban ± 1.0m

1:2 500 Sub-urban ± 3.0m

1:10 560 Rural ± 20.0m

 



Forslag om reform i måling av eiendomsgrenser i Irland

KART OG PLAN   2–2009 79

mission now agrees that the tolerances
had to be made sufficiently large to enable
the rectification to take place for a high
percentage of boundaries;

However, the IIS considers there are a
number of adverse effects also:

– Numerous cases have been identified by
IIS members where the digitising toler-
ances were not large enough to rectify reg-
istered title boundaries onto OSi topo-
graphic features, the boundaries were dig-
itised in their old positions, even though it
is obvious in some cases that new digital
boundary is incorrect (figure 7);

– IIS members have recorded a lower
number of cases where the registered title
boundary was rectified in association with
an OSi topographic feature which was sur-
veyed in an incorrect position (figure 8).
This is not the norm, and the positional ac-
curacy of new OSi maps has generally im-
proved compared to the legacy mapping; 

– In a significantly less number of cases the
registered title boundary was not rectified
in association with OSi topographic fea-
tures even though the distance was less
that the digitising tolerance set (figure 9);

Figure 7 – PRA digital title boundaries (red
line) which do not conform to OSi mapping
(black lines) and are obviously incorrect
(Source – PRA www.landdirect.ie).

Figure 8 – PRA digital title boundaries (red
lines) overlain with boundary survey (blue
lines). OSi and PRA maps do not include
small area highlighted measuring 6.7m x
11.4m – OSi survey from aerial photos misin-
terpreted topographic feature under copse of
trees (Source – IIS member).

Figure 9 – Distance between PRA digital title
boundary (black line) and OSi topographic
feature (green line) is only 1 metre and was
not rectified, even though the tolerance at this
scale is +/- 3.0m (Source – Scan of PRA File
Plan and OSi digital map on top). 

The Green Paper proposing Reform of 
Boundary Surveys:
The Irish Institution of Surveyors estab-
lished a Commission on Land Registration in
autumn 2006 to prepare for the introduction
of e-Conveyancing in Ireland. The PRA digit-
al mapping project was one piece required to
implement e-Conveyancing and since the
project was over five years to be completed in
2010 the timing was opportune. The Com-
mission met weekly for over a year and dis-
cussed numerous case studies of boundary
disputes and the green paper went through a
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consultative process and numerous editions
before publication in August 2008. Up to this
stage these discussions were confined to ap-
proximately 100 surveyors, so the green pa-
per was widely circulated to broaden this de-
bate to:

– all IIS members;
– all the professional bodies involved in the

property sector including the Society of
Chartered Surveyors, the Institution of
Civil Engineering Surveyors, Engineers
Ireland, the Royal Institute of Architects
of Ireland, the Law Society of Ireland, the
Bar Council, and the Irish Auctioneers
and Valuers Institute;

– the two main State agencies involved –
Ordnance Survey Ireland (OSi) and the
Property Registration Authority (PRA)

– over 100 academics in third level institu-
tions involved in teaching under-graduate
and post-graduate programmes for prop-
erty professionals;

– Internationally to members of CLGE the
European umbrella body for surveying
(Council of European Geodetic Surveyors)
and to members of FIG the global associa-
tion for surveying (International Federa-
tion of Surveyors).

Since publication many presentations have
been made to the Property Registration Au-
thority’s GI Users Group, representatives of
the Law Society’s Conveyancing Committee,
the Society of Chartered Surveyors, South
Tipperary County Council, Compass Infor-
matics, and a visiting group from University
College Bergen in Norway. A series of arti-
cles have also been published in the Convey-
ancing & Property Law Journal, the Engi-
neers Journal, and the IAVI Property Valuer
and a number of smaller articles have also
been published in successive issues of Geo-
matics World stimulating debate of these is-
sues in the UK. More recently a paper was
presented to a two day international confer-
ence in Bergen in Norway on the 29/30th

April 2009. 
One of the key concerns identified in the

green paper is that the non-conclusive
boundary system used for land registration
in Ireland does not provide adequate securi-

ty for landowners and that the Irish public
have been unaware of the significant defi-
ciencies of the current system. It highlights
the fact that the position of all the new digit-
al PRA boundaries are different from their
positions on the original paper maps and
consequently these new PRA maps cannot be
taken at face value any longer. 

