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THE ETHICS OP ESTIMATING
by L .T . Lane, O.L.S. t P. Eng.

Editor's N ote: Mr. Lane advises he has prepared this article at the request of 
Council. "C oun cil has read it/ ’ he sa y s , and su ggested  it be published in 
" The Ontario Land Surveyor*\

Estim ating the cost of su rvey  work is becoming a consideration  of 
increasing im portance. As this a r t ic le  w ill  endeavour to show, p roper estim ating  
can help our public re la tions both as individuals and as a p ro fess ion a l group w h e re 
as im proper or m isleading estim ates  a re  damaging to the p ro fess ion  and a re ,  in 
fac t, unethical.

Land su rv e y o rs  are frequently  asked to submit e s tim a te s ,  or bids, to 
prospective  clients for su rveys  of va rious kinds. It is obvious that any prudent 
person contemplating the authorization of su rve y  work which w il l  be an expense to 
him would want, and be entitled to, an estim ate  of such expense.

It should be noted how ever that in the g reat m a jo r i ty  of cases the cost 
of the su rv e y  is not a c r i t ic a l  fac to r  in the p rop erty  tran saction  taking place. How
e ve r  where there is a valid  need fo r  a su rvey  then such su rv e y  is an e sse n tia l  
se rv ic e  which is an enabling fac tor in the tran saction  taking place. It is suggested  
that we would do well to keep this point constantly in mind.

To anyone fa m ilia r  with work of our Com m ittees on Complaints and 
D iscip line, it is quite c lea r that where too low an estim ate  of su rve y  fee is given 
e ither the su rve y o r  su ffe rs  f inancia lly  or the su rve y  su ffe rs  in quality - and in 
either case , the land surveying pro fession  su ffe rs .

A proper approach to the m atter  of indicating or estim ating surveying  
costs to the client would do a g rea t deal to elim inate a vexing problem  which is 
harming the p ro fess ion a l status of land surveying.

It is suggested here  that a m a jo r  part of the problem  stem s fro m  a myth. 
The myth would have it that a land su rveyo r  has nothing to s e l l  but his tim e and the 
time of his ass is tan ts . Let us examine this c a re fu lly  fo r  if this is t ru e ,  we are  not 
ju s t  fighting a losing battle in the m atte r  of p ro fess ion a l status, we have lost out.
In fact, how ever, it is not true and cannot be held to be so if the land su rve y o r  
thinks and acts as a p ro fess ion a l man. We render a se rv ic e  which is r a r e ly  a 
simple function of the time we put in but which can and should always be an e x e rc ise  
in p ro fess ion a l judgement. But only if there  is such p ro fess io n a l content to our • 
work may we be justif ied  in regarding o u rse lves  as p ro fess ion a l.

MP ro fess ion al"  has been defined as !,making a business of something  
not p ro p er ly  to be regarded  as a b u s in ess11. This would seem  to im ply that the true  
p ro fess ion a l man does not s e l l  t im e, or s e rv ic e ,  as a stra ight commodity.

The fact is that im proper estimating is unethical, f i r s t l y  because it is 
m isleading to the client and secondly because it tends to be re s t r ic t iv e  on the 
amount of e ffo rt  that w ill  go into making the su rvey . Any attempt to give clients  
assurances regarding su rvey  costs should be d e lib e ra te ly  and ca re fu l ly  qualified so
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as to leave the surveyor  f re e  to e x e rc ise  judgement during the conduct of his work. 
The one assurance  the su rve y o r  can give e th ica lly  should re la te  to the quality  and 
acceptability of his work, - that it w ill  be fu lly  sa t is fa c to ry  fo r  the client's purpose. 
This im p lies ,  of course, that the land su rve y o r  is fu lly  aw are  of the c lient's  p u r
pose as w e ll as a l l  aspects of his resp o n sib ility  in that regard .

F in a l ly  then let us face the hard facts of life  and d iscuss an appropriate  
p ro fess ion a l approach to the m atte r  of fe e s ,  such that w il l  (ideally) enable the land 
su rv e y o r  to deal in good fa ith  with the client and enable the c lient to have a re a l i s t ic  
ap p ra isa l of his costs for  land surveying s e rv ic e s .

The following suggestions a re  made toward this problem  and are  a lso  
intended to provoke fu rth e r  d iscussion  on it:

1. Bids and tenders  (or es tim ates  which can be in terp re ted  as such) sh a ll  
be prohibited by our Association  by B y-L a w .

2. The m anner in which "estimates" (or some p re fe rab le  ex p ressio n  such 
as "Indicated Fee") m a y b e  submitted to prospective  clients sh a ll  be re s t r ic te d  by 
B y-L a w . Among other things, any subm ission should include a statem ent by the 
land s u rv e y o r ,  which undertakes to provide a valid  su rv e y  which is fu lly  acceptable  
fo r  the intended purpose.

3. Land su rv e y o rs  should p rep are  standard fo rm s  fo r  estim ating costs fo r  
g enera l use. Such fo rm s should cover a ll possib le  phases of a su rve y .  Since any 
type of estim ate w ill  benefit f ro m  attention to detail, that a fo rm a l  approach be 
taken to estim ating appears justif iab le . This could w e ll  se rv e  to im prove  the 
effic iency  with which the work is u ltim ately  done.

In conclusion it m ust be admitted that in land surveying we have a 
problem  in fees that is d is s im i la r  f ro m  m ost of the other p ro fess ion s . This is so 
because the clients motive is g en era l ly  p ro fit  and the m inim izing of his costs is a 
legitim ate objective fo r  him. In this situation, we land su rv e y o rs  have a se r io u s  
need fo r c lear thinking about our own legitim ate objectives within our p rofession .

THE INTERCHANGE OF SURVEYORS' NOTES
by Andrew Gibson, O.L.S.

C le a r ly ,  s u rv e y o r 's  opinions on this subject depend e n tire ly  upon the 
size of their own stock of notes. An o ld-estab lished  f i r m  w ill  inveigh against the 
upstart  new s u rv e y o rs ,  (who, it is rum ored  in hushed tones, operate f ro m  a 
re c re a t io n  room  and whose wives answ er the telephone) who w il l  take everything  
but can give nothing-while the la tte r  f i rm s  are  resen tfu l  about the lack of c o -o p e r 
ation on the part of th e ir  le ss  "progressive"  co n fre re s .  Then there  is a la rge  group  
of middle sized f i r m s ,  neither too young nor too old, but ju st r igh t, who get about 
as much inform ation as they give, and are fr iends to a l l  without getting u lc e rs  about 
the vexing subject.

C erta in ly  it m e r i ts  attention, because the anomalous position in Ontario  
of private  s u rv e y o rs ,  who must p e r fo rm  a l l  the im p art ia l  functions of public 
se rvan ts  while acting in a p rivate  capacity, w ill  not su rv ive  much im pairm ent of


