
Don’t Wait For Polaris
------------------------------------------------ BY DAN MERSICH---------- --------------------------------------

Editor's Note: Some time ago I read  
in "Canadian Datasystems" an article 
about POLARIS b y  Mr. Mersich. I wrote 
asking permission to reprint. In response, 
Mr. Mersich expanded the article for us. 
W e are most grateful for this succinct 
treatment of a  matter of importance to us.

In response to an invitation from 
your editor, the following is to expand on 
a recent article by me which appeared in 
Canadian Datasystems regarding POL­
ARIS and the question of computer based 
land record systems. In it, I suggested 
that POLARIS is misdirected because it 
proposes highly ambitious technical solu­
tions over the next ten or twenty years, 
while overlooking less dramatic but use­
ful steps which can be taken immediately 
to ease a situation in Ontario Registry 
Offices which has been described as in 
a state of crisis.

By way of personal background, my 
private law practice has been restricted 
entirely to computer related matters for 
almost ten years, and I have been associ­
ated with the computer business in other 
capacities for fifteen years. As regards 
my experience and knowledge of land 
surveying, I can say that it is just enough 
to make me dangerous. I was employed 
as a summer student by R. Blake Erwin
O.L.S., who has not yet been sued for 
negligence as a result of my toil. Presum­
ably this means that the quality of my 
work was at least passable - or, that it 
still remains undetected.

Much of the confusion that sur­
rounds computer based registry lies in 
the mixing of two related but separate 
facets of such systems. Land surveying 
on the one hand, and document storage 
and retrieval on the other. Some reports 
and opinion have presumed that a 
universal grid is a highly desirable if not 
an absolutely necessary part of a compu­
ter based registry system. Even a casual 
inspection of that proposition reveals its 
weakness.

If the actual position of Blackacre 
does not agree with its legal description, 
then perhaps a simple survey is in order. 
If both location and description agree, 
but the searching of title in the Registry 
Office is problematical, then perhaps a 
new method of record keeping is needed. 
In either case it is unnecessary to put 
Ontario under a grid; a surveying task 
which most agree would be monumental 
if not impossible even with modern tech­
nology - eye in the sky satellites included.

Well then, where is the problem? We 
seem to have a solution in hand (compu­
ters) just begging for a problem to solve. 
The problem in my view lies in the 
method of record keeping and the 
tortured searching procedures which 
spring out of the Registry Act, a statute 
with which most readers here will have a 
passing familiarity. Therefore no attempt 
will be made here to explain those proce­
dures in detail except perhaps to contrast 
them with those under The Land Titles 
Act.

Under the Registry Act, a title search 
involves rummaging through several 
large volumes called abstracts and ferret­
ing out all document numbers pertaining 
the parcel in question. After these docu­
ments have been examined by the pur­
chaser’s solicitor, he is able to certify 
whether an unbroken chain of title goes 
back at least forty years, and whether 
there are any outstanding encumbrances 
on the parcel, such as a mortgage for 
example.

The job of searching is rarely done 
by the solicitor himself, rather it is given 
to a title searcher. The work is tedious 
and susceptible to error because document 
numbers and terse descriptions are 
scattered through several different ab­
stracts and intermingled with thousands 
of other entries regarding nearby lands.

To compound the madness, this 
whole procedure is repeated from scratch 
each time the parcel is sold, unless the 
purchaser’s solicitor happens to use the 
same searcher, who like a land surveyor 
builds a catalogue of past jobs.

By comparison, the Land Titles Act 
creates another system for keeping land 
records in Ontario, but it is structured 
much more sensibly. It gathers, on a 
single sheet of paper, all the document 
numbers which relate to a particular 
parcel, thereby eliminating the need to 
search abstracts. Furthermore the Master 
of Titles guarantees that all relevant docu­
ments in his office are accounted for on 
that single sheet.

Clearly then, one must ask why have 
computers at all? Why not just bring 
everything under Land Titles? If such a 
wholesale conversion could be easily 
accomplished, my own feelings would be 
strongly in that direction.

But I fear that the infrastructure of 
people and paper which has built up 
under the Registry Act is now so great 
that it has a critical mass all of its own

and therefore cannot be dismantled. 
Certainly that precedent is not unknown; 
institutions that have become useless or 
perhaps destructive some time repel all 
attempts to dislodge them. Cynics might 
even claim that lawyers have the greatest 
vested interest in the status quo and 
would therefore have the most to fear 
from a system not so dependent on them.