It proposes the introduction of a new four
star service for boundary surveys for the
Irish market to be offered in parallel to the
three star service currently available. The
new four star service proposes that PRA
maps should be checked on the ground by
qualified surveyors in a three stage process
involving:

a) a scoping stage to compare the boundaries
on the new PRA digital map in relation to
the boundaries on the ground to identify if
there are any issues which may need re-
solving; 

b) a ground truth survey of the current line of
occupation to an accuracy standard signif-
icantly better than OSi and PRA maps (to
ensure they cannot be contested);

c) a map analysis which produces a ‘bounda-
ry discrepancy map’ using standard col-
ours to signify particular issues, such as
- Green – area of land inside the title

boundary and occupied on the ground;
- Amber – area of land inside the title

boundary, but not occupied on the
ground (this will include ownerships ex-
tending to the centre of roadways which
is normal registration practice in Ire-
land);

- Red – area of land outside the title
boundary, but occupied on the ground
(These areas need to be resolved to en-
sure the Land Registry map accurately
records the position on the ground).

The provision of a series of CPD (Continuous
Professional Development) events on need
for reform of boundary surveys is expected to
continue. Many IIS members have already
put the boundary survey proposals into ef-
fect and these will be invited to present case
studies on their surveys at a workshop dur-
ing summer 2009 to learn lessons on the
practicalities of the proposals in the green
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paper and the range of interpretations being
taken by different surveyors. Additionally an
application to the Law Society is being pre-
pared to acquire accreditation for providing
CPD seminars on boundary surveys for the
legal profession. Furthermore a range of
seminars and workshops will be provided for
surveyors throughout 2009 to enhance their
skills for boundary surveys in preparation
for issuing of licences, which currently has
been deferred by the IIS for a number of
months.

Although the Law Society’s e-Vision docu-
ment specifically deals with information in
the folios, the green paper proposes very sim-
ilar concepts for the corresponding PRA
mapping information. There is a parallel
need for professionals to be as confident in
the reliability of mapping information as
well as the folio information supplied by the
e-Conveyancing system. Consequently these
two documents from two separate profes-
sional bodies both recommend significant
change of system of land registration for Ire-
land’s needs in the 21st century. 

Inter-Professional Task Force on 
Property Boundaries:
Although the green paper has stimulated a
significant debate in the surveying profes-
sion in Ireland and to a lesser extent in the
other professions involved in the property
sector, the two main state agencies, the PRA
and OSi have not yet responded to it formal-
ly.

The solutions outlined in the green paper
cannot be developed and implemented in iso-
lation by surveyors, so there was a need to in-
volve wider participation. Consequently the
IIS established an ‘Inter-Professional Task
Force for Property Boundaries’ and invited
all the professional bodies involved in the
property sector to nominate two representa-
tives to participate. The first meeting took
place in on 1st April 2009 and representa-
tives attended from the Law Society, Engi-
neers Ireland, the Society of Chartered Sur-
veyors, the Royal Institute of Architects of
Ireland, the Irish Auctioneers & Valuers In-
stitute, the Irish Planning Institute and the
Irish Institution of Surveyors. The discus-

sion ranged over many mapping issues im-
pacting upon the services offered by all these
professions and a preliminary list of map-
ping difficulties was created. 

The next meeting is scheduled for mid
May and the Law Society of Ireland has of-
fered to host it. Additionally it was decided at
the first meeting to invite representation
from the Property Registration Authority
and Ordnance Survey Ireland, so invitations
have been issued in this regard. At the sec-
ond meeting all of the professions will
present 15 minute presentations describing
the current difficulties being experienced
and offering initial ideas on how they might
be resolved. A draft ‘terms of reference’ will
also be tabled for discussion to decide on the
scope and objectives for the work of the task
force. The ultimate intention of the Irish In-
stitution of Surveyors is to develop these ide-
as into recommended solutions set out in a
white paper supported by all the professional
bodies involved.

