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Topographical Surveys for Development Land 

 

A topographical survey provides accurate measured information about the physical layout and levels 

of a site. It can form the common base for masterplanning, access design, drainage, landscape, 

architecture and engineering work. 

The survey may record ground levels, boundaries, roads, buildings, trees, water features, visible 

drainage and services, but the exact content depends on the specification agreed before fieldwork. 

It is not the same as a Land Registry title plan, legal boundary determination or underground utility 

survey. 

 

A measured survey provides the physical site information that planning and technical 

teams need, but its usefulness depends on the scope agreed before fieldwork. 

 

Why is the survey important? 

 

A well-specified topographical survey gives different members of the project team a consistent 

measured base. It reduces the risk of designers working from conflicting plans, identifies gradients 

and physical features early, and can avoid return visits where the required coverage and detail have 

been agreed in advance. 

 

• Provides measured horizontal positions and site levels 

• Records physical features needed for planning and design 

• Supports access, drainage, landscape and engineering work 

• Creates a common digital base for the consultant team 

• Helps identify where further specialist investigation is required 

 

Where does it sit in the development process? 

 

Initial site review  →  define survey brief  →  measured fieldwork  →  digital survey issue  →  masterplan 

and technical design  →  planning application 

 

Read the Full Online Topographical Surveys Guide 
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When Is a Topographical Survey Needed? 

 

A topographical survey is commonly needed once the project team requires reliable measured 

information to progress design. The correct timing depends on the planning route, the stage of the 

project and whether the key site constraints are already understood. 

Commissioning too early can waste money if the survey extent or required detail later changes. 

Commissioning too late can cause consultants to design from inaccurate mapping or return to site 

for missing information. The survey brief should therefore be informed by the people who will use the 

data. 

 

Commonly needed for 

 

Masterplanning, access design, drainage strategies, levels analysis, landscape work, engineering 

design, architectural layouts and planning submissions that rely on accurate site geometry. 

 

May be premature where 

 

The planning opportunity has not yet been assessed, the site boundary is uncertain, access feasibility 

is unresolved or the owner has not decided which part of a larger holding is actually being promoted. 

 

Use proportionate detail 

 

A small early-stage site may need a simpler brief than a major strategic allocation. The objective is 

to capture the information necessary for the current stage while avoiding foreseeable return visits. 

 

 

The correct timing depends on the planning route, the maturity of the project and the 

information the consultant team needs next. 

 

 

Read: Access & Highways for Development Land 
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What Should the Survey Specification Include? 

 

The survey specification controls what the surveyor measures and delivers. A quotation based only 

on “survey the site” can produce inconsistent assumptions about extent, accuracy, feature detail, 

highway coverage, levels, trees and digital outputs. 

 

Horizontal Position 
Accurate measured positions allow roads, boundaries, 
structures and other features to be coordinated on one digital 
base. 

Ground Levels 
Spot levels, breaklines and contours describe the site’s form 
and support drainage, highways and engineering design. 

Physical Boundaries 
Fences, hedges, walls, ditches and banks can be recorded 
as physical features without determining the exact legal 
boundary. 

Built Features 
Buildings, tracks, hardstanding, walls, kerbs, footways and 
structures can be measured where relevant to the project. 

Natural Features 
Trees, vegetation edges, watercourses, ponds and changes 
in terrain can be included to the level required by the brief. 

Digital Deliverables 
CAD, PDF, 3D surfaces, point clouds and other outputs 
should be agreed before quotation so every consultant 
receives usable information. 

 

A development-land survey brief should address: 

 

• Survey extent, including off-site highway or drainage areas where required 

• Purpose of the survey and the consultants who will rely on it 

• Coordinate system, level datum and survey control 

• Required accuracy, point density and contour interval 

• Boundaries, highways, structures, vegetation and water features to record 

• Visible drainage and utility apparatus required on the drawing 

• CAD, PDF, point-cloud, model or other required deliverable formats 

 

The specification should be issued to each tendering surveyor so quotations are based on the same scope. 

If an item is excluded, the project team should know before fieldwork rather than after design has begun. 

 

  



 

What Should Be Recorded on the Survey? 

 

The exact feature schedule depends on the project, but a development-land survey usually needs to 

record enough physical information for designers to understand the site and its immediate context. 