If then one accepts as a fact of life 
that Registry Act lands cannot be brought 
under Land Titles in a single stroke, it 
behooves him to examine how computers 
might be used to at least achieve an 
equivalent result. In this writer’s view, 
computers can play a very useful role; 
without disturbing existing procedures; 
without putting Ontario under a grid and 
without waiting ten to twenty years as 
POLARIS suggests.

The first and probably most import­
ant hurdle to clear is that of ascribing a 
unique identifier to a parcel of land, 
whether it be a city lot or a several hund­
red acre farm, in the same way that a 
SIN number is used for people. Conveni­
ently, the present system already operates 
so as to provide us with one - the registra­
tion number. Every document in a 
Registry Office has a serial number and 
is filed accordingly. One can see that a 
parcel of land will come to have many 
such numbers associated with it over 
time as deeds, mortgages, discharges and 
the like are registered.

If by decree a start date were to be 
named, then a given parcel could be 
given its unique identifier as a natural 
consequence of existing procedures mere­
ly by ascribing it with the next registra­
tion number that it gets through a sale. 
This would then become its permanent 
number.

In addition, a further decree would 
make it a requirement for the purchaser’s 
lawyer to submit the list of document 
numbers which make up the chain of 
title. Just as the chain of title is gathered 
in a single physical place under Land 
Titles (a single sheet of paper), it is 
gathered in a single logical place (compu­
ter memory) under an automated system.

Such an approach has the desirable 
features of leaving the existing Registry 
Act structure intact, and of naturally 
bringing high activity parcels into the 
new system first. This can be accelerated 
even more by making attractive offers to 
title searchers to put their catalogues into 
the system. After all, they would 
do the actual searching and are far better 
at it than lawyers.

On another related front, the deli­
cate political question of foreign owner­
ship in Ontario has raised its head from 
time to time, and no doubt has caused 
Queen’s Park to wonder about who is 

cont'd on page 12
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PSYCHIC SCIENCE

The Ottawa Octagon
We all know about the Bermuda 

triangle, that dreaded graveyard for 
ships and planes. On entering it, pilots 
and ship masters become disoriented. 
They no longer know which way is up, if 
they ever knew, and their compasses 
swing wildly. They and their crafts dis­
appear, Lloyd’s Lutine bell tolls once 
again, and surviving widows grieve or 
grin, depending on individual circum­
stances.

Just as with UFO’s, there is a con­
spiracy to hide the truth from us, lest 
we become upset, but to anybody with 
a genius for science, the matter is beyond 
dispute. I myself have gone into it very 
carefully, and am convinced that there 
is indeed a malign influence at work in 
the Triangle. To avoid confusing lay read­
ers with scientific terms, I will only say 
that certa'n anomalies in the earth’s mag­
netic field permit a spatial vortex, popu­
larly known as a Black Hole, to be­
come stationed in the ionosphere over 
the Triangle. This Black Hole periodically 
sinks down to suck up a passing aircraft 
or a Liberian oil tanker (for reasons not 
yet fully explained, Black Holes are very 
partial to flags-of-convenience ships), 
converts it to the dimensions of a bathtub 
toy, and then goes back up to wait for 
another victim. A sinister intelligence is 
clearly at work, but, not wishing to 
alarm you, I will merely say that a close
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buying land. Reports from the govern­
ment that it does not have that informa­
tion cause me dismay, for it is a simple 
ma ter to glean it from the daily 
act vities in the county land registry 
offices. A one line report describing each 
registered sale as to its price, zoning and 
residence of the parties can be created in 
a few minutes each day. These data can 
be electronically massaged by computers 
to provide very revealing reports.

Whatever route government decides 
to follow, it should first decide what 
goals it wishes to achieve. To date that 
seems to have been at the bottom of the 
problem. A system like that which I 
have described makes no pretence to 
being elaborate or space age. It simply 
attempts to put computers to work doing 
the dull mindless things which they do 
best, namely sifting through mountains 
of data.

The computer community tends to 
get drunk on its own wine. Its incurable 
optimism has it believing that anything 
can be done at the push of a button. If 
computerization of land registry gets 
caught up in that whirlwind of euphoria 
it can only land with a resounding 
thump. •

watch should be kept on persons with 
Milhous or Henry in their names.