The IIS considers that this multi-discipli-
nary input is the best way to ensure the solu-
tions developed are pragmatic, simple, effec-
tive and cost efficient. At this early stage the
input has been positive and the green paper
has stimulated a growing debate and signifi-
cant reform is now being discussed by all the
professions involved.

The EU INSPIRE Directive:
The EU INSPIRE Directive was published in
May 2007, so each EU Member State has un-
til May 2009 to transpose it into national leg-
islation. Unlike any previous EU Directive it
will be implemented using two mechanisms,
Implementing Rules that will be binding,
and Guidelines which will not be binding.
The full range of spatial datasets has been
listed under three categories of decreasing
priority and cadastral parcels are listed in
the highest priority list of Annex 1. This
means cadastral parcels are considered as
reference data as the smallest / lowest / basic
unit of ground with homogenous rights, re-
strictions and responsibilities to land and
unique ownership. Therefore they are impor-
tant as generic information locators and a
key means of linking information to other
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thematic fields such as environmental re-
strictions, soil management, spatial plan-
ning & land use zoning, infrastructure man-
agement, public lands management, flood
risk management and others.

The intention is for a defined level of har-
monisation of data specifications for all of
these datasets across Europe to facilitate in-

teroperability of datasets and services. Ver-
sion 2 of the Data Specifications for all of the
Annex 1 datasets were published in Decem-
ber 2008 and the specification for cadastral
parcels outlines the information attributes
necessary for boundaries and parcels (IN-
SPIRE 2008), which are:

The INSPIRE specification has very many
positive aspects and defined the require-
ments with clarity, but the IIS Commission
on Land Registration was disappointed that
only minimum standards were specified for
accuracy of parcel geometry without any ref-
erence to what best practice might be. There
is a need for national professional bodies in
association with CLGE and FIG to describe
this best practice.

Conclusions:
A number of workshops and seminars are
planned to be held during 2009 to enhance
skills of boundary surveyors, including:

– Workshop for surveyors to discuss find-
ings of testing survey standards outlined
in green paper;

– Seminars to debate survey methodologies
suitable for boundary surveys – the con-
tinued use of old procedures versus the de-
velopment of new procedures to exploit
modern technology (use of GPS in Net-
work RTK mode);

– Training Courses for surveyors on media-
tion for boundary disputes, land and con-
veyancing law, and surveying & mapping
standards for boundary surveys.

In the opinion of the IIS the state of a na-
tion’s boundaries defines the image of the
surveying profession. Surveyors in Ireland
need to be more professional and significant-
ly improve the quality of their service to ad-
dress this issue. The IIS Commission on
Land Registration realises that change will
not happen in a major jump, but in a series of
incremental coordinated steps primarily to
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end date & time (if appropriate) 

PARCEL (single area) 

� Geometry - polygon (coordinates) 

� InspireID - unique parcel identification 

number - UPIN 

� National Cadastral Reference - link to 

text information - folio number or seed 

point number 

� National Calculated Area - area 

computed from digital information 

� Label - extra information - plan number? 

� Reference point - existing seed point 

� Original map scale - 1000, 2500 or 5000 

� Estimated accuracy - absolute in meters 

- 1m urban & 2.5m rural recommended 
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Figure 10 – INSPIRE specification for cadastral boundaries and parcels (INSPIRE 2008).
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satisfy the needs of landowners. This can
best be achieved in a partnership arrange-
ment between private surveyors and the ex-
isting stakeholders.

The green paper has served its function to
raise awareness and stimulate debate on
these important issues. If the Inter-Profes-
sional Task Force on Property Boundaries
performs as it is hoped, a white paper is an-
ticipated in 12 to 24 months where the con-
tent is likely to address a wider reform of
land registration rather than just reform of
boundary surveys.
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