 

1. Boundaries and occupation — Fences, hedges, walls, gates, ditches, banks and other visible boundary or 

occupation features. 

 

2. Roads and access — Carriageway edges, kerbs, footways, verges, road markings, signs, street furniture 

and relevant visibility or junction areas. 

 

3. Levels and terrain — Spot levels, breaklines, banks, slopes, embankments, depressions and contours 

sufficient to represent the landform. 

 

4. Buildings and structures — Building footprints, walls, hardstanding, tracks, bridges, culverts, retaining 

structures and other relevant features. 

 

5. Trees and natural features — Tree positions or groups as specified, woodland edges, watercourses, ponds 

and other landscape features. 

 

6. Visible utilities and drainage — Manholes, gullies, chambers, poles, cabinets and other visible apparatus, 

while making clear that underground utility tracing is a separate service. 

 

 

The feature schedule should be tailored to the site and the intended planning, highways, 

drainage, landscape and engineering work. 

 

 

Read: Title Plans, Ownership and Legal Boundaries 
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Topographical Survey, Title Plan and Utility Survey 

 

Different plans and surveys answer different questions. A topographical survey accurately measures 

physical features and levels; it does not automatically establish legal ownership, underground services 

or the exact legal boundary. 

 

Survey Extent 
Mark exactly which land and off-site highway or drainage areas 
need to be measured. 

Purpose & Users 
Identify whether the data will support planning, highways, 
drainage, landscape, architecture or engineering. 

Coordinate System 
Specify the required horizontal coordinate system and how the 
project will be tied to survey control. 

Level Datum 
State the level datum so designers can compare levels 
consistently and reproduce them later. 

Accuracy & Density 
Set the level of accuracy and point density needed for the 
intended design work. 

Feature Schedule 
List boundaries, roads, buildings, trees, water features, visible 
services and other items to record. 

Deliverable Formats 
Agree CAD layers, PDF drawings, 3D surfaces, point clouds or 
other files required by the team. 

Limitations & Report 
Require clear notes on exclusions, inaccessible areas, 
assumptions, control and any limitations affecting reliance. 

 

The title plan, measured survey, utility information and planning red line should be coordinated rather 

than treated as interchangeable. Where the lines differ, the difference should be highlighted and 

investigated. 

 

  



 

How a Topographical Survey Is Carried Out 

 

Surveyors may use total stations, GNSS, laser scanning, drones, photogrammetry or a combination 

of techniques depending on the site, required accuracy, vegetation, safety and deliverables. 

 

1. Confirm the instruction — Agree the extent, feature schedule, accuracy, datum, deliverables, programme, 

access arrangements and known hazards. 

 

2. Establish survey control — Set or connect survey control so horizontal position and levels can be reproduced 

consistently by the project team. 

 

3. Undertake observations — Measure the required terrain and features using the most appropriate survey 

methods for the site. 

 

4. Process and classify data — Convert observations into controlled digital information, applying breaklines, 

feature coding and quality checks. 

 

5. Prepare drawings and models — Produce the agreed CAD, PDF, 3D, point-cloud or surface outputs and any 

survey report or limitations note. 

 

6. Quality check — Review completeness, control, levels, obvious anomalies, layer structure, labels and the 

relationship between adjacent survey areas. 

 

7. Issue and respond to queries — Distribute the controlled files to intended users and resolve questions while field 

observations remain current. 

 

 

Different survey technologies can be used, but the instruction, control, quality checking 

and deliverables must remain clear. 

 

 

Read: Access & Highways for Development Land 

 

 

Read: Flood Risk & Drainage for Development Land 
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How the Planning and Technical Team Uses the Survey 

 

A topographical survey becomes most valuable when the full consultant team uses the same 

controlled information. The survey should be distributed in the agreed coordinate system and version 

so that planning and technical drawings can be overlaid without avoidable mismatch. 

The survey does not itself determine whether land is suitable for development. It provides measured 

evidence that allows specialists to assess access, drainage, layout, landscape, engineering and 

other issues more reliably. 

