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Earl F. Burkholder             May 6, 2026 

 

Ask ChatGPT. . . Summarize the pro's and con's for continued use of the 

U.S. Survey Foot rather than the International Foot. 

 

ChatGPT response: 

 

*********************************************** 

 

The debate over keeping the U.S. Survey Foot versus fully adopting the 

International Foot is mostly about precision, consistency, and 

practicality. The difference between them is tiny—1 U.S. survey foot = 

1200/3937 meters (~0.30480061 m) vs. 1 international foot = exactly 

0.3048 meters—but that small gap can matter in certain contexts. 

 

Here’s a clear breakdown of the pros and cons of continuing to use the 

U.S. Survey Foot: 

 

   Pros of Continuing the U.S. Survey Foot 

 

1. Legacy data compatibility: 

 

A massive amount of geospatial, cadastral, and infrastructure data in 

the U.S. was created using the survey foot. Keeping it avoids: 

 

• Reprocessing old datasets 

• Introducing conversion errors 

• Breaking alignment with historical records 

 

2. Legal and land survey continuity 
 

Property boundaries, plats, and legal descriptions often rely on the 

survey foot. Maintaining it: 

 

• Preserves consistency in legal definitions 

• Avoids disputes caused by tiny shifts in boundary locations 

 

3. Minimal short-term disruption 

 

Switching units across industries (surveying, engineering, GIS) 

requires: 

 

• Updating software and workflows 

• Training personnel 

• Auditing existing data 

 

Keeping the survey foot delays or avoids these costs. 
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   Cons of Continuing the U.S. Survey Foot 

 

1. Dual-unit confusion 

 

Having both the survey foot and international foot in use creates: 

 

• Miscommunication between agencies and professionals 

• Risk of mixing units in calculations or datasets 

• Even small differences can accumulate into meaningful positional 

errors over large distances. 

 

2. Incompatibility with global standards 

 

The international foot is the worldwide standard. Continuing the 

survey foot: 

 

• Complicates collaboration with international projects 

• Adds friction in software and data exchange 

 

3. Accumulated error over large areas 

 

The difference (~2 parts per million) is tiny but: 

 

• Over long distances (e.g., statewide mapping), it can result in 

noticeable discrepancies (feet or more) 

• This matters in high-precision geodesy and mapping systems 

 

4. Modern systems favor standardization 

 

With newer datums like NAD83(2022) and modern GNSS workflows: 

 

• The push is toward a single, consistent unit (international foot 

or meters) 

• Supporting the survey foot adds unnecessary complexity 

 

         Bottom line 

 

The U.S. Survey Foot is valuable for backward compatibility and legal 

consistency, especially in land surveying. 

 

The International Foot is better for standardization, clarity, and future 

systems. 

 

That’s why U.S. agencies (like NIST and NOAA) have moved toward phasing 

out the survey foot in favor of the international foot—minimizing 

confusion going forward while trying to manage the legacy impact. 