I myself, while flying in the Carib­
bean (Sunflight, $450 Can dbl oc- 
cup’cy) had a narrow escape. I noted 
that my watch had stopped, and that 
the magnetic field was so powerful that 
it had unwound the spring. I com­
municated my fears to the captain, 
who looked at me fixedly and by putting 
his fingers to his lips wordlessly asked 
me to keep it from the other passengers 
who, fortunately, were all preoccupied 
with the free bar. The crisis passed.

I must now frankly state that my 
researches have convinced me that the 
Bermuda Triangle is not an isolated 
p h e n o m e n o n .  There are other 
geometrical figures into which other 
Black Holes dive, one of them being 
not far from us. I refer specifically to the 
Ottawa Octagon, contained by the figure 
joining Aylmer - Hull - Ottawa - Mano- 
tick - Richmond - Carleton Place - 
Almonte - Kanata. As I shall demon­
strate, dark and powerful forces are at 
work there.

Disorientation accompanied by a 
vague mental turmoil is sure evidence 
of the proximity of a Black Hole. I would 
point out to the sceptical that it is almost 
impossible to drive in central Ottawa 
without such symptoms. Only yesterday, 
wishing to go to the Art Gallery, I at­
tempted to navigate the Sussex Rectangle, 
and found myself variously going the 
wrong way down Elgin St. over the bridge
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to Hull, into the Chateau parking lot, and 
threading my way among the baskets of 
vegetables in the Market. Admitting de­
feat, I parked at a bus stop and asked 
to be towed away.

But my personal experiences are of 
no moment. What does matter is the 
effect that the Octagon has on our 
government. I knew, as soon as I heard 
that the Constitutional Conference was 
to be held in Ottawa, that it was doom­
ed. This was confirmed by watching the 
proceedings on T.V. All of the par­
ticipants were affected, although there 
are grounds for believing that habitues 
of the capital are more resistant than 
others, and, in accordance with the 
genetic theory of Lysenko, sons of habi­
tues are affected least of all. On the other 
hand, those living on the coasts are espec­
ially vulnerable, Premiers Bennett and 
Peckford being barely compos mentis.

How should we, as concerned 
citizens, deal with the manifest danger 
to our country of having a Black Hole 
stationed permanently over the capital, 
threatening to swoop down and swallow 
up the entire Senate? (I plan to check 
this out to see if it has already happened). 
My suggestions are as follows: first, write 
to our MP’s, alerting them to the danger, 
and suggesting that they wear lead-lined 
skull caps when in Ottawa. Second, move 
the capital to Wawa.

Above all, avoid panic, even if the 
Senate does vanish. •  A.G.

H en ry  St. John, pp. 208 - 209.

Survey R eview . D irectora te  of O verseas 
Surveys.

V olum e X X V , No. 196, A pril 1980.

“S urvey R ed u ction  for G lacier M ovem ent 
S tu d ies.” A. C. W ager, et. al. pp. 251 - 263.

“A  Sim ple A d justm en t for a Sim ple Case 
of T r ila tera tion .” K en n eth  D. R obert­
son, pp. 264 - 267.

“D eterm in ation  of a  Local G eodetic D atum  
from  A strogeod esy .” F. L. Clarke, pp. 268 - 
279.

“A stro fixes by the M ethod of E qual Z enith  
D ista n ces .” B. R. B ow ring, pp. 280 - 284.
Surveyin g  and M apping. T he A m erican  
C ongress on S u rvey in g  and M apping. V ol­
um e X L, No. 3, Septem ber 1980.
“A P ra ctica l A p plication  o f T rila teration  
in Open P it  Coal M ines.” R obert W. Sav- 
idge, pp. 311 - 313.
“T he R etra cem en t.” L eonard L. Lam pert, 
pp. 315 - 323.
“Solution  of the D irect and In verse  Prob­
lem s on R eferen ce E llip so id s.” W. Jan k  and  
L. A. K ivioja, pp. 325 - 337.
“Som e N otes on the N orm al G ravity  
F orm u las.” H erbert W. Stoughton , pp. 339 - 
342.
“M oonlighting.” B ernard  H. Larson, pp. 
343 - 347.
“H is M ajesty’s Land S urvey In struction s  
in N ew  Spain .” F id el Lopez, pp. 353 - 356.

12 THE ONTARIO LAND SURVEYOR, WINTER 1981