 

Typical consultant uses include: 

 

• Planning and masterplanning: site context, layout testing and red-line preparation 

• Highways: access geometry, visibility, carriageway levels and junction design 

• Drainage: falls, low points, watercourses, outfall relationships and SuDS design 

• Landscape and arboriculture: landform, vegetation, trees, hedges and visual mitigation 

• Utilities and infrastructure: coordination with visible apparatus and specialist utility data 

• Engineering and earthworks: gradients, retaining needs, cut-and-fill and construction levels 

 

Use one controlled survey base 

 

Where separate consultants redraw boundaries or levels from different mapping sources, errors 

can accumulate. One well-specified survey base should be used wherever practicable, with legal 

and specialist datasets overlaid carefully. 

 

A single controlled survey base allows different disciplines to work from the same measured 

geometry and levels. 

 

 

  



 

What Affects Survey Cost and How Long Does It Remain 

Current? 

 

Survey cost varies with acreage, terrain, vegetation, access, required detail, accuracy, highway 

coverage, control, deliverables and turnaround. Two quotations can differ substantially because the 

underlying scopes are not the same. 

A large open field may be quicker to measure than a smaller but complex site containing buildings, 

dense vegetation, highways, watercourses or difficult level changes. Work outside the owner’s land 

can also require permissions or traffic-safety arrangements. 

 

Information that helps obtain comparable quotations 

 

Provide a marked survey extent, intended planning use, required highway coverage, feature 

schedule, coordinate and datum requirements, digital formats, programme, known hazards and any 

requirement for third-party reliance. 

 

Questions to ask the surveyor 

 

Ask about relevant land-survey experience, qualifications or professional regulation, insurance, 

quality procedures, exclusions, turnaround, ownership of the survey data and whether return visits 

are included if agreed items have been missed. 

 

 

Price and survey life depend on scope and site conditions rather than acreage alone. 

 

 

Read: Utilities & Infrastructure for Development Land 
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A Practical Survey Briefing Process for Landowners 

 

Common problems arise when the survey has been commissioned without a coordinated brief. 

Typical examples include insufficient highway coverage, an unclear level datum, vague hedge 

representation, missing ditch or bank detail, inconsistent tree information and visible services being 

mistaken for a complete utility survey. 

 

Review the Development Need 
Confirm the planning route and whether measured 
information is genuinely required at this stage. 

Ask the Team for Requirements 
Obtain input from highways, drainage, landscape, planning 
and other consultants who will use the data. 

Prepare a Marked Extent Plan 
Show the site plus all off-site road, verge, watercourse or 
infrastructure areas that need coverage. 

Issue One Written Specification 
Define features, accuracy, datum, deliverables, timing, 
hazards and reliance expectations for comparable 
quotations. 

Review the Surveyor and Scope 
Check experience, qualifications, insurance, exclusions, 
programme and whether access arrangements are workable. 

Check and Distribute the Issue 
Review the output promptly, resolve omissions and circulate 
one controlled survey version to the project team. 

 

Survey age and site change 

 

There is no universal expiry date. A survey may remain useful where the site is unchanged and the required 

accuracy and scope remain suitable. An update may be needed after new roads, earthworks, drainage works, 

building changes, vegetation clearance, boundary alterations or other material physical change. 

 

Value My Land can help review the planning opportunity before detailed survey work is commissioned and can 

coordinate the requirements of the consultant team where a funded promotion strategy is appropriate. The aim 

is to commission the right evidence at the right stage rather than incur avoidable cost. 

 

 

Request a Free Development Potential Assessment 
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Understand the Planning Need Before Paying 

for Detailed Survey Work 

Send us the site location and any existing plans or surveys. Value My Land can provide a free 

initial development-potential review and help identify whether a topographical survey is 

appropriate at the present stage. 

 

 

Telephone: 0800 061 4006 

Email: info@valuemyland.com 

www.valuemyland.com 

 

 

 

 

 

Measure the Site Once. Use the Information Across the Project Team. 

Further reading: Title Plans & Boundaries  |  Access & Highways  |  Flood Risk & Drainage  |  Utilities & Infrastructure 

valuemyland.com/call-for-sites-guidevaluemyland.com/topographical-surveys-for-development-land 

© Value My Land. This guide is provided for general information only and is not a survey specification, boundary opinion, planning appraisal or quotation. Landowners 
should appoint suitably qualified surveyors and obtain legal, planning, engineering and other specialist advice appropriate to the project. The contents must not be 
copied or reproduced in whole or in part without the written consent of Value My Land. 
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