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Guide to the Public Land Survey System 

The public land survey system (PLSS) is most often used on topographic maps published in the United States and has its roots in the early surveys of North America in the 1700s.  The PLSS system differs from the coordinate systems described above in that it is more descriptive, and relies less on absolute measurements of location.  It is useful in that it is a good way to give a quick approximation of a location, but the main drawback is its lack of accuracy.
	In each state*, early surveyors established a principal meridian running north-south, and a base line running east-west. These initial survey lines served as a basis for subsequent survey lines spaced at 24 mile intervals along the eastern, western, and southern boundaries.
(Why not the northern boundary as well?  hint:  Think of the relationship between latitude and longitude). 
Further subdivision of these ‘squares’ led to the creation of 16 smaller squares measuring six miles on a side (see the diagram, hopefully it will clear this up).
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When measuring in a north-south direction, each of these squares is called a township (in some localities a township is referred to as a tier).  When measuring in an east-west direction, each of these squares is called a range.  So, a 36 square mile area located between six and twelve miles east of the principal meridian and twelve to eighteen miles north of the base line would be called township (or tier) three north, range two east (written as T3N., R2E). Each township (tier) is further subdivided into 36 smaller squares covering roughly 1 square mile.
